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ABSTRACT 

This thesis determines insufficiencies in training female athletes exist and presents 

recommendations for how these insufficiencies should be corrected.  This problem is analyzed 

through a historical and scientific lens and uses information learned from several interviews 

with current coaching staff regarding female athlete training.  Title IX is commonly recognized as 

the vanguard of women’s athletics, however, it caused unintended consequences female 

athletes suffer: insufficient representation, discrimination, and commercialization.  Research on 

scientific studies regarding female athletes shows more data are needed to prevent and treat 

injuries that female athletes experience.  However, studies prove that female athletes 

experience injuries to certain parts of the body more often than men, which makes protecting 

female athletes an imperative.  Coaches have an ethical obligation to train athletes properly, so 

to ensure that coaches get the training right, I recommend guidelines and standards rooted in 

bioethics principles of beneficence, nonmaleficence, and autonomy.  Beneficence calls for 

coaches to further the best interests of athletes by using the best available skills and knowledge 

so athletes can perform to the best of their ability, not only athletically, but academically and 

socially.  Autonomy calls for coaches to refrain from coercing athletes.  Nonmaleficence calls for 

coaches to avoid causing harm to athletes.  While guidelines rooted in these principles provide 

an essential framework for athletic programs, enforceable guidelines—standards—make 

coaches accountable to provide adequate training programs and warrant coaches to make 

decisions centered around furthering the best interest of the athlete.  While these standards do 

not fix all problems and inequities regarding female athletics, they bring about issues beyond 

medicine and present improvements which may be necessary to protect all athletes’ health and 

well-being.
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INTRODUCTION 

As a former athlete and high school coach I have witnessed and experienced many sports-

related injuries. In 2015 I became U.S.A. Track and Field (USATF) coach certified, and I learned 

how to coach each event in track and field at the high school and collegiate level. While I 

enjoyed learning more about events I did not coach, the section about training women 

resonated with me the most. The instructor started the section by stating, “Girls cannot be 

trained like boys,” and continued to clarify why.  In college, our workouts were structured 

exactly the same as the boys’ workouts, and I never thought much about it.  I felt as if I had been 

misled about an idea which was so clear-cut to the USATF instructor.  Soon I began to wonder: If 

we can train female athletes properly, why are we not doing so? And why was I (like many 

others) just hearing about this issue now, when articles as far back as from 1990 discuss the 

topic? While the USATF educated us on female athlete training, the certification is optional, and 

the majority of coaches do not opt to obtain it.  It is also currently the only coaching certification 

program in any sport that is not taken online.  Coaching education systems are not mandatory, 

and for many sports, they do not exist, which made me question whether any coaches regarded 

female athlete training as an issue.  

Reopening the topic a year later through my newly acquired bioethics perspective, I looked 

at the issue of female athlete training as a regulatory problem. If there are no standards or 

expectations to which coaches are held accountable, does that mean that female athletes 

should have no protection from improper training? Will a lack of knowledge continue to cause 

coaches to train females inadequately simply because we let an issue remain unnoticed? It 

seems unethical to train athletes using methods that are scientifically shown to result in injury. 

Once I began asking these questions, it seemed clear that the issues regarding female athlete 

training concern bioethics values of autonomy, beneficence, and nonmaleficence.   Coaches 
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have the final say on whether athletes compete or practice and also tell athletes whether they 

should have potential injuries examined or not.  Therefore, coaches directly affect the health 

and well-being of athletes.  Coaches concerns should prioritize furthering the best interests of 

athletes and promoting the overall well-being of athletes, which calls for actions rooted in 

bioethics principles of nonmaleficence, beneficence, and autonomy.  Even though these 

principles are typically used in a bioethics context, they existed before bioethics; they were 

simply defined to be applied directly to bioethics.  Therefore, these principles apply to 

everything, not just bioethics.  

The field of coaching is ever-changing, and I believe it is time we recognize that female 

athlete training programs are sub-par. Coaching and training staff should work together to 

further the best interests of athletes and correct practices that do not promote the overall 

health and well-being of each athlete.  Ensuring that athletes receive proper training is a moral 

duty for coaches.  This moral duty provides direction for athletes to work toward their goals by 

emphasizing the health and value of female athletes. To make sure coaches get the training 

right for female athletes I argue for guidelines and standards—or ethical rules.  These guidelines 

and standards apply to coaches, but they may also be useful for trainers as well.  In this thesis, I 

identify and explore areas of concern in regards to female athlete training in order to examine 

whether guidelines for training women are needed and how such guidelines are grounded in 

ethics.  This thesis has four chapters: history of women’s athletics, research and science 

regarding female athlete training, a discussion of current coaching methods learned from 

interviews with collegiate coaching staff and codes of ethics, and proposed standards and 

guidelines.  

The first chapter discusses the entry of women into the realm of athletics and 

corresponding historical problems.  The implementation of Title IX has been recognized as the 
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vanguard of women’s athletics.  Title IX of the 1972 Education Amendments sought to alleviate 

injustices between opportunities for men and women by banning sex-based discrimination in 

any federally funded program.1 This amendment was perceived as a pivotal point for women 

because it allowed them to partake in sports. Participation in sports always comes with a risk of 

injury, and differences in physiology, hormones, and psychosocial factors increase women’s risks 

for many injuries. Science has been slow to develop ways to reduce these risks of injury, not 

only because the field of women’s athletics is merely 40 years old, but also because men have 

overshadowed, and primarily influenced, women’s athletics. Women’s health issues have yet to 

be fully acknowledged in the athletic community, and data regarding female athletic training 

have just started to trickle out in the past decade. It is shown that female athletes have 

increased threats of career-ending injuries such as ACL tears and IT Band Friction Syndrome, as 

well as long-term harms, which include decreased bone density, menstrual dysfunction, and low 

energy availability (otherwise known as the Female Athlete Triad).2 Females are also commonly 

stereotyped as too dainty and weak to compete in sports, which leads to psychological distress.3  

Title IX has arguably created more problems for female athletes than it has alleviated. 

Women still lack satisfactory representation within the world of athletics, which may explain the 

increased potential for injury in females.  90% of female athletes were coached by women in the 

early ‘80s; today only 42% of women’s teams have female coaches.4  The focus of Title IX was to 

prevent sex-based discrimination against female athletes, but it does not protect coaches, 

administrators, or other supporting staff.5  Lack of female representation in coaching and 

administrative positions explains the inadequate advances in female training programs and 

                                                           
1 Olson 105 
2 Nazem 302 
3 Birell  
4 LaVoi 
5 Olson 107 



ix 

 

coaching education. Without women to advocate for women’s health, it has never been 

accepted as an issue.  Instead, women’s programs were (and are) structured to look like men’s, 

and equal pay resulted in women competing with men for jobs in women’s athletic programs. 

Olson comments on how women’s programs were undercut by men’s: “Men’s collegiate athletic 

programs set the standards; women’s athletic programs sought to emulate them.”6 Title IX 

failed to address problems of stereotyping and underrepresentation, and did little to further the 

interests of women beyond allowing their participation in collegiate sports.7 It was insufficient 

to transition women into the athletic world, as it did not address these corresponding concerns.  

Title IX sought to bring equality; however, “[e]quality under Title IX context mean[t] equality 

with men’s athletics.”8 Fundamentally, there remains a large gap between men’s and women’s 

athletics.  

The second chapter discusses harms that female athletes experience and how they are 

specific to women. The harms that female athletes experience can be either physical or mental. 

The Female Athlete Triad has been gaining recognition in the past decade or so as a threat to 

female athletes. It is referred to as a “triad” because it can consist of any combination of three 

factors: loss of bone mineral density (BMD), menstrual dysfunction, and low energy availability.9 

“The syndrome usually begins with [low energy reserves] and over the time low energy intake 

shuts down the hypothalamic-pituitary-ovarian axis,” cascading to the further effects of BMD 

loss (which leads to osteoporosis) and menstrual disorders.10  It is generally known that early 

diagnosis and intervention are crucial to prevent occurrence of the Female Athlete Triad. In 

addition to the Triad, women also have wider pelvises than men, which causes knee 

                                                           
6 Olson 117 
7 Olson 105, 119ti 
8 Olson 118 
9 DeSouza 289 
10 Ivkovic 773 
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pain/disorders to be more prevalent.  In addition, women’s ligaments have more laxity than 

men’s, which leads to excessive joint movement. This laxity increases risks of hyperextension, 

leading to tears, the most notable being in the Anterior Cruciate Ligament (ACL).11  Preventive 

drills and education about nutrition and well-being can help combat some of these harms; 

however, they will continue to occur unless they are recognized by coaches and training staff.  

Psychological harms stem from stereotypes victimizing women.  As previously 

mentioned, women are often seen as too dainty and fragile to compete in athletic events.12 

Male athletes “prove their masculinity” in competition, while female athletes “often need to 

justify [their] feminity.”13  Female athletes get lower scores “on dominance and confidence 

[tests] and higher on impulsiveness, tension, and general anxiety [tests] than male athletes.”14  

In addition, playing on team sports presents threats to health and well-being.  Pressure to 

compete while injured for the sake of the team can have negative consequences.15 An athlete 

may choose to sit out and feel guilty for not contributing to the team, or worse, the athlete may 

become injured during play and feel as though she was too weak to handle competition. The 

pressure to “win at all costs” can increase an athlete’s (mainly female’s) susceptibility to 

developing eating disorders. Eating disorders can stem from surges in training volumes, which 

require higher caloric intakes that women fail to meet, and pressures to be in peak physical 

shape, which is often translated into looking lean and skinny.16  Females experience different 

burdens than males and cope with these burdens differently. While it may not be possible to 

alleviate all psychological harms that may affect athletes, it would be beneficial to at least be 

                                                           
11 Ivkovic 769 
12 Olson 109 
13 Olson 111 
14 Ivkovic 770 
15 Ivkovic 770 
16 Ivkovic 770 
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aware of them, as they often lead to the development of severe conditions. Acknowledging 

differences in harmful psychosocial and psychological factors between men and women would 

be a start. 

The third chapter explores and contrasts training programs—specifically in collegiate 

cross country and soccer—to determine what additional guidelines are needed for female 

athletes. If a gap exists between men and women athletes in terms of preventing harms, there is 

obviously a need for guidelines. To begin to examine what guidelines are needed in regards to 

female athlete training, I consider available codes of ethics and information learned via 

interviews with coaching staff. Codes of ethics show whether a formal, written standard exists, 

whereas interviews show whether unwritten standards and practices exist among the coaching 

community.  Some codes of ethics currently exist; however, they are sport-specific and only 

exist if the sporting association chooses to establish them.  The American Football Coaches 

Association (AFCA) states that it’s “Code of Ethics has been developed to protect and promote 

the best interests of the game and the coaching profession.”17 The AFCA code’s first purpose is 

to “clarify and distinguish ethical and approved practice” and its second purpose is to emphasize 

the value of the game of football.18  Typically, codes establish procedural rules regarding 

recruitment, scouting, and cheating, and refraining from unethical behavior. While some codes 

state that coaches should work toward the best interests of the players, there are no guidelines 

specifying how to do so.  In addition, rules stated in codes of ethics apply primarily to athletes 

rather than to the coaching and training staff. The National Athletic Training Association (NATA) 

also has a code of ethics. NATA’s code is different as it is grounded in professionalism and 

educating future athletic trainers.19 However, NATA’s code of ethics fails to address the 

                                                           
17 http://www.afca.com/article/article.php?id=8 
18 http://www.afca.com/article/article.php?id=8 
19 http://www.nata.org/membership/about-membership/member-resources/code-of-ethics 
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importance of furthering the best interests of the athlete nor does it establish any principles 

regarding prevention of harm.  

The ideas of furthering the best interests of athletes and preventing harm are grounded 

in ethical ideals; therefore, ethics clearly serves as the foundation for training guidelines. 

Current guidelines may claim to be grounded in standards of ethics as they discourage cheating, 

substance abuse, and other illegal behavior.  But if athletes are put at a higher risk of harm as a 

result of training that is controlled by coaches, guidelines should apply to coaches rather than 

athletes.  Female athlete training is a promising area to lay a foundation that explicitly 

incorporates guidelines in order to protect and respect female athletes and to address issues 

the gap between men’s and women’s athletics creates.   

Guidelines for training female athletes do not exist, but there may be unwritten 

guidelines that coaches follow which further the best interests of athletes and prevent injuries. I 

conducted informal interviews with current college soccer and cross country coaches to learn 

more about current coaching methods and attitudes regarding female athletics. I chose to focus 

on soccer and cross country to contrast individual versus team sports. I compared and 

contrasted women’s programs with men’s to bring out differences between the two. Topics I 

explored include: preventative measures, research, psychological distress, and opinions on how 

men and women differ when it comes to athletic training. Information learned about these 

topics gave me an idea of how risks of harm that female athletes experience are acknowledged 

and prioritized by coaches.  

The fourth chapter builds guidelines and standards upon common bioethical principles 

of nonmaleficence, beneficence, and autonomy because issues in female athlete training are 

rooted in these principles.  Not all guidelines I propose are ethical principles themselves; despite 

being rooted in ethics, many guidelines are grounded in scientific data and practical in 
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application.  It is clear that the need for guidelines and standards is an ethical imperative. The 

guidelines I recommend are based on principles of beneficence, nonmaleficence, and autonomy.  

The ethical principles of nonmaleficence, beneficence, and autonomy originate in Beauchamp’s 

and Childress’ Principles of Biomedical Ethics.  The principle of beneficence calls for us to bring 

about the most good.  Good in the context of female athlete training is well-being and health.  

Beneficence closely relates to nonmaleficence, or doing no harm.  Acknowledging that women’s 

health is an issue and working to alleviate injuries by taking both preventive and proactive 

measures to reduce the harms that women athletes experience (both physical and mental) both 

calls for actions rooted in beneficence and nonmaleficence.  Coaches should be proactive in 

preventing harms to which women are predisposed and educate female athletes to be aware of 

these potential harms.  Furthering the best interests of athletes by using the best available skills 

and knowledge so athletes can perform to the best of their ability requires not only coaches’ 

athletic expertise, but also for coaches to teach values of leadership, citizenship, comradery, 

teamwork, perseverance, and responsibility among other things.  Refraining from coercing 

athletes and acknowledging issues in women’s athletics calls for actions rooted in autonomy. 

Guidelines rooted in beneficence and nonmaleficence to prevent harms—especially harms to 

which women are predisposed—ultimately also follow from autonomy, because coaches are 

entrusted to further the best interests of athletes, using their own expertise and knowledge, 

and accounting for the experiences and aspirations of each athlete.
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CHAPTER ONE 

 The Debut of Women’s Sports: Where Do We Go from Here? 

I. Introduction 

The credit for the acceptance of organized interscholastic and professional women’s 

sports in the United States is commonly attributed to the 1972 Title IX Amendment to the 

Higher Education Act. Title IX forbids discrimination on the basis of sex in any federally funded 

program.20  The amendment applies to “every facet of education, including undergraduate 

admissions, laboratory space, hiring, and sports,” therefore practically every scholastic and 

college sport became governed by Title IX.21  Opportunities for women’s athletics rose, and the 

number of females participating in sports skyrocketed upon the ban on sex-based 

discrimination.22  However, there are still many problems that exist in women’s sports since the 

passage of Title IX. To analyze these problems, I first look at a historical frame of reference 

before Title IX to highlight issues in women’s sports before the amendment’s existence. Second, 

I give a more detailed description of Title IX and changes it brought about, along with a summary 

of the subsequent issues in women’s athletics.  Finally, I discuss problems that exist today—

post-Title IX. Current problems may not necessarily be bioethics issues, however, in chapter four 

I argue that solutions to these problems are rooted in bioethics principles of autonomy, 

beneficence, and maleficence.  Therefore, these issues intertwine with bioethics.  

II. Before Title IX 

A. The Historical Female Athlete 

                                                           
20 Suggs 4 
21 Suggs 4 
22 Ivkovic 767 
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In the time of the ancient Greeks, women were not allowed to compete in sport nor were 

they permitted even to watch.23  A female partaking in any facet of sport was “against the laws 

of nature.”24  Men competed in Olympic Games starting in 776 BC while the only athletic event 

women could partake in was a footrace occurring every four years.25  Even though the footrace 

was women’s only event, “it was important to have strong, healthy, and active women,” and 

“girls received an education and participated in sports with the boys.”26  Good health, fitness, 

and education were valued in both men’s and women’s athletics.  

In 1896, the first modern Olympics was held in Greece, where sports were a bastion of male 

privilege.27 It was not until 1912 that women were allowed to join the Olympics, competing in 

limited events including lawn-tennis, archery, figure-skating, and a few years later, swimming.28  

About a decade later, women held their own version of the Olympics, the Women’s World 

Games, which was widely successful in gaining both competitors and spectators.29  

Unfortunately, this success came to a stop when a report entitled “Women’s Participation in 

Athletics” was issued in 1925.30  The report revealed “medical evidence” which claimed women 

should not compete in sports because it would harm their delicate structures and disrupt their 

reproductive abilities.31 The idea that partaking in sporting activities damaged women’s 

reproductive systems is found to be quite ludicrous by many scholars today. Sporting 

organizations began to eliminate women’s athletic events using this so-called medical evidence 

as justification, and women’s sports began to decline.  

                                                           
23 Boles et al. 1249 
24 Ivkovic 767 
25 Boles et al. 1249 
26 Boles et al. 1249 
27 O’Reilly 27 
28 O’Reilly 28, citing [Elliott-Lynn, S. (1925). Women's Participation in Athletics. IOC Pedagogic Conference 

Papers, 6-7. Retrieved June 25, 2016.] 
29 O’Reilly 29 
30 O’Reilly 29 
31 O’Reilly 29 
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Being able to refute women’s participation in competitions and justify it upon unfounded 

grounds of daintiness, weakness, and reproductive issues finally gave sporting organizations the 

fuel they needed to bar women’s sports from taking place. Women were only allowed to 

exercise in manners which would not “imbalance their delicate physiques.”32  From then on, 

more stories and articles were written reinforcing misconceptions about women’s abilities. For 

example, in 1928 the women’s 800-meter run was immediately removed from the Women’s 

World Games program upon reports that several athletes collapsed at the finish line.33 One 

report stated, “all eleven women entered either withdrew or failed to finish the race.”34  

Another writer described the female competitors as “wretched, 5 of them dropped out before 

the finish, while five collapsed after reaching the tape.”35 Practically all of the headlines 

described the event wrong, even down to the number of women competing. In reality, there 

were nine women entered in the race, all finished, and the winner set a world record.36  As for 

the collapsing, an official (who was also a doctor) commented, “some of them laid down beside 

the track, but none of them dropped out or collapsed from exhaustion.”37  To put it even more 

in perspective, reports of the men’s 800-meter race recalled two competitors falling to the track 

completely exhausted, another carried to his quarters, and a fourth collapsed on the grass 

needing stimulants for revival.38   

                                                           
32 Olson 109, citing [Gilbert. (1988). Competition: Is it What Life’s All About?. Sports Illustrated, 86. 

Retrieved August 1, 2016.] 
33 O’Reilly 31 
34 Olson 109, citing [Chandler. (1986). The Association of Intercollegiate Athletics for Women: The End of 

Amateurism in U.S. Intercollegiate Sport. Women in Sport: Sociological and Historical Perspectives. 5-12. 

Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press] 
35 Cohen 187, citing [Turnis, J. (1929). Eleven Wretched Women. 213. New York Evening Post. New York, 

New York.] 
36 Cohen 187, citing [Leigh, M. (1974) The Evolution of Women’s Participation in the Summer Olympic 

Games, 1900-1948. 333. Columbus, Ohio: The Ohio State University Press.]  
37 Cohen 187, citing [Leigh, M. (1974) The Evolution of Women’s Participation in the Summer Olympic 

Games, 1900-1948. 333. Columbus, Ohio: The Ohio State University Press.] 
38 Cohen 188, citing [Leigh, M. (1974) The Evolution of Women’s Participation in the Summer Olympic 

Games, 1900-1948. 333. Columbus, Ohio: The Ohio State University Press.] 



4 

 

The women would not compete in an 800m again until 1960, as comments flooded the 

press telling coaches to “preserve young women’s modesty and daintiness,” and advising 

against any female participation in sport.39 A board member of the Women’s Division of the 

National Amateur Athletic Federation commented that “girls are not suited for the same athletic 

programs as boys,” because girls do not have the same will to play, rather, they break down 

nervously under pressure.40 Other sources described women as weak and lacking the discipline 

to participate in sport.41 The little talk there was about the growth of women’s sports quickly 

died as it was drowned out by expectations set for what women can and cannot do.  

Stereotypes of women being nurturing, emotional, and the weaker sex caused the public to 

become repelled by the idea of a females “being athletic”.42 Girls were supposed to be soft and 

sweet, not aggressive and competitive.43  If a girl ever happened to show athleticism and beat a 

boy in competition, she won on a stroke of luck or because a boy taught her.44  All of this led 

women to adopt the female gender role—as Cohen puts it—which includes “greater 

dependence, lower self-confidence, less assertiveness, and lower expectations.”45  Women’s 

athletics took a giant leap backward as girls were encouraged to engage in “ladylike” sports such 

as horseback riding and tennis.46 This attitude toward women remained common throughout 

the 20th century.  

B. Sporting Organizations and Their Hidden Agendas 

                                                           
39 Suggs 23, quoting Ethel Perrin, board member of the 1928 Women’s Division of the National Amateur 

Athletic Federation.  
40 Suggs 23, quoting Ethel Perrin, board member of the 1928 Women’s Division of the National Amateur 

Athletic Federation.  
41 Ross 147 
42 Fasting et al. 104 
43 Ross 171 
44 Olson 120 
45 Cohen 221 
46 Ross 131 



5 

 

It was not only attitudes that drove women’s athletics into hiding. While the media helped 

push women’s athletics out of the spotlight, sporting organizations had a lot of influence in the 

history of women’s athletics as well. Some organizations joined in the fight against women’s 

sports, while others fought for their integrity. 

Perhaps the oldest present-day sporting organization is the IOC founded in 1894. From its 

first day, the IOC unanimously opposed women’s sports and did not approve of women’s 

admission into the Olympics.47  The first involvement of women in the Olympics was allowed on 

a stroke of luck when the IOC handed over responsibilities of organizing and arranging the 1900 

and 1904 Games to the cities of Paris and St. Louis, respectively.48  The cities were able to hold 

Olympic Games including women without needing IOC approval and did just that. Once 

women’s sports began to take off in 1912, the IOC decided it needed to reassert its authority.49 

The IOC blocked programs for women’s sports and denied women’s competition equal status 

with men’s.50  The IOC was also responsible for the creation of the Women’s World Games. After 

the IOC refused to comply with insistences to create a better women’s Olympic program, a 

newly founded organization—the FSFI—organized a separate women’s Olympics.51 Since the IOC 

claimed rights to the term “Olympic” the games were referred to as the Women’s World 

Games.52  

While the FSFI seemed to evade the clutches of the IOC, another organization took note of 

the Women’s World Games’ success. The IAAF, which at the time was the men’s athletic 

governing body, wanted to absorb the FSFI and take over the Women’s World Games.53 To 

                                                           
47 O’Reilly 27 
48 O’Reilly 28 
49 O’Reilly 28 
50 O’Reilly 28 
51 O’Reilly 29 
52 O’Reilly 29 
53 Cohen 186 
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entice the FSFI to give up its power, the IAAF offered five women’s events in the 1928 Olympics, 

which, due to the infamous 800-meter race, turned out to be a most controversial Olympics.54  

The Olympics ended with the IOC deeming women “too frail to compete” and having the 800m 

race removed from the women’s Olympic agenda.55 Even after the fallout from the 1928 Games, 

the IAAF managed to overtake the FSFI by 1936.56  The IAAF promised to increase opportunities 

and participation in women’s sports; however, they were slow to fulfill that commitment. 

Women waited over 30 years for the IAAF to add events to their Olympic program.57  

Contrary to the IOC and IAAF, the NAAF tried to help progress women’s athletics. While 

others claimed they were protecting women by barring them from sports, the NAAF sought to 

protect women from the injustices seen in men’s athletics and supported the famous ideal, “a 

sport for every girl, and a girl for every sport.”58  Their 1924 platform discussed priorities of 

keeping female athletes from experiencing corporate control and exploitation, thus allowing 

women to retain their autonomy.59  The platform’s premise was to gear women’s sports to suit 

each individual athlete, to encourage leadership and health, to stress sportsmanship over 

personal success, and ultimately foster good citizenship.60 Bioethics principles of autonomy, 

beneficence, and nonmaleficence can clearly be seen within the NAAF’s platform promoting 

athletes to refrain from making decisions only to enhance their personal success and coaches to 

develop athletes’ health and well-being.  Values such as leadership and citizenship teach 

athletes to bring about the most good to others (teammates, classmates, friends, family, etc.) 

and call for coaches to promote these values.  Supporting these values could include things such 
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as ensuring all athletes get opportunities to participate—not just the most talented—or having a 

team volunteer and give back to the community.  These values are rooted in autonomy. If 

coaches listen and tailor programs to each athlete based on how athletes respond to training, 

and discourage sponsors and colleges from using athletes as a means to their own ends, coaches 

prevent coercive influences and work towards furthering the best interests of each athlete.   

The AIAW also took a stance against the commercial model of sport seen in men’s athletics.   

Founded in 1967—originally known as the Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics for Women—

the AIAW wanted to create women for a “place of their own” in the realm of athletics.61  AIAW 

schools believed money would distort educational priorities so they did not offer scholarships 

nor did they recruit athletes.62 Instead, the AIAW created athletic opportunities for existing 

enrolled women by increasing the number of women’s teams and roster spots.63  The AIAW’s 

goal was to find a balance between being a student and an athlete without the material rewards 

seen in male sports.64  The originators of the AIAW were ahead of their time in emphasizing the 

goal of college sports as an “avocation, not a profession,” commenting that student-athletes 

were to be valued as students first, athletes second.65  Valuing student-athletes as more than 

just athletes encourages actions rooted in bioethics principles as it motivates coaches to 

develop student-athletes to be respectable people, not just talented competitors. Moral duties 

of respecting athletes’ autonomy and promoting each athletes best interests and well-being are 

rooted in bioethics principles.  These principles existed before bioethics, therefore, they are able 

to be applied to everything—they clearly demonstrate importance in coaching.   

C. Conclusion 

                                                           
61 Cohen 300 
62 Brake 160 
63 Brake 160 
64 Brake 160 
65 Olson 111 



8 

 

Up until the time of Title IX, it seems the most progress women made was transitioning from 

spectators to competitors.  And this transition was unbelievably slow. 776 BC marked the first 

organized event—women’s footraces—and it was not until 1722 that a professional female 

athlete (a boxer named Elizabeth Stokes) existed.66  In between the years of 776 BC and 1900 

barely any data on women’s sports exists. There were a few competitions in golf and tennis—

the women’s first singles match at Wimbledon was in 1884—but my research shows little 

involvement of women within the sporting field.67 A few factors may have played a role in this. 

First of all, women did not get decent press, and as previously stated, they were often deemed 

too “dainty” to compete in sports. In fact, the headline reporting a story on the first woman to 

run a marathon read “BLONDE WIFE, 23, RUNS MARATHON” and showed a picture of her 

cooking fudge.68  Society reiterated that women belonged at home, not in a gym or on a practice 

field. Second, a significant barrier might have been the challenges of creating and organizing 

sporting events.  While this was not mentioned in research, I would imagine it would be tough 

to arrange an athletic competition for people who had few opportunities to properly train. 

Lastly, a lack of access was another major obstacle. Schools and organizations were not required 

to offer sports for women, so many of them did not. Girls were sometimes allowed to play 

sports with boys, but these habits were discouraged past the age of 10.69  Without equipment or 

knowledge of how to play, the thought of participating in any sport may have never even 

crossed the minds of many women.   

On the other hand, a few sporting agencies built some excellent foundations for women’s 

athletics. The Women’s World Games and the FSFI were both formed despite the IOC’s actions 
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against women. The Women’s World Games were hugely successful in attendance and 

competitors, and the FSFI was able to organize the event so well that it continued for nearly two 

decades.70  It was not until after a 14-year power struggle that the FSFI collapsed to the IAAF.71  

Even though the FSFI did not end up triumphant, those 14 years did not go without success. 

Participation and country involvement for the Women’s World Games greatly increased during 

this time.72 It is worth mentioning that the IAAF took over three decades to fulfill promises to 

increase opportunities, something the FSFI did in a third of that time.73  Other successful 

organizations were the AIAW and NAAF. The founders of these two organizations worried that 

men would overtake women’s sports and formed principles and a platform to deter this. Their 

principles encompassed valuing sports as an educational and social experience, where winning 

was never set as the goal.  “A sport for every girl and a girl for every sport” encompassed the 

idea that everyone should have the opportunity and resources to engage in healthy 

competition.74  The ideals and values these two organizations embraced standards that sought 

to keep the female athlete in control and viewed participation in sports as a healthy way of 

development. 

While good standards prevailed throughout the formation of the AIAW and NAAF, 

promoting values we seek to encourage today, several problems remained before Title IX:  

1.There was a lack of resources and funding for women’s sports,  

2.Media coverage failed to portray female athleticism in a positive light,  

3. The decline of the FSFI increased men’s power over women’s sports instead of 

encouraging women's representation, and  
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4. There was no scientific evidence proving sports were good or bad for women, so the 

assumption that women should not participate in sports prevailed.  

These problems were massive setbacks in the development of women’s athletics, and may have 

set a bar for what Title IX needed to accomplish.  

III. The Era of Title IX 

 A. What is Title IX?  

Title IX is commonly labeled as the turning point for women’s sports, which is somewhat 

ironic since athletics or sports never was mentioned in the original Title.75  Nonetheless, Title IX 

significantly affected all levels of athletics.  But the implementation of Title IX did not come 

without resistance. The federal government spent seven years rewriting and specifying where 

Title IX applied because many refused to believe Title IX could have anything to do with sports.76  

By banning discrimination based on sex, the newly defined 1979 Title IX incorporated standards 

requiring colleges and schools to offer previously nonexistent athletic opportunities for women. 

The requirement was these opportunities had to be equitable.  

“Equitable” covered all areas of a sports program’s operations—athletic scholarships (if 

offered); participation opportunities; scheduling of games and practice times; travel 

costs and per diems; coaching and tuition (including numbers of coaches, their salaries, 

and their professional backgrounds); locker rooms, practice and competition facilities; 

medical facilities; housing and dining services; and publicity and media services.77 

Two decades of continued resistance against Title IX continued after the 1979 

interpretation.  Many court cases regarding Title IX were filed, resulting in case law that helped 
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shape how Title IX is upheld today.78  The majority of the cases deal with the portion of Title IX 

called the 3-part test, which governs the number of male and female athletes on athletic 

rosters.79 To be Title IX compliant in regard to the number of male/female athletes, an 

institution has three options:  

1. Participation rates must be similar to enrollment rates for men and women,  

2. The institution must have a history and plan for expanding opportunities in women’s 

athletics, or  

3. The school must show proof women are satisfied with the athletic opportunities 

offered.80 

Option one was the cheapest and quickest. Therefore it was the most popular mode of 

compliance.81   

With the threat of removing funding as a consequence of noncompliance, institutions took 

action to comply, but not without complaint. Writers dramatized: “Colleges killed more than 400 

men’s athletic teams to produce precise proportionality between men’s and women’s 

enrollments and men’s and women’s rates of participation.”82  However, these cuts were in no 

way forced by the implementation of the Title.  Not wanting to forgo luxuries in money-making 

sports such as men’s football and basketball, schools opted to cut other men’s teams. Title IX, 

instead of the institutions making these decisions, got the brunt of the blame. A lot of negative 

talk regarding Title IX went on even though most schools had little trouble complying.83  
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B. Case Law 

Case law largely determined how Title IX is applied and, more importantly, displayed Title 

IX’s authority to those who did not take the amendment seriously.  Some of the first cases 

demonstrate the original opposition to the Title.  In 1984, one of the first Title IX cases ruled that 

if a single program received federal funding (while the rest of the institution did not receive any 

federal funds) only the program, not the institution, was brought under the aegis of Title IX.84  

Fortunately, the 1987 Civil Rights Restoration Act reversed this decision and ruled that any 

institution which received federal funding fell under Title IX, regardless of what program 

received the funding.85  The Act made two large advances for women: (1) It allowed them to file 

discrimination court cases relatively easily, and (2) it ruled that entire institutions needed to be 

Title IX compliant, denying exceptions for any program.  

Other cases made some important rulings regarding the 3-part test.  First, women’s sports 

could not be denied university funding upon the premise that women had less interest in sports 

than men.86  Second, courts acknowledged that cutting or capping men’s teams was not an 

institution’s only option to comply with Title IX;87 women’s teams could easily be upgraded to 

comply with the standard.88 Third, if “boys’ teams had brand new facilities, traveled by bus, and 

kept their ticket proceeds,” the women’s teams should be treated no differently.89  Another 

major advance by the court established that issues dealing with sex discrimination (under Title 

IX) could be brought forward by qualified individuals seeking to alleviate injustices to women, 

and allowed adults to speak up on behalf of minors.90 
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However, case law cannot win all of Title IX’s battles for women. For example, when a 

college pledged in court to expand their women’s athletics budget and satisfy Title IX,91  coaches 

manipulated roster sizes, making men’s teams smaller and women’s teams larger.  Women got 

less playing time and the school continued to eliminate women’s sports teams,92 undermining 

the court decision’s success. This is a reminder of how difficult and challenging it is to change 

society’s view of women’s athletics.  

C. Organizations’ Involvement with Title IX   

The AIAW governed women’s sports beginning just before Title IX.  As mentioned before, 

the AIAW took a stance against giving athletes material gains as they encouraged superficial 

values.93  At first, the AIAW forbade giving scholarships to women, as they thought it distorted 

the educational value and priorities of athletes.94  That view shortly was overtaken by the desire 

of female athletes to be treated equally with men. Female athletes rallied against the AIAW, 

demanding that they be allowed scholarships.  The AIAW ended up permitting scholarships, but 

capped the amounts.95  After Title IX’s implementation, the number of female athletes boomed, 

and the NCAA started to take notice of the success and potential in women’s athletics. The 

NCAA began to sponsor women’s championship games in the ‘80s.96 In retaliation, the AIAW 

sued the NCAA, claiming that no organization should be allowed to have a monopoly over 

college sports.97  Unfortunately, the AIAW lost the case, and the NCAA began its reign over 

college sports.98   
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Ironically, the NCAA had rooted against women’s athletics shortly before they took it over. 

They filed suit against the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare when Title IX was 

applied to collegiate and high school sports, enraged by having to pay for women’s teams as it 

would deplete men’s basketball and football budgets.99 The NCAA attempted to block the 1979 

implementation of Title IX, and after that effort had ended in failure, the NCAA proceeded to 

take over women’s athletics.100  If the AIAW had been able to continue representing women’s 

athletic, female athletes would—most likely—be better off.  However, in recent years the NCAA 

has demonstrated support for women’s sports, showing that the NCAA may be able to help 

positively advance women’s athletics.101 

D. The Aftermath of Title IX 

Title IX’s establishment, although not intended to affect women’s athletics, had a drastic 

impact on women’s sports. Court cases involving Title IX set a precedent for how strictly Title IX 

should be applied and what circumstances are tolerated. Title IX essentially gave women a voice 

by giving them a chance to fight for their rights. Many former female athletes preach stories 

about how lucky they were to guinea pigs for Title IX because people fought for Title IX to be 

adequately upheld. Parents were knowledgeable about Title IX, and if they did not see their 

child getting opportunities, they set things straight.102  Parents and coaches became advocates 

for female athletes, seeing that their kids and athletes all got chances to compete.103  

Litigation based on the amendment also successfully challenged prejudices against women’s 

sports. Many institutions argued that women’s sports were too costly to add, and would force 

them to cut too many men’s spots on current varsity teams. In reality, schools choose how to 
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comply with Title IX.  Contrary to popular belief, the Title does not require that men’s sports be 

cut; it essentially encourages the expansion of women’s sports.104  A current popular argument 

is that adding women’s teams is unjust because it will drain the budget of sports that rake in 

revenue for all athletic teams, such as football.105  But among NCAA football teams, 81% spend 

more than they make and contribute nothing to other sports’ budgets.106 One of the strongest 

aspects of Title IX’s case law is that it refuses to make any act of discrimination—such as claims 

about budgets—too small or out of bounds of the law’s reach.107   

Having more exposure and experiences with sports was also a benefit of Title IX. Women 

started to think of their athletic skills in a more positive light, which was an unpopular view 

before Title IX.108   Studies since the 1970s have shown that sports encourage women to have 

better psychological well-being, better body image, higher energy levels, and an improved 

perception of health.109  More exposure to sports lead to a greater acceptance of female 

athleticism.  Great athletes such as Mia Hamm and Michelle Akers emerged as role models, 

showing women that they “did not have to follow the stereotypical female role of their 

culture.”110  

On the other hand, Title IX had many negative consequences in light of its success. As 

aforementioned, the Title was held responsible for cuts made to men’s teams, and many 

universities intentionally placed the blame on Title IX.111  Women’s teams looked just as guilty as 

Title IX; their opportunities increased, “making” the men’s decline. Courts attempted to spell 
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out that institutions made their own decisions, but many continued to blame Title IX for 

eliminating men’s teams.112  

Another considerable disappointment of Title IX is that women’s sports remained second 

class to men’s. While many stories from female athletes speak of great camraderie among 

student-athletes, they also tell of the continued exile they experienced in the community. As 

one woman recalled, “society-wise, outside the campus environment, to the media, we were 

second class. I can remember winning that first national title, and we were six, seven, eight 

pages deep in the newspaper.”113   “While women have gained a place on the sports bus, to this 

day they remain backseat riders.”114   As a result of being continuously viewed as less important 

than men, women got used to being discriminated against. People remarked that female 

athletes were weak, lacked discipline, or did not have what it took to be competitors.    

However, most women hearing this would agree or accept these statements rather than 

challenge them.115  When women received separate and unequal treatment, such as having 

worn facilities, hand-me-down-equipment, and games scheduled at times where nearly no one 

could attend, it taught them not to recognize discrimination but to expect it.116  Furthermore, 

women became wary of change, fearing that advocating for better equipment, facilities, etc. 

might make the situation worse because they did not know that equitable treatment should be 

expected.117  Issues regarding discrimination display a need for actions rooted in 

nonmaleficence, in other words, actions which avoid causing harm through discriminatory 

practices. It should be noted that the majority of schools today (approximately 80%) are not 
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Title IX compliant, and typically the only well-regulated portion of Title IX is the 3-part test.118  

That means ensuring that women’s teams have similar salaries for female staff, funding for 

traveling, scholarship allocation, media coverage, and other forms of equitable treatment—

which are all included in Title IX—is often unachievable unless brought about through litigation.  

Title IX’s threat of taking away federal funding for noncompliance has never been upheld, which 

may be why institutions are not afraid of being noncompliant.119 

The insufficient recognition of women in athletics can be attributed to the inadequate 

representation women still experience today. The decline in the presence of women involved in 

athletics was an unintended consequence of Title IX. Title IX established that women’s teams 

should have the same opportunities, which included having more and better-paid coaching 

staffs.120  When more coaching positions with desirable salaries were created in women’s 

athletics, men started to apply.121 Men had deeper roots in sports than women—because 

previously it was not acceptable for women to partake in sports—making men more attractive 

hires.122  “Most women’s sports merged with the men’s teams, and the female athletic director 

became the male athletic director’s assistant.”123  Men held their positions of power, instantly 

bumping female staff and coaches to second class.  With women losing positions in athletics, a 

loss of voice also occurred, resulting in diminished autonomy for females involved in sport.  

Overall, Title IX fell short of leveling the playing field of college sports. Walter Suggs says the 

real tragedy of Title IX was that women, led by men, ended up in the commercialized arena of 
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men’s sports.124  Sports today are geared toward material rewards gained from winning,125 

working in the opposite interest of beneficence, nonmaleficence, and autonomy. If you win and 

are successful in high school you get a scholarship to go to college, if you are successful in 

college you will get paid to play professionally, once you play professionally it’s all about how 

much more money you can make by winning.126   When sports revolve around money, it causes 

a loss of autonomy for athletes.  Decisions are made for athletes based on monetary gain rather 

than allowing athletes to make decisions themselves.  

Title IX mandated that women’s athletics be treated the same as men’s, encouraging 

excessive scholarships, an environment of hyper-competitiveness, and the desire to win for 

acknowledgment.127  “Female athletes and their coaches have gotten wrapped up in this high 

stakes,” exploitative business model of men’s athletics, and the ideals once upheld by the NAAF, 

FSFI, and AIAW have been “distorted or lost altogether.”128  Female athletes used to see 

straightforwardly that “men’s focus on winning caused them to lose sight of fair play and 

sportsmanship,”129 but now women’s priorities echo the men’s: “build goodwill among donors, 

alumni, state legislators, or others who bring money into their enterprise.”130  Men largely 

represent women’s athletics, and without the voices of the pioneering female coaches and 

administrators, the principles women’s athletics had once built their foundation on were quickly 

forgotten. 

To sum it up, Title IX left a few key problems: 
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1. No protection or emphasis on the value of athletics outside the business-driven sports 

world,  

2. An insufficient amount of women involved and voicing their opinion in athletics,  

3. Allowing the idea that it was okay to be second-class and discriminated against, and  

4. The lack of action taken to further the interests of female athletes beyond the collegiate 

level.  

With a diminished amount of women involved in sport, discrimination persisted and money 

drove sport, causing a significant loss in autonomy for females in athletics.  Remember, Title IX 

spent seven years after its implementation being re-written to apply properly to schools. 

Focusing on how Title IX would apply to universities overshadowed other goals of creating 

equality in professional sports.131  Title IX’s “equality model” stressed equality with men’s 

athletics, causing men’s sports to remain the standard for women’s, yet another unforeseen 

consequence.132  Women’s sports were never meant to mirror men’s sports, and now female 

athletes suffer without a place of their own in the world of athletics. 

IV. After Title IX 

A. Women’s Sports Today 

 i. Rates and Statistics of Involvement 

More than 90% of coaches for women’s sports teams were female in 1972; in 2006 that 

number dropped to its worst ever: 42.2%.133  The percentage of female coaches for women’s 

teams has hovered around 42-44% in the past two decades, showing a significant decline 

compared to 1972.134  About 2.0-3.5% of men’s teams have a female coach, which has been 
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typical since the time of Title IX’s implementation.135  On the administration side, about 20% 

(22.3% in 2014) of athletic directors are females, and 36.2% of athletic administrators are 

women.136  Since the enactment of Title IX, there are more intercollegiate female athletes than 

ever before. In 2014 there were 200,000 and just before the enactment of Title IX there were 

only 16,000.137  Women’s opportunities for participation in sport have steadily increased, with 

an average of 2.5 women’s teams per school in 1970 growing to 5.61 in 1978, 7.71 in 1988, 8.14 

in 2000, and a record of 8.83 in 2014.138  Institutions with female Athletic Directors tend to have 

more women within the administration and coaching staffs, suggesting that women may be 

treated more equitably when a women is in a position of power.139  As you can see, the 

participation and opportunities for women in sport are continuing to grow even today, however, 

women’s presence in administrative and coaching positions has done the opposite with no sign 

of change. 

 ii. Attitudes Toward Female Coaches  

Throughout the 1980s, negative attitudes toward female coaches remained, which may be 

another factor explaining why the numbers of women holding coaching/administrative positions 

have fallen.140  During this time, even female athletes stated that they preferred an unsuccessful 

male coach to a female coach.141  This perception changed slightly in the 1990s, when female 

athletes showed preference for a coach of the same gender at times, but mostly would still 

choose male coaches due to their success or knowledge.142   Females were not as opposed to 
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female coaches, but athletes of both genders continued to prefer male coaches, upholding the 

belief that “male is better” until the millennium.143  A 2011 study done by Jowett et al. 

evaluating relationship interdependence and satisfaction levels of athletes with their coaches 

showed that “all-female dyads were more satisfied with training and instruction than other 

gender combinations.”144  This study shows a positive shift in female athletes’ attitudes in 

regards to being coached by a woman. Historically, men were viewed to be highly capable, 

inspirational leaders, which still has been demonstrated to be a deep rooted belief in male 

athletes, who rarely prefer a female coach over a male.145  However, some male athletes 

commented that female coaches have not achieved enough success; they prefer someone who 

has been proven to do well.  

Attitudes from athletes are not the only barrier for female coaches and administrative staff. 

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, several studies showed that female coaches possessed more 

human capital; in other words, they had greater playing experience and received more honors 

than their male counterparts (with all coaches having the same educational training).146  

However, females had less desire to obtain higher positions of power and worked resigned 

earlier than their male counterparts.147  One study noted that this attitude might be attributed 

to the deficiency of opportunities women have: “The fewer the opportunities for upward 

mobility, the more likely workers lower their expectations, experience only moderate 

satisfaction, or will exit.”148  It should be noted that the “human capital approach” many times 
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has been used to justify the overrepresentation of men and underrepresentation of women, 

which shows athletics may still be run by the “old boys club.”149  

A recent lawsuit filed in March of 2016 shows this is possible. Gary Barta, the Athletic 

Director at the University of Iowa, has fired five female coaches and the female associate athlete 

director in the past six years, forcing them to resign upon accusations of verbally abusive 

language and unruly behavior.150  The lawsuit alleges that Barta sought to get rid of female 

coaches who challenged the administration to get better facilities and playing environments.151  

Those fired were some of the best qualified and successful coaches at the University. Athletes 

even spoke out, testifying that the coaches were wrongly accused.152  The suit claimed that 

Barta kept male coaches who were continually unsuccessful employed, and one reporter 

commented the case would be a laughable matter if the coaches fired were male, not female.153  

In one fell swoop, the University of Iowa went from a leader in promoting women’s 

opportunities in athletics to taking them away.  

The issues at Iowa are not unique to their school either. In the past decade, over 30 female 

coaches and eight female sports administrators have filed very similar retaliation lawsuits 

against their universities.154  Most of the cases were won or settled out of court, but many of the 

coaches involved have not been hired again. As Foley remarks, nobody wants to hire “women to 

be real coaches when they have been canned, even when it’s for no legitimate reason.”155  Cases 

such as Barta’s show that prejudices against female coaches still exist, especially when they 
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advocate for their teams. I think it is safe to say that many schools run by business priorities that 

often ignore women.  

 iii. Attitudes Toward Female Athletes 

Males have been shown to exemplify negative attitudes not only toward female coaches but 

also toward female athletes.  Up until the turn of the century, women were still excluded from 

sport on the basis that their reproductive systems were vulnerable to injuries.156  These 

justifications were enough to ban women from the 5,000 and 3,000-meter races, steeplechase, 

pole vault, hammer throw, the 20,000-kilometer walk, and the 50,000-kilometer walk.157 These 

bans lasted throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and even late 2000’s.158   Further than that, female 

athletes’ success is often unrecognized by society unless they are world champions.  “In 1988, 

only four women sports figures were featured on five Sports Illustrated covers. Among the four, 

they had won five Olympic gold medals and the tennis Grand Slam.”159  Many stories of athletes 

tell of the necessity for a female athlete to work harder than the man and prove herself.160  

When Mia Hamm retired, departing as the all-time leading scorer for male and female 

international soccer players, barely anyone commented.161  Decorated with an infinite amount 

of awards and repeatedly praised as one of the most humble and hard-working athletes, she left 

a legacy which tabloids chose to ignore.162  The silent tabloids paid a testament to the fact that 

“it’s not enough for a woman to have blistering athletic talent. She also has to date cheesy 

celebrities and basically become Paris Hilton with muscle tone to generate attention.”163  The 
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media has silenced even the greatest female athletes. However, it seems with recent news 

erupting regarding the U.S. Women’s Soccer Team— becoming one of the nation’s most-

televised teams and their recent lawsuit with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission—

times might be starting to change. 

Besides society, coaches also showed prejudice against female athletes. In a study 

conducted in the early 2000s across several countries, female athletes often spoke of male 

coaches who “underestimated the level of the players.”164  Male coaches were sometimes 

deemed “psychologically abusive” as they tried to manipulate players by talking down to them 

to get them to work harder.165  While many of the athletes viewed male coaches’ styles as 

demeaning and aggressive, some talked about how these mannerisms motivated them to prove 

their coaches wrong by working harder and succeeding.166  The drive to prove someone wrong 

may have sparked motivation in some of the most highly driven women, but I do not think that 

is enough to deem manipulation an acceptable coaching behavior toward all female athletes.   

B. Women’s Sports Moving Forward 

 i. Successes  

While women’s sports have been put through the gauntlet when it comes to retaliation and 

bad press, I think we must focus on some of the successes to remind us progress is possible. 

Sports continue to be generally known as a great outlet for females everywhere, encouraging 

social interaction and sportsmanship, awareness of well-being, healthy eating habits, and 

regular exercise.  I do not think Title IX deserves credit for every success in women’s sports, but 

without the amendment, the growth of women’s sports may have never taken place. Being a 

female athlete is now seen and encouraged among most high schoolers, and there are 
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opportunities to be an athlete in nearly every NCAA school in the United States.167   Regarding 

coaching styles, it seems that the goals of women’s sports set by the AIAW and NAAF have 

started to fade. However, there are a few coaches (who non-coincidentally have some of the 

most successful college coaching careers in history) who uphold these standards on their team.  

For example, Anson Dorrance, the coach of the University of North Carolina women’s soccer 

team, wrote in his book, Vision of a Champion, that he does not offer full ride scholarships, to 

ensure that players want to play for the love of the game and not for money.168 He also allows 

players on the roster who may not have amazing soccer skills, but add great morale and 

positivity to the team, reinforcing that sports teach values such as sportsmanship, leadership, 

and camaraderie.169  Moral duties of coaches are based in the relationship between the coach 

and the athlete, and coaches directly affect the health of athletes in a similar manner which 

employers directly control workplace safety.  Protecting athletes health is an imperative for 

coaches, but the coach-athlete relationship also calls for coaches to promote athletes well-being 

and further their best interests—as Dorrance does.  Female coaches with coaching styles similar 

to Dorrance’s strive to develop athletes to have better self-images and highlight the educational 

value of participating in sport.170  These coaches emphasize the importance of training female 

athletes differently from males because women have different ways of being motivated and 

differ both physiologically and psychologically.171  Although the original aims of women’s sports 

may seem to have died out, these coaches show hope that these standards are indeed the way 

to success. The coach-athlete relationship is clearly rooted in bioethics principles, therefore 

these principles must be the way to success.  
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 ii. Challenges 

Moving forward and beyond the implementation of Title IX, many problems remain. First 

and foremost is the issue of representation.  “Women are conspicuously absent from upper-

level management positions” in university athletics and athletic organizations.172  Discrimination 

has been proven to take place in the hiring process, and women do not display a desire to 

pursue positions of power in athletics, causing insufficient representation of women in athletics, 

and ultimately, loss of autonomy for female athletes.173 Women still need to form their own “old 

girls club” and break into the world of sport.  The revitalization of women in athletics could shift 

the traditional stereotypes of women in sport, help the media give more attention to female 

athletes, and eradicate negative connotations formerly created by historical and societal 

ideals.174  These negative ideals and stereotypes still affect women psychologically, and self-

conflict between being feminine and being athletic causes unhealthy behaviors for some female 

athletes, such as eating disorders. Theberge and Birell state that “the problem of women now, 

in their quest for equal opportunities, is that they lack direct power to make changes because 

they have minimal representation on decision-making bodies.”175  I believe that increased 

female involvement would make a huge difference in the way society views female athletes and 

how female coaches, athletes, and administrators view themselves. The only problem is we 

need to figure out how to get women further in the picture.  

There obviously needs to be a change in attitudes about women’s sports. As mentioned 

before, female coaches have been rated (and hired) less favorably, even when they have more 

qualifications than their male counterparts.176  Studies have shown that for female adults, it is 
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no longer a problem of feeling conflicted about how to coach successfully while retaining 

feminity, it is the need for change in society’s attitudes toward women’s involvement in 

sports.177  Without this social change, male players will probably always believe that men are 

better suited for positions in sports, and females will continue to experience discrimination.   

Olson states that gaining further representation is difficult for two reasons: (1) Women 

outside the world of sports do not take notice of athletes’ roles in the women’s movement and 

(2) Title IX is too narrow; it only applies to athletes and provides no protection to female 

coaches or administrators.178  Perhaps if Title IX also required the 3-part test for administration 

and coaching staffs, women would be better represented. Olson notes that if women in 

corporate positions sponsored women’s sporting events, it would show support and attribute 

importance to women’s athletics.179 Unfortunately, “increased participation in athletics and a 

redefinition of competitive athletics has not been a priority for women outside of sport.”180  

Female athletes and female non-athletes need to find a way to communicate and unite toward 

the common goal of furthering the interests of women’s athletics to preserve female athlete’s 

autonomy and advocate for training programs rooted in beneficence and nonmaleficence.  

Finally, there needs to be an effort to remove women’s sports from the reign of the business 

model of men’s sports. Under this commercialized arena of men’s athletics, women’s athletics 

will continue to be encouraged to play sports for money instead of the true value of sport, be 

exploited for commercial means, and live under the shadow of men—undercutting their 

autonomy. Exploiting athletes not only undermines autonomy, it drives coaches to push their 

athletes past their physical and mental limits in ways that do not always take into account what 
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is best for the athlete—acting contrary to beneficence and nonmaleficence.  As mentioned 

before, the inability of women’s sports to grow out from under the wing of men’s sports has 

lessened the importance of gaining scientific data on how to train women properly and avoid 

injury. With more and more women involved in sport, it is only just that we try and find ways to 

prevent them from experiencing injuries and harms, especially if injuries female athletes 

experience are a result of the history of women’s sport, as described in this chapter. Athletic 

training and coaching practices should do no harm to athletes, and should bring about the most 

good for each individual athlete.  Further than that, women ought to have a voice in their own 

dominion of sports, where they clearly do not.  Failing to protect athletes from injuries, 

subjecting athletes to coercive influences, and working against the best interests of athletes are 

all issues which can be resolved through advocating actions rooted in nonmaleficence, 

autonomy, and beneficence.  Title IX may have put women’s athletics on the map, but there still 

lies a testing journey ahead for females in the athletic world.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Men and Women: What’s the Difference? 

I. Introduction 

 Generally, men and women differ both physiologically and psychologically. Whether 

these differences are significant enough to call for athletic training programs to cater to each 

gender is debatable.  It is noted that overall, female athletes are more susceptible to injuries 

than males.181,182,183  Injuries females experience more commonly than males may result from 

coaches who (1) have inadequate knowledge to train athletes properly and prevent injuries, (2) 

ineffectively translate sports medicine research to practice, or (3) abusively over-train athletes.  

It is clear that the principles of beneficence, autonomy, and maleficence would foster guidelines 

that minimize harms and promote athletes’ well-being.  While we cannot guarantee complete 

prevention of injuries, some of these injuries can be avoided to some degree.  Coaches have a 

responsibility to train athletes to the best of their ability, and ensure athletes safety.  These 

actions clearly are rooted in beneficence, autonomy, and nonmaleficence.  Creating additional 

guidelines may help ensure athletes’ safety and overall well-being by directing training programs 

to avoid incorporating techniques with high risks of injury and to work to better each athletes’ 

health and well-being. To determine whether these guidelines are needed, I highlight and 

analyze how male and female athletes differ in regard to their physiological make-up and 

psychological mindsets.  

First, I give an overview of significant biological differences between females and males.  

Second, I describe a medical condition called the Female Athlete Triad.  FAT is a disorder unique 

to women, and the majority of the symptoms experienced in the Triad overlap and relate to 
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other injuries female athletes experience.  Third, I provide an overview of physical injuries which 

occur prominently in women.   Fourth, I summarize psychological problems regarding athletes 

and discuss how women suffer psychological injuries differently from men. Finally, I comment 

on researchers’ opinions of scientific studies and training programs regarding female athletes. 

For this chapter, I narrowed my research to encompass harms regarding collegiate soccer 

players and cross-country runners.  I did this for two reasons: (1) to see if injuries for athletes in 

team sports differ in comparison to athletes in individual sports, and (2) to narrow the variety of 

injuries.  While my research focuses on two sports, many of the injuries discussed affect a large 

range of athletes.   

 A. A Comparison of Men and Women 

 Women and men vary anatomically and physiologically in several ways.  In general, 

women have shorter limbs, wider pelvises, higher joint laxity, lower muscle mass, and smaller 

hearts and lungs than males.184,185  Women’s wider pelvises predispose women to an increased 

Q angle.186  The Q angle (quadriceps femoris angle) tells how much stress the inner—or medial—

knee experiences,187 or how much someone is predisposed to patellofemoral pain.188 Joint laxity, 

or more flexible joints, is theorized to be a result of having less muscle mass.189,190  Muscles 

restrain joints from excessive movement, so females are more susceptible to hyperextension 

injuries such as ACL tears.191,192  Even though men and women may have the same body size, 

women’s hearts and lungs, on average, are smaller.193  Smaller hearts and lungs result in lower 
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abilities to utilize oxygen, causing women to work harder during aerobic exercise than males 

do.194  

II. What Injuries Do Female Athletes Experience and How Are We Currently Preventing Them?  

 While injury is always a risk of partaking in sports, it should be acknowledged that there 

are many benefits of participation.  Aerobic activity improves physical fitness, enhances self-

esteem, and contributes to better physical and mental health.195  It is commonly said that 

physical fitness correlates with a healthier lifestyle—increased resistance to illness, better 

energy availability, and a higher self-esteem.  Men and women who exercise experience perks 

such as having less risk of cardiovascular disease and bone fractures,  better bone health, and 

increased joint mobility.196  Social factors from partaking in a team sport or simply feeling more 

energized and confident can improve mental health.197  Needless to say, even though injuries 

may occur, many reap the positive rewards of participating in sports.  However, it should be the 

duty of coaches to prevent as many negative outcomes (injuries) as possible, so that sports will 

positively affect athletes. 

 A. The Female Athlete Triad 

 FAT198 was originally defined in 1992 as a complex condition consisting of disordered 

eating, amenorrhea,199 and osteoporosis.200,201  In 2014, the IOC issued a consensus statement 

                                                           
194 Ivkovic et al. 769 
195 Ivkovic et al. 767 
196 Boles & Ferguson 1258 
197 Ivkovic et al. 767  
198 Mountjoy et al. point out that the condition known as the Female Athlete Triad has been renamed by 

the IOC consensus as Relative Energy Deficiency in Sport (RED-S) to include both sexes and a broader 

range of symptoms. Rather than the three symptoms of FAT, RED-S includes metabolic rate, hormone 

imbalances, bone health immunity, cardiovascular health, and protein synthesis. Because few papers have 

addressed RED-S, FAT was used in this thesis instead not only for the sake of simplicity, but also since 

more research on FAT exists and all of the symptoms of the Triad play a part in RED-S.    
199 Amenorrhea is the cessation of one or more menstrual periods 
200 Boles & Ferguson 1257 
201 Nazem & Ackerman 302 



32 

 

on the Triad, defining it as “a combination of disordered eating and irregular menstrual cycles” 

which cause a decrease in estrogen and other hormones, and cascades to result in low bone 

mineral density.202 Today, understanding has expanded to define the Triad as three interrelated 

spectrums: menstrual irregularities, low energy availability, and low bone mineral 

density.203,204,205  Athletes with psychologic stressors—family dysfunction, abuse, injury—or 

those participating in weight class sports or sports which emphasize leanness are at the greatest 

risk for exhibiting factors of the Triad.206 In this paper, I define the Triad according to the current 

popular consensus: a spectrum consisting of menstrual irregularities, low EA, and low BMD.   As 

more knowledge regarding the Triad is uncovered, the definition continues to change and 

develop. It is clear we still do not fully understand the Triad.  However, there have been many 

publications showing connections between the symptoms of the Triad and a variety of injuries, 

so it is worth discussing.  

  i. Low Energy Availability 

 Energy availability (EA) is the amount of dietary energy left after exercise.207  Low EA is a 

consequence of not consuming enough calories to support metabolic needs and is considered 

an eating disorder.208  When athletes fail to keep their EA at or above a certain threshold, they 

disrupt normal physiological mechanisms,209 causing fatigue, gastrointestinal consequences, 

weakening of the immune system, depression, micronutrient insufficiencies, and hormone 

imbalances.210  Low EA can cause low estrogen levels in female athletes, which may explain the 

                                                           
202 Mountjoy et al. 491 
203 VanBaak & Olson 7 
204 Mountjoy et al. 491 
205 Berz & McCambridge e97 
206 Berz & McCambridge e97 
207 Nazem & Ackerman 304 
208 Berz & McCambridge e98 
209 Deimel 248 
210 VanBaak & Olson 7 



33 

 

occurrence of menstrual abnormalities.211  Low EA is not a sex-specific risk. However, males do 

not exhibit the threat of low EA anywhere near the level at which women do, making it a 

concerning issue for females.212 Melin et al.’s study from 2014 showed that 67% of female 

athletes suffered from low EA.213  However, “the prevalence of low EA among female athletes 

has been little investigated.”214 

   a. What Causes Low EA? 

Athletes alter their EA daily by either increasing their energy expenditure or decreasing 

their energy intake.215  Nutritional deficits can harm the body’s ability to build bone, maintain 

muscle mass, repair damaged tissues and recover from injuries.216  Low EA in female athletes 

may be a result of body dissatisfaction,217 as 44% of college women are dieting to lose weight, 

61% are exercising to lose weight,218 and up to 62% of female athletes overall suffer from 

disordered eating.219 It also may be caused by insufficient nutritional knowledge, time 

constraints, or failing to eat enough to sustain the body’s energy expenditures.220,221,222,223  

Athletes often lack the appetite to support the required intake for energy expenditure during 

periods of high volume training.224  On top of this, most diets today are high in refined 

carbohydrates and sugars, which, when combined with inappropriate training intensity or 
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volume, can contribute to inflammation and pain.225  A study by Melin et al. showed that the 

causes of EA were both expenditure-driven and intake-related;226 the more training a female 

athlete endures per week, the lower her EA.227  Low EA may also be a consequence of women 

having smaller hearts and lungs.  Since women work harder than men during equal amounts of 

aerobic activity, theoretically women would expend more energy, and therefore need more 

food intake to support that.  

  b. How do we Prevent Low EA? 

Maffetone and Laursen suggest that physical, biochemical, and mental-emotional 

injuries can be corrected by modifying training intensity and diet.228  However, researchers 

acknowledge that determining the specific causes of low EA is tough.  Insufficient research and 

insight needed to analyze the problem may be the reason why discovering the causes of low EA 

is so difficult.  For example, body weight is generally used as the predictor of adequate energy 

availability. However, the 2014 position statement of the Female Athlete Triad Coalition 

instructed that “stable body weight should not be used as a predictor of adequate energy 

availability,” as it is possible to have a stable body weight but suffer from low energy 

availability.229  Therefore, past studies which classify subjects with stable body weights as 

meeting a sufficient EA availability may have underplayed the severity of low EA occurrence.  

Further research with better-defined variables would determine exactly what causes low EA and 

help us discover preventive measures. 
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 Another possibility is that we are interchanging the terms “healthy” and “fit” when they 

should be defined differently.230  Maffetone and Laursen define healthy as fully functioning 

mentally, socially, and physically where all systems work in harmony, and fitness as “the quality 

of being able to perform a specific physical task, which includes exercise and sports.”231  Using 

these definitions, it is possible to be healthy, but not fit, or vice-versa.  For example, you might 

eat well, be free from illness, and appear to be in good physical shape, but be unable to do a 

proper push-up.  Maffetone and Laursen argue that studies have been classifying athletes as 

“healthy” or “fit”—using them as interchangeable terms—instead of setting the goal to be 

healthy and fit.232  From my research, I would argue that Maffetone and Larson are correct.  

Studies investigate whether an athlete is healthy or fit—rarely both—when in fact, being 

unhealthy negatively affects fitness, and being unfit negatively affects health.  Athletes are 

always trying to be fit, therefore unhealthy behaviors are most likely to cause adverse effects to 

athletes and being unfit is a greater harm for non-athletes.  Therefore, coaches’ main concern 

should be treating every athlete as a person first (by focusing on health), and an athlete second 

(working on fitness); actions rooted in beneficence nonmaleficence, and autonomy.  

 ii. Bone Mineral Density  

BMD is a measure of bone density, reflecting the strength of bones according to their 

calcium content.233  While genetics is a major predictor of long-term BMD, estrogen and thyroid 

imbalances can influence BMD.234 A lack of estrogen “may cause disruption of bone remodeling 
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and accelerated bone resorption”235 commonly associated with menstrual dysfunction in 

athletes.236,237,238  “Athletes in weight-bearing sports should have 5-15% higher BMD scores than 

non-athletes,” making BMD a critical issue.239  If athletes need a relatively higher BMD, 

sustaining a low BMD score is much more dangerous for an athlete than a non-athlete. 

  b. What Causes Changes in BMD? 

Low EA causes hormone disruptions, which suppress the process of bone formation and 

reabsorption.240  Women lose 2-3% of their bone mass per year if they have low BMD and their 

condition remains untreated.241  Changes in bone structure—dictated by bone resorption and 

formation—after the age of 18 heighten the risk of experiencing stress fractures.242  Menstrual 

dysfunction, compulsive exercise, poor bone health, low body mass index (BMI), and dietary 

psychopathology can all increase the risk of experiencing a stress fracture.243  A study conducted 

in 2015 showed that 45% of female athletes in endurance or weight-bearing sports had 

impaired bone health, and higher training volumes caused bone health to decline.244  On 

average, low BMD occurs in 22-50% of female athletes,245 and a more critical condition of 

osteoporosis occurs in as many as 13%.246  Menstrual dysfunction (estrogen deficiencies) and 
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overtraining critically affect bone health, and if these causes are preventable, we ought to do 

something to avoid these harms. 

  c. How do we Prevent Low BMD? 

The most commonly suggested prevention method to counter low BMD is high-impact 

and resistance training, which foster healthy bone formation.247 While high-impact training has 

been shown to help strengthen bones, it is not applied in training techniques since strength 

training is the current popular method.248 Low BMD is closely associated with menstrual 

dysfunction (estrogen deficiencies); therefore modifying athletes’ diets to be “energy positive” 

in terms of EA,249,250 and increasing protein, carb,251,252 vitamin D, and calcium253,254 intakes, are 

popular treatment options used to restore menstrual function and regain bone health.255  

However, the relation between hormones and effects on female bodies is not confirmed, 

therefore more research regarding BMD is needed.256 

 iii. Menstrual Dysfunction 

Menstrual dysfunction is common among female athletes257 but is often ignored or 

regarded as a natural result of intense training.258  “A worrisome misconception among athletes 

and coaches is that cessation of menstruation occurs when body fat levels become optimal for 

any given sport, signifying appropriate training volume and intensity.”259 This misconception 
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presents two concerns: (1) low body fat levels are encouraged even though they can be 

detrimental to an athlete’s health, and (2) menstrual irregularity is praised and regarded as a 

success rather than a health concern.  

  a. What Causes Menstrual Dysfunction? 

Menstrual dysfunction occurs in 6-79% of female athletes260,261,262  and reflects a state of 

estrogen deficiency (which has been theorized to be the precursor for low BMD).263  Mellin et 

al.’s study showed 60% of female athletes report experiencing menstrual dysfunction.264 

Irregularities can be brought on by low body weight, medication, nutrition, excessive training, 

hormone abnormalities, and psychosocial factors.265  Typically, reports have shown that athletes 

with menstrual dysfunction have lower BMD scores,266 more severe bone stress injuries,267 and a 

low, unhealthy level of fat mass.268   Some athletes attribute leanness to being fit and healthy, so 

they aim to lose body fat.  However, a certain threshold of body fat is necessary for a normal 

menstrual cycle to occur.269   

  b. How Do We Prevent Menstrual Dysfunction? 
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As aforementioned, modifying athlete diets to be “energy positive” in terms of EA270,271 

by decreasing exercise272 and increasing protein, carb,273,274 vitamin D, and calcium275,276 intakes 

to increase weight gain and restore menstrual function are standard treatments for menstrual 

dysfunction and low BMD.  There are not current prevention methods for menstrual 

dysfunction, only methods of treatment.  Prevention techniques may be hard to discover, as 

menstrual dysfunction is the hardest of the three symptoms to recognize.  Irregularities must be 

self-reported, while low BMD and low EA can be monitored and measured.   Regardless, a 

system of self-reporting and education about menstrual dysfunction could be useful prevention 

techniques. 

 iv. How Do We Deal with the Triad? 

 Overall, there are many risks of experiencing the Female Athlete Triad, which is 

concerning since 16.0-60.0% of female collegiate athletes exhibit at least one of the three 

symptoms.277  Disordered eating combined with low EA can lead to depression and anxiety 

disorders.278,279 FAT symptoms can also lead to decreased immune function,280,281 higher risk of 

cardiovascular disease,282,283,284,285 gastrointestinal problems,286 a compromised nervous system, 

                                                           
270 Deimel 250 
271 Barrack et al. 957  
272 VanBaak & Olson 8 
273 Mountjoy et al. 494 
274 De Souza et al. 297 
275 VanBaak & Olson 8 
276 Nazem & Ackerman 309 
277 Javed et al. 
278 Nazem & Ackerman 306 
279 Deimel 251 
280 Nazem & Ackerman 305 
281 Deimel 251 
282 Nazem & Ackerman 305 
283 Deimel 251 
284 Melin et al. 601 
285 De Souza et al. 290 
286 De Souza et al. 291 



40 

 

tendonitis,287 and higher risks of atherosclerosis.288  However, the greatest harm of the Female 

Athlete Triad is that it commonly goes unnoticed and unacknowledged.  Coaches may not 

inform athletes about FAT to avoid sparking worry about injuries, but when factors such as 

menstrual regularity need to be self-reported, athletes should be aware and educated.  

 The consensus on FAT prevention is to employ screening techniques for symptoms of 

the Triad in regular check-ups and physicals.289,290,291  Currently physicians do not screen for FAT, 

nor do they know how.  Instead of passing responsibilities to primary care physicians, screening 

could regularly be conducted by a qualified athletic trainer or team physician.  This way, 

athletes’ symptoms could be immediately recognized and tracked more accurately.   The IOC 

released a position statement in 2014 announcing criteria that female athletes need to meet to 

return to play after exhibiting symptoms of the Triad.292  Until this position, there was not a 

recommendation for return to play for FAT symptomatic athletes. Therefore, athletes suffering 

from the Triad have been competing without being adequately treated.293,294  Treatment options 

are much more prevalent in research than preventive measures; however, recognizing FAT 

symptoms is necessary for both prevention and treatment.  It is clear that more research is 

needed to identify, classify, and track all three symptoms of the Triad.  More research could lead 

to knowledge on how to prevent Triad symptoms, and once prevention measures are proven, 

they should be incorporated into training programs to bring about the most good for athletes’ 

health and fitness, and avoid the current harms athletes experience.   
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 B. Physical Injuries 

 Females are shown to have higher rates of injury in some regions of the body than 

males, such as the hip, lower leg, and shoulder.295 Females also have a greater risk of overuse 

and acute injuries to the ankle and knees than males,296 sustaining injuries such as ACL tears, 

PFPS, chronic ankle sprains, hip pain, back pain, and stress fractures more frequently.297  Boles & 

Ferguson acknowledge that stress fractures are common in all athletes regardless of sex, but 

females in Division 1 sports experience stress fractures twice as much as their male 

counterparts.298  Sports such as men’s football produce significant injuries, because collision 

sports299 come with more risk.  However, women’s soccer and cross country are respectively 

non-collision300 and non-contact,301 suggesting some injuries may arise from problems in 

training. 

  i. Soccer  

Women’s soccer is commonly known as one of the most dangerous sports due to its 

high injury rates. In a study analyzing 15 college sports (not including football) and respective 

injury rates for both genders, women’s soccer had the highest rate of injury during 

competition.302  Over 50% of all reported injuries, whether during practice or a game, were to 

the lower extremity, with knee and ankle injuries being the most frequent.303,304  Knee injuries 
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have been shown to occur more in females than males,305 which could be caused by the 

increased Q-angle in women, but again, this is not proven.  ACL injuries occur at a rate up to six 

times greater for females than males.306,307 One-third of all injuries documented by Nilstad et al. 

led to an absence from athletic activity of four weeks or more.308  ACL injuries are extremely 

well-documented due to the emotional and financial costs of tearing an ACL.309  ACL tears in 

women are typically non-contact and occur during landing and cutting maneuvers.310  

Researchers believe these tears result from females absorbing shock in the ankle and knee 

rather than in the knee and hip as males do, and the increased joint laxity in women.311,312  If this 

is true, ACL tears could simply be a result of not taking anatomical differences between men and 

women into account. Soccer players also tie with men’s lacrosse as having the highest rate of 

concussions.313,314  The cause of such a high concussion rate is not discussed, but it could signify 

that women are not taught to head the ball properly.  However, soccer does involve contact 

with the ball and other players. Therefore some injuries result from unforeseen incidents during 

play.  Another factor to consider is that research on women’s soccer injuries is mainly on ACL 

tears; there is not sufficient information regarding other injuries to draw conclusions about 

corresponding causation factors.  

  ii. Cross-country  
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Overtraining—a result of inadequate time for the body to heal315—is another cause of 

lower extremity injuries, and women are more prone to overuse than men.316  This may be 

another negative consequence of women’s smaller hearts and lungs.  Women work harder 

during times of aerobic activity than males do, which may make them more susceptible to 

overtraining issues.  Female runners are more prone to fibular stress fractures,317,318 and female 

runners report having more exercise-related leg pain than men or women in any other sport.319 

On top of this, runners have the lowest BMD in comparison to most collegiate athletes.320 I 

expect low BMD combined with overtraining results in significant leg pain, among other 

complications, for runners. Also, women cross-country runners have the highest incidence of 

menstrual dysfunction321 and the lowest body mass index (BMI) when compared to other 

sports.322  It is clear that many of these lower extremity injuries and pains result from FAT. A 

study done by Barrack et al. found that 15-21% of female athletes who exhibited one FAT 

symptom and 29-50% of those who had two or three symptoms experienced a bone stress 

injury.323 Bone stress injuries may also result from an anatomical difference, as females have 

lower muscle mass than males, which causes them to absorb more shock in their bones.324   

Female runners also experience PFPSat  two-to-three times the rate of their male 

counterparts,325 which may be due to the increased Q-angle in women,326 but this has not been 

                                                           
315 Yang et al. 198 
316 Reinking 1501 
317 Boles & Ferguson 1258 
318 Nattiv et al. 1939 
319 Reinking 1505 
320 Deimel 249, citing Mudd L.M., Fornette, W., Pivarnik, J.M. (2007) Bone Mineral Density in Collegiate 

Female Athletes: Comparisons Among Sports. Journal of Athletic Training. 42:403-408. 
321 Reinking 1503 
322 Reinking 1506 
323 Barrack et al. 956 
324 Barrack et al.  956 
325 Ivkovic et al. 768 
326 Boles & Ferguson 1250 



44 

 

proven.327  Research theorizes that high training loads influence all types of lower extremity 

injuries in runners.  Soccer players do exhibit injuries from overtraining, but runners experience 

more severe complications from overtraining, probably due to runners low BMI.  Ristolainen et 

al. reported that female collegiate cross-country athletes train 566 hours per year while males 

train 636 hours per year.328 So, females train 10% less hour-wise than men, yet experience the 

majority of overuse injuries, stress fractures, exercise-related leg pain, and lower limb injuries.  

If male athletes train more, it seems only right that males should have higher injury rates, not 

women.  Since this is not the case, I argue that either of these statements is true: (1) we simply 

do not know enough about female injuries and therefore cannot prevent them, or (2) we do 

have information regarding female injuries but coaches do not incorporate it into their training 

programs.  Enough information exists regarding low body weight, stress fractures, and ACL 

tears, but on the other hand, research is still inconclusive about PFPS, knee and ankle injuries, 

concussions, and the Triad.  The latter injuries may simply need more data, and the former need 

education to integrate science into practice.  Allowing gaps between knowledge and science to 

exist clearly opposes the principle of nonmaleficience, since current harms could thereby be 

avoided.  An insufficiency in research suggests that investigators are not acting beneficently; if it 

is known that injuries exist, we ought to try and learn how to prevent them.  To determine if 

either of the statements I made are true, prevention methods must be discussed. 

 iii. Prevention 

Techniques to prevent injury include stretching, bracing, and strengthening exercises, 

but many researchers acknowledge that it is unclear whether these methods work or not.329  

Datson et al. suggest that balancing training and recovery is key to injury prevention, which may 

                                                           
327 Boles & Ferguson 1253 
328 Ristolainen et al. 445 
329 Ivkovic et al. 771 



45 

 

be an essential consideration to sports such as endurance running where overtraining is an 

issue.330  Runners also sustain injuries stemming from FAT, for which a proven prevention plan 

does not yet exist.  Reports discuss theories of injury causation and rates of injury occurrence 

among populations with little analysis of prevention methods.  ACL research is by far the most 

thorough, and Lyle et al. suggest that even though considerable ACL research exists, training to 

avoid ACL tears does not incorporate this knowledge:  “intervention programs incorporating 

multi-planar jumping, landing, and agility tasks are more effective … but athletes continue to 

train by current consensus of … muscle-strengthening exercises.”331  If proper prevention 

methods are not implemented for even the most highly researched injuries, this is a 

considerable disappointment for bioethics as coaches are failing to protect athletes.  

FIFA created a prevention program for soccer players in 2010.332  However, many 

coaches did not receive information regarding the program, and the majority of coaches were 

incapable of identifying proper prevention activities.333  This negligence has two potential 

culprits: either FIFA has been negligent in making this program known, or coaches have been 

negligent in not staying up-to-date on developments in safety measures regarding their sport.  

Coaches may not even consider about swapping traditional prevention methods—such as 

stretching and icing—for methods suggested in current research.  Furthermore, a gap between 

research and practice probably exists, and therefore requiring education programs for coaches 

could help communicate and demonstrate how to use necessary knowledge.  The most 

prevalent injuries in women’s soccer seem to be due to anatomical differences between men 

and women, which more knowledge may be needed to understand fully. It is clear that 
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insufficient research and inadequate translation of science into practice are barriers to 

preventing injuries. Either way, the difficulty of implementing prevention programs, as exhibited 

by the 2010 FIFA program, represents ethical shortcomings that deserve closer examination.  

B. Psychological 

Overall, female athletes report having lower psychological well-being than males 

athletes: higher stress levels, negative moods, and less happiness.334  Males might not 

experience these negative aspects of psychological well-being to the same degree as females, 

since they are taught to tolerate discomfort.335 Female athletes also demonstrate lower 

dominance and confidence, and higher impulsiveness, tension, and anxiety than their male 

counterparts.336  These negative qualities can lead to burnout, or “fatigue, decreased 

performance, mild depression, and loss of interest and enthusiasm.”337  Tanabe et al. state that 

psychological problems correlate with females tendencies to cope with problems inwardly.338  

Women react to problems by being avoidant and using emotions, whereas males cope 

outwardly by looking for support from others.339   

 i. Causation 

Psychological differences between men and women largely stem from societal 

influences like objectification.  Endurance runners have the highest rate of body dissatisfaction 

when compared to others, even though they have the lowest BMI on average.340  This reinforces 

the statement that body dissatisfaction and low EA—probably from eating less to lose weight—

                                                           
334 Tanabe et al. 109 
335 Tanabe et al. 109 
336 Ivkovic et al. 770 
337 Dorrance & Averbuch 277 
338 Tanabe et al. 110 
339 Tanabe et al. 110, citing Bisegger C., Cloetta B., Von Rueden U., Abel T., Ravens-Siberer U. (2005). 

Health-related quality of life: Gender differences. Preventative Medicine. 50:281-291. 
340 Swami 613 



47 

 

are more prevalent in sports that emphasize leanness.341 Further, Kaskan and Ho argue that 

female athletes experience microaggressions as a result of being objectified, assumed to be 

inferior to men, and told to behave as their gender role demands.342  Although microagressions 

exist for all women, they are a predominant source of psychological distress for female athletes.  

Objectification seen in the media undermines women’s self-concept and self-esteem, creating 

feelings of shame and anxiety for women in sports343 and causing them to struggle to maintain 

motivation and concentration.344  While one microaggressive act is not considered to be 

traumatic, the cumulative effects can be powerful and result in mental and physical 

consequences such as eating disorders, underperforming, and depression.345  Body 

dissatisfaction could very well be a result of microaggressive behavior toward women. 

Symptoms of FAT may easily be traced back to subjecting women to body-shaming and to the 

media’s unrealistic expectations about how women should look. It is likely that women do not 

experience psychological harms from one specific source; rather, these harms result from 

multiple influences women experience daily: ads seen on television, magazine covers, or hearing 

sexist commentary at sporting events (such as the 2016 Olympics).  The societal roots of 

microagressive acts are important; if we can assume that women involved in athletics are more 

likely than men to try and protect female athletes from experiencing microaggresive acts, 

increasing the representation of women in athletics may be incredibly helpful in preventing 

psychological distress.   As mentioned, many physical health issues can stem from psychological 

distress, and it could be possible that a shift in society’s attitude towards women could save 

many females from experiencing this distress.  
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 ii. Prevention 

It is worth mentioning that there are female athletes who evade psychological distress 

by being mentally tough.  Coaches, sport psychologists, and researchers agree that mental 

toughness is a component of success in competitive sport.346,347  Cowden states that coaches 

should enhance athletes mental capacity, or enhance their mental toughness.348  Anson 

Dorrance testifies that mental toughness can be learned in practice, advocating that women 

need to be coached to be competitive: 

All of your life you’ve been bombarded by society’s messages about fitting in—and that in 

order to become popular you have to smile and be cooperative, be cute and sweet and 

defer to others.  That’s the way our culture tells girls they have to gain respect. But you’re 

going to gain true respect by being powerful ...  You’re going to be a tremendously confident 

and aggressive personality that’s not afraid of being dominant, aggressive, courageous, and 

powerful.  

Coaches may not know enough about how to motivate and encourage women to be mentally 

tough.  Dorrance attributes his success coaching women by pushing them to be as competitive 

as men are, but recognizing that you cannot coach women like you coach men. Psychological 

differences exist between men and women, and this calls for different coaching approaches.  

Men do not suffer as many psychological consequences because they are conditioned to 

respond to problems, unlike women who tend to avoid conflict.  While not discussed in 
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research, I find it important to note that some injuries, specifically in team sports like women’s 

soccer, may be caused by an athlete feeling pressure to support her team.  Female athletes may 

feel as though they are obligated to sacrifice themselves for the good of the team, which can be 

attributed to insufficient communication and motivation from their coaches.  In this regard, 

athletes may think they are expected to perform despite potential long-term consequences, 

which is rooted in issues regarding the commodification of athletes.349 Coaches have a large 

influence on athletes, and pushing them to “win at all costs” causes athletes to take risks, which 

may result in injury.  Coaches can easily avoid these behaviors by preaching that winning is not 

everything; there are more important values that can—and should—be learned from sport.    

 Robert-McComb et al. promote a preventive method, which establishes interactive 

programs addressing sociocultural influences on female athletes.350  Studies using narrative 

analysis show that having sports psychologists help athletes redefine their achievements in a 

healthy way treats depression, anxiety, and eating disorders.351  Other reports recommend that 

sports practitioners become more aware of broader cultural influences acting on athletes,352,353 

and address symptoms of impaired psychological well-being as soon as they are recognized.354  

In severe cases, psychological intervention may be necessary to treat athletes psychological 

injuries.355  Teaching mental toughness and addressing psychological well-being are not typically 

incorporated into training programs.  Implementing mental toughness and recognizing harmful 

psychological factors can improve prevention of psychological distress in female athletes, 
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reducing the occurrence of low EA, low BMD, eating disorders, depression, anxiety, and 

hindrances in athletic performance.  

III. Conclusion 

 If we know—or have a theory about—how to prevent injuries, we ought to take action 

to prevent these injuries, or at least try.  I present two solutions to improve upon prevention 

methods: (1) improvements in research, and (2) setting educational standards for coaches to be 

up-to-date and well-informed about current prevention techniques. 

 i. Improving Research 

 Women differ anatomically, physiologically, and psychologically from men, so to 

improve research women need to be included in studies.  Despite the decreasing gap between 

the sexes in sports, women are significantly underrepresented in sports medicine research.356,357   

Historically, all health-related research tended to use men, making it hard to study women.   

“Many of the important human health data generated by … modern biomedical research … are 

data about men.”358  Since women have never been highly researched, there is still much to 

learn about female biology, physiology, and anatomy.   

One excuse for excluding women from sports-medicine research is that scientists find 

women too difficult to include in studies because of their menstrual cycles.359  Reports show 

that less than one third of sports medicine research studies include women.360  On top of that, 

27% of studies use male participants only,361  meaning over a quarter of all research is male-

only.  If a study does include women, investigators make sure they conduct research at a specific 
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point in a women’s menstrual cycle when hormones are low to minimize the impact that 

menstrual cycles have on study outcomes.362  While this is optimal for investigators, female 

athletes compete during all phases of their menstrual cycle.363  Therefore not only should 

research stop trying to minimize the effects women’s menstrual cycles have on their studies, but 

they should also investigate how menstrual cycles affect performance at all stages of the cycle 

to work to prevent women from experiencing harms.364 

 It has been proven that different rates of injury occur for men than for women.  These 

differences in injury rates between men and women should only be a reason to support and 

promote research and education, not shy away from it.365  There are few studies on causes and 

prevention of overuse injuries,366 although other studies confirm that women suffer from 

overuse injuries at a much higher rate than men.367  Ransdell acknowledges that funding is 

barrier to including women in sports medicine research as women’s professional leagues do not 

have money available to fund studies, which may ultimately be an issue of discrimination.368  

“While money exists for examining the effects of training on athletic performance, the majority 

is spent discerning ways to build a better male athlete.”369  It is the investigator's duty to bring 

about the most good for all parties, not specify one group that should benefit the most.  Studies 

prove that both physical and psychological injuries are prevalent especially in women, and it 

only makes sense to follow up with studies aimed at learning how to prevent these injuries.   

ii. Educational Standards 
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 Many reports state that there should be a system of education in place for injury 

prevention.   Using screening techniques to combat FAT encourages coaches, trainers, and 

physicians to become educated regarding the symptoms of FAT. Mountjoy advocates that 

education should be a part of prevention programs, especially for low EA and menstrual 

irregularities.370  Increased awareness of the Triad theoretically would increase coaches‘ and 

trainers’ abilities to identify and take action to prevent further symptoms.   Coaches are often 

the first to witness abnormal behaviors in athletes, therefore they should be the ones who are 

educated about identifying risk factors.371   Also, symptoms of FAT stemming from psychological 

distress (such as eating disorders causing low BMD and menstrual irregularities) may be cured 

by removing or reducing the psychological stress that athletes experience.  If female athletes did 

not suffer from microaggressions and were not objectified, they might have better eating habits 

and nutritional goals.  Athletes can also be coached to be mentally tough. Training athletes 

mentally to minimize psychological distress could also be very effective in preventing 

psychological and physical injuries.  

On the other hand, simply implementing prevention programs as a standard might 

reduce the number of injuries female athletes experience. Orr et al. showed that injury 

prevention programs do exist, but they are not adopted by the coaching staff, and even elite 

coaches have trouble identifying effective prevention methods.372   This gap in knowledge might 

result from science inadequately being translated into practice,373 from the failure of coaches 

and physicians to pay attention to female athletes,374  or from combination of both.  Many 

researchers acknowledge that there is not enough education for coaches about female athletes, 
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especially in regard to psychological well-being375 and eating disorders.376  Educational programs 

cannot exist without sufficient information, but eventually gaining knowledge to create these 

programs would result in a safer environment for athletes.  Education programs for coaches 

could be specific to each sport; for example, soccer would detail prevention programs on 

concussions and ACL tears, and cross-country would focus on low BMD and ensuring adequate 

EA.  By expecting all within the coaching profession to be properly educated, the possibility of 

injuries would be minimized, ultimately bringing about the most good for teams and individuals. 

It is clear that the first step to reducing and avoiding harms (following the principle of 

nonmaleficence) and further the best interests of athletes (following the principles of 

beneficence and autonomy) is improving research and requiring coaches to pass educational 

standards.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 Coaching Ethics and Coaching Methods: How Do They Match Up? 

I. Introduction 

The discussion of physical and psychological injuries in the previous chapter confirmed 

that several injuries occur more frequently in women than in men.  I concluded that these 

injuries occur as a result of (1) insufficient research on women in sport, (2) inadequate 

education regarding injuries, and (3) a gap between research and practice.   Of the three issues 

listed, I determined that more research about female athletes is needed to resolve the former, 

leaving the latter two issues unsettled. Therefore, this chapter attempts to draw conclusions 

regarding issues in education and prevention plans.  Coaches may need additional guidance to 

solve problems of inadequate research and close the gap between knowledge and practice.  

Coaches dictate when athletes should have injuries examine and ultimately decide who 

competes and who does not, therefore, coaches directly affect the health and well-being of 

athletes.  Principles of beneficence, autonomy, and nonmaleficence existed before bioethics; 

they apply to everything.  Therefore, these principles are necessary to minimize injury and 

further the best interests of each athlete.  Theoretically, codes of ethics coaches follow should 

provide guidelines grounded in these principles, ultimately influencing how coaches train 

athletes. These principles would ensure that coaching and training staff are fulfilling their moral 

duties to athletes by promoting athletes’ best interests and minimizing harms.  

 To further determine whether coaches need additional guidelines, I first discuss current 

codes of ethics that apply to coaches.   Codes of ethics I present include several different sports 

to highlight broad common principles pertaining to coaches.  Second, I analyze information 

obtained from informal interviews with collegiate coaching staff for soccer and cross-country 

teams.  These informal interviews were limited to two sports to easily contrast harms discussed 
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in chapter two with new information learned about coaching practices. Finally, I consider 

whether principles guiding codes of ethics match information learned about coaching methods, 

and if these principles provide sufficient guidance for coaches.  It is important to note that codes 

of ethics apply to both men’s and women’s athletics, thus, if recommendations are made, they 

may benefit men in addition to women.  At this time, reducing the amount of harms athletes 

experience is more of an imperative for women’s athletics than men’s, because of the higher 

occurrence of injury and lack of research in women’s sports.  

II. Codes of Ethics  

 A. Organizations 

 Codes of ethics I reviewed in my research apply either to one specific sport, or a 

particular class of athletic staff (coaches, trainers, etc.). The codes of ethics I discuss that 

concern classes of athletic staff include those from the National Federation of State High School 

Associations, which applies to high school coaches across any sport, the Society of Health and 

Physical Educators, which applies to health and physical education teachers and teachers who 

serve as coaches, and the National Athletic Trainers Association, which applies to any certified 

athletic trainer.  It is important to note that a code of ethics applicable to all collegiate coaches 

does not exist currently, although there are codes of ethics established by universities that are 

applicable to their own coaches.   

Codes of ethics I discuss that apply to specific sports include those from the National 

Soccer Coaches Association of America, the American Football Coaches Association, and U.S.A. 

Track and Field.377  USTAF’s code of ethics differs slightly from the NSCAA’s and AFCA’s since it 

extends beyond the coaching staff, applying to the organization’s board of directors, coaching 

staff, independent contractors, volunteers, chairs and committee members, and any other 
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USATF decision-making body.  The NSCAA, AFCA, and USATF all have ethics committees, which 

meet to revise codes of ethics and decide disciplinary action for those who violate rules of 

conduct.  Except for the codes from NATA, SHAPE, and USATF, all of the codes I discuss primarily 

apply to coaching staff.  

B.  Common Principles among Codes of Ethics  

Underlying principles common among all codes of ethics mentioned in this chapter 

highlight ideals that should be a priority for coaches.  Recall that the coach-athlete relationship 

is rooted in bioethics principles, so theoretically, principles exemplified in these codes of ethics 

should be rooted in bioethics.  It is important to keep in mind that typically, people become 

members of sporting organizations like USATF, NSCAA, and AFCA voluntarily—no coach is 

required to join.  While codes of ethics lay out principles that coaches should follow, these 

guidelines do not bind all.  Coaches may be bound to a code of ethics issued by the institution 

they work for, but those codes generally instruct coaches to recruit athletes by the rules and to 

refrain from encouraging cheating.  Therefore, coaches can be acting ethically under 

institutional codes of ethics, but unethically in a bioethics perspective.  The coach-athlete 

relationship is rooted in bioethical principles of autonomy, beneficence, and nonmaleficence 

because coaches directly affect the training—and therefore the health and well-being—of each 

athlete.  Thus, all codes of ethics should include these principles of bioethics as they pertain to 

each coach’s role and moral duties.   

To make sure that coaches follow guidelines as presented in codes of ethics, it may 

beneficial to create standards for the coaching profession. These standards would be ethical 

rules formed from guidelines found in relevant codes of ethics.  While members of organizations 

follow codes of ethics, violating a code would, at worst, result in the member’s expulsion.  

Creating a standard applying to the profession would be useful to (1) ensure adherence to 



57 

 

ethical rules and (2) guarantee that these standards govern all coaches.  Since research used in 

this thesis focuses primarily on collegiate athletes, universities could enforce rules and decide 

disciplinary action when violations occur, ultimately verifying that all collegiate coaches satisfy 

certain criteria.   

 i. Respect 

Respect is mentioned in several ways across codes of ethics analyzed in this chapter. 

The first form of respect that appears commonly across the codes regards fair treatment and 

equality.  The USATF code defines respect as treating everyone fairly, or respecting everyone’s 

basic human rights.378  NATA talks about respect similarly, but adds that trainers should respect 

the welfare and dignity of all.379  Both NATA and the NSCAA state that coaches and trainers 

should “refrain from discrimination,”380 and USATF recognizes that “each individual has a right 

to freedom from physical, emotional, or sexual harassment.”381   

The second form of respect presented throughout codes covers fair play.  NFHS and the 

AFCA state that coaches should “master the rules of the game”382 to ensure that competitions 

are fair.383  USATF points out that honesty and integrity should be at the heart of coaching 

practices.384  The coach should encourage athletes to form habits of good sportsmanship, and 

the goal of competition should be friendliness, confidence, and goodwill.385  Since the purpose 

of competition is not to win, but to enhance qualities of character in athletes, playing fairly 
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fundamentally promotes the best interests of each athlete, ultimately following the principle of 

beneficence.    

Besides fair play, advancing the best interests of each athlete requires that coaches 

ensure the welfare of each athlete as much as possible.  SHAPE and the NSCAA make this clear, 

as both of their codes state that coaches should establish a philosophy386 focusing on the safety, 

development, and well-being of each athlete.387  SHAPE expands on this idea, saying that 

coaches should encourage athletes to make healthy decisions, promote healthy lifestyles, and 

incorporate low-risk training practices.388 The AFCA and NFHS stress that the welfare389 and 

academic success of the athlete should be of the highest importance.390  NATA and the NSCAA 

echo this, promoting the notion that financial gain should never be placed above the well-being 

of an athlete,391 and exploitation of athletes should be avoided at all costs.392  Several codes 

agree that the importance of instilling the highest ideals of character greatly outweighs the 

value of winning competitions.393  It should be noted that this notion of respect serves as an 

extension of the bioethics principle of autonomy in the sense that if a coach is advancing the 

best interests of an athlete, the athlete has freedom to make his/her own decisions.  Overall, 

two ideas of respect are common, each encompassing a different bioethics principle: respect for 

everyone’s right as a human follows the principle of autonomy, and promoting the welfare of 

student-athletes follows beneficence.  

 ii. Competent Care 
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Providing competent care and treatment to each athlete is another common theme 

among codes of ethics.  The AFCA reminds coaches of the severity of injury:  “The diagnosis and 

medical treatments of injuries are medical problems. Therefore, coaches should not treat but 

rather see injured players get proper medical attention.” 394  NATA emphasizes that trainers 

should only provide “services for which they are qualified through education and experience.”395  

SHAPE stresses a combination of injury prevention and adequate training: coaches should be 

“properly trained in injury prevention” and “implement research-based, appropriate drills and 

techniques” to avoid causing injury.396  The idea of competent care includes both being able to 

prevent harms from occurring—using injury prevention techniques and minimizing harms in 

practice—and being a reliable resource when injuries do occur.  

SHAPE and NATA both recognize that competent care includes education.  There is a 

need for continuing education and educational activities which enhance coaches’ skills and 

knowledge.397  Coaching and training staff should have an up-to-date understanding of relevant 

skills and tactics, so that athletes reap maximal benefits from training.398  The goals of training 

are to maximize the potential in each athlete and to individualize training programs—to aim 

each program toward each individual’s best interests, and make adjustments that maximize 

injury prevention and performance improvements based on each athlete’s unique traits and 

skills.399  An adequate amount of both knowledge and preparation is required to satisfy these 

goals.400   

                                                           
394 AFCA  
395 NATA 
396 SHAPE 
397 NATA 
398 SHAPE  
399 SHAPE 
400 SHAPE 
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C. Ethical Principles found in Guidelines 

Overall, it seems that guidelines stated in codes of ethics stem from ideas of 

beneficence, autonomy, and nonmaleficence. Placing a high importance on academics, 

character, fair play, and fair treatment all work toward furthering the best interests of athletes 

and advance their potential as persons, not just as athletes.  These qualities of respect clearly 

reflect principles of autonomy and beneficence. Refraining from exploiting athletes and from 

making decisions based on monetary gain, and remaining up-to-date on training techniques and 

injury prevention, all steer coaches to avoid harming athletes.  These qualities of competent 

care reflect principles of autonomy and nonmaleficence.  

However, I do have one criticism of the codes overall.  Among the codes analyzed, only 

one explicitly endorse a goal of athletic competition other than winning.  I think every code of 

ethics should endorse a goal of athletic competition other than winning to remind coaches that 

athletes should not be used solely as a means to win.  Training programs should focus on 

building an honorable person, not a perfect athlete. Also, while codes declare that coaches 

should train athletes to exhibit the highest ideals of character, none of them specify what these 

character traits should be.  Better-defined character traits would provide an instructional 

framework for coaches on how to teach value through athletics.  I would suggest that character 

traits used to teach values be incorporated into guidelines.   Regardless, the codes of ethics I 

analyzed, for the most part, lay out guidelines that direct actions rooted in principles of 

beneficence and nonmaleficence.  

III. Informal Interviews 

 To better understand whether coaches find principles of beneficence, autonomy, and 

nonmaleficence important—such as respect and competent care—I conducted informal 

telephone interviews with numerous collegiate soccer and cross-country coaches.  All coaches I 
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talked with coached women’s teams; some coached both women and men.  Since coaching 

practices are unique to each sport, I revise information learned from conversations with cross-

country coaches first, and then review information learned from conversations with soccer 

coaches, discussing each sport separately and highlighting similarities and differences in the 

following sections. 

A. Preventive Measures  

Preventive measures that coaches employ ideally should match up to prevent common 

injuries for athletes in their sport.  Therefore, the preventive measures coaches discussed 

should match up with the common injuries mentioned in chapter two.  Recall that injuries 

discussed in depth in the previous chapter occurred more prominently in women than in men.  

Therefore, measures employed to prevent them, in theory, should be somewhat specific to 

women.  However, some coaches pointed out that preventive measures do not always 

necessarily prevent one particular injury; rather, they help to avoid numerous injuries or simply 

warm athletes muscles up to avoid muscle cramps, strains, and tears during competition and 

practice.   

  i. Cross-Country 

The majority of cross-country coaches I interviewed said that they do preventive drills 

every day before practice, while a few said they did drills often, but not every day. A lot of 

coaches said they had their athletes do what is called the MYRTL routine, which consists of 12 

exercises focusing on hip strength and mobility.  Besides the MYRTL routine, coaches mentioned 

having their athletes do leg swings, speed and agility drills, hurdle mobility, and form drills.  

Coaches said these drills were chosen to help with hip mobility, prevent core instability, and 

strengthen IT band muscles and muscles that dictate lateral movements.  Strengthening muscles 

in control of lateral movements was important to coaches, since running is typically a forward 
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motion. Because standard running workouts do not build lateral strength, these exercises work 

to counteract weakness in these muscles.   It would be useful to inquire whether coaches 

observed many of their athletes experiencing issues with muscles that dictate lateral movement, 

as preventing weakness in these muscles was communicated to be of high importance.   

In addition to talking about preventive drills, I also spoke with coaches about how often 

they reformatted their training programs and the reasoning for doing so. Coaches varied in 

regard to how often they reformatted their training programs (some said weekly, some said 

every year).  The term ‘reformat’ may explain the variety of discussions I had: some coaches 

defined reformatting as changing their entire program, while others referred to reformatting as 

any small change they made in their training plan. A few coaches said they reformatted their 

training programs nearly every week to correct a deficiency seen in their athletes’ performance, 

or to incorporate a new idea.  Most coaches stated that they listened to and observed their 

athletes to judge when and how to reformat their program, whereas others said they tweak 

their program constantly to train athletes on an individual basis.   Asking coaches whether they 

updated their program frequently or periodically may have helped get a clearer response about 

how often coaches change their training plans.  

 i. Soccer  

Soccer coaches did not seem to place as much importance on preventive measures as 

cross-country coaches. Some soccer coaches said they had their athletes do preventive drills 

every other day, and others stated that they did not have their athletes do preventive drills at all 

during the season (they did them during pre-season). Most coaches indicated that when they 

have their athletes do preventive drills, they usually choose exercises geared towards 

prevention of ACL tears and other knee injuries. These drills include one-legged squats and 

explosive jumping and landing exercises.  Some of the coaches who said they did not have their 
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athletes do preventive drills during the season did say that they would bring in a yoga or Pilates 

instructor to work on flexibility and stability with their athletes. Overall, it seemed that soccer 

coaches had more specific injuries in mind when it came to prevention than cross-country 

coaches.  This could be a consequence of the vast amount of research on ACL tears in women 

(which occur most often in soccer), or the unpredictability of overtraining injuries (which occur 

most often in running).  It would be a good idea to question coaches about what they consider 

to be preventive measures, as some may think that exercises used to warm up muscles are 

preventive, while others may not.  

Regarding reformatting programs, the majority of soccer coaches said they reformatted 

their program at various points during the season. Some coaches pointed out that they only 

needed to adjust their program for tapering near the end of the season, while others talked 

about frequently inserting new techniques learned from coaching courses or conventions. 

Soccer coaches indicated that they reformatted their program more often than cross-country 

coaches, but cross-country coaches voiced more concern in regard to individualizing their 

programs. Individualization may be more essential in a sport like cross-country, where 

performance is directly related to an individual, than in a team sport such as soccer.   

Reformatting training programs may be more of an imperative for coaches in women’s sports, 

as women experience more injuries than men.  Therefore, coaches who are more willing to 

reformat training programs on the basis of scientific research are, perhaps, better-suited to 

coach female than male athletes (who have been well-researched and, for that reason, have 

proven training methods).  

 B. Research 

ii. Cross-Country 
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 All the cross-country coaches I interviewed indicated that they read research relevant to 

endurance running.  Most coaches said they reviewed research on a weekly basis, while others 

said it varied how often they read research articles.  Some coaches mentioned that they read 

articles, but explained that they preferred to observe their athletes to determine what training 

methods did and did not work.  Nearly all coaches said they obtained new information regarding 

cross-country training via scientific studies or talking with other coaching staff.  A few coaches 

admitted they would even inquire about running to researchers at their local institution. Based 

on what I learned from all these conversations, it seems that while cross-country coaches read 

research, they rely heavily on discussions with athletes and other coaches for information, 

rather than scientific journals.  This suggests that coaches do not depend on research nor do 

they read research frequently.   

 i. Soccer 

All soccer coaches I interviewed talked about reviewing research relevant to soccer, and 

said they read new information either daily or very, very frequently.   Some mentioned that they 

wanted more information on training because there was not enough proven research on new 

training techniques.  Most coaches said they obtained information through the NSCAA soccer 

coaches’ convention, The Soccer Journal, and conversations with athletes.  Coaches discussed 

that these sources of information gave them feedback on how they should (or if they should) 

change their programs.   

Cross-country coaches expressed a preference for observing their athletes over applying 

knowledge from scientific sources, while soccer coaches spoke about implementing newly 

discovered techniques and then observing what did and did not work.  Relying solely on 

observation may be dangerous for cross-country coaches because once it is apparent that an 

athlete is hurting, it may be too late for preventive action to be effective.  Observing athletes is 



65 

 

important, but implementing up-to-date, scientifically proven techniques is just as crucial to 

avoid injury.  I found comments soccer coaches made about not having enough information 

interesting, because (as stated in chapter two) it is obvious we do not have enough information 

about several injuries females are more prone to.  Therefore, some coaches may be trying to do 

all they can with existing research, and then using a trial-and-error system of observation to 

make up for the lack of conclusive studies.  Women have been less studied, so new research 

regarding women may be crucial to understanding how to prevent injury, while new research 

regarding males probably will focus on enhancing proven techniques.  Hence, women’s coaches 

should be held to a higher standard regarding being well-informed and up-to-date on new 

methods and techniques.   

 C. Educational Practices 

  i. Cross-Country 

 Every cross-country coach I interviewed talked about educating their athletes on 

potential injuries. Some coaches said they informed women about injuries that females are 

typically more susceptible to, while others did not.  Most coaches said they told their athletes 

that women experience hip injuries more frequently to give preventive drills sound reasoning 

and resonate with athletes. While my research in chapter two did not specify any particular hip 

injury, many coaches expressed beliefs that knee and ankle injuries are a consequence of 

problems in the hips.  Some said they did not talk to their female athletes about female-specific 

injuries because they wanted athletes to figure out what habits and techniques worked best 

through a system of self-observation. In regard to FAT, as discussed in the previous chapter, very 

few coaches said they informed their athletes about the Triad, and many confessed they were 

not familiar with the Female Athlete Triad.   
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 Regardless of what injuries coaches informed athletes about, all coaches stated that 

they found educating their athletes useful.  Some coaches said it helped their athletes feel more 

comfortable voicing concerns about being injured, which helped coaches adjust athletes’ 

training plans accordingly.  Many coaches also said that educating their athletes helped their 

team buy into their program, laying a foundation of trust between athletes and coaches.  

 ii. Soccer 

Almost all of the soccer coaches I talked to said that they educated their athletes on 

potential injuries.  Some stated that they taught female athletes about injuries women were 

predisposed to, such as the Triad. Some said they did not educate their athletes, as they did not 

know what injuries women would be more susceptible to.  A fair amount of coaches pointed out 

that they educated female athletes about ACL injuries (which occur predominantly in women’s 

soccer), and others recalled telling their athletes that injuries often occurred as a result of 

inadequate lifting workouts.  A few coaches warned that using football or lifting coaches to train 

women often increases the risk of injury for female athletes.  These coaches suggested that 

women need to be taught to do lifts differently from men, and therefore need entirely different 

weight lifting workouts. 

 Similar to cross-country coaches, all soccer coaches stated that they found educating 

their athletes useful. Overall, the majority of coaches among these two sports discussed 

providing a limited education to their athletes, mostly because they did not have enough 

supported knowledge regarding injuries common to female athletes.  I found comments 

coaches made about education helping athletes buy into the program important.  If athletes buy 

into their coaches’ training programs, one can assume they trust their coach to do what is best 

for them.  Therefore, athletes may feel more comfortable approaching coaches not only about 

physical ailments, but about psychological distress as well.  A harmful consequence of not 
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educating athletes could be a reluctance in athletes to disclose signs of potential injuries to their 

coaches.  Issues such as menstrual dysfunction (one symptom of FAT), or feelings of stress or 

anxiety can be treated when self-reported, but noticing psychological distress or other issues 

too late diminishes the effectiveness of prevention.  Therefore, establishing trust in a coach-

athlete relationship is important when coaching females. Coaches all said they found educating 

their athletes useful, so it can be assumed that if coaches had access to more information, they 

would share it with their athletes.  Athletes cannot report issues to coaches if they cannot 

identify them themselves.  Furthermore, if trust is established between coaches and athletes, 

this suggests that athletes may be comfortable compromising some of their autonomy; when 

coaches tell athletes they need to rest to avoid being injured or recommend exercises to combat 

injury.  To keep the trust formed in a coach-athlete relationship, coaches have a responsibility to 

promote the overall health and well-being and further the best interests of each athlete.  Thus, 

coaches must be properly educated and skilled not only to educate athletes, but to protect 

athletes and ensure their well-being.  

D. Opinion on Men versus Women 

I also talked with coaches about their views on whether they thought men and women 

differed in regard to training.  I find this important because as discussed in chapter two, women 

differ anatomically from men, which should be taken into account when creating training 

programs.  

i. Cross-Country 

 Almost all of the cross-country coaches I talked to said they thought men’s and women’s 

athletics were very different and mentioned that women should have lighter training loads401 

than men. A few expressed beliefs that training loads should be the same for both sexes, but 

                                                           
401 In regard to running, training load refers to the number of miles run per week or during the season 
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that progressions in training should differ. The common reason for reduced training loads was 

that women overtrained more easily and often got injured when there was a sudden change in 

training volume.  Almost every coach declared that men could be trained more aggressively—in 

regard to both the intensity of training and communication.  But after remarking that men can 

handle more mileage than women, coaches would often note that their top women ran the 

same workouts as some of the men.  Some coaches also commented that, at times, their 

women were mentally tougher than the men.  Generally, cross-country coaches’ thoughts 

conveyed ideas that there were fundamental differences in training men versus training women, 

but these differences sometimes disappeared when a female athlete was exceptionally talented.  

 ii. Soccer 

Regarding training dissimilarities between men and women, some soccer coaches 

thought that men should be trained different from women, while others thought there should 

be no difference.  Those who said women should be trained differently suggested that women 

should have shorter practices. Those who said there was no difference in regard to training 

between sexes backed this up by saying the objective of the game of soccer was the same for 

both men and women;  therefore, similar skills should be taught and trained in practice.  

However, many of these coaches acknowledged that anatomical differences between females 

and males existed, giving each sex different physical abilities and limits.   Regarding 

communication styles, many supported a belief that females and males could be coached with 

the same intensity.  This was concerning, since my research regarding psychological distress 

often showed that women do not respond positively to communication styles used with male 

athletes.  

Both soccer and cross-country coaches acknowledged that women should train less—

whether it was less mileage or practice time—than men.  Because females have smaller heart 
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lungs, and muscles than males, women experience more issues from overtraining, which can 

cascade into other problems (such as low BMD or low EA). Therefore, coaches should be 

cautious and aware of training loads when coaching women.  However, the majority of coaches 

said they did not know exactly why or how men and women differed.  So, if we need coaches to 

take anatomical differences into account when training women, it may be necessary to educate 

coaches on what differences exist between the sexes and how to account for them.  On a 

different note, both sets of coaches mentioned that women like to understand the reasoning 

behind training methods and find motivation in rallying around a cause, while men focus on 

winning, and are ultracompetitive whether in competition or practice.  I found these comments 

interesting since historically, the goal of women’s athletics never was winning; rather it included 

exhibiting leadership, promoting health, and stressing sportsmanship over personal success,402 

as stated in chapter one. These historical goals of women’s athletics may continue to be what 

women value and take away from participating in sports.   

E. Psychological Distress 

 i. Cross-Country 

In addition to talking with coaches about preventing physical injuries, I also spoke with 

them about experiences they had involving psychological distress.  Cross-country coaches 

mentioned that their athletes typically experience some psychological distress—comparing 

themselves to others, depression, and eating disorders.  The majority of coaches said men 

experience less psychological distress than women.  The higher psychological distress in women 

may be a consequence of women’s history of being objectified and stereotyped, as mentioned 

in chapters one and two.  Coaches revealed that they had success easing this distress by 

redirecting the affected athletes’ focus away from competition, and sought professional help 
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when needed.  Generally, coaches expressed the opinion that men and women are exposed to 

similar stressors in day-to-day life, but the results of these stressors are different. Coaches may 

assume that male and female athletes experience similar amounts of stress; however, most 

coaches I interviewed were male.  Therefore, they may not realize the additional distress and 

microaggressions that females are subjected to daily.   Making sure coaches are educated about 

objectification, stereotyping, and other negative influences may help coaches in women’s 

athletics better understand the impacts these attitudes have, and aid them in easing 

psychological distress that may be currently underappreciated.  

 ii. Soccer 

Very few soccer coaches mentioned that their athletes experience psychological 

distress.  Most coaches (including those who said their athletes never experience psychological 

distress) thought it was common for women to try to be skinny rather than fit.  These comments 

were interesting, as coaches expressed beliefs that there was a difference between being 

healthy and being fit, as mentioned in the previous chapter.  Overall, coaches who said their 

athletes did experience psychological distress attributed this distress to female athletes’ having 

low self-esteem and comparing themselves to others.  These sources of distress were similar to 

the sources mentioned by cross-country coaches.  Both cross-country and soccer coaches 

acknowledged that psychological issues could arise because from athletes want to perform well, 

but it was unclear whether coaches understood the effects psychological distress had on 

athletes.  For example, most coaches said eating disorders resulted from distress; however, 

simply not eating enough (having low EA) can also negatively affect an athlete’s well-being.  

Microagressions, objectification, and confusing the terms healthy and fit all pose negative 

consequences for female athletes.  Therefore, coaches—particularly in women’s athletics—may 
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need to recognize that psychological stress relates to more than just commonly knowns 

disorders.  

F. Core Values 

 I inquired about coaches’ core values to get a better sense of what coaches wanted their 

programs to achieve.  If the core values of their program are rooted in beneficence, autonomy, 

and nonmaleficence, it can be assumed that coaches want to act in manners aligning with these 

principles.  Therefore, even if their programs cause avoidable harms and put athletes at risk of 

injury, one can assume this is not intentional on the coach’s part.   

 i. Cross-Country 

Common values cross-country coaches stated as part of their core values were: 

gratefulness (appreciation), teamwork (support), motivation to be better each day (succeed in 

every situation), and constant or consistent improvement.  Coaches seemed to encourage 

athletes to excel and improve in all aspects of life, not just in competition.   Actions rooted in 

beneficence include encouraging the athlete to excel outside athletics, and grow to be an 

honorable person.  The majority of coaches wanted to help their athletes be the best version of 

themselves in every situation in life.   

ii. Soccer 

Common core values soccer coaches said they included in their program were: 

togetherness (family), hard work, team spirit (fun), and intelligence.  Most coaches attributed 

these core values or goals to wanting to align their program with the school environment.  For 

example, if academics were rigorous, coaches said they stressed team support; if lots of 

students took similar classes, coaches spoke about trying to relate soccer practice to 

coursework.  Both soccer and cross-country coaches talked about seeking to further the best 
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interests of athletes; soccer coaches talked about relating academics to athletics, while cross-

country coaches expressed desires to connect running to building character.   

IV. Conclusion 

Upon analysis of various codes of ethics, common guidelines among the codes 

promoted respect and competent care, which reflect principles of beneficence, autonomy, and 

nonmaleficence.  Therefore, the codes that coaches abide by should point them in the right 

direction by (1) avoiding and preventing injuries, and (2) furthering the best interests of each 

athlete.  However, not all coaches are required to join organizations which abide by codes of 

ethics.  Therefore, it would be a good idea to create standards, or ethical rules which would 

apply to the coaching profession.  It may be useful to create these ethical rules to apply to 

coaches in terms of level (middle school, high school, college, elite, etc.) or in terms of sport.  

These standards should be drawn from guidelines—therefore rooted in principles of 

beneficence, autonomy, and nonmaleficence—and be enforced by schools to ensure 

compliance.  It also seems—after discussions with coaches about female athletes—that women 

want to become better leaders, teammates, and citizens as a result of playing sports, rather 

than to win.  Many codes of ethics mention encouraging athletes to develop valuable character 

traits, but never define these traits.  Perhaps defining an overarching goal of women’s athletics 

other than winning in terms of the NAAF’s original goals, consisting of: promoting leadership 

and health, stressing sportsmanship over personal success, and ultimately fostering good 

citizenship,403 should be considered when developing ethical rules.  This would help direct 

coaches’ programs toward building character. While initially created for women’s athletics, if 

incorporated into codes of ethics and coaching philosophies, these goals would set an excellent 

example for men’s athletics.  
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Coaches expressed desires to help each athlete as much as possible to succeed as an 

athlete, a student, and a person.  Core values coaches discussed pointed toward actions rooted 

in beneficence and nonmaleficence.  Corresponding values coaches mentioned could be useful 

in both men’s and women’s programs; however, many other topics discussed seemed to 

highlight an imperative regarding coaching female athletes: (1) staying up-to-date with science 

as it may fill gaps created by insufficient research on women in athletics, (2) being able to adjust 

programs to incorporate new research, (3) fostering trust so female athletes feel confident in 

self-reporting signs of potential injuries to coaches, (4) getting more information to coaches so 

they can educate athletes on injuries and warning signs, (5) ensuring that coaches recognize the 

severity and signs of different forms of psychological distress in women, and (6) informing 

coaches about anatomical differences between sexes so these differences can be translated into 

practice.   

While many coaches said they used prevention techniques and read research on how to 

avoid injuries, coaches still expressed a desire for more conclusive information regarding proper 

training and prevention.  Many coaches admitted they were not well educated about injuries 

that females are more prone to, and nearly all coaches said they did not know how men differed 

from women anatomically or physiologically.  If coaches knew the reasons why women should 

train less than men and experience certain injuries more often, they could incorporate this 

knowledge into other aspects of their programs, such as lifting techniques.  Coaches could also 

make better observations during practice since they would know what warning signs to watch 

for in regard to both physical and pyschological injuries.  While we know more research is 

needed on female athlete training, it also appears that an educational system for coaches in 

women’s athletics may be beneficial. New research regarding female athletes, understanding 

how to implement new training techniques, and trust are crucial to properly training women.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Forming Standards and Guidelines for Training Female Athletes 

I. Introduction 

In chapter three, I suggested that standards formed from guidelines may be necessary 

to ensure that female athletes are trained properly.  These guidelines are specifications of 

bioethics principles of beneficence, nonmaleficence, and autonomy which should be included in 

organizations’ codes of ethics.  While guidelines help coaches train female athletes properly, 

standards serve as specifications of guidelines which can be enforced.  As discovered in chapter 

three, good guidelines exist in codes of ethics, but unfortunately, there is no way to ensure that 

coaches follow these principles.  I suggest that all within the coaching and training profession 

adhere to standards, or enforceable rules, drawn from an organization’s code of ethics.  This 

chapter will establish; (1) additional guidelines for coaches and (2) standards drawn from 

relevant guidelines.  Recall the guidelines discussed in chapter three:  

1. Respect: Coaches should respect and promote the welfare, dignity, and human rights 

of all athletes.  This includes fair treatment of all athletes and mastering the rules of the game to 

ensure fair competition.  

2. Competent Care: Coaches should work to maximize improvements in performance 

while minimizing injuries to athletes.  Coaches should understand relevant skills and tactics and 

be properly trained and educated.   

I suggest two more additional guidelines: 

3. Each sporting organization ought to determine an overarching goal besides winning 

for the indicated sport based upon the consensus of coaches involved in the sport.  Each 

consensus can be relative to the class of sport (middle school, high school, college, etc.) and 

altered to better fit each level.  
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 4. Each institution ought to determine an overarching goal besides winning for athletics 

which applies to all varsity athletic organizations and is reached upon the consensus of relevant 

coaching, training, and administrative staff.  

Derived from these guidelines, I suggest enforceable standards, including:  

 1.  Every coach is required to complete a certification comprised of educational courses, 

including (but not limited to) up-to-date research (specifically, causes and risks of injury, 

prevention, and currently training techniques), psychological well-being, anatomical differences 

between men and women, and mental toughness. This educational program should provide 

coaches with resources—videos, visual aids, or lectures—on how to incorporate topics included 

in the educational program and translate them into practice.  Coaches should be required to re-

certify biannually.  

 2. Every coach is required to present a prepared presentation (provided by the 

certification authority) informing athletes on risks of harms.  These harms can be physical or 

psychological.  Presentations will include information on harms, warning signs and risks, and 

current relevant prevention techniques specific to female athletes.  

 3. Every institution should provide equal opportunities of employment in athletics for 

both men and women, so that the percentage of athletes who are women is comparable to the 

percent of coaches who are women at a given institution.  

 4. Every coach should be committed to advancing women’s athletics, and this should be 

done first and foremost by properly training female athletes in ways which minimize harms and 

further the best interests of each athlete.   

 I reassess each chapter separately to ensure these suggested guidelines and standards provide 

solutions to issues presented throughout this thesis.  While these standards may not appear 
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explicitly as ethical themselves, their formulation is rooted in ethical principles of beneficence, 

autonomy, and nonmaleficence.   

II. Chapter One 

The historical context of women’s athletics was discussed in chapter one.  The Title IX 

Amendment to the Higher Education Act in 1972 sparked a wider acceptance of women in sport, 

even though it had no intention of affecting the world of athletics.  However, discrimination 

affected both female athletes and female coaches, creating barriers for women to enter into 

sport.  Many negative stereotypes persist.  While Title IX paved the way for women’s athletics 

and strove to create equality for females involved in athletics, making things equal—including 

equal pay—generated unforeseen problems, and there were several issues left unresolved by 

Title IX.  To tie up these loose ends, I comment on concluding points presented in chapter one.  

A. Sports Benefit Women 

While women are often portrayed to be the weaker sex and told to shy away from 

‘masculine’ sporting activities, athletics offer many benefits.  Over 30 years ago, studies started 

to prove that women who participate in athletics have better psychological well-being and body 

image, higher energy levels, and an improved perception of their health.404  Positive physical 

health outcomes such as prevention of non-communicable diseases—heart disease, diabetes, 

cancer, and obesity—have been widely accepted as benefits of physical activity, and recently, it 

was shown that educational achievement, social skills, and financial security are also positive 

outcomes of participation in sport.405  However, women’s sports are rarely given media 

attention, and in the uncommon chance that women’s athletics are featured in the news, it is 

seldom portrayed in a positive manner.406  “Female athletes and women’s sports are still 
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woefully underrepresented in all types of media, and sportswomen are rarely acclaimed solely 

for their athletic abilities.”407  Rather, female athletes are often referred to as “girls” instead of 

“women” or “ladies,” and the media focuses on their physical appearance, feminity, and 

sexuality, rather than their talent.408   

It is evident that female athletes often do not get the attention they deserve (if any 

attention at all).  This is probably a consequence of the inadequate representation of women in 

athletics, and of the discrimination women experience.  Without women in higher positions of 

power in athletics—who can advocate and set examples of how women should be appropriately 

portrayed—it’s hard to create a shift in the way society views female athletes.  If sports have 

been proven to benefit athletes, we ought to depict female athletes and their successes in a 

positive way to encourage young women to partake in sport.   

The standards and additional guidelines I suggest affect only coaches.  Therefore, a 

standard or guideline will not influence how the media frames stories.  However, adding a 

standard requiring coaches to show equal respect to both male and female athletes (as an 

addition to the guideline of respect) could affect how coaches portray female athletes.  This 

would help coaches be aware of how they show support for athletes, whether talking to a 

broadcaster or simply attending a sporting event.  An educational standard requiring coaches to 

complete a course regarding disparities between men and women, created out of the 

competent care guideline, would help coaches recognize discrimination, objectification, and 

other societal influences athletes experience.  While we cannot change the attitudes of every 

member of society, informing coaches about societal and historical issues regarding female 

athletes may make some coaches realize that they should change some of their habits to show 
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respect and support for women in athletics—for example, by referring to female athletes as 

“women” rather than “girls,” and commenting on their talent rather than their appearance.  

B. The Original Aim of Women’s Sports: AIAW and NAAF   

Women’s sports aligned their goals with men’s sports as a result of men’s sporting 

organizations overtaking and dissolving the AIAW and NAAF.  The primary concern is that men’s 

athletics tend to value material gain and fame over developing honorable character traits.  Thus, 

priorities such as valuing sports as an avocation, not a profession,409 encouraging leadership and 

health, not allowing monetary gain to obscure an athlete’s priorities, 410 stressing sportsmanship 

over personal success, and fostering good citizenship,411 are not necessarily common among 

today’s coaches.  However, there are a few coaches who value these goals and priorities.  Recall 

Anson Dorrance, the University of North Carolina’s women’s soccer coach, who challenges his 

athletes to be mentally tough and empowers them to be confident in their talents.412  Dorrance 

also never offers full-ride scholarships to make sure athletes are committed to the team for the 

sake of playing soccer, not for money.413  Dorrance and a few other coaches who exemplify 

similar values are some of the most successful collegiate coaches.  Therefore, these original 

goals rooted in beneficence, nonmaleficence, and autonomy may be worth incorporating into 

athletic programs.   

A major flaw in existing codes of ethics is a failure to acknowledge an overarching goal 

of sport besides winning.  I think it would be a good idea to conduct two types of meetings in 

athletics: one in which coaches for a specific sport reach a consensus on what the goal of each 

sport should be, and one in which coaches employed at a specific university reach a consensus 

                                                           
409 Olson 111 
410 Brake 160 
411 Suggs 25 
412 Dorrance 
413 Dorrance  



79 

 

on what the goal of athletics should be at that institution.   Each of these goals would serve as 

additional guidelines.  Through these two meetings a sport-wide consensus (where all coaches 

from a specific sport meet) and an academic consensus (where all coaches at an institution 

meet) would be determined and communicated to all in the coaching profession. Sport-wide 

consensus meetings could be held each year through a conference hosted for that sport, or 

through the internet (either by email or a website). Universities could reach an academic 

consensus in a similar manner.  A sport-wide consensus might state that soccer coaches should 

strive to teach athletes teamwork, leadership, support, and good sportsmanship using soccer as 

a medium.  An academic consensus might state that coaches should place the highest 

importance on academic success and use athletics as a vessel to demonstrate the importance of 

community involvement, sportsmanship, and responsibility. These guidelines hopefully direct 

coaches away from commercializing athletes, and toward furthering the best interests of 

athletes and promoting athletes overall well-being.  

C. Insufficient Representation of Women in Athletics  

Another unintended consequence of Title IX was the insufficient representation of 

women in athletics.  Title IX requires that federally funded programs offer equal opportunities in 

athletics for male and female.  However, the Title did not require equal opportunity for both 

sexes in coaching and administration.  Men held positions of power in women’s athletics once 

the NAAF, FSFI, and AIAW were dissolved and overtaken.  Thus, women’s sports became highly 

commercialized—emulating their male counterparts—and the presence of women in sport 

rapidly declined.414  Currently, less than half of the coaches for women’s sports are female, and 

less than a quarter of athletic directors are women.415   
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Recall that the 3-part test of Title IX governs the number of male and female athletes on 

athletic rosters.416  To be compliant, an institution has three options: (1) participation rates must 

be similar to enrollment rates for men and women, (2) the institution must have a history and 

plan for expanding opportunities in women’s athletics, or (3) the school must show proof that 

women are satisfied with the athletic opportunities offered.417  If the 3-part test was extended 

to govern coaching and administrative positions, there would be equal opportunities for all 

women involved in sport.  However, it is unlikely that changes will be made to Title IX, so 

incorporating this idea as a standard would be a better approach.  Under the guideline of 

respect, a standard mandating equal employment opportunities for females and males in 

athletics would increase the representation of women in athletics, which could be highly 

beneficial in many ways: (1) having more women involved in athletics means more women 

challenging negative stereotypes, (2) discrimination would not be able to dictate who is hired, 

(3) more female coaches means more access to people who personally understand challenges 

female athletes face—such as body shaming, objectification, and microaggressions—and (4) 

females involved in sports may provoke the media to give more positive attention to female 

athletes, ultimately postively advancing the field of women’s athletics. In the end, the increase 

of women in athletics would hopefully decrease discrimination and objectification all women in 

sport experience.  

D. Shifting Attitudes toward Female Athletes  

As discussed in chapter one, males tend to exemplify negative attitudes toward female 

coaches and female athletes.418  Further, female coaches still experience discrimination419—
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recall the University of Iowa lawsuit.420  While women have made numerous strides of success in 

sport, there is a long way to go in regard to accepting women’s presence in sport.  There is no 

good reason that women should not be treated and respected in the same manner as men.  

As previously suggested, getting women outside of sport involved with women’s 

athletics would be a good start to create a positive shift in how society views female athletes.  

Olson suggests that uniting women in sport with women outside of sport could help increase 

women’s representation in athletics.421  Women outside of sport could lend their support by 

advertising and attending women’s competitions, thereby drawing attention and demonstrating 

the importance of women’s athletics.  While connecting women outside of sport with women in 

sport is not a suggested guideline or standard, it is worthwhile to keep in mind. We can assume 

that women in sport support female athletes. Therefore, the next step would be improving the 

attention and backing from women outside of sport.  I think women are likely to support each 

other, and now that it is common for women to hold positions of power in the workplace they 

have the potential to influence a vast amount of people.   

As aforementioned, having more and better coverage of women’s sports would also aid 

in shifting society’s attitudes towards women in athletics.  We do not see women’s competitions 

featured on television or in the news as much as men’s, which conditions us to ignore women’s 

sports.  Conversation about female athletes in the media revolves around who they are dating, 

what they are wearing, their emotions, and physical appearance, which sets a precedent for 

public discourse.  Media coverage sends a message to women everywhere; telling them how to 

look and act, what to say, and what kinds of goals and aspirations to have.  As stated before, 

setting a standard or creating an additional guideline may not change the way things are 

                                                           
420 A lawsuit filed in 2016 by Tracy Griesbaum, a field hockey coach at the University of Iowa, claimed that 

the athletic director, Gary Barta, forced women coaches out of their positions due to their sex.  
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presented in the media, but education may help change coaches’ views, which will influence the 

views of parents, athletes, and others. Furthermore, coaches could help female athletes cope 

with injustices they experience, and potentially take a stance against sexist portrayals of female 

athletes in the media, which may ultimately spark a shift in the rest of society’s attitudes toward 

female athletes.  

E. Dodging the Evils of the Business Model of Sports 

Under the commercialized business model of sports, female (and male) athletes are 

exploited for monetary gain and recognition.  Athletes are encouraged to win at all costs rather 

than put their education and health first.  This model takes away athletes’ autonomy and directs 

coaches to act contrary to the best interests of athletes.  Placing women’s athletics under the 

business model of sports essentially mutes women’s voices, and ultimately fails to prioritize 

research that could generate scientific data regarding female athletes.  While athletics will 

always be somewhat influenced by money, the improvements I suggest are intended to help 

guide coaches to prioritize athletes’ well-being over money rather than disregard money 

altogether.   

In chapter three it was noted that many current collegiate cross-country and soccer 

coaches remarked that female athletes were motivated differently than men.  Rather than being 

hyper-competitive and always having to win, female athletes were motivated by rallying around 

a cause or understanding how programs are structured.  Women in sports still appreciate the 

NAAF and AIAW’s original goals, thus these goals should be incorporated into female athlete 

training programs.   

III. Chapter Two  

Science has been slow to conduct research on women, including female athletes.  While 

this remains a problem, research exists showing that women are prone to certain injuries—such 
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as PFPS, ACL tears, eating disorders, and psychological distress.  Accumulating more studies on 

female athletes may ultimately be an issue of representation.  More women involved in athletics 

means more voices advocating for necessary research on how to protect female athletes from 

harm.  Meanwhile, the data we do have should be put to good use.  I suggested that we ought 

to improve research and include a educational course for coaches to try and prevent known 

injuries as part of the required coaching certification. To further explore these solutions, I 

discuss conclusions drawn in chapter two.  

A. The Female Athlete Triad 

Recall that 16.0-60.0% of female collegiate athletes exhibit at least one of the symptoms 

of FAT—low bone mineral density, low energy availability, or menstrual irregularities.422  These 

athletes are at risk for depression,423 anxiety,424 decreased immune function,425 and 

cardiovascular disease426 among other health disorders.  To prevent females athletes from 

experiencing these negative consequences, a screening process needs to be created—as 

pointed out in chapter two.  However, a screening process cannot be created without 

information.  Another issue could be that research is trying to pinpoint each symptom’s cause, 

which may make studies too specific and narrow, making it difficult to derive methods of 

prevention.  Highly specific research has shown various causes of the Triad, and now we need to 

put this information into action rather than simply attempting to isolate causal factors.  After all, 

if we allow research to present several potential causes of harm rather than one, prevention 

programs have better chances of succeeding.  Preventing negative effects of the Triad is possible 

through research; nonetheless, establishing a standard (derived from the competent care 
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guideline) requiring coaches to learn about Triad symptoms and warning signs would be useful 

in the meantime.  This way, coaches can identify and help athletes who experience FAT 

symptoms.  Getting treatment to athletes who are affected by the Triad is an imperative, as the 

biggest threat of the Triad is that symptoms remain undiagnosed.  

B. Insufficient Research on Female Athletes 

While the Triad and other conditions are shown to harm females more than males, a 

major barrier to preventing these harms is a lack of research.  Funding is a large obstacle to 

creating research.  Men’s leagues make copious amounts of money, making it easy to fund 

projects on how to build a better male athlete, but this research typically does not pay attention 

to the female athlete.427 

As previously mentioned, insufficient research can be combated by increasing 

representation.  I suggested a standard of equal employment for men and women in athletics to 

increase the number of women involved in athletics.  Ensuring that women having more 

involvement (and therefore a larger voice) would bring attention to the lack of necessary 

research regarding women’s athletics. As stated earlier, uniting women in and outside of 

athletics may be critical.  Women holding positions of power could fund research to advertise 

their support for women’s athletics.  This could grow a base of support for female athletes and 

contribute to essential science needed to protect female athletes’ well-being.  Again, neither of 

these are standards or additional guidelines, but considering these ideas may be useful.  

C. Psychological Well-Being 

As stated in chapter two, female athletes have poorer psychological well-being than 

males, which includes—but is not limited to—higher stress levels, more negative moods, and 
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less happiness.428  Mental toughness, a topic analyzed by Cowden et al. and Jones et al., is one 

method to combat psychological distress.  Mental toughness encourages athletes to be 

confident, to be competitive in a healthy manner, and to learn from failures and criticisms.429   

A good standard to incorporate is including an educational course about psychological 

distress in the coaching certification.  Education regarding psychological distress could be 

distinct to each sport—for example, cross-country runners are more prone to eating disorders, 

so cross-country coaches should receive a more in-depth education on eating behaviors.  Also, 

information on how to incorporate mental toughness into training programs would be useful in 

preventing psychological distress.  Holding an educational workshop which gives coaches hands-

on experience and training identifying and treating psychological distress would be—in my 

opinion—the most effective way to educate coaches.  By using a hands-on approach, coaches 

would feel more comfortable approaching and talking to athletes about psychological well-

being.    

D. Educational Programs 

I have mentioned several educational courses which could be used to better inform 

coaching staff about current issues regarding female athlete training.  I recommend this 

education take place in the form of a certification obtained online through videos, and online 

conferences, or in-person presentations, lectures, and workshops. I advocate that certification 

be a requirement for all in the coaching profession, as educational courses suggested ensure 

female athletes are trained properly.  This educational certification should be revisited 

biannually as science and society are constantly changing, resulting in different problems and 

different solutions.  Mandating the coaching profession be certified would work toward 
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minimizing harms (nonmaleficence) and furthering the best interests of each athlete (autonomy 

and beneficence). 

IV. Current Practices  

 While chapter two sought to resolve issues in research and science, the goal of chapter 

three was to determine if additional guidelines are needed in regard to codes of ethics 

governing coaches.  My conclusions from information learned through conversations with 

coaching staff as well as from various codes of ethics applying to athletics are discussed below 

to highlight how proposed standards solve some of the issues discussed in chapter three.   

 A. What is the Goal of Sports?  

 After looking through various codes of ethics which apply to various sports, it was noted 

that codes rarely state a goal.  I find this crucial to athletics, since a goal would provide a 

framework for coaches when creating training programs.  The absence of a goal makes it 

difficult to know how to direct the athlete’s development—both as a player and a person.  Just 

like you need a destination when taking a vacation, sports need a goal to steer toward, with the 

coach as the navigator.  The need for a goal would be fulfilled by a previously mentioned 

standard: holding a meeting where coaches form a sport-wide consensus and another meeting 

where coaches form an academic consensus, where each consensus provides overarching goals 

of sport besides winning. 

 B. Using Current Research in Practice 

 One thing I learned from talking with soccer and cross-country coaches was that some 

coaches do not incorporate research into their training programs.  Some coaches stated they 

preferred to observe athletes and determine if they needed to change their program, while 

others said they liked to try new techniques and then, by observation, determine whether these 

techniques worked or not.  Therefore, it may be the case that many coaches do not implement 
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new training methods proven in research.  If coaches indeed do not make it a top priority to be 

informed about the latest research on training and conditioning, this may be a failure not only of 

coaching ethics, but of bioethics as well;  athletes’ health and well-being should be the first and 

foremost concern of a coach.  Waiting for observations to indicate that changes need to be 

made may be a habit resulting from the infinite amount of research done on male athletes.  

Many techniques for training men have remained consistent over the years;430 however, we do 

not have this foundation when it comes to training females.  Therefore, all new information may 

be vital if we want to train female athletes properly. While observing first and fixing problems 

second is not necessarily a bad tactic, it is also not the best method to ensure that athletes 

benefit as much as possible from playing sports.  It could be dangerous if coaches assume that 

certain injuries are “the norm” for training in their sport, thus downplaying their severity.  

 To ensure that coaches are using the safest and most efficient practices for training 

female athletes, we need to encourage coaches to implement new training techniques.  While 

not all of these techniques are proven, I am led to believe that coaches are highly observant of 

athletes’ responses to training based on conversations I had with coaching staff.  Therefore, if a 

method does not work properly, I believe coaches will make necessary changes to protect 

athletes.  Also, coaches discussed that having conversations with other coaches was 

instrumental to reformatting their training programs.  Therefore, observations and results of 

new training techniques theoretically will spread by word of mouth.  I suggest that after 

certification, coaches receive newly-released research relevant to their sport from the 

certification authority as some type of newsletter or update.  It need not be required that 

coaches read this information, but handing it out to certified coaches—at least on an annual 
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athletes—he references only male athletes and sports—are improving performance-wise due to advances 

in technology and equipment rather than developments in training.  
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basis—would guarantee that all coaches have access to new information.  It would be up to 

coaches whether to use this information or not, but I think it is safe to assume that many 

coaches do not spend enough time researching new methods, especially if they find success in 

old techniques.   Encouraging coaches to continuously change and update their program would 

correct errors and deficiencies in training female athletes through an efficient trial and error 

process, since it would encourage coaches to first implement new methods and then observe if 

they worked or not.  

C. Educating Athletes 

 Another topic covered in conversations with coaches was whether they educated 

athletes on potential injuries and risks.  Most coaches replied that they found educating their 

athletes useful. However, many did not know exactly what they should be educating their 

athletes about.   Coaches said that they explained the reasoning behind training techniques to 

athletes, but not many talked about teaching injury prevention.  Sharing information with 

athletes creates a foundation of trust between coaches and athletes, which makes athletes feel 

comfortable disclosing concerns about their well-being and potential injuries.  However, if 

athletes are not aware of warning signs for potential harms, they cannot disclose this 

information to coaches, and ultimately, they will not take measures to avoid injury.  Therefore, I 

suggest that in addition to a required coaching education, there is also a required education 

which should be presented to athletes.  Since coaches develop relationships with athletes upon 

sharing relevant information, I think it would be best to create a standard (derived from the 

competent care guideline) mandating that coaches present information regarding harms—

psychological, physical, and injuries specific to women—to athletes.  This way, both coaches and 

athletes would be able to identify potential harms, and coaches will be prepared when athletes 

voice concerns.  Presentations including this information could be created and distributed by the 
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coaching certification body.  This would ensure that athletes are aware and knowledgeable 

about potential injuries and what steps they can take to avoid them.  Being informed is crucial 

for female athletes especially regarding issues such as the Triad, where symptoms such as 

menstrual irregularities are self-reported.   

 D. Anatomical Differences 

 The majority of coaches I interviewed admitted that they did not know how men and 

women differed anatomically or physiologically with respect to athletics.  To train female 

athletes correctly, anatomical differences must be taken into account so coaches can adjust 

training plans accordingly.  Anatomical differences between the sexes should be another course 

in the educational certification.  Similar to other aspects of the certification standard for 

coaches, incorporating new research tactics and providing hands-on demonstrations regarding 

anatomical differences should be available and required for coaches.  

 E. Psychological Distress in Women 

  Lastly, many coaches I talked with mentioned that they did not fully understand 

psychosocial influences and effects on athletes.  This lack of understanding may be a 

consequence of the dominant male presence in coaching.  Since men do not experience the 

same psychosocial environment as women, it may be easy for men to disregard causal factors 

for psychological distress which affect female athletes.  I suggest another educational course 

included in the certification process which ensures all coaches learn about psychological 

distress.  To expand on this idea, this course could include information regarding 

microaggressions, historical gender roles, objectification, and body dissatisfaction.  It should also 

include resources on how to help athletes with different types of psychological distress and 

potential warning signs.  This way, coaches are equipped to identify athletes who may be 

experiencing psychological distress and help athletes receive treatment for psychological issues.   
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V. Conclusion 

 Each chapter in this thesis gave a unique perspective by thoroughly discussing what 

harms exist for female athletes.  As highlighted in this chapter, there are many solutions rooted 

in beneficence, nonmaleficence, and autonomy, which can minimize harms and maximize 

benefits for female athletes across all sports.  However, these solutions need to be implemented 

to be effective.  Sporting organizations lack authority to enforce these rules—the most 

organizations could do to discipline coaches would be to expel them out from the organization.  

Therefore, I suggest that academic institutions with which coaches are affiliated enforce these 

standards as well as the coaching certification body.  Coaches currently do not have a 

credentialing organization such as trainers have, which require trainers to have certain 

qualifications, licenses, and certifications.431 This credentialing body enforces these standards be 

upheld by all within the training profession.432  Implementing a similar credentialing organization 

or certification body may help enforce standards suggested in this thesis.  Coaches may not 

enjoy having additional responsiblities and being held to higher standards, but in theory, these 

requirements will help coaches better their practices and their profession.   

 Standards that I suggest are a drawn from guidelines derived from codes of ethics as 

well as additional guidelines I suggest.  These guidelines are rooted in beneficence, autonomy, 

and nonmaleficence, so while standards may not directly involve ethics, their origin can be 

traced to principles of autonomy, beneficence, and nonmaleficence.  While standards and 

guidelines discussed in this thesis still have far to go as they need to be refined and specified for 

each sport and institution, but I believe they are a good start to ensuring female athletes are 

trained properly and give any athlete the best chance of reaching his or her highest potential.   
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This thesis addresses issues of human health and well-being beyond medicine, 

proposing improvements which may be necessary to protect female athlete’s health and well-

being.  While improvements called for are inspired by women in sport, many of these changes 

would benefit men as well, recognizing that a feminist ethics approach embraces both sexes.  

Deriving goals for sports and athletics as a whole could help not only women’s athletics shy 

away from the business model of men’s sports, but also reshape men’s athletics so they are not 

driven by monetary gain and recognition.  Creating these goals encourages coaches to develop 

players as persons rather than use players as a means to win, which takes into account the 

welfare of both male and female athletes.  Educational programs should include information 

about harms which are sport-specific and sex-specific.  While anatomical structures will always 

differ based on sex, we can teach coaches what differences exist and why these differences 

matter for athletic training.  Furthermore, women and men also differ in regard to psychological 

harms.  However, if shifts in cultural and social environments take place, hopefully these 

differences will shrink, and eventually become nonexistent.  I focused on injuries which are 

specific to women as they are more of an imperative in athletics currently, but educating men’s 

coaches about injuries specific to males would help coaches to better train male athletes.   

Providing equal employment opportunities and seeking to further women’s athletics also largely 

focuses on benefitting female athletes, but eventually, I hope these standards will not be 

needed as men and women will hopefully be treated as true equals one day.  Training athletes 

properly fulfills coaches’ duties to athletes to act in manners rooted in beneficence, and 

nonmaleficence, and allows athletes to retain their autonomy by giving them a voice.  The 

changes I suggest build upon a feminist framework to address inequities in women’s sports and 

make advances in women’s athletics that will set a good example for men’s sports.  
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