Understanding Inequalities in Women’s Grassroots Football within the United Kingdom:
 Barriers to Participation and Development
This study will explore the nature and impact of inequalities within women’s grassroots football in the UK. It will examine how barriers such as access to facilities, funding, coaching opportunities, and cultural stereotypes shape participation and progression in the sport. By investigating the lived experiences of players, coaches, and volunteers, the research aims to contribute to a deeper understanding of how inequality is reproduced at the grassroots level and to consider implications for future policy and practice.
Introduction
Women’s football has grown significantly in visibility and popularity in the United Kingdom (UK) in recent years, particularly following the success of the Women’s Super League and the Women’s England teams’ victory at UEFA Euro 2022 (The FA, 2020). Despite this progress at elite level, inequalities remain deeply embedded in grassroots football. Players and teams often encounter barriers such as limited access to facilities, lower levels of funding, insufficient coaching opportunities, and gender stereotypes that constrain participation (Downward et al., 2025). 
Downward and Muñiz (2025) argue that women’s football involvement is constrained by supply-side factors such as local opportunities and facility access, not individual demand, implying that structural conditions depress sustained participation for women and girls (Downward and Muñiz, 2025).  
Inequalities also appear in non-playing roles that shape local football cultures. Two UK qualitative studies document entrenched sexism and hostility towards women in officiating: Drury, Thelwell and Weston (2022) report gendered disrespect and status challenges faced by women referees and coaches, while Gubby (2024) details sexism, abuse and threatening behaviour experienced by women refereeing men’s football from grassroots to semi-professional tiers, patterns that can undermine retention and progression (Drury, Thelwell and Weston, 2022, Gubby, 2024). These findings resonate with wider analyses of the English football workplace, where gendered norms and organisational practices continue to marginalise women’s leadership and coaching pathways (Clarkson, 2019). 
At the level of player experience, UK evidence highlights specific barriers that intersect with facilities and practice. Pinel et al. (2022) show that menstruation presents material and social obstacles for UK amateur footballers—ranging from kit colour and toilet access to taboos in coach–player communication—suggesting that “neutral” provision can reproduce inequity in everyday settings (Pinel et al., 2022).  Such micro-conditions matter because they interact with meso-level club decisions (scheduling, resourcing) and the local labour of volunteers and coaches, which, as the coaching literature suggests, often lacks the gender-competent support needed to stabilise women’s pathways (Drury, Thelwell and Weston, 2022; Clarkson, 2019).  
Historical and social trajectories also shape present participation. UK-based scholarship on women’s physical education and early footballing experiences traces how gendered expectations and hidden curricula can dampen girls’ self-identification with football, with lasting implications for later club engagement (Grice, 2023).  This cultural inheritance helps explain why increased visibility at the elite level has not automatically translated into everyday equity at community clubs. In parallel, intersectional work in England indicates that minority ethnic women may encounter layered exclusions around belonging and safety in football spaces, signalling the limits of one-size-fits-all inclusion and the need for locally tuned interventions (Welford, 2011).  
Finally, community-sport studies add texture to the coaching environment. Although not football-exclusive, Hoye, Kappelides and Baxter (2025) show that women coaches in community settings face thin support networks, stereotyping and constrained advancement—mechanisms that plausibly operate in grassroots football clubs and, in turn, condition the quality and stability of women’s playing opportunities (Hoye, Kappelides and Baxter, 2025). 
Overall, the UK academic literature converges on three interlocking constraints at grassroots level: (1) structural resources and access (facilities, scheduling, material conditions), (2) gendered cultures that normalise stereotyping and hostility in everyday practice, and (3) fragile workforce pathways in coaching and officiating that limit role models and support. Addressing inequalities therefore requires local, club-level changes (e.g., equitable pitch allocation, gender-competent facilities and kit policies, targeted coach development) aligned with the structural insights offered by national-scale analyses of participation (Downward and Muñiz, 2025). 
Aims
To explore the nature of inequalities within women’s grassroots football in the UK and examine their impact on participation and progression.
Objectives:
1. To investigate the barriers faced by women and girls in grassroots football, including access to facilities, funding, and resources.
2. To explore the lived experiences of players, coaches, and volunteers in grassroots clubs.
3. To identify structural and cultural factors that reproduce gender inequalities in football.
4. To consider the implications of these findings for sport policy and grassroots development strategies.
Methodology 

Design and Approach

This study adopts a qualitative, exploratory design to examine how inequalities are encountered within women’s grassroots football. A qualitative approach is appropriate because the aim is to understand experiences, meanings, and contexts rather than to estimate prevalence (Creswell, 2018). Qualitative research allows us to The study aims to utilise a interpretivist approach, to understand the meaning and experiences of individuals shaped by their social environments. This approach allows us to ascertain initialised experiences of inequality and how they are shaped by their social identities, interactions, and cultural contexts within grassroots football. 

Participants will be recruited from women’s grassroots football club, Carmarthen Town FC. The target sample is 6–8 participants, comprising female players (16+), coaches, and club volunteers. This small, information-rich sample is justified for an in-depth study focused on a single context; the goal is analytic insight, not statistical generalisation. Purposive sampling (Etikan et al., 2016) will be used to ensure variation in role, years of involvement, and club size.  Clubs will be approached via email with a study pack and asked to distribute the invitation to eligible members. Interested individuals will contact the researcher directly to avoid any perception of obligation. For participants aged 16–17, the university’s ethics guidance will be followed; age-appropriate consent and parent/guardian information will be provided where required.

Data Collection

Data will be generated through semi-structured interviews lasting 30–45 minutes, conducted face-to-face at a convenient, private location or online to widen access and reduce travel burden. With permission, interviews will be audio-recorded and supported by brief field notes.  An interview guide will cover: (a) access to and quality of facilities (pitches, training times), (b) financial and material resources, (c) coaching and organisational support, and (d) cultural climate such as stereotypes, recognition and respect. The guide will be piloted with one participant (data not analysed) to refine wording and flow. Interviews will remain flexible, allowing probes and follow-ups to elicit concrete examples. Recordings will be transcribed verbatim by the researcher. Transcripts will be anonymised, any identifying details will be removed or masked. Data will be stored on encrypted university drives, accessible only to the researcher/supervisor, and retained/deleted in line with institutional policy.

Given the interpretive nature of qualitative work, the researcher will note their positionality (e.g., prior involvement in football, gender, student status) and reflect on how this may shape rapport, questioning, and interpretation. Reflexive notes will be integrated during coding and theme construction.

Ethics

Ethical approval will be obtained from University of Wales Trinity Saint David. Participants will receive an information sheet and have opportunities to ask questions before providing informed consent. Participation is voluntary and individuals may withdraw up to two weeks after their interview without giving a reason. Potential distress will be managed by allowing breaks/termination of the interview and providing signposting to appropriate support. 

Data Analysis 
Interview data will be transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This method involves systematically coding data to identify recurring patterns, themes, and sub-themes across participants’ accounts. Thematic analysis is appropriate as it provides flexibility for interpreting complex qualitative data, while allowing the researcher to highlight both shared and unique experiences of inequality. It will also help identify how structural and cultural barriers are articulated by participants in relation to their grassroots football experiences. SPSS software may be used to support data management and coding.
The results will be compared to existing literature on gender inequalities in sport to assess how the findings align with, or challenge current knowledge and policy initiatives.
Figure 1 - Research Timetable 
	Research stage 
	Tasks
	Timeline

	initial literature review
	Identify key themes, review academic articles, policy documents and reports. 
	Weeks 1-2

	Research design
	Develop interview guide, refine research question and objectives 
	Week 3

	Ethics application 
	Submit proposal to ethics committee, respond to feedback if required. 
	Weeks 4-5

	Participation recruitment 
	Contact grassroots clubs, distribute information sheets and consent forms
	Weeks 6-7

	Data collection
	Conduct semi-structured interview (8-12 participants) 
	Weeks 8-9

	Transcription 
	Transcribe interviews, begin initial coding 
	Weeks 10-11

	Data analysis
	Thematic analysis (coding, theme development, review
	Weeks 12-13

	Drafting Chapters
	Write introduction, methodology and findings chapters
	Weeks 14-15

	Discussion and conclusion
	Relate findings to literature and policy. Draft final chapters
	Week 16

	Final revisions and submission
	Proofreading, formatting, and submission
	Weeks 17-18



To conclude, this study proposes a focused, qualitative examination of how routine club practices and cultures configure participation and progression in women’s grassroots football. By analysing the perspectives of players, coaches, and volunteers, the study aims to identify the mechanisms through which inequalities are produced and sustained. The information gathered seeks to be utilised as actionable guidance for clubs, leagues, and governing bodies seeking to enhance equity and retention within the grassroots game.
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