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Abstract 
This study explores inequalities in women’s grassroots football in the United Kingdom, with a focus on participation, progression and experiences within club environments. Despite increased visibility an investment in women’s football at elite levels, disparities remain at the grassroots level, where access to resources, facilities and opportunities continue to be uneven. 
Findings indicate that inequalities continue to exist within grassroots football, particularly in relation to access to quality facilities, training opportunities, and decision-making processes. A common theme identified was the under-representation of women within leadership and decision-making roles, which participants associated with unequal resource allocation and limited influence over club decisions.  
The study concludes that, while progress has been made in increasing participation and visibility, grassroots football remains shaped by entrenched inequalities. Addressing these issues requires not increased investment but also changes to organisational practices and cultural attitudes within clubs. These findings contribute to ongoing discussions surrounding gender equality in sport and highlight the importance of focusing on grassroots experiences to support long term development of women’s football.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
‘One is not born, but rather one becomes, a woman’ (de Beauvoir, 1949) captures the ways in which gender is socially constructed and reinforced through cultural norms, institutions, and everyday practices. Sport, particularly football, has historically functioned as a predominantly masculine environment within which women’s participation has been marginalised and constrained. Despite the significant growth of women’s football in recent years, inequalities remain deeply embedded at the grassroots level and beyond, shaping access to resources, opportunities, and pathways for development. 
Gender differences in involvement in women's football continue despite growing support for the sport. According to a systematic survey of football participation in England, women made up about 2% of all participants, while males made up 13.3%. This suggests that structural disparities still influence grassroots football participation (Downward & Muniz, 2025). Despite this, the popularity of big women's tournaments like the Euros has led to a 140% rise in involvement among girls under 16 in recent years (Mahmood et al., 2025). Illustrating the value of watching women's games and how this can influence women's grassroots football. 
However, this progress has not been experienced uniformly across all levels of football. While elite women’s football has benefited from increased investment and visibility, inequalities remain particularly pronounced at the grassroots level. Grassroots football forms the foundation of participation and player development, yet it is often characterised by limited funding, reliance on volunteers, and restricted access to quality facilities and coaching provision. For women and girls, these challenges are frequently intensified by gendered assumptions about football participation and the prioritisation of men’s teams within shared club environments. As a result, opportunities at the grassroots level may not reflect the advances seen in the professional game, creating a disconnect between elite success and everyday participation experiences. This uneven distribution of progress raises important questions about how gender inequality continues to be reproduced within grassroots football contexts.
Existing research has explored gender inequality in sport and has increasingly examined the development of women’s football, particularly within elite and professional contexts. However, there remains a relative lack of research focusing specifically on women’s grassroots football and the everyday environments in which participation and development occur. In particular, the lived experiences of grassroots players, coaches, and volunteers have received limited academic attention, despite their central role in sustaining the sport. This absence restricts understanding of how inequalities are experienced, negotiated, and reproduced at the grassroots level. Addressing this gap is essential to developing a more comprehensive understanding of gender inequality in football and to informing policies and practices aimed at supporting equitable participation and development opportunities for women and girls.
In response to these gaps, this study explores inequalities within women’s grassroots football in the United Kingdom, with a particular focus on barriers to participation and development. Using a qualitative approach, the research examines the lived experiences of players, coaches, and volunteers involved in grassroots football to understand how structural and cultural factors shape their involvement. The dissertation begins with a review of relevant literature on gender inequality in sport and women’s football development. This is followed by a methodology chapter outlining the research design and methods used. The findings are then presented and discussed in relation to existing research, before concluding with implications for policy, practice, and future research.






















Chapter 2: Literature Review 
2.1 Introduction
This chapter will explore relevant literature that assists in answering the research questions. The key themes within this chapter will include access to resources, representation and the influence of cultural norms and stereotypes on participation and progression. This chapter aims to identify gaps in current knowledge and provide a foundation for this study. 
2.2 Gender inequality in Grassroot Football
Gender inequality in sport is widely understood as the product of structural and cultural factors rather than simply individual choice. Research has consistently shown that sport operates as a gendered institution in which men’s participation and authority are often prioritised, while women’s sport is positioned as secondary (Cooky, Messner & Musto, 2015). This suggests that inequalities are embedded within the structures and cultural norms of sporting environments, shaping both opportunities and experiences.
These inequalities are not always expressed through overt discrimination but can instead be reproduced through everyday practices and organisational decisions. For example, research highlights how women’s sport receives less visibility and recognition, reinforcing perceptions of lower legitimacy and value (Cooky, Messner & Musto, 2015). Within grassroots football, this may manifest through unequal access to facilities, training opportunities and decision-making processes, demonstrating how structural and cultural inequalities interact to shape participation.
This theoretical framework demonstrates validity when contextualised with the historical evolution of women's football in Britain. Jenkel's historical analysis of the Football Association's 1921 ban demonstrates that the marginalisation of women's football was both institutional and discursive; the women's game was portrayed in public as inappropriate, inferior, and lacking legitimacy (Jenkel, 2021). This matters as it suggests that contemporary inequalities cannot be reduced to present day underinvestment alone, they are rooted in a longer history in which access to facilities, organisational support and public legitimacy were actively denied. In this sense, Jenkel’s work strengthens Connell and Messner’s broader theories by showing how gender hierarchy was reproduced in a football specific context through both policy and culture. Rather than seeing today’s inequalities as a residue of the past that has simply faded, the literature suggests that historical exclusion still matters because it shaped the structures and assumptions from which the contemporary women’s game has had to emerge. 
That historical perspective also flows directly into football specific sociological work on how women’s participation is experienced within a sport that remains culturally masculinised. Caudwell (1999) contends that women’s football in the UK does not inherently challenge gender norms but instead reflects a space where they are actively negotiated. Her work is especially important because it moves beyond the idea that simply entering a male-dominated sport is enough to destabilise masculine norms. Instead, she shows that women often must navigate questions of legitimacy, sexuality and femininity while participating in football. In comparison with Jenkel’s historical analysis, which focuses on how women’s football has been discredited through discourse and institutional power, Caudwell shows how marginalisation also works at a more everyday cultural level. The value of combining the two is that Jenkel helps explain how women’s football was historically pushed out, while Caudwell helps explain why, even after formal exclusion has weakened, women’s participation may still be culturally contested. This is particularly relevant to grassroots club environments, where legitimacy is negotiated in ordinary interactions with coaches, committees, male teams and local football communities.
2.3 Progress and Visibility
Although women’s football has grown significantly in visibility, the literature repeatedly cautions against reading growth as equality. This is one of the most important tensions in the field. On the one hand, increased media attention, professionalisation and tournament visibility suggest meaningful change. On the other hand, research indicates that progress is unevenly distributed across the women’s game. Cooky, Messner and Musto (2015), writing from a media perspective, show that women’s sport remains significantly underrepresented and often framed in ways that reinforce gender hierarchy rather than challenge it. Their work is not football-specific, but it is useful because it explains how a broader cultural environment can continue to limit the legitimacy of women’s sport even during periods of apparent growth. By contrast, Downward and Muñiz (2025) examine women’s football directly and show that participation is shaped by local opportunity structures, not simply by individual demand. Read together, these studies are especially valuable, Cooky et al. highlight the cultural under-visibility of women’s sport, while Downward and Muñiz demonstrate that participation patterns in women’s football are materially shaped by provision, infrastructure and local organisation. This combination makes it harder to accept celebratory narratives of progress at face value, because it shows that visibility at elite level does not necessarily translate into equitable experiences at grassroots level. 
2.4 Structural Barriers and Organisational Barriers
This distinction between progress and inequality is particularly important when considering structural barriers in grassroots football. Downward and Muñiz (2025) provide one of the strongest recent football-specific analyses in this area, showing that participation in women’s football in England is closely related to local provision and forms of opportunity rather than simply preference. Their work is important because it challenges the persistent assumption that lower participation reflects lower interest. Instead, it suggests that women’s participation depends on whether environments, formats and facilities are available and accessible. In this way, their findings resonate with the historical insight provided by Jenkel (2021): although the mechanisms are different, access to football has long been shaped by control over infrastructure and the conditions of participation. What changes across these studies is the form inequality takes. In the historical case, exclusion was more overt; in the contemporary grassroots context, it is more often reproduced through allocation decisions, uneven resourcing and the slow development of women-specific provision. This is precisely why a grassroots focus is necessary. The issue is not only whether women can play, but under what conditions, with what support, and on what terms. 
Structural inequality, however, does not operate independently of organisational power. Evans and Pfister’s systematic narrative review shows that women continue to be underrepresented in leadership across sport, with organisational cultures, informal networks and gendered recruitment practices shaping access to decision making positions (Evans and Pfister, 2021). This wider sport leadership literature is highly relevant to grassroots football because club committees, volunteer structures and local governance often determine practical issues such as pitch allocation, budgets, coaching support and long-term development priorities. A strength of Evans and Pfister’s (2021) review is that it moves beyond counting women in leadership and instead explains the organisational conditions that make leadership inequality persist. This helps deepen the structural argument made by Downward and Muñiz. If participation is shaped by opportunity structures, then leadership matters because it helps determine how those structures are built, maintained and distributed. In other words, unequal provision is not only a resource issue, it is also a governance issue. For a study concerned with women’s experiences inside grassroots clubs, this is especially important, because it links everyday inequalities in facilities and support to broader questions about who has voice, authority and influence within football environments. 

2.5 Development Pathways and Progression
From here, the literature also points to coaching and player development pathways as key sites where inequality is reproduced. Norman’s research on women coaches in the UK shows that coaching structures have long been shaped by gendered assumptions that leave women feeling undervalued, marginalised or required to continually prove legitimacy (Norman, 2010; Norman and Rankin-Wright, 2018). Although much of this work is focused on coaching as a profession rather than grassroots women’s football specifically, it is still useful because it demonstrates that progression within sport is shaped by more than technical ability alone. The pathway into coaching, and the experience of remaining there, is influenced by organisational culture, recognition and informal power. More recent football-specific work supports this concern. Mahmood et al. (2025), examining stakeholder perceptions of the English FA girls’ Emerging Talent Centre pathway, show that socio-demographic factors and recruitment/retention processes remain important to how inclusive player development environments are understood. This suggests that even where formal pathways exist, access to opportunity is not automatically equal. Compared with Norman’s broader coaching work, Mahmood et al. offer a more football-specific and contemporary account; together, they indicate that development pathways in women’s football are shaped by structural and cultural conditions that can advantage some participants over others. For grassroots football, this matters because club-level experiences often provide the entry point into both coaching and player progression. 
Research on progression in women’s football further reinforces this point. McGreary, Morris and Eubank (2021), exploring the transition into senior professional female football in the UK, found that progression is shaped by demands and barriers that extend beyond performance itself, including balancing education, social life and the increasing demands of professionalisation. While their study is based in the professional game rather than grassroots football, it still contributes an important insight: progression is not a simple meritocratic ladder. Instead, athletes move through structures that distribute demands and support unevenly. This complements Mahmood et al. (2025), whose work focuses more directly on pathway implementation and inclusivity. If Mahmood et al. reveal concerns about access into development environments, McGreary et al. (2020) show that inequality can continue even after athletes enter the pathway. For a grassroots study, this comparison is useful because it suggests that early inequalities in provision and support may have consequences that extend well beyond participation itself, affecting whether women are able to sustain involvement and move through the football system over time. 
2.6 Experiences of Inequality
Alongside these structural and developmental concerns, recent qualitative literature has increasingly emphasised the importance of lived experience in understanding how inequality is actually felt and reproduced. Grice et al. (2025) are especially useful here because they connect women’s football experiences to the idea of symbolic violence, showing how gendered expectations and subtle forms of devaluation shape footballing experiences across school, community and pathway contexts. This builds directly on Bourdieu’s theoretical framework, but in a much more contemporary football-specific way. Rather than treating symbolic violence as an abstract concept, Grice et al. show how it can operate through routine comments, assumptions and practices that make women feel that they are not fully entitled to football space. Shipway et al. (2025) similarly demonstrate the value of experience-based approaches by using Lego® Serious Play® to explore inequalities in women’s semi-elite football in England. Although this context differs from grassroots football, the study reinforces a wider methodological point: inequalities in women’s football are not always best captured through structural indicators alone, because they are also experienced emotionally, relationally and symbolically. These studies are especially useful in relation to the present dissertation because they justify a focus on participants’ own accounts of football environments, even when the method used here is a questionnaire rather than interviews or creative methods. 
Taken together, the literature suggests that inequalities in women’s grassroots football are best understood as the product of interlocking historical, cultural and organisational processes. Foundational theory explains why sport, and football in particular, has been so bound up with masculine authority; historical scholarship shows how women’s football was actively marginalised; and contemporary research demonstrates that visible progress has not removed structural and cultural inequalities. At the same time, the literature also reveals an important gap. Much of the strongest recent work is either broad in focus, concerned with sport leadership generally, or located in elite, semi-elite or talent development contexts rather than everyday grassroots club environments. There remains less UK-focused research that draws together the experiences of multiple grassroots participants, particularly players, coaches and volunteers, to explore how participation, progression and club culture intersect in practice. That gap is important, because grassroots football is the level at which access is sustained or undermined, where representation in decision-making becomes tangible, and where wider inequalities are either reproduced or challenged through ordinary club life. This provides a clear rationale for a study that uses questionnaire data to examine how resources, facilities and club culture shape women’s experiences within UK grassroots football.







Chapter 3: Methodology 
3.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the methodological approach used in this study, including the research design, sampling, data collection, analysis and ethical considerations. The study explores how gender inequalities shape participation, progression and development in women’s grassroots football in the UK. Despite increased visibility at elite level, inequalities persist at grassroots level, influencing access to resources, experiences and opportunities. This research therefore examines how these inequalities are experienced and perpetuated, and considers their implications for grassroots football development.
3.2 Research Questions
1. To what extend are gender inequalities present within women’s grassroot football in the UK?
2. How are gender inequalities experienced and perceived by players, coaches and volunteers in women’s football?
3. In what ways are gender inequalities reproduced within grassroot football environments?
4. What impact do these inequalities have on participation, progression and development opportunities within women’s grassroots football?
3.3 Research Design 
The study adopts a qualitative research approach to explore inequalities within women’s grassroots football in the UK. Qualitative research is concerned with understanding how individuals interpret and make sense of their experiences within social contexts. Denzin and Lincon (2008) define qualitative research as the study of phenomena in natural settings, aiming to interpret meaning that individuals bring to their experiences. 
Traditionally, sports science research tend to favour a quantitative approach by focusing on identifying patterns and relationships through statistical analysis. However, Olafson(1990) argued that using a qualitative approach enables the research to gain a deeper understanding of the decisions and processes underlying human experiences. 
Therefore, this approach enables us to explore how individuals in grassroots football perceive and experience inequalities within their sporting environments. This allows individuals to describe their experiences in their own words, providing a richer insight into social and cultural factors influencing women’s participation and access to opportunities within grassroots football.
The research is underpinned by an interpretivist approach, which emphasise the importance of subjective meaning and individuals perspectives. Caswell and Poth (2018) suggest that interpretivism allows researches to build knowledge through understanding how individuals construct meaning within their social worlds. This approach allows us to gain a deeper understanding of how inequalities are perceived, experienced and interpreted by those involved in grassroots. football. By understanding individuals lived experiences, this approach may identify areas that have not been fully explored or highlighted in existing research.
The research will be collected using open ended online questions, this allows participants to describe their experiences and perspectives in their own words.
3.4  Sampling 
Participants in this study consist of women over the age of 18 who are involved in grassroots football within Wales. This may include players, coaches, volunteers, referees and those involved in club organisation or management.
This study will use a purposive sampling strategy by selecting individuals involved in grassroots football. Purposive sampling allows us to deliberately target individuals who are most likely to provide rich and meaningful insights into the research topics (Rai and Thapa 2015). Caswell and Poth (2017) state when generate insights and deep understanding of a specific phenomenon, utilising a thoughtful and structured criteria helps enhance how rich and in depth the information collected will be (Ahmad and Wilkins 2024). Therefore, this approach allows was considered appropriate to explore lives experiences and perspectives of those involved in grassroot football.
When considering the eligibility criteria of participants, prioritising participants with direct experience in Women’s Grassroot Football allows us to enhance the overall quality and relevance of the data collected. Focusing on individuals insights based on lived experience and practical understanding was deemed more valuable than accessing a more generalised sample. Participants were recruited through grassroots football clubs across South West Wales. The questionnaire was distributed via online platforms and direct communication with clubs, enabling access to individuals across a range of roles and environments.
Although this approach limited access to a larger populating and reduces the sample size, it strengthened the depth and credibility of the findings. Therefore, participants were purposefully selected to minimise the inclusion of individuals with limited knowledge or experience to ensure the findings closely aligned with the research aims (Rai and Thapa 2025). The study aimed to recruit between 15-10 participants to ensure manageable yet diverse dataset.
3.5 Data Collection 

The survey’s consisted of a series of open ended questions centred around the questions this study aims to answer.  The participants were not provided with fixed choices to answer from, this allows the participants to highlight areas that they believe to be significant (Clark et al 2021). This helps ensure that potential issues or experiences are not overlooked, particularly those that may not have been identified through existing literature.
Likert scales were utilised in the survey to assess attitudes, by allowing respondents to indicate the extent to which they agree or disagree with statement. Using a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ format is considered too simplistic and may force participants into selecting extreme  choices that do not accurately reflect their views. Instead, the Likert scale allows responders to express varying levels of agreement, providing a greater flexibility in their responses. This enables more varied and in depth analysis of the data (Gratton and Jones 2010)
The length and structure of the questionnaire were carefully considered to minimise participant fatigue and disengagement. Stangl (2004) found that some participants can be less thorough when answering open ended questions (Denscombe 2008). Therefore, a balance was maintained between collecting sufficient detail and ensuring the questionnaire remained accessible and manageable to complete.  This was important in maintaining response quality and encouraging completion rates.
3.6 Data Analysis 
The data collected from the surveyed will be analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2003) six-phase approach to thematic analysis. The first stage involves familiarisation with the data, through reading each of the responses, gain an overall understanding of the data and begin identifying patterns. Following this, I began generating initial codes by identifying segments that have meaning relevant to the research aims. Coding helps make sense of the data and develop insights that provide a structured foundation to begin developing themes. Themes are created by grouping related codes together to form broader and meaningful patterns within the data (Terry, Hayfield, Clarke and Braun 2017). Once codes have been organised and themes have been identified, the thematic analysis process requires further reviewing and defining of themes. This stage requires the researcher to assess whether the identified themes have a meaningful representation of the data (Braun and Clarke 2006). During this process themes may be refined, reshaped or even discarded.
Thematic analysis allows us to identify patterns in participants experiences and provide insights into how inequality are understood, experienced and reproduced in grassroot football environments.
3.7 Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations were carefully addressed throughout the research process to ensure the study is conducted ethically. Ethical approval was obtained from the relevant university ethics committee prior to data collection.
Informed consent is a key ethical consideration in this study, ensuring all participants are fully aware of the purpose of the research and their role in it. Participants should be provided with clear information about the study, how the data will be collected and used and their right not to participate or withdraw at any time (Munhall 1988). Therefore, this a information sheet will be included at the start of the questionnaire, allowing participants to make an informed decision about their involvement in the study before agreeing to take part (Creswell and Clark 2007).
The participants privacy and confidentiality will be carefully maintained throughout this study in order to protect and safeguard each participant.  Each survey will be completed without collecting any identifying information from the participants, this ensures that any information provided by the participants cannot be traced back to them. 
Therefore, participants identities will be kept completely anonymous throughout each stages of the research.  Ensuring confidentiality not only protects participants, but it also encourages them to share mor honest and details responses. This may allow the participants to feel more comfortable discussing their personal experiences and as a result this is likely to enhance the overall validity and reliability of the data collected (McNeill et al 2005).
 
3.8. Limitations 

A key limitation of using questionnaires is that important details and insights may be overlooked if they are not explicitly captured in the question set. The absence of follow-up questions limits the ability to explore responses in greater detail or seek clarification. Therefore, many issues may not be addressed in the findings (Atkinson 2012).
Additionally, there is a limitation to the number of questions that can be included in the questionnaire. Reponses rates can significantly decline as the questions increase in length, this is a key consideration to enhance the response rates. As a result, Likert-scale questions were included to improve the efficiency of data collection; however, this approach may introduce bias by encouraging participants towards predetermined response options (Reja et al, 2003).












Chapter 4: Findings
4.1 Introduction
This chapter analyses the data gathered from the Questionnaires responses and exploring whether results align with the literature discussed in chapter 1. This analysis was conducted using Braun and Clarke (2006) thematic analysis to identify key patterns and recurring issues within participants responses. 
Each participant was asked to provide demographic information, including their age, role within grassroots football and years of experience within the sport. The data indicates that the sample was predominantly composed of players aged 18-30, with the majority reporting over 10-year experience in football. This suggests that most responders have extensive experience within the sport and can provide informed and credible insights into grassroots football. the. A small number of participants represented older ages groups aged between 36-54, each of which were involved in coaching roles.
	Participants
	Age
	Role
	Years involved

	Participant A (1)
	18-24
	Player
	10+ years

	Participant B (2)
	18-24
	Player
	10 + years

	Participant C (3)
	25-30
	Player
	10+ years

	Participant D (4)
	25-30
	Player
	10+ years

	Participant E (5)
	18-24
	Player
	1-3 years

	Participant F (6)
	25-30
	Player
	10+ years

	Participant G (7)
	18-24
	Player
	10+ years

	Participant H (8)
	18-24
	Player
	8-10 years

	Participant I (9)
	31-35
	Player
	10+ years

	Participant J (10)
	18-24
	Player
	10+ years

	Participant K (11)
	25-30
	Player
	10+ years

	Participant L (12)
	18-24
	Player
	10+ years

	Participant M (13)
	45-54
	Coach
	4-7 years

	Participant N (14)
	18-24
	Player
	1-3 years

	Participant N (15)
	18-24
	Player
	4-7 years

	Participant O (16)
	25-30
	Player
	8-10 years

	Participant P (17)
	36-44
	Coach
	8-10 years

	Participant Q (18)
	36-44
	Coach
	8-10 years



4.2 Decision Making and representation
A key theme identified was the lack of representation of women’s football within decision making processes. Many responders suggested that those allocating resources and making club decisions have limited involvement or understanding of women’s football.
One Participant explained:
“Decisions are made without input from the women’s team, so our needs are often overlooked.”
Another stated:
“If we had more say, things would be more equal.”
Some participants suggest that inequalities may be reinforced by imbalanced committee structures, where those making decisions may not fully understand or prioritise the needs of women’s teams.  
One participant stated: 
“There isn’t enough representation of women in leadership roles.”
Another stated:
“Because men are mainly in charge, women’s football isn’t prioritised.”
These findings suggest that those in decision making roles are predominantly occupied by men, which may influence the extent to which the needs and perspectives of women’s teams are recognised and prioritised. One participant highlighted the emotional and motivation impact of these experiences:
 “Tired of fighting for the bare minimum from the committee, who believe they do a lot for women. This makes me want to stop playing football”. 
This response highlights a sense of frustration and disengagement among players, suggesting that individuals feel unheard and undervalued within club structures. It also indicates that decision making processes may lack meaningful input from women’s teams. This results in outcomes that do not adequately reflect their needs or priorities, effecting players motivation, participation and overall retention of players in the sport.

4.3 Experiences of Gender Inequalities
Participants were asked whether they have witnessed or experienced gender inequality within grassroot football, whereby 89% answered “yes” to this question. This suggests experiences of gender inequality is a widespread issue amongst female football teams. This is reflected in participants responses, with one participant such as:
“We are treated differently, even when we achieve the same results.” 
Another stated:
“women’s teams are always treated as a lower priority.”
 These experiences were often linked to broader societal attitudes and perceptions of women’s sports. Many participants reported that women’s football is not afforded the same level of recognition as men’s game:
“Women’s football is still not taken seriously.”
“There’s less effort put into promoting women’s matches.”
Additionally, one responded highlighted an underlying stereotype regarding the quality of women’s football, with the belief that:
“There’s a perception that it’s not as competitive as men’s football.”
These attitudes were also linked to feelings of undervalued, one participant stated:
“We don’t get the same recognition for our performances.”
“It sometimes feels like what we do doesn’t matter as much.”
These findings indicate that inequality is not only structural but also cultural, shaped by everyday attitudes and interactions. Participants experiences indicates that inequality fosters an environment in which women may feel undervalued, marginalised and less recognised within the sport. 
4.4 Access to Facilities
Unequal access to facilities emerged as one of the most consistent and prominent themes within the data. The majority of participants (94%) “Disagree” or “strongly Disagree” that women’s team have equal access to facilities. 
Many participants highlighted how women’s teams are often deprioritised, with one stating:
“We are often given the latest training times, which makes it difficult to attend consistently.”
Another participant noted:
“The men’s teams always get priority for better pitches.”
Concerns were also raised regarding the quality of facilities:
“We train on poorer quality pitches, especially during winter.”
“Facilities are there, but they are not shared equally.”
These findings suggest that inequalities in facility access appear embedded in grassroots football. These disparities not only affect the quality of training performance, but also negatively influence player performance, development and overall experience in the sport.

4.5 Funding
Lack of funding was identified as a significant barrier effecting multiple aspects of women’s grassroot football. When asked if participants felt they received equal access to funding, kit and equipment, 83% answered “Disagree” or “Strongly Disagree”. Participants highlighted disparities in financial support, which were seen to influence resources, opportunities and development.
When participants were asked what would help improve quality and opportunities for women, one answered:
“There needs to be equal funding between men’s and women’s teams.”
Another respondent highlighted the effect of financial constraints on development:
“Without proper funding, it’s difficult to improve or grow the team.”
Participants also framed funding as more than just an isolated issue, but one that contributes to broader inequalities. One highlighted the direct relationship between financial support and team development:
“Less funding means fewer opportunities and less support overall.”
Collectively, these findings suggest that financial disparities underpin many of the challenges faced by women’s teams. Many participants felt funding was a fundamental issue that needed to be addressed, with an emphasis on perceived imbalance in financial allocation between women’s and men’s teams.
4.6 Limited Visibility and Support
Limited visibility and support were identified as another key theme identified within the data. Participants report that women’s teams receive less promotion, recognition and organisational support compared to men’s teams.
Participants highlighted the lack of promotion of women’s grassroot football, with one stating:
“Women’s football isn’t promoted enough at grassroots level.”
Another noted:
“There needs to be more exposure and support for women’s teams.”
Participants also linked visibility to participation, emphasising that increased exposure could positively influence engagement and growth. One participant explained:
“If there was more visibility, more people would get involved.”
“It’s hard to grow the game without proper support and attention.”
These findings suggest that women’s football is often overlooked within club environments, limiting visibility both internally and externally.
4.7 Impact on Participation and Progression
Another key theme that was identified is the impact gender inequality has on participation, motivation and progression. Whilst only 22% stated they had considered leaving or reducing involvement in grassroots football due to inequalities, many participants noted that unequal treatment has affected their experiences in the sport. 
Many participants frequently highlighted the negative impact of unequal treatment on motivation and commitment, one stated:
“It can be really demotivating when you feel like you’re not valued.”
Another added:
“It makes it harder to stay committed when opportunities aren’t equal.”
These responses indicate that perceived inequality can undermine player motivation, even if it does not always result in immediate disengagement.
Participants also identified limitations in progression pathways, with several highlighting disparities in opportunities compared to men’s game. One stated:
“There are fewer opportunities to progress compared to the men’s side.”
Whilst another stated:
“You have to work harder to be noticed.”
Many participants emphasised the psychological impact of inequality, and the influence it has on self-perception and engagement. One participant stated:
“It affects confidence and how seriously you take your own development.”
Another stated:
“It can impact your motivation to keep playing.”
This demonstrates that inequality extends beyond physical resources, influencing mental wellbeing and player identify. While not all participants have considered leaving the sport, the consistent reporting of negative experiences highlights the long-term impact of inequality on the growth and sustainability of women’s grass root football.
4.8 Conclusion
The findings demonstrate that gender inequalities persist across structural and cultural aspects of women’s grassroots football. These disparities impact both opportunities and experiences, with clear implications for motivation, progression, and retention.
Chapter 5: Discussion
5.1 Introduction 
 This chapter analyses the data gathered from the survey’s and aims to determine whether the results align with the literature reviewed in Chapter 1. The discussion will be structured around the main themes identified in the findings; decision making and representation, experiences of gender inequality, access to facilities, funding, limited visibility and support and the impact on participation and progression.
5.2 Decision Making
The findings of this study indicate that decision making processes within grassroots football are often shaped by individuals who may not fully represent or understand the needs of women’s teams.  Participants frequently reported that decisions are made without meaningful inputs from women’s teams. In addition, some participants stated that even when issues are raised with decision makers, they are often ignored. Many participants believed this is due to decisions being made within committees and positions that are predominantly male dominated.
These findings are consistent with Evans and Pfister’s (2021 review, which found that women remain underrepresented in readership across sport. Organisational cultures, informal networks and gendered recruitment practices were identified as limiting women’s access to decision making positions. This relates to grassroot football, where committees and local governance structures often determine practical issues such as budget allocation, pitch access and long-term development priorities. The findings support this argument by showing that inequality in women’s football is not only affected by resources, but also a direct result of the voice and influence of club structures.
The findings also reflect broader structural arguments made by Downward and Muñiz (2025), who suggest that participation in women’s football is shaped by local opportunity structures rather than individual demand alone. Participants responses suggest that the lack of female representation within decision making structures may contribute directly to women’s football being deprioritised within club environments.
Furthermore, the findings identified the emotional and motivational impact of this exclusion within female grassroot football environments. Participants expressed frustration and disengagement, suggesting that a lack of representation not only effects decision outcomes but also influences player experience and retention. Similarly, Norman (2010) highlighted how gendered sporting environments can lead to feelings of marginalised and reduce confidence among women.
5.3 Experiences of Gender Inequality
In order to address the research question and ascertain the extend that gender inequality exists in female grassroot football teams, it was important to understand participants experiences.  The findings suggest that gender inequality is a widespread issue across grassroot football, with the majority of players reporting that they have experienced or witnessed inequality within the sport. 
These findings strongly support the winder literature on women’s sport as a gendered space. Cooky, Messner and Musto (2015) argue that sport operates as a gendered institution in which men’s participation and authority is prioritised, while women’s sport is positioned as secondary. Participants repeatedly described women’s teams as lower priority, less valued, even when achieving comparable results.
The findings of Caudwell (1999) who found that women’s football should not be understood as a space where gender norms are automatically transformed, but rather one in which they are actively negotiated. Participants’ accounts show that inequalities are experienced not only through formal structures, but also through everyday interactions and attitudes. Comments relating to women’s football not being taken seriously, or being perceived as less competitive than men’s football, demonstrate how cultural assumptions continue to shape the experience of participation.
This also reflects Jenkel’s (2021) argument that women’s football in Britain was historically marginalised through institutions and public attitudes. Although this exclusion is less obvious today, the findings suggest that inequalities still exist in more subtle ways through ongoing stereotypes and unequal recognition. 

5.4 Access to Facilities
Unequal access to facilities emerged as a significant structural barrier within the findings, with the majority of participants reporting that women’s teams do not receive equal access to raining environments. 
These findings are highly consistent with Downward and Muñiz (2025), who argue that women’s football participation is shaped by local opportunity structures, including the availability and accessibility of provision, infrastructure and organisational support. The present study reinforces this by showing that inequalities in facility access are not simply inconvenient but directly affect women’s experiences of participation. If women are consistently allocated poorer facilities or inconvenient training slots, then their opportunities to train, develop and remain engaged are likely to be reduced.
The findings can also be understood in relation to Jenkel’s (2021) historical analysis of women’s football in Britain. Jenkel demonstrates that access to facilities and organisational support has long been controlled in ways that disadvantage women. Although exclusion is now less overt, the present findings suggest that inequalities continue through more routine allocation decisions. In this sense, the findings support the argument that contemporary inequalities cannot be separated from the historical structures through which women’s football was marginalised.

5.5 Funding
Funding was identified as a central issue within the findings, with participants consistently reporting unequal access to financial support, kit and equipment. Participants described funding as a key factor affecting team growth, available opportunities and the overall quality of support received.
These findings support the wider literature which suggests that women’s sport continues to receive lower levels of investment than men’s sport. Although Cooky, Messner and Musto (2015) focus primarily on media representation, their work is useful in showing how women’s sport is often positioned as less valuable, which may help explain why unequal financial support persists. If women’s football is culturally viewed as less legitimate or less worthy of attention, this may shape the willingness of clubs and organisations to invest equally.
The findings also support Downward and Muñiz’s (2025) argument that women’s football participation depends heavily on local opportunity structures. Funding is central to these structures because it influences the quality of facilities, availability of equipment, coaching support and wider development opportunities. The present findings suggest that financial inequality underpins many of the barriers identified elsewhere in the study, including limited facilities, weaker visibility and reduced progression opportunities.
Importantly, participants did not describe funding as an isolated issue, but as something closely connected to wider inequalities within club environments. This is significant because it suggests that underfunding is one of the main ways structural inequalities becomes visible in everyday grassroots football. Therefore, the findings reinforce the idea that financial support is not simply a practical concern, but a reflection of how women’s football is prioritised and valued. Addressing funding disparities is likely to be essential if meaningful progress is to be made in improving equality at grassroots level.
5.6 Limited Visibility and Support
Limited visibility and support emerged as a key theme, with participants reporting that women’s teams receive less promotion, recognition and organisational support than men’s teams. This aligns with Cooky, Messner and Musto (2015), who argue that women’s sport remains underrepresented and framed in ways that reinforce gender inequality. Although their research is not specific to grassroots football, the findings suggest that this wider lack of visibility extends into local club environments.
The findings also highlight a key tension identified in the literature: increased visibility at elite level does not necessarily lead to equality at grassroots level. While women’s football has gained greater media attention and professionalisation, participants indicated that these developments have not fully translated into improved support locally. This supports Downward and Muñiz’s (2025) argument that participation is shaped by local structures and provision.
Participants also linked visibility to participation, suggesting that limited promotion may reduce engagement and opportunities. This indicates that visibility is not only symbolic but plays an important role in supporting the growth and development of women’s grassroots football.
5.7 Impact on Participation and Progression 
The findings demonstrate that gender inequality has a clear impact on participation, motivation and progression within women’s grassroots football. While only a small number of participants considered leaving the sport, many reported feeling demotivated, undervalued and less confident, suggesting that inequality can undermine long-term engagement even when it does not lead to immediate withdrawal.
This aligns with existing research, which suggests that perceived inequality and lack of support reduce motivation and increases dropout rates in the sport (Women In Sport 2022). This is further supported by Norman (2010), who found that gendered sporting environments often leave women feeling undervalued and required to continually prove legitimacy. Although their research focuses on coaching, the present findings suggest similar experiences within grassroots football, where participants described having to work harder to gain recognition and access opportunities.
The findings also align with Mahmood et al. (2025), who highlight that inclusivity within football development pathways is influenced by recruitment processes and wider structural factors. Participants in this study reported fewer opportunities to progress compared to men’s teams, indicating that inequalities extend beyond participation and affect movement through the football system. This is further supported by McGreary, Morris and Eubank (2021), who argue that progression in women’s football is shaped by barriers beyond performance alone, challenging the idea of merit-based advancement.
5.8 Conclusion
The findings highlight that gender inequalities remain present within women’s grassroots football, shaping both experiences and opportunities. These inequalities impact participation, development and overall engagement within the sport.











Chapter 6: Conclusion
6.1 Introduction 
This chapter presents the final results of this study, drawing together main themes identified to address the research aim of exploring gender inequality in women’s grassroot football. By reflecting on the findings of previous research, this chapter highlights the extent to which structural and cultural inequalities continue to shape experiences, participation and progression within women’s football. It also considers the broader implications of these findings for the development of grassroot football, before outlining the study’s limitations and identifying areas for future research. 
6.2 Summary of Key Findings
The findings of this study demonstrate that gender inequalities remain embedded within women’s grassroots football, shaping both structural conditions and everyday experiences. Key issues identified include limited representation in decision-making, unequal access to facilities and funding, and reduced visibility and organisational support compared to men’s teams. These structural inequalities were reinforced by cultural factors, with participants frequently reporting experiences of being undervalued, marginalised and taken less seriously within football environments.
The findings also highlight that inequality has a clear impact on participation, motivation and progression. While many participants remained committed to the sport, experiences of unequal treatment were shown to affect confidence, development opportunities and long-term engagement. Overall, the study suggests that gender inequality in grassroots football is not only a matter of access, but also of how women’s football is perceived, supported and prioritised within club environments
6.3 Implications
The findings of this study have highlighted significant implications for the development of women’s grassroot football. Addressing inequality requires a integrated approach, this includes increasing female representation in decision making roles, improving access to facilities and funding and enhancing visibility and support for women’s teams.
Furthermore, the findings reinforce the need for cultural changes in grassroot football. Further intervention and education is required to challenge negative attitudes and stereotypes surrounding women’s sports. The findings suggest that addressing underlying perceptions of women’s sport is crucial to improve overall experiences and development.
6.4 Limitations
This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. Firstly, the use of a questionnaire-based approach limited the depth of responses, as there was no opportunity to ask follow up questions or explore participants answers in greater detail. As a result, some experiences and perspectives may not have been fully captured.
Secondly, the study utilised purposive sampling with a relatively small sample size, which limits the generalisability of the findings. While this approach allowed for the collection of relevant and experience-based data, it may not fully represent the diversity of perspectives across all grassroots football environments in the UK. 
A further limitation of this study is that the sample was predominantly composed of players, with only a small number of coaches represented. As a result, the findings may not fully capture the perspectives of individuals across different roles within grassroots football, such as referees, administrators or club officials.
6.5 Recommendations for Future research
Future research should aim to include a larger and more diverse sample, incorporating participants from different regions and areas of involvement in grassroot football. Further studies could also explore the perspectives of male players, coaches and decision makers to provide a more comprehensive understanding of how inequalities are reproduced and maintained.
6.6 Conclusion
Women's football is evidently subjected to many unnecessary external factors, which requires not only a shift in investment but a change in how the women's game is valued and represented in club structures. This will enable meaningful change. 
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