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INTRODUCTION 

Gender differences in athlete performance and injury risk 
are often scrutinized through the narrow lens of the men
strual cycle. Basic research indicates that estrogen and 
progesterone levels may affect muscle function, energy me
tabolism, and thermoregulation1,2; however, results in vivo 
remain inconclusive.3‑5 While hormonal fluctuations may 
affect injury risk and performance for some women,6,7 we 
argue that it should not overshadow other important issues, 
such as socio-environmental or psychological factors. This 
article aims to broaden the awareness of the challenges 
faced by female athletes through an examination of the 
complex interplay of these factors and advocating for a 
more holistic approach to evaluating and supporting ath
lete health and performance. 
Recently, the quantity of research into the menstrual cy

cle has increased. A recent meta-analysis suggested that 
the menstrual cycle may have a trivial effect on perfor
mance.5 However, the results of studies included in the 
meta-analysis were highly variable, and most of the in
cluded papers were of poor methodological quality, with 
menstrual cycle phases being estimated or assumed based 
on regular menstruations rather than accurately measured 
using validated methods for detecting ovulation and hor
mone levels.8,9 Therefore, even though the meta-analysis 
was performed, true, reliable conclusions on the effect of 
menstrual cycle on performance cannot be drawn. 
To be clear, monitoring the menstrual cycle is a useful 

tool to assess the health of individual female athletes not 
using hormonal contraception. A regular cycle between 21 
to 35 days with an ovulation and a menstrual bleeding is an 
indicator of good physiological function.10,11 Further, for 
some women menstrual cycle tracking can help them an
ticipate and mitigate symptoms associated with their men
strual cycle, which can improve their performance. Men
strual cycle tracking can also help identify the 50% of 
female athletes who experience menstrual disorders,12 

which are often linked to relative energy deficiency, poor 
recovery, overtraining or gynecological issues. Although 

the menstrual cycle itself is not conclusively associated 
with increased risk of injury, menstrual cycle disorders are 
associated with injury risk.13 

It is clear that there is a lack of evidence to indicate the 
menstrual cycle has significant effects on the performance 
or injury risk of women athletes. Yet, the menstrual cycle 
remains a focal point in research and the media but is only 
one piece of the puzzle as injury risk and performance are 
driven by a multitude of other important factors.14,15 Fo
cusing primarily on the menstrual cycle can result in us ig
noring other critical socio-environmental and psychologi
cal factors that adversely affect women athletes.16 

GENDERED SOCIOCULTURAL FACTORS 

Female athletes operate within complex socio-environ
mental contexts that can profoundly impact their perfor
mance and well-being.16 For example, the lack of visibility 
and representation of female athletes in the media con
tributes to a cycle of inequality. When female athletes re
ceive less media coverage, they have fewer sponsorship op
portunities, which limits their financial support and access 
to high-quality training resources.14,17 This disparity not 
only affects their current performance but also their long-
term career prospects and post-retirement opportunities. It 
is essential to advocate for more equitable media coverage 
to highlight the achievements of female athletes and en
sure they gain the tangible benefits from that exposure. 
Less funding and fewer sponsorship opportunities for 

women compared to men, limits their access to high-qual
ity medical, training, and competition experiences.17,18 In 
football, women have less access to appropriate medical 
care, training and match facilities, as well as strength and 
conditioning support compared to their male peers.16,19 

Less access to resources means less access to effective pro
grams, such as anterior cruciate ligament injury preven
tion. Access to such prevention programming could have a 
major impact on an athlete’s entire career19; and if an in
jury does occur, treatment pathways can differ for women, 
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potentially affecting their recovery and long-term perfor
mance, independent of any physiological factors.20 

Less funding and fewer resources in women’s sport has 
also contributed to significantly less research in women’s 
sport compared to men’s.21‑23 While there has been an in
crease in menstrual cycle research, there has not been a 
similar growth in training research. We need more research 
to understand differences between men and women in their 
physiological response to and experiences with training.24,
25 However, there is a drastic need for more strength and 
conditioning literature for female athletes. 
Social support systems, including family, friends, and 

coaches, play a crucial role in an athlete’s career. Female 
athletes often juggle multiple roles, balancing their sport
ing ambitions with family responsibilities and gendered so
cietal expectations.26 This juggling act can add significant 
stress and time constraints, which are rarely considered in 
performance evaluations or rehabilitation plans. Some or
ganizations are beginning to build support systems such as 
on-site childcare or time for infant feeding or breast pump
ing, however these resources are still rare. The gendered 
attitudes and beliefs that remain pervasive in the sports 
world result in female athletes frequently facing sexism and 
unequal treatment27 compared to male athletes.28 These 
experiences not only limit the opportunities available to 
women but can undermine their confidence, motivation, 
and mental health, thereby impacting their injury risk and 
performance on the field. 
Stakeholders, including coaches, organizations, and na

tional governing bodies, need to be trained to recognize 
and address the unique challenges faced by female athletes, 
including the psychological and social pressures they en
counter. Creating a positive and supportive team culture 
can help female athletes feel valued and respected, enhanc
ing their overall well-being and performance.29 

PSYCHOLOGICAL FACTORS 

Psychological well-being is critical for athlete health and 
performance. Female athletes are often subject to unique 
psychological stressors shaped by the gendered environ
ments of sport and society. For example, societal pressures 
regarding body image send strong messages about what 
women ‘should’ look like. The emphasis on physical ap
pearance and the idealization of certain body types can 
lead to issues like eating disorders, which are more preva
lent among female athletes.30 Female athletes recognize 
the benefits of resistance training for injury prevention and 
optimal performance, but for some the fear of being seen as 
“too muscular” or “too bulky” can interfere with how ath
letes adhere to their training program.31 

In addition to body image concerns, female athletes of
ten face psychological stressors related to balancing soci
etal expectations about femininity and athleticism. Female 
athletes may feel pressured to conform to traditional gen

der roles while also excelling in their sport, leading to a 
conflict of identity and increased mental strain.32 

Gender discrimination, sexism, and harassment within 
sport present significant psychological stressors for female 
athletes. These stressors range from obvious forms, such as 
unequal pay and less media coverage, to more subtle forms, 
such as harassing comments/behavior or providing locker 
rooms with no toilets. Such experiences can diminish an 
athlete’s motivation and performance, as well as negatively 
impact their mental health.33 

Moreover, the lack of female representation in coaching 
and leadership positions within sports organizations and 
governing bodies can exacerbate feelings of isolation and 
lack of support among female athletes. When female ath
letes do not see themselves represented in leadership roles, 
it can affect their self-confidence and aspirations.34 Men
torship from female coaches and role models can provide 
individual athletes with guidance, but a collective leader
ship effort is needed to change organizational and cultural 
attitudes as well as eliminate sexism and harassment. 
To mitigate psychological stressors, it is important for 

sports organizations to implement comprehensive mental 
health support systems that are attuned to the gendered 
environments of sport. Access to sports psychologists can 
help athletes develop coping strategies and resilience.35 

Additionally, creating a supportive team environment 
where female athletes feel valued and respected can signif
icantly enhance their psychological well-being. Providing 
education and training for coaches, staff, and other stake
holders on the unique challenges faced by female athletes 
can also promote a more inclusive and supportive culture 
within sports.35 

CONCLUSION 

Looking beyond the menstrual cycle and providing interdis
ciplinary teams, including access to medical, strength and 
conditioning, sports psychologists, nutritionists, and sports 
trainers, who understand the gendered environments of 
sport, is vital to creating an equal playing field for women. 
The injury risk and performance of female athletes are 

shaped by a multifaceted array of factors, including gen
dered sociocultural influences and psychological stressors. 
To fully support female athletes and help them achieve 
their highest potential, it is crucial to address these barriers 
head-on. Society, but especially the sporting community, 
must move past the narrow lens of focusing on the men
strual cycle as the key determinant of performance and in
jury risk in women. Embracing a comprehensive approach 
that considers social and psychological factors along with 
biological dimensions will ensure that female athletes re
ceive the recognition and value they deserve, leveling the 
playing field so they can achieve the highest levels of suc
cess. 
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