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This article discusses the difficulty that many female athletes have in 
making the athletic transition from high school to college athletics. Specific 
factors that affect the degree of difficulty that female athletes experience as 
they make the athletic transition, along with information about the rules 
and expectations of the athletic system and common mistakes that female 
athletes make, are presented to provide readers with information that may 
facilitate their ability to identify and understand female athletes who are 
particularly ineffective in negotiating the athletic transition. 
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Female Athletes and The Athletic System 

Much has been written about the femininity /masculinity of female 
athletes (Harris, 1987; Hoferek & Hanick, 1985), the sex role identity of the 
female athlete (Colker & Widom, 1980; DelRey & Sheppard, 1981, Duguin, 
1978; Edwards, Gordin & Henschen, 1984; Helmreich & Spence, 1977; 
Henschen, Edwards & Mathinos, 1982), 'how female athletes compare to 
male athletes and nonathletes (Bredemeier, 1985; Hyde, 1984; Jackson & 
Marsch, 1986; Murray, 1983; Williams, 1978), and the role-conflict of 
female athletes (Anthrop & Allison, 1983; DelRey, 1978; Felshin, 1974; 
Gilbert & Williamson, 1973; Loggia, 1973) Others (Hoch, 1972; Kane, 
1982; Lever, 1976, 1978) have suggested that sport is perhaps the critical 
means by which adolescents learn and maintain the roles and values of our 
society and point to the restricted involvement in complex sports and games 
as, in part, responsibile for women's limited effectiveness in organizational 
problem solving as adults. However, little attention has been directed 
towards providing female athletes with the information and/or direction 
that will assist them to function effectively in the masculine domain of 
athletics, Consequently, many female athletes pay an emotional price for 
their athletic involvement (Cratty, 1983), and they do not understand that 
by competing in athletics they have an opportunity to learn skills that they 
can later apply in organizational settings. Instead they are often referred to 
as "head cases". They are described as having more emotional problems 
than male athletes, as not taking their sport seriously, as not being able to 
play with pain, as not being good team players, and in general, as being less 
coachable. 

Many female athletes enter college unprepared for the athletic ex­
perience. Like male athletes they often erroneously assume that college will 
be a continuation of their athletic experience in high school (Roberts­
Wilbur, Wilbur, & Morris, 1987). While some female athletes have difficul­
ty making the academic transition, they appear to have more difficulty 
making the athletic transition than they do the academic one. This may 
change as women's sports programs begin to gain more recognition, and 
probably varies between sports and between institutions but in general more 
male athletes seem to be in trouble academically than female athletes. 
Therefore, the focus of this article will be on the athletic transition of 
female athletes and not the academic one. The purpose of this article is to 
discuss the athletic transition from the female athlete's perspective and to 
provide information that can be utilized to assist female athletes in making 
the athletic transition. 

Many women (because they compete in a context of cultural mores, 
prejudices, expectations, and social sanctions) feel compelled to choose bet­
ween being feminine and being athletic, and fear that they will become 
masculinized as a result of their athletic participation (Hill-Donitsch, 1986; 
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Harris, 1987). Also, a majority of female athletes today are first-generation 
college athletes and thus have no maternal role models. Consequently, they 
enter the predominately masculine athletic system unaware of the larger 
system with its rules and expectations. Because sport is a masculine domain 
and a socializer for men, female athletes need to learn how to function ef­
fectively in the predominately masculine athletic system, in addition to im­
proving their athletic skills: In other words, the athletic transition is more 
difficult for women because they must learn how to function in the athletic 
system and at the same time compete in it whereas male athletes have been 
socialized to function in the athletic system and therefore need only to com­
pete. Thus, female athletes need to be given information about the dif­
ferences between professional systems and personal systems (relationships), 
about the rules they will be expected to follow, and about some of the com­
mon mistakes tliat female athletes make. 

Most female athletes will experience some difficulty in making the 
athletic transition. The type of sport has been found to be an important fac­
tor in determining the social acceptability of female athletes (Cratty, 1983). 
Those sports that emphasize strength, bodily contact, and endurance have 
traditionally been thought to detract from femininity while sports em­
phasizing skill, grace, and beauty have been thought to enhance femininity 
(Malumphy, 1968; Snyder, Kivlin, & Spreitzer, 1975). Thus, one would ex­
pect female athletes who compete in the less acceptable sports such as 
basketball, track, and softball to have a more difficult time making the 
athletic transition. Besides the type of sport the degree of difficulty that 
female athletes experience can depend on such things as: 1) their attitudes, 
values and beliefs about women; 2) their high school athletic experience; 3) 
the amount of over-protection and/or pampering at home; 4) their orienta­
tion toward play; and 5) their expectations of being treated differently 
because they happen to be female. 

The Athletic Transition 

Successful women athletes are described as being assertive, dominant, 
self-sufficient, independent, intelligent, aggressive, reserved, and high 
achievers (Harris, 1987; Williams, 1980). While female athletes are not 
necessarily strong advocates of women's rights, by virtue of their athletic 
participation they will be expected to behave in nontraditional 
"unfeminine" ways. Because the athletic demands, in terms of time, are so 
much greater in college than they are in high school, female athletes find 
themselves spending more and more of their time engaging in nontradi­
tional (unfeminine) behaviors. Harris (1975) reported that female athletes 
experience dissonance between their social selves and their competitive 
selves-that women often pecseive their athletic role to be separate from, 
and to some degree inconsistent with, their social selves. This coupled with 
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the double standard of behavior that requires female athletes to act like 
ladies but perform like men, often results in female athletes experiencing 
more dissonance between their social selves and their competitive selves· in 
college than they did in high school. Consequently, female athletes who 
hold traditional attitudes towards women (and therefore themselves) can be 
expected to have a more difficult time making the athletic transition, 
because the traditional social expectations of women in our society differ 
from what will be required of them in their sport. 

Their high school athletic experience also will affect their ability to 
negotiate the athletic transition. it is therefore important to determine how 
their high school experience is similar to and/or different from their ex­
perience in college. Such factors as "start status", relationships with the 
coach, fan support, and competitiveness of the program are all important 
variables to investigate. 

Women "'.ho have been over-protected and/or pampered at home can 
also be expected to have a more difficult time making the athletic transition. 
Female athletes accustomed to being "daddies' little girls" often find the 
physical and time demands of their sport as unrealistic. 

Female athletes are often criticized for not being serious enough about 
their sport. Kane (1982) describes women as having a play orienttion toward 
games (more concerned with fairness than victory), whereas men have a 
more professionalized attitude toward play (stressing skill and victory over 
fairness). Females are encouraged to be less competitive and less motivated 
to win in sports and to be more concerned with the personal, self-expressive 
rewards of performance (Kidd & Woodman·; 1975; Loy, 1975). Initially 
many female athletes do seem to be more concerned with fairness than they 
are with victory, and it is not uncommon for them to describe their athletic 
participation as something that they have done and/or do for fun. Female 
athletes who have a play orientation toward their athletic participation will 
find the college emphasis on skill development and winning alien, and they 
will be frustrated when others (i.e. coaches) expect their sport to be the most 
important thing in their lives. 

Finally, many female athletes enter college having been treated dif~ 
ferently (special) because they happen to be female. Female athletes are 
often treated like "girls" rather than athletes. If this has been the case 
(either at home or in their high school programs), when these women are 
finally treated as athletes, they will tend to feel as if they are being treated 
unfairly. 
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The Athletic System 

The athletic domain is an example of a professional system similar to 
other corporate systems in our society. Women are taught how to behave in 
personal systems (relationships), but they are not taught how to function 
and behave in professional systems. This causes a problem for many female 
athletes because they approach their sport, and the larger athletic system, in 
the same way that they approach personal relationships. Thus it is not un­
common for female athletes to personalize criticism, to focus more on 
fairness than winning, and to attempt to have their emotional needs met 
through their sport. Therefore, it is important to provide female athletes 
with specific information about professional systems (the athletic domain) 
so that they will better understand what is expected of them and will behave 
in ways that will not reduce their credibility as serious athletes. 

Female athletes need to understand that professional systems are 
basically task-oriented, and that the task of the athletic system is to win. 
The focus in the athletic domain is extrapersonal. That is, the task of winn­
ing provides a common purpose for the team, team effort is· paramount, 
group and individual needs are expected to be subjugated to the task (winn­
ing), the end (winning) justifies the means, self and sport are the center of 
focus, and criticism is utilized to improve performance. More specifically, 
female athletes need to know that in the athletic domain feelings are irrele­
vant, individual group member relationships are not important, in­
dividualism is perceived negatively, personal problems are not disclosed, 
players are expected to be able to handle criticism without getting upset by 
it, and affectional, closeness and/or intimacy needs are not addressed. 

It is often assumed that female athletes, like male athletes, understand 
the rules (what is expected of them and what behavior is appropriate) of the 
athletic system by virtue of their athletic participation. This is not the case 
for many female athletes. Many female athletes do not realize that the 
athletic domain is a professional system, independent, if you will, of their 
athletic participation and, consequently, they do not understand what is ex­
pected of them and/or what behaviors are considered appropriate. Female 
athletes need to know that they have not been socialized to know and/to 
follow the rules of the athletic domain. They also need to know the rules of 
the athletic system and to follow these rules, if they are to be successful col­
lege athletes. The following information related to rules is not intended to 
be inclusive but rather, it represents our most typical and frequent observa­
tions and experiences with female athletes. 

Winning is the Name of the Game 

Many female athletes simply do not understand this basic rule. They 
may think that it is desirable to win, but many female athletes do not 

~ 
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understand that this rule underlines the existence and therefore the purpose 
of everything that goes on in the athletic system. This is due to the fact that: 
I) females are encouraged to be less competitive and less motivated to win in 
sports and to be more concerned with the personal, self-expressive rewards 
of performance (Loy, 1975); 2) female participation in the world of sport is 
relatively new; 3) level of sport involvement has been found to be directly 
related to professionalization of attitude toward play Kane, 1982); 4) 
women have less positive feelings. about successful women and their own 
success (Horner, 1970; Weinberg, Gould, & Jackson, 1979; Wittig, 1975; 
Silva, 1981); and 5) women anxious, or at least uncomfortable, in male­
oriented achievement situations. 

The results is that female athletes simply are not as concerned about 
winning as male athletes. Female athletes need to recognize theimportance 
that winning plays in the athletic system, regardless of their own personal 
beliefs about the importance of winning. They also need to realize that 
unless they behave as if winning is the most important thing to them, others 
(coaches, trainers, teammates, etc.) will not see them as being competitive, 
motivated or serious athletes. Female athletes who do not understand that 
winning is the name of the game will behave inappropriately, i.e., they will 
be more concerned about whether or not they played or started, than they 
are about winning, they will not understand why they are being pushed so 
hard in practice, and they will see the athletic system as cold and ruthless 
and their coaches as indifferent. 

The Focus in the Athletic System is Extrapersonal 

The focus is not centered on team members but instead is on the task of 
winning. It is this focus on the task of winning that provides a common pur­
pose for the team. Individual member needs of an interpersonal or intraper­
sonal nature are subjugated as the team's objective to move towards the 
goal of winning. Thus, the athletic system is not concerned with individual 
group-member relationships, attitudes, or feelings, but it is focused on win­
ning. Female s are socialized to focus more on relationships than they are on 
winning and in fact have been found to quit a game when a dispute 
threatens a friendship rather than to risk losing the relationship (Lever, 
1975, 1976). Female athletes who do not understand that the focus of the 
athletic system is extrapersonal make the mistake of focusing more on rela­
tionships with teammates and coaches and on their own personal concerns 
than they do on the task of winning. In particular, they do not understand 
that feelings are irrelevant. They do not understand that coaches are not in­
terested in how they feel or what they think about what is 
expected-coaches expect them to do what they are told to do regardless of 
how they feel and/or what they think. 
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Team Effort is Paramount 

Females have not had as much experience playing on teams as males. 
Consequently, female athletes seem to have a more difficult time sub­
jugating their personal needs to those of the team and instead attempt to 
function at either the interpersonal and/or intrapersonal level. Examples in­
clude manipulation for one's own personal gain, personalization of feed­
back indirect expression of anger, talking about players and coaches ' . . 
behind their backs, starting rumors about teammates, not puttmg-out m 
practice, and holding petty grievances against teammates and coaches. In 
other words many female athletes are more concerned about themselves 
than they ar~ the team. Female athletes also seem to be less knowledgeable 
about some of the team concepts than male athletes. Many do not unders­
tand such things as-you need the team to be a star, how the team performs 
is more important than the performance of individuals, you are part of the 
team regardless of whether or not you participate in a competition, and etc. 
This inability of some female athletes to function as effective team members 
seems to be related to their focus on fairness as opposed to winning. They 
are so concerned about who gets what, who the coaches like best, who gets 
criticized the most, and who said what to whom that they lose sight of how 
their behavior negatively affects the overall team performance. We have 
worked with some teams whose members spend more energy and time in 
petty disagreements and disputes with one another than they do preparing 
to meet their competition. It is as if they forget that they are on the same 
team and instead behave as if they are on opposing teams. 

Criticism is Utilized to Improve Performance 

Female athletes seem to have a particularly difficult time dealing with 
criticism. They tend to personalize feedback and respond to criticism by 
acting hurt. This, more than any of the other things we have discussed, 
seems to be particularly aggravating to coaches. Women are brought up to 
please others and therefore they do not perform so much for themselves as 
they do for others, e.g., coaches. Therefore many female athletes appear to 
be hurt when their coaches are critical of them, and react to the criticism by 
crying, getting angry, and sometimes quitting the team altogether. One of 
the reasons that female athletes respond to criticism the way that they do to 
criticism is that they do not understand that they need to separate the pro­
fessional parts of their lives from the personal parts of their lives. They need 
to understand that what a coach says to them during practice does not have 
anything to do with how the coach sees them as a person and, likewise, how 
a coach treats them out of practice does not have anything to do with their 
position on the team. In other words, many female athletes think that if a 
coach likes them that they will get to start, play, and travel, and that if a 
coach is critical of them, the coach does not like them. Female athletes need - . 



Page 50 The Academic Athletic Journal, Fall 1989 

to understand that they are involved in a performance competition, not a 
popularity contest. 

It also is important to emphasize that females are socialized to believe 
that the direct expression of anger and/or aggressiveness is not feminine, 
i.e., "be nice to everyone" or "good girls don't get angry". Therefore, 
many female athlt;tes, even though they are aggressive when they compete, 
feel uncomfortable directly expressing anger to another person. Women 
seem to feel more comfortable expressng hurt than they do anger and 
therefore often cover their anger with hurt or act hurt when they are angry 
(Goleman, 1988). They also have been socialized to express their anger in­
directly and this explains much of the talking about others behind their 
backs syndrome that is commonplace on women's teams. It is extremely im­
portant that female athletes learn to accept criticism without letting it upset 
them, if they are able to do this, they will experience an unnecessary amount 
of emotional pain and will not receive the feedback that they need in order 
to improve their athletic skills. Women who play for coaches that expect 
them to act like ladies but perform like men, or threat them differently 
because they are females, will have a particularly difficult time coming to 
terms with this aspect of the athletic system. 

Self and Sport is the Center of Focus 

The relationship that athletes have with their sports is supposed to be 
the center of focus or their lives. Males . athletes. who cannot define 
themselves independent of their sport are examples of this rule. Female 
athletes tend to see their sport as part of what they do and who they are, but 
not their lives. They also tend to value their relationships with others as 
much as, if not more, than they do the relationship that they have with their 
sport. Because all of their lives are not tied up with their sport, they are un­
willing to do some of the self-destructive things that male athletes are will­
ing to do to their bodies, and they are more likely to quit their sport 
altogether if they decide that their situation is not making them happy, or if 
their sport is interfering too much with other parts of their lives. Female 
athletes, unlike male athletes, are in the position of needing to define 
themselves independent of their sport in order to feel feminine. Men can use 
their athletic participation to reinforce their masculinity, whereas women, 
by virtue of their athletic participation are thought to be unfeminine or even 
gay. Thus, female athletes resist narrowing their focus to their sport because 
to do so would threaten their identify as women. 

Conclusions 

While female athletes may not understand the rules and expectations of 
the athletic system as well as male athletes, it is remarkable in some respects ...... 
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that so many female athletes have functioned and continue to _function as 
well as they do. Female athletes are required to spend as much time as ~ale 
athletes in their sports for much less reinforcement, to undergo s~rgery Just 
like male athletes, to participate without the illusion of ~ lucrative_ p~ofes­
sional athletic career, and to deal with their sexuality bemg a pubhc issue. 
We would argue that female athletes are closer to being ~eal student-athletes 
because they do not have more emotion problems than _male athletes, they 
do not create as many embarrasing situations for athletic departments and 
programs as male athletes, and they have healthier self-concepts than many 
male athletes who identify completely with their sport. 

Based on the socialization of women, it is understandable that female 
athletes would have and will continue to have a difficult time negotiating 
the athletic transition, just as many male athletes continue to hav: a dif­
ficult time negotiating the academic transition. It is important _to reabze th~t 
many female athletes do not know what is expected of them m the athlet~c 
realm anymore than many male athletes understand what they need to do m 
order to be successful academically (Roberts-Wilbur, & Wilbur, 1986). 
Therefore, it is a mistake to make the assumption that female athletes know 
what is expected of them and/or to label them head cas~s w~e~ ~~ey behave 
inappropriately in the athletic system. To do so re~ul:s m cntic1Z1ng f~male 
athletes for something that they have not been socialized to know or, m ef­
fect, criticizing them for behaving the way that others have socialized them 
to behave. 

We are not suggesting that all female athletes are unprepared to pl~y 
the athletic game but to the degree that they are unprepa~ed for the1r 
athletic experience, they will frustrate coaches and other athletic personnel, 
behave in ways that will reduce their athletic credibility, and _pay an un­
necessary emotional price for their athletic involvement. 

It is not enough simply to provide women with the opportunity t~ com­
pete. The opportunity, if it is to be a real on:, ~ust go b:yond rec~mt~ent 
and take into consideration that fact that, with mformation and d1rection, 
many female athletes (regardless of their athletic ability and/or potential) 
will not be prepared to take advantage of the opportunity. ~erhaps eve_n 
more importantly, female athletes will not understand that by virtue of the1r 
athletic participation they have a real opportunity to lea~n abou: pr?fes­
sional systems and develop skills that they can apply later m orgamzatlonal 
settings. This opportunity needs to be emphasized and highlighted r~ther 
than glossed over and ignored because what female athletes learn by v1rtue 
of their athletic participation has the potential to go beyond what happens 
to them on the sportfield. 

Finally, it is important to reframe the perceptions that others may have 
about the inappropriate behaviors manifested by many female athletes. If 
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we, and others, understand that the inappropriate behaviors of female 
athletes n_iay be related to their ignorance of the rules and expectations of 
the athletic system, perhaps we also will be in a position to develop the sup­
~ort programs and systems to facilitate their ability to understand and func­
tion ~ppropria~ely in the athletic system. Such as understanding is the first 
step m enhancmg female athletes' athletic performance. 
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