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Abstract  

This paper presents findings from a longitudinal study of girls, aged 12 14 and 19, active 

in football and sports gymnastics. The objective was to explore, how early sports 

involvement influenced the way the girls talked about their bodies, performance in sport 

and self-esteem. The individual’s narratives were seen as the core of her self-identity.

 All the girls had got feedback with respect to their self-image in varied ways. The 

cultivation of the body had become an important part of their reflective self-identity. The 

gymnasts and the football girls differed in some respect. The gymnasts were exposed to the 

norm of being slim, and competition was more stressed. Some had problems with injuries, 

due to intense training, which affected their self-esteem. The football girls were judged 

from how accurate and skilled, they appeared. Still their bodily appearance was important. 

They had a playful attitude toward their sport, a way to meat the prejudice in society.  
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Background 

The aim of this paper is to present some findings from a longitudinal study of sports girls 

during their teenage (age of 12 to 19). It is a total investigation of two teams of girls active 

in either football or sports gymnastics. The objective of the study was to explore how early 

sports involvement might have influenced the way the girls perceived themselves during 

their adolescence, their view of their own performance and what this meant for their self-

image and image of the body. A qualitative study was chosen to capture the girls' 

narratives about their sports involvement in order to bring to the surface their reflection 

about the meaning of sport in the shaping of their self-esteem and body image.  

 

The interviews 

As the study was planned to be longitudinal one, we met with the girls in the two teams at 

four occasions. The whole group of 26 was interviewed at the ages of 12 and 13. At 14 two 

of the girls were missing, as they were abroad with their families. On the last occasion, 21 

of the girls were interviewed, while the remaining five could not be reached, as they were 

away from town studying or travelling.  

 The method used were open interviews structured around questions about the girls’ 

view on the sport they were involved in, their motives for participating and their 

experience of their own body as well as it’s capacity. Either a young sports woman or I 

myself, who both are well familiar with the activities of the clubs, conducted the 

interviews. We made the first five interviews together to get used to the setting and check 

the interview guide. Before arranging for the interviews we met the teams and introduced 

ourselves to the girls. In addition to the first interviews, one training session of each team 

were observed. Each interview at every occasion lasted for about an hour, the total 

material encompassing about 85 hours of interviews. 



 The first interview with each girl was held at a separate room in the clubhouse or at 

the school. The interviews were tape-recorded as none of the girls objected. The girls were 

offered to listen to the first part of the interview. After that the discussion continued in a 

friendly atmosphere being guided by questions such as sports participation, leisure 

interests, plans for the future, relations to peers and parents and their view of themselves 

and level of performance (see Tebelius, 1990). 

 The following interview started by reminding the girl of the last time she met the in-

terviewer, followed by a question about her recent activities in sport. Most of the girls 

were quite open and talkative, and the interviews were carried out in a relaxed atmosphere. 

When contacted at the age of 19 all the girls, except those five, who were out of town, 

were willing to participate again and to reflect on their experiences in sport retrospectively 

as well as their actual relation to sport.  

 

Qualitative analyses 

Together with the co-interviewer the author transcribed the interviews, and the text was 

interpreted qualitatively. The aim of using a qualitative method was to synthesise the girls’ 

experiences of sport into a picture, which gave us an understanding of what their partici-

pation might have meant for them. Coakley and White (1992) state: 

The challenge in analysing interview data is in identifying patterns in the responses of different 

individuals, and highlighting important content in a wide range of information given by each 

respondent. (Pp. 23) 

 Each part of every individual text was considered in relation to the totality of text. The 

way the girls’ experiences of sport appeared in the text was interpreted and placed within 

the context of contemporary sport (Patel & Tebelius, 1987). After thoroughly reading and 

rereading the text themes emerged such as feelings about competition, fears of being 



injured, opinions of one’s performance and appearance, relation to the team etc. These 

themes were arranged into patterns, which mirrored the girls’ experiences in relation to 

their self-esteem. This made it possible to compare the way the girls talked about 

themselves and their sport at different ages. 

 At the last interview the girls were also asked to recall their feelings about themselves 

and their sport at an earlier age. There seemed to be a consistency in the way they talked 

about themselves on the different occasions. It also appeared that their recollections of the 

former interview corresponded with the content at the actual interview held years ago. 

Hence there seem to be a satisfactory validity in their descriptions. 

 
The creation of a self-image 
The notion of an individual self 

Theoretically the ‘self’ can be defined as the set of conceptions and emotions, which an 

individual has about herself in relation to her environment. An individual’s self originates 

from an emotional acceptance of the external reality, which an infant achieves in early life 

(Giddens, 1991, Stern, 1985). Through reflections on the basis of an individual’s 

interpretation of her life history the self is routinely constructed and reconstructed, while at 

the same time being a process of integrating her emotional cognitive and bodily 

development (Deutsch, 1968, Rosenbaum, 1979, Sørensen, 1985). Such a concept is a 

social construction, and becomes a dynamic multidimensional aspect of every social 

process, which the girl participates in. It can be understood as the feelings and notions she 

has about herself of being the same person irrespective of age and outer circumstances. In 

the words of Giddens (1991) the ‘self’ should be seen as “reflexively understood by the 

person in terms of her or his biography”. Hence the core of an individual’s identity in 

modern social life is her narrative about her ‘self’ (a.a.).  

 



 Psychologically the ‘self’ is there in the body, and it represents the ongoing interaction 

between the girl and the material world. When the infant learns to cope with the object-

world and with other people through bodily differentiation and control, her self-

consciousness emerges. The body is an intrinsic part of her learning and experiences (Moi, 

1998). The self-image is context dependent, and varying with the environment, but to be a 

coherent phenomenon it presumes a narrative of the self. The individual’s self-evaluation 

is, hence, done according to the context in which the individual live and in the light of her 

self-narratives and actions (Giddens, 1991, Stern & Ammaniti, 1994, Weiss, 1999). 

 Self-esteem can be defined as the way a girl values her performance in areas of 

importance to her, and how she believes herself to be perceived by others. To have a 

healthy self-esteem means to have a positive view of one’s own value as an individual and 

an appropriate sense of one’s potential and competence. Several investigations have shown 

that many girls, coming into adolescence, being more sensitive to signals from the 

environment than on their own experience of competence make their self-esteem 

deteriorate (Rosenberg 1989 Harter 1990, Crockett & Crouter, 1995). 

 In modern society an individual’s identity is not given by tradition or by the parents' 

status. On the contrary, young girls create their identity out of common experiences using 

various symbols chosen from films, music the mass media and so forth. Even early sports 

experiences may play a role for the teenage girls in their striving to create a self-image as 

young women (Tebelius, 1999).  

 Being seen as feminine is of course of special importance to the teenage girl, who is in 

the process of forming her position as an adult woman. Both the messages given by society 

and influences from her friends make her aware of this. Her awareness of the social value 

of her feminine body and its appearance is growing, and she acts accordingly e.g. investing 

in her body in different ways (e.g. Aalten, 1997). The teenage girls receive many 



contradictory messages on who to be from the mass media and commercials as well as 

within sport, which can be very confusing for them (Hargreaves, 1994, Ericsson & 

Tebelius, 1995). The difference between the value system in sport and the notion of 

femininity, such as being cute nice and caring, may cause a tension between her 

engagement in sport and her striving to become an adult woman (Coakley & White, 1992, 

Fagrell, 2000). The organisation content and structure of sport are still formed by 

traditional male values and norms. Earlier studies (Olofsson, 1989, Fasting, 1996) showed 

that girls value relations and attention more than competition and individual feat. This does 

not mean, however, that they do not want to achieve the goals. On the contrary if they are 

positively met in their social environment they are willing to put a lot of effort into their 

sport (Larsson 1998, 2001).  

 

The body and the self-image 

The body can be understood as a system of values and meanings created by actions 

postures and movements (Heinämaa, 1998). The body image is an amalgamation of inner 

fragmented experiences and the external reflection of the self. The girl’s contact with the 

outer world starts a process of reconstruction of the body image, which becomes more 

balanced (Weiss, 1999).  

 In the process of self-reflexivity the body is an active integral part. Body awareness is 

essential in the process of creating a self-identity. During adolescence the girl has to 

reorient herself towards the physical psychological and social changes that occur in her 

body to be able to create a 'new' identity as a mature woman. Due to Chodorow (1988) the 

predominant task for the girl at adolescence is to cope with her changing body, as well as 

her emancipation from her parents specially her mother. This means that she has to look 

upon herself as an independent person and act accordingly. In this process the body is an 



essential point of reference. The girl knows that her maturing body is a sign of coming into  

adulthood. At the same time she realises that her sports performance will deteriorate due to 

this. All her experiences and thoughts are deeply rooted in her own body. The body is both 

subject and object not only in relation to others but also in relation to herself. The body is 

actively creating itself through its embodiment but is also an object in relation to the 

surrounding culture. Merlau-Ponty (1994) calls this the circularity of the body (also 

discussed in Duesund, 1995). 

 Earlier studies (Rosenberg, 1989, Harter, 1990, Frome & Eccles, 1995) have shown that 

many teenage girls have an unclear picture of their own bodies. Traditionally this is 

supposed to be a result of her close and intimate relationship with her mother, but could 

also be a result of less strenuous physical activity during childhood. As western girls are 

socialised to be more aware of their appearance then to their inner feelings of competence 

and strength their body image might be more fragmented, which can be a hindrance in a 

striving to develop the bodily potential (Weiss, 1999). 

 The self is inextricably rooted in the body, and several aspects of the body have 

relevance to the self-image. Appearance is a part of the girl’s self-identity, which highly 

matters, in modern society. Young women are told in e.g. magazines and adverts that 

others will judge them through their appearance. The body’s actions are also the cause of 

pleasure and pain. When in activity the body manifests itself through inner sensations from 

nerves joints and muscles, which the girl can reflect on. In sport the teenage girl is trained 

to be aware of the function and performance of her body. This may be will result in a 

varied knowledge of her bodily competence, and a capacity to reflect on her body’s 

capacity, as well as her appearance as a part of her self-esteem.  



 

Description of the sports girls 

Their situation in the teams 

The group investigated consisted of 26 middle class girls in a small Swedish town, 13 girls 

forming a football team and 13 girls belonging to a team of sport gymnastics. Both forms 

represent sports, which attract a lot of girls, but gymnastics is traditionally considered 

more feminine then football. In both clubs the girls were members of a team and 

performed together. The difference was that the gymnasts performed one by one except 

when showing a dance while the football girls played in co-operation. However all of them 

had to compete for a good position in their team. The sports clubs were both aspiring to an 

elite rank, and had a female senior team at the top of the league, which meant that 

competition was highly valued by the clubs.  

 All of the girls had been active in various sports since an early age. Most of the 

gymnasts had been in the group since they were quite young. A lot of them were only 

seven years old when they joined the club. The football girls had been members of their 

team for about 2-3 years. They had tried several other sports before they started playing 

football. A few of the gymnasts pursued a parallel sport. All the girls had spent 

considerable time on training matches and various competitions during the years. Hence 

sports activities had to a considerable extent been part of the childhood experiences of 

these girls. 

 The girls in the gymnast group had had a very close relationship with each other for 

many years. They continued meeting even after they had left their sport as one of the girls 

declared: 



You had all your friends in the team and had fun together (…) Most of us belonged to the same 

school-class for 9 years and joined the gymnastics team at the same time. I still see a lot of 

them.  

 The football girls considered themselves a nice team with a very good team spirit. They 

had become close friends and were together both at the training and afterwards. Both the 

groups liked to be a winning team but this was valued in consideration of the quality of the 

relations between the team members. 

 

Their family background 

Two third of the girls were from middle-class families. Almost all the girls lived in villas 

or terraced houses together with both their parents. Their mothers except two had middle-

class jobs. Nearly half of the gymnasts' fathers worked in upper class jobs while three of 

the football girls came from working-class families. Hence, there was a slight difference 

between the groups in socio-economic terms. Another difference between the girls was 

found in their ideas about future vocation. At the age of 14 almost half of the football girls 

were interested in technical jobs compared to only two of the gymnasts. Seven of the 

gymnasts wished to work as artists or within medical professions, whereas none of the 

football girls wished to do so. The difference in socio-economic background between the 

football girls and the sports gymnastics can be seen from the historical origin of the two 

sports. Football started as a sport for the lower classes while sport gymnastics attracted the 

middle and upper classes (Olofsson, 1989). 

 The clubs were located in different parts of the town. The sports gymnastic club had a 

hall in one of the better-situated areas, which mostly consisted of bungalows and villas. 

People living there had jobs like teachers, doctors, managers and so forth. The girls went 

to the same school and all except one lived in the same area. In contrast the football girls 



came from different parts of the town and were more dependent on their parents for 

transport as the football arena was situated quite in the middle of the town. 

 Another mirror of the girls’ middle class background was their relationship to, as well 

as the importance of, their parents. Most of them had a close relationship with their parents 

and spent quite a lot of time with their families (the same has been shown by Andersson 

1987). All their parents, except a few, had been engaged in the girls’ training and had 

given them support.  

 

Voices from the girls 

The girls’ sports experiences 

Since the seventies sport has been an activity in Sweden that attracts young girls almost as 

much as boys. About 50 per cent of 10 year-old girls are members of a sports club 

(Engström, 1988), which of course gives experiences of importance for their socialisation 

process. This was the matter for the girls interviewed in our study. Through the physical 

and social activities in the sports club at early age the girls had learnt about their bodies’ 

capacity something, which influenced the way they perceived themselves. This can be 

illustrated by the following remarks made by some of the girls at the age of 12. 

(Gymnast) I love everything that put me upside-down. When I succeed doing it I get happy. I 

want to become an excellent gymnast. I love the competitions. 

(Gymnast) We came fourth. That’s quite good. You do your very best and then you get a 

feeling of achievement. 

(Football player) I don’t go in for it; it’s only for fun. It doesn’t matter how good I am, as long 

as I’m playing in the team. To go in for it you have to be good, and I don’t think I am. But I 

like winning. The team is a good one. I like being active. You feel satisfied afterwards in the 

shower when you’ve done something.   



 When joining the sports club the girls had to get accustomed to the general notions and 

values of sport, such as following rules, obeying the coach and accepting regular training. 

During this process the girls identified themselves as someone, who is developing into a 

sports girl. The following football girl told us: 

(Is there any difference now and before?) Yes it was much easier when you were younger. 

Now it’s more difficult, but I think it’s as amusing as it has always been. You get to know how 

good you are, if you have improved since last year. When you succeed better you become 

extremely happy. 

 The girls had some difficulties describing themselves in their early teens but talking 

about their sport was quite different. When discussing the activities in the club they were 

very talkative, and they related themselves to their performance without difficulties. The 

answers from the gymnasts and football girls were similar. The interviewer continued by 

asking them about what they considered their standard to be. The following quotation from 

one of the football girls shows an answer    

In the beginning I didn’t like it that much, because I couldn’t do it. I always missed the ball and things 

like that. It is different nowadays; sometimes I manage very well, sometimes not. We play with a team of 

seven with two or three substitutes. As I’m playing back I’m in during nearly the whole match. (So you 

are good then?) May be, but nobody wants to be a back. (Do you like it?) No. Last time I played sweeper. 

I didn’t like it either. I want to play in the middle. 

After being active for some time new demands were placed on them, such as putting the 

goal of the team before personal needs and neglecting bodily strains for the aim of 

winning. As one of the girls said: You’ve to play even if you’re tired. It’s hard. 

 As the gymnasts had to practice three to four times a weak the strain on their joints and 

muscles were considerable, which meant that they now and then suffered from minor 

injuries. Some of them had severer problems, which forced them to take a shorter or longer 

brake. This affected their view of themselves both when it came to status in the group and 



actual level of performance. Still they did not want to leave because of their close 

connection to the others in the team. One of the gymnasts told us that she for about two 

years most of the time sat on the balcony, due to injuries, but still felt she was part of the 

team. It took long time before she accepted that she could not come back.  

 The girls in the football team, who seriously aspired to belong to the élite very often 

received ambiguous demands from coaches and others to behave like the boys. But at the 

same time they were met as female. Some of the girls, who played football had 

encountered this contradiction. Both their fathers and their boyfriends had had objections 

against their football playing, claiming that playing football was boyish and not a suitable 

activity for a girl (1991a). Three of the girls, who joined another club lower in the league 

at 16, declared that they did not consider football as an activity for adult women. They 

kept on with their own training just for pleasure of playing together and to be able to 

behave ‘childish’, as they called it.  

 Coming into adolescence was a crucial period for the young girls, who want to become 

successful in their sport. It was a period, when the awareness of the opportunities to choose 

what kind of person to be, was slowly awakening. It was not only the menarche or a 

changing body, which the girls had to cope with, but also a loss of confidence about 

themselves and their abilities. One of the gymnast girls, who had matured early, told the 

interviewer about the strains she experienced at the age of 12: 

My performance has got worse this year, much worse. I was never very good, but I’m worse 

now. I’ve gained weight. You try to lose weight, but I could never go on a diet. I always eat 

candy. Some times I get hysterical about being so fat. The things I could do before I can’t do 

now. There is one girl in the group, who is very popular. I’m not her friend. She goes behind 

my back and all the others side with her. They can do the things I’m not so good at, and they 

stand there together laughing at me. You try to do your best, but it won’t work when they are 

watching you. 



She had been in the same team for about four years. Now she realised that she could 

not keep her position any longer due to the deterioration of her performance. The 

biggest strain was that she did not feel accepted in the team anymore, and her self-

esteem sunk. When looking back at 19, she stated that to leave had been the luckiest 

thing for her. Having time to do other things made her find new friends, which made 

her self-esteem raise again something, which even her parents had noted. This type 

of strain was not found among the football girls, who did not have such a close 

relationship at early age. The competition was less severe both at the age of 12 and 

14 as all of them were allowed to play matches. The most important motive to 

continue among the football girls was the feeling of being in a team, which was 

successful. One of the girls expressed it in the following way: 

From the beginning all of us were allowed to play. Then both my best friend and I were chosen 

for the matches. When we grew older it was not like that any longer. I felt that there was no 

place for me. 

 What mattered was the spirit of the team. When competition grew stronger and 

there was less time for social relation, then they did not enjoy it any more. 

 

The girls’ view of their performance 

These girls, who had actively participated in sport, seemed to have a distinct picture of 

their bodies (see Nielsen and Rudberg, 1991, Weiss, 1999). In sport their performance was 

judged against some neutral standard e.g. setting the ball in the goal or making a high 

jump, which gave the girls an immediate feedback of their capacity without reference to 

their sex. The physical dynamic qualities of the body were stressed, and to be able to judge 

their standard the girls learnt how to interpret the feelings of their nerves muscles and 

senses (Tebelius, 1995). The sports girls acquired knowledge about their bodily capacities 



from within, which would be reflected in the way they talked about injuries, perspiration, 

aching muscles and joints while exercising. Of course they did not like being hurt or 

sweaty, but they did not seem to care much. Most of them were not concerned, as long as 

they succeeded in what they were doing; though they admitted feeling pain now and then. 

They gave the same type of answer at 12, 13 and 14, and there was no difference between 

the gymnasts and the football girls. Asked about aching muscles some of the girls told the 

interviewer: 

(Gymnast) It's quite hard. On one occasion I had such pain from training that I almost couldn't 

get out of bed. But I still like the training. Nowadays I hardly ever feel anything. 

(Football player) Of course you’re afraid of being hurt. But it’s not that risky at our age. 

Sometimes you get a kick but it’s not much, not in girls’ football. When I start training, I don’t 

think of it even if it hurts. 

The girls had varied criteria for judging the feelings of their bodies. As they had experi-

enced the joy of performing well they did not worry about the pain. It was different for 

those whose performance was deteriorating or who were severely injured. The good spirit 

of the team did not outweigh the feeling of not being able to do the exercises anymore. 

 Asked about their own standard, already at 12 the girls seemed to know quite well their 

capacity, especially the gymnasts who, had recently been divided into two groups of 

different standard. The football girls were not equally sure, as all of them had the chance 

of playing matches. The selection of the team before a match was made randomly, the 

others acting substitutes. 

 Answering a question about their feelings towards performing their programme in front 

of an audience the gymnasts stated that they liked it if they knew the things well, but if 

they had not practised enough it was embarrassing. One of them commented in the 

following way what she thought about trying new things: 



It’s a bit nervous in the beginning, whether I’ll manage or not. You don’t know how it feels, as 

you haven’t tried it yet. You are a bit careful in the beginning. Maybe I hesitate a little bit at 

the start, but then I try. 

 Through the ongoing competition and training the girls had had the opportunity to 

expand and build up their capacity, and could experience feelings of competence and 

power. This gave them confidence; the sports girl knew her position in the theme and what 

she could achieve irrespective of who she was. At 14 this was seen in the remarks of those, 

who had succeeded. Irrespective of being a gymnasts or football player, they talked about 

the importance of self-confidence and trying hard. 

I want to become a professional footballer. I’ve decided to be that. I get better and better all the 

time, and we win lots of matches in the tournament so it’s getting even better. Hey, you’ve got 

to have self-confidence to go in for football. Before a match we’re always optimistic and 

believe we’re going to win. And then, when we do win, it gives our self-confidence still more 

of a boost. 

The others realised that their capacity was not enough and had adjusted to that. Some had 

left the sport already at 14, while others, who were still members, talked about leaving, 

wanting to have time for other activities and to concentrate on their studies. 

 The girls, who continued to be active, seemed to be able to reduce the complexity of 

their experiences and strains by articulating different aspects of the activity. They talked 

about being active in sport as something that affected their whole life and getting restless 

when not exercising. They wanted to have something to do and achieved a feeling of well 

being through their training. They also pronounced the importance of the team spirit. This 

might have been a way for them to handle the contradiction between striving for fitness 

and the risk of being injured.  

 



The importance of appearance 

The girls used different strategies to keep their self-image intact, but their self-esteem was 

much dependent on their appearance. Some areas of experience were of great importance 

for their self-esteem, such as the face and the body’s shape. This made their self-esteem 

still more vulnerable in comparison with their girlfriends and in attracting the boys’ 

attention. 

 A topic raised at every interview was how satisfied the girls were with their look. From 

other investigations we know that girls are sensitive to how they are perceived by others, 

and the girls confirmed this too. They expressed quite a negative view of their own 

appearance at the same time stating that you have to accept the way you are, as “who you are 

is more important than the way you look”. There was no difference between the gymnasts and 

football girls in this respect. At 12 and 13 their descriptions were quite sparse, and there 

seemed to be a contradiction in the way they talked about themselves. At the same time, as 

they were dissatisfied with for example their hair or nose, they still emphasised that they 

liked themselves. Their conclusions were that one has to be satisfied with what one has 

got. This is a typical middle-class attitude. Studies (Ganetz and Löfgren, 1991, Fagrell, 

2000) have shown that teenage girls are apt to conform to their friends and to avoid 

distinguishing themselves. Hence their common understanding neither allowed them to 

express satisfaction nor complain too much. 

 At the age of 14 the majority of the girls from both clubs openly admitted the 

importance of appearance. One of the girls reflected on the interviewer's question about 

her look: 

Oh yes, it's okay, but I don't want red hair, and I don’t want so many freckles. I want to be 

taller and a little slimmer. (Are looks important?). Yes a little. 



 The following statements from two of the girls show their ambiguous feelings towards 

their looks. The one was commenting on the importance of her look and the other was 

reflecting on being very slim: 

(Gymnast) No it's not only the face that’s important. I think you should be nice, too, but on the 

other hand, may be you don't like someone, who is very nice just because she is extremely 

ugly. 

(Football player) I don't want to be extremely slim. I think it makes you look queer. One of the 

girls in our group talks about going on a diet, but I can't understand it because she’s so thin. I 

think you should stay as you are. In the magazines they present themselves so as to be 

good-looking. These models are not real. They‘ve chosen to present the best -looking ones. 

 At 14 most of the girls were still quite small and tiny, and more concerned about their 

faces than about their bodies, except for some wanting to be a bit taller. There was much 

talk of eating less candy and more healthy food and now and then going on a diet. Some of 

them had met someone, who was an anorectic, but they all assured that they were too 

sensible to become one. However, they knew what it was about and admitted that their 

parents kept an eye on them. It was evident that the problem had been much discussed in 

the school and the sports club during this period. The majority of the girls developed 

bosom and hips between the age of 14 and 16. 

 At the age of 19 appearance was still more important. Now it was not so much the 

face that was in focus, but the body. Most of them were satisfied with their mature bodies, 

compared to the problems they faced at 14, liking its curvy shape. All of them, including 

those, who had problems keeping their weight, were concerned about having a slim and 

well-trained body. This was one of the most important motives for continuing exercising, 

football girls and gymnasts alike.  

 The girls’ view about their body should not, however, only be seen from an 

instrumental perspective. Of course their appearance was important, but their athletic 



bodies confirmed, too, their ability to put energy into their sport. What happened in their 

sport affected their mood as well as performance in school. The body was a base of their 

experience of themselves and the surrounding world (Moi, 1998). Their self-confidence 

was dependent on how they succeeded. Hence their view of the body’s capacity in sport 

was an important part of their self-esteem. The amount of energy they invested in their 

sport changed, however, during their teenage years. After leaving the club a few quitted 

sports altogether, and some chose another sport, but most of them went into a less 

organised activity. In the new context their performance got a new meaning something, 

which changed their view of themselves. 

 

Self-esteem 

In the interviews most of the sports girls stated that their self-consciousness was good in 

relation to sport. The fact that the girls expressed quite negative feelings towards 

themselves especially concerning their looks did not prevent them from being satisfied 

with who they were, as a whole. The presence of a fairly good self-esteem already at 12 

can be illustrated by the following remarks made by two of the sports girls: 

(Gymnast) It's okay for me with difficult new things. You just try and then it works. 

Sometimes it looks scary, but I trust the coach. Mostly I dare to do new things. I’m never 

afraid of injuring myself. 

(Football player) In football you’ve got to dare to shoot, not be afraid of it. By being capable 

of playing I’ve proved to myself that I can do it, and then I begin to feel the same way in other 

situations. (What do you think, are you good?) Yes that’s the way it is. There are those, who 

are better. But I am satisfied. (Do you like to expose yourself?) Yes it’s great fun. I try to work 

hard in a match and try to be good. But I don’t care about what the public thinks. I don’t care 

about it when I play. 



 The younger girls were not used to reflecting upon themselves in such terms, and 

mostly quoted others’ opinions about who they were. Looking back on the years between 

14 and 16 some of them reported a feeling of bad self-esteem in relation to their changing 

body. During this period, the girls were very much occupied with the look of their bodies 

and faces. As their body image was a reflective knowledge about themselves the rapid 

changes put a stress on the girls to become familiar with, accept and incorporate their new 

appearance into their self-image. When they talked about their self-esteem at 19, most of 

the football-girls, as well as the gymnasts, confirmed that they had had ups and downs 

during their teens, but now they felt quite satisfied with themselves and their bodies. 

 They believed that the experiences they had made in the sports club had strengthened 

their self-confidence, but they saw few other values, except in terms of body fitness. Some 

admitted that they might have learnt to concentrate more on what they were doing. But 

especially the gymnasts meant that their schoolwork had been affected negatively by the 

intense training. One girl also stated that she had missed some other life experiences, 

which her friends outside the club had made. 

 If we compare the way the girls talked about themselves and how this changed 

during their teens, there seems to be a difference between the self-esteem of the 

football girls and that of the gymnasts. At 12 half of both the football and the 

gymnast group stated that they had a fairly high self-esteem as expressed by 

statements like the ones quoted above. At 19, however, these figures had changed 

somewhat. The number of football girls talking about having a better self-esteem had 

slightly increased, compared to the gymnasts. The following girl is one example. She 

did not fully trust her capacity at 12, but had another picture of herself at 19.  



(12) (Are you good at sport?) The others are very skilful. I don’t think I am just as good 

myself. We are good friends /…/ But I think, I am quite inferior to the others, because they are 

much better.  

(19) (What has sport meant for you?) It has meant a lot and I think, you get an identity. You 

got self-reliance in another way, we, who played football and kept going all the time. And 

fitness of coarse, and other arrangement, which we took part of. It was great fun. It has meant 

an enormous amount. The team feeling and everything around it. 

In her case growing older, getting bigger with more muscles and being more trained 

evidently promoted her football skill considerably. For the gymnast, on the contrary, 

growing bigger and taller became a nuisance and made it trickier to perform some of 

the tasks. The gymnasts also showed a greater concern about their appearance and 

their weight in relation to their performance something, which became more stressed 

with the progressing maturation of their bodies. Evidently the impulses from without 

were stronger than the ones from within, which made the gymnasts more vulnerable 

in respect of their self-esteem. 

 The following quotations are from a girl who was rapidly growing and hence had 

difficulties in carrying out the more advanced exercises. She told us how she felt about it, 

when she was still a member of the team (the age is within brackets): 

(At 12) You have to be strong or else you don’t make it on the apparatuses and the like. I’ve 

got quite weak ankles. I hurt myself very easily, but I still try to participate. Nowadays though, 

it’s aching all the time so it’s virtually no idea for me to go training. 

(At 14) I always think negatively, then you don’t dare. They can see it in your eyes that you 

don’t dare. If they help me over the apparatus slowly the first time then I can accelerate the 

rush. I can’t just rush into it at once, I refuse. 

 The strain became too heavy for her so she left the club at 14 and was very satisfied 

with that. Her self-esteem, which had gone down during that period, got a boast when she 

left. At 19 she described it like this: 



Sports gymnastics didn’t suit me. To be a gymnast you’ve to go in for it totally. Since I left, 

I’ve been better in school and have got more friends. I was quite a different girl when in 

gymnastics. I’m much more positive now. But you’ve got to be doing something. Just sitting at 

home isn’t good. 

She had tried to exercise on her own but not regularly, which made her feel 

unsatisfied. Now she was looking for another form of physical training to be done 

together with others. 

 The football girls did not seemed to be sensitive towards their growing bodies in the 

same way. They seemed to have a more balanced view of themselves and could relay more 

on their feelings from within about how they succeeded in the team, as the quotations from 

the football player above showed.  

 

Discussion 

In this article the girls’ narratives about themselves have been seen as reflective projects 

and processes, through which the girls became aware of their identities. In sport the 

controlled body is in focus, and hence becomes a fundamental actor in the processes 

referred to here, through which their self-identity was maintained. In this process the body, 

as a mode of praxis, is the main agent. The different experiences within sport were part of 

the construction/reconstruction of a coherent sense of identity. For the girls, who continued 

with their sport in their teens, the sense of identity was strengthened by the physical, 

psychological and social activities in the club. The repeated interviews showed that the 

narrative self of the girls formed trajectories to the various phases of their individual life 

span. The main part of these girls belonged to the same category of middle-class teenagers 

living in a small Swedish town. In a socio-economic view half of the football girls came 

from lower middle class and working class homes something, which, among other things, 



affected their vocational aspirations. More of the gymnasts had fathers, who worked in 

upper middle class jobs. All of girls seemed to have accepted middle class norms and 

attitudes. As described earlier, they were much concerned with the opinion of others, 

especially parents and friends, and tried to live up to their expectations.  

 Sports activities had to a considerable extent been part of the childhood experiences of 

these girls. There were, however, some differences between them. The team meant 

something different to the football girls compared to the gymnasts. The football girls lived 

in all parts of the town and did not meet except for the training. Successively the spirit of 

the team developed, and when they grew older their affection for each other became 

stronger. All of the gymnasts, except one, lived in the same area, went to the same school 

and had been together in the team for 4-5 years, which meant that they had a close 

relationship. The competition about positions in the gymnast team was high, already at the 

age of 12 and 14. Some of the gymnasts had problems with severe injuries. This affected 

the self-esteem of those girls, who could not maintain their position in the team and in the 

pal-group. When they left the club, however, and went into another activity in which they 

could feel competent and find new friends, their self-esteem rose again. The football girls 

had more varied sport experiences than the gymnasts. They were aware of the risk of being 

injured through in tough playing, but did not consider the risk very big, as long as they 

were juniors. Some football girls had met reactions about football not being an appropriate 

activity for mature women, but they answered to this by having a playful attitude toward 

their sport. Such an attitude did not occur among the gymnasts.  

 Most of the girls, when looking back at 19, talked about their experiences from the 

sport clubs in a positive way. Through the social interaction within their sport the girls had 

got feedback with respect to their self-image in varied ways. For those, who succeeded in 

their sport, it meant a better chance of a positive response for their bodily actions, hence 



greater confidence and a strengthened self-esteem. Their body image was formed as a 

result of the knowledge from within and without about their bodies’ capacities, which they 

had acquired through their participation in the sport. 

 Their bodies had changed considerably during these years. Through their sports 

performance the girls interpreted themselves, as well as were interpreted by the 

surrounding world. When the body did not function and appear the way it used to it caused 

a strain on the self-image. In a more severe form it could result in reactions such as 

anorexia and bulimia. Most of the girls were aware of this risk, but claimed that they had 

managed to handle this period with the help of their girl friends and understanding parents. 

The strain seemed to be heavier on the gymnasts than on the football girls, as the bodies of 

gymnasts were more exposed to the norm of being slim and they also had more intense 

training. The football girls were more judged from how accurate, quick and skilled they 

appeared. However, all of them were very much concerned about not gaining weight, 

though for some of them keeping their weight was more of a problem. They were 

influenced by the norms in society of having a pretty face, being quite tall and not 

overweight. Their physical activity at 19 could be seen as a serious attempt to find a 

balance between their feeling of competence and consciousness of how others viewed 

them. The cultivation of the body was an important part of their reflective self-identity. 

 Being members of the sports clubs made the girls aware of what was expected of them 

as sports girls. At the beginning they had a fragmented body image but as long as this 

harmonised with the sport they stayed in the club. Successively the notion of sport and the 

awareness of others viewing them in action forced the girls to reflect on what those others 

might see. Participating in sport seemed to have given the girls a capacity for self-

reflection in relation to their performance. This knowledge made them choose a way to 



present themselves as strong and competent from a range of possibilities given by the 

environment, and this choice was adjusted in communicating with others. 

 For some of the girls, the sports experiences gave them a positive image of their bodies, 

which was strong enough not to surrender when they became involved in negotiations of 

achieving better results and accepting the norms of the elite sport, at the same time as their 

body was changing. The others chose another surrounding, which harmonised better with 

their view of themselves, and in which exercise still played a considerable role, however, 

within a range of activities socially considered suitable for girls. For some of them this was 

an easy transition, while others had to search for some years before they found a suitable 

alternative.  

 In a way the girls seemed to have formed a sub culture of their own in which exercise 

was an important part, however, the most important part being the friendship between the 

team members. Being a sports girl was an identity in itself in which the feeling of bodily 

capacity and togetherness were central. Provided that the teenage girls were free to 

communicate the capacity of their bodies on their own conditions, which meant less 

regulated activity without being judged against others, and without references to 

masculinity.  
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