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Young and burned out – the dilemma of women’s elite football. 
Early termination of the football career for elite women 
footballers in Norway caused by a high degree of emotional and 
interpersonal stressors
Linda Wilhelmsen

UMAK, UiT, the Arctic University of Norway, Tromsø, Norway

ABSTRACT
Early termination of football careers is a challenge for elite women footbal-
lers. They quit their careers before experience, competence, and perfor-
mance are fully developed, and women’s football is deprived of the 
opportunity to develop to the highest optimal quality. Women’s elite foot-
ball is mostly semi-professional, with athletes juggling between football, 
work, and education. This qualitative study was conducted through semi- 
structured interviews with Norwegian elite women footballers (N = 7). 
Findings suggest the main reason for early termination is the heavy work-
load due to the combination of studies, work, and elite-level football, which 
led to exhaustion and burnout. It indicates that providing enough time to 
recover, fewer “to-dos” pushed into the day, and sufficient resources, hinder 
the harmful effects of a heavy total workload. The aim of the article is to 
highlight the reasons for the early termination of football careers for elite 
women footballers in Norway and the challenges of reaching international 
standards.

Introduction

Early termination of football careers among elite women footballers is one of the significant challenges for 
elite women’s football in Norway. Both leagues, the Top Series, and 1st Division consist of young players, 
with an average age of 22 years old, with only 26% of approximately 450 players being 25 years or older. 
The young players lack the experience and skills to perform and manage the demands at an international 
level in elite football, and some experience exhaustion and burnout at an early age due to the total burden 
in their everyday lives. The study aims to provide valuable insight into reasons for early termination of the 
football career among women footballers through the experiences of seven former elite women footbal-
lers who quit the sport before the age of 30, with the youngest at 22. The three themes, health-related, 
organizational, and cultural issues were investigated through the interviews and are the main perspectives 
for the study. The study brings knowledge about the hard conditions the players experienced in their 
everyday lives and the consequences it had. The results show that the main reason for early termination is 
the heavy burden of combining studies, work, and elite-level football, which led to exhaustion, poor 
nutrition, and inadequate sleep due to time pressure and resulted in impaired quality of life.

The research question in this study is why elite women footballers terminate their football 
careers early; what underlies their decision? The study is based on former footballers’ experiences as 
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elite players in Norway. In Norway, women’s elite football is defined as the two top levels in the 
national series.

Football as a full-time job – a project beyond reach? The everyday life of elite women 
footballers

“Without dreams, without ambition – without projects, no one can make anything out of life”. (Simone de 
Beauvoir, 2000)

From its beginning in the early 20th century, women’s football has been neglected, underestimated, 
and at times banned. Up till today, women’s football has had a low status compared to men’s 
football among sponsors, media, supporters, and people in general. They still have low status, 
despite the enormous development that has taken place in women’s elite football worldwide these 
last years. Most of the leagues and clubs are semi-professional, with few of the players employed 
full-time. Most of the footballers at the elite level have professional contracts, but not as full-time 
employees. A combination of jobs, studies, and elite football makes their everyday life demanding. 
The requirements for being at the international elite level are high, and the available resources do 
not facilitate reaching their goals. The requirements for being at the international elite level are 
high, and the available resources do not facilitate reaching their goals. Many players end their 
football careers in their twenties when experience, competence, and football performance are still in 
development.

Women footballers have a strong dedication to their sport. They spend time, commitment, and 
great effort to achieve their goals, sacrificing much else in their lives to play football.1 The 
international reports from Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA),2 Union of 
European Football Associations (UEFA),3 and Fédération Internationale des Associations de 
Footballeurs Professionnels (FIFPro),4 tell us about grand ambitions for high achievements and 
dreams of a football career that can last over time and into full-time professional footballers. They 
have dreams, ambitions, and “a project of great dedication”5 despite their everyday struggles and 
efforts to achieve them. These international reports also describe the difficult conditions for women 
footballers at the elite level and the consequences of the tough everyday load. The Norwegian 
Football Association (NFF) and the interest organization for elite women’s football in Norway 
(TFK) have high ambitions and goals for elite football for women in Norway, but the framework 
conditions which women’s football must operate within may not be satisfactory enough to reach 
those goals. “While the growth of football is driven by external opportunities and strategic decisions 
of the industry unless the players have the opportunity to perform to their full potential, progress 
will be hindered”.6

Worldwide, the elite clubs in women`s football consist of young players, where some girls at the 
age of 15–16 make their debut in elite football.7 At 22, they are already considered veterans with 6– 
7 years of comprehensive football experience and are often the oldest on the team. Globally, this is 
a significant challenge for women’s elite football and the development of high-quality football skills. 
According to FIFAs’ benchmark report on women`s football from 2021, the average age rate in the 
women`s elite leagues all over the world is low. The average age in the first team was approximately 
23 years in 2021, with the US at the top with 26 years and New Zealand and Nigeria with the lowest 
average age at 19 years.8 Similarly, the European ranking list over international football teams, also 
considers the average age to be low.9 In Norway, the average age of elite women footballers was 21.7  
years in 2019, while today, it is 22.7 years.

Burnout is defined as “A prolonged response to chronic emotional and interpersonal stressors 
on the job and is defined by the three dimensions of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and 
lack of personal accomplishment”.10 Freudenberger, another well-known researcher in the field 
defined the psychological syndrome burnout as “a state of fatigue or frustration brought about by 
devotion to a cause, way of life, or relationship that failed to produce the expected reward”.11 In 
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their research, independently from each other, Freudenberger and Maslach found emotional and 
interpersonal stressors as indicators of burnout, where the feeling of exhaustion and fatigue were 
clear signs. Exhaustion is considered the most prevalent of the three aspects.12 The definition is 
frequently used within sports psychology13 due to the coincidence of burnout among elite athletes. 
Burnout among sports athletes and coaches has had an increased interest among researchers since 
the 80s.14 The key symptoms in sport psychology research have included emotional exhaustion, 
depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment.15

In 1986, Ronald Smith developed a cognitive-affective model of athletic burnout, showing the 
consequences of burnout as “decreasing performance, interpersonal difficulties, and withdrawal 
from activity”.16 The model describes burnout as an overload of high or conflicting demands, low 
social support, low autonomy, and low rewards. Chronic stress is a central factor in developing 
burnout,17 and stress is a natural consequence for elite women footballers who experience an 
overload in their daily life. Christina Maslach and Michael Leiter18 developed a Job-Demand- 
Resource model (JD-R) and a measure (the Maslach Burnout Inventory, MBI) with six domains of 
environmental stressors: workload, control, reward, community, fairness, and values, where work-
load, reward, and fairness are the most relevant domains for this study. The JD-R- model is widely 
used to analyse working conditions in organizations and employees and is a model developed for 
interaction between services and professions.19 The study’s respondents corroborate that both 
models involve elements such as emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and diminished personal 
success.

The research within job-related contexts is comparable to elite sports where the athletes put 
a great effort and much time into training and competitions. Some elite athletes have their sport as 
a full-time job with restitution and rest as part of it, but women footballers face challenging 
demands to perform at the highest level without facilitation to meet the requirements in elite 
football. It may result in decreased performance and interpersonal difficulties as consequences. The 
overload of stressors and demands is not sustainable over time.20 Being exhausted negatively affects 
how much and well athletes can perform, and being in this state may affect their development, 
motivation, and interpersonal relationships. The only way to improve their daily life was to quit 
their sports. The low average age in elite women’s football indicates that many footballers have had 
to withdraw from the situation that burned them out or was about to do so – a “healthy worker 
effect”.21

The expectations and demands of elite footballers and an elite league do not coincide with 
the framework conditions the women footballers and their clubs have at their disposal.22 This, 
along with the long and extensive battle for the facilitation of women footballers for clubs and 
interest organizations as long as women’s football has existed,23 indicates that women’s 
football has not been considered a serious sport.24 This has a direct negative impact on the 
allocation of resources and facilities and such attitudes may also negatively impact the players’ 
emotional state and interpersonal relationships and influence the women footballers’ mental 
health. Recently the Norwegian broadcast (NRK) did a survey that showed a considerable 
difference in funding allocation between young football talents, girls, and boys.25 Even though 
the league’s strengths in Norway are talent development, there is a lack of equality with 
significant consequences for girls’ development as football players. It sets the tone for their 
opportunities for an elite-level football career, and the differences continue into elite football. 
Multiple stress-related factors, such as lower resources and a poorer economy, may have 
a negative effect and can contribute to burnout.26 The lack of respect, facilitation, and the 
lack of being taken seriously as football players are a strain that women footballers must 
endure.

Football is male-dominated, on and off the pitch, and has been so since the beginning of modern 
football in England in the mid-19th century. Women’s football has never been recognized, and 
culture, attitudes, prejudice, and values from a male-dominated sport have made it a longitudinal 
work to be so. Still, today this is a battle for women’s football, even if there is enormous growth and 
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positive development.27 Increased demands for quality and high performance are not in line with 
the conditions that football players must relate to. The player’s dedication to football makes them 
accept the conditions and the poor framework they must perform their sport within.28 Because 
there are no options. Research within football has, over many years, been conducted on men’s 
football, e.g. in the field of physiology, injury, and medicine. A bibliometric exercise shows that “ . . . 
articles addressing females are lagging research addressing males”, 919 articles out of 5924.29 The 
knowledge of men’s football has been transferred to the development of physical training programs 
for teams and individuals in women’s football. Lack of specific knowledge about women’s physio-
logical and psychological conditions may have caused significant errors in developing women 
footballers’ performance. Furthermore, research on the early termination of football careers is 
lacking too, but some studies have investigated this empirically.30 Although, when you look at the 
findings in these studies, you do get a clear picture of why women end their football careers early 
and earlier than men.

FIFA and UEFA (Union of European Football Associations) have each developed strategies 
for women’s football, both at the grassroots and elite level. The first strategy for women’s 
football ever done by FIFA, was in 2018, and UEFA followed in 2019 with “Time for action”. 
Both strategies highlight the enormous growth of girls’ and women’s football and pave the way 
for a bright future for the sport through their strategies. National football organizations are 
following up and in Norway “Elite football women” ([Topp Fotball kvinner] TFK) has initiated 
a strategy process for 2023–2028. These international reports, also with interviews of young 
players worldwide and the respondents in this study, tell us about grand ambitions for high 
achievements and dreams of a football career that can last over time and into a full-time 
professional footballer at the elite level, like elite men footballers. Many also dream of an 
international career. This study investigates the reasons for early terminated football careers 
for elite women footballers and the inhibitors that caused it despite their efforts, dreams, 
ambitions, and “a project of great dedication”.

Design

Institutional and researcher’s context

This study was conducted within the research project Female Football Research Centre 
(FFRC) at UiT, the Arctic University of Norway. The researcher has been a volunteer in 
women’s elite football for several years as a member of boards and support groups. Education 
and experience as a teacher in sports and as an athlete at an elite level give a depth of 
understanding about the challenges an elite athlete has. The experience provides immediate 
nourishment, understanding, and insight into the conditions and demands of women’s elite 
football. This subjective position is vital for the researcher to be aware of throughout the 
work. It is a first-person approach to a problematic “hard-to-reach” field31 and a high degree 
of awareness of one’s subjective position is necessary.

Methods

The semi-structured interviews were audio and visual recorded and transcribed verbatim. The 
seven respondents were marked with codes from W1-W7.

The choice of quotes underlines the core message of this article and support the interpretation of 
what is hidden deep within the text.

An interview guide was developed with open-ended questions to uncover and achieve in-depth 
knowledge of the respondent’s opinions, thoughts, and experiences about inhibitors for women’s 
elite football and reasons for early termination. Also, how they had experienced organizational 
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facilitation – or lack of it, and football culture as inhibitors for them as footballers. A key question 
for the study was: Why did you quit football?

The study has an open, bottom-up approach32 where the respondents talk about their own 
experiences from their football careers as elite footballers. It uncovers phenomena from the unique 
and special to the general and typical.33 The subjective perspective of the researcher can impact the 
interpretation of data in a qualitative study like this one. However, using a thematic analysis (TA) 
process helps to minimize the influence of the researcher’s subjective views by providing 
a systematic and rigorous method for coding and organizing data. It is an incremental process 
where each step influences and shapes a new and broader understanding through several inter-
pretation steps from the respondents via researchers to readers. The process progresses from 
specific details to a comprehensive understanding without asserting complete accuracy.34 

Qualitative research often emphasizes the closeness to the research field to get a deeper under-
standing of the context. Quantitative data are deductive and have a closed approach, while 
qualitative data often has an inductive hermeneutic approach to capture the many layers an 
interview may reveal.35

Participants

Seven former elite women footballers from Norway were interviewed in this qualitative study. All of 
them started with football at 6–7 years old, and they all quit elite football at the period of 22–30  
years of age.

Procedure

The respondents were recruited through an interest organization for athletes, NISO (the Norwegian 
Athletes Central Organization [Norske Idrettsutøveres Sentralorganisasjon]), which sent an invita-
tion letter from FFRC to former elite women footballers and invited them to respond to the research 
invitation. It included information about the study, their rights, and the possibility to withdraw at 
any time before, during, or after the interview. Four of the respondents contacted the researcher and 
made an appointment for a video interview over Microsoft Teams using a video chat device. The 
three others took contact after a snowball effect from the first four. The research project was 
approved by the Norwegian Centre of research data (NSD). The interviews were conducted through 
video interviews over Microsoft Teams and lasted between 1 and 1,5 hours. The sample size of 5 to 
10 participants, as suggested by Jacobsen (2013), was considered adequate for in-depth analysis and 
sufficient to describe the phenomenon under investigation. Elite football in Norway is defined as 
the two top levels.

Analysis

The thematic analysis (TA) method is commonly used in qualitative research, including in 
sports research. According to Braun and Clarke,36 TA is a foundational method for 
qualitative analysis and allows for flexibility in the research process. In their 2019 article, 
they named the concept ’reflexive thematic analysis’, emphasizing the importance of the 
researcher’s own reflection and interpretation in the analysis process.37 It allows researchers 
an active approach through their own reflection and interpretation during the analysis 
process and the knowledge production process and contributes to achieve the deeper 
meaning and experience that comes to expression. It gives room for the informants’ broader 
stories through their experiences by discovering the implied meaning in the participants’ 
experiences.

In this study, the researcher chose to use Clarke and Braun’s Thematic Analysis due to its 
flexibility. The six-step process allows for a journey of “thinking, reflecting, learning”,38 and 
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emphasizes the researcher’s reflexivity, theoretical engagement, and creative scholarship.39 The 
process gives the “researchers . . . an active role in the knowledge production process through . . . 
a reflexive engagement with theory, data, and interpretation”.40 The researcher followed the six-step 
process, (1) familiarizing oneself with the data, (2) generating codes, (3) constructing themes, (4) 
reviewing potential themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the report. It 
incorporates reflexiveness and theoretical engagement in the discussion and literature review, 
which allowed for deeper understanding of the participants’ experiences.

(1) Familiarizing with the data: The researcher transcribed the interviews and read through 
them multiple times. This step was just to get to know the data, and the process created 
a close familiarity and a deep understanding of each interviewee’s perspective.

(2) Generating codes: The researcher conducted a process by selecting all relevant text and 
divide it into sequences. The next step was to systematically divide the data into concise 
codes using mind maps and colours. The coding process was guided by the research 
questions. This process was repeated several times to ensure a correct coding of the data.

(3) Constructing themes: The coded data were sorted into potential themes reflecting a pattern 
of shared meanings guided by the research questions that formed the core concept of the 
study.

(4) Reviewing potential themes: The next step was to ensure the sorted data answered the 
research questions and then merge into fewer themes relevant to the research questions and 
the core message of this study.

(5) Defining and naming themes: With the themes defined, it was necessary to look for potential 
subthemes. The researcher defined three main themes: a) health-related issues, b) organiza-
tional issues, and c) cultural issues. The process shows several subthemes, which were named 
guided by the main themes and the core concept of this study: The reasons why women 
footballers terminate their football career at an early age.

(6) Producing the report: In this last section, the data, the quotes, and the analysis were put into 
a larger context and transformed into more generic principles in relation to the literature. 
Even though there are few informants in this study, their experience may be well known for 
many women footballers around the world.

An interview guide was developed with open-ended questions to uncover and achieve in-depth 
knowledge of the respondent’s opinions, thoughts, and experiences about inhibitors for women’s 
elite football and reasons for early termination. Also, how they had experienced organizational 
facilitation – or lack of it, and football culture as inhibitors for them as footballers. A key question 
for the study was: Why did you quit football? The seven respondents are marked with codes from 
W1-W7.

Results

An important entry to understand the complexity of reasons for early termination of football 
careers for women footballers were the three themes revealed by the analyses process: health-related 
issues e.g. exhaustion and burnout, organizational issues e.g. resources and facilitation, and 
culturally related issues e.g. attitudes, prejudice, and lack of equality. The study’s participants 
reported that not having football as a full-time job negatively impacted their performance in 
training and matches, and that the heavy workload was the primary reason for early termination. 
“It ended with an exhausting feeling. I went tired to practice. I got tired at training. And I got into 
a bad circle. It couldn’t be that way” (W1).
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Health-related issues

All respondents reported experiencing burnout to varying degrees. The constant demands of 
training, work, and school became too much after years of this daily routine, with one participant 
suffering long-term health consequences from the strain. The high demands of studies, work, and 
elite football resulted in lasting health damage that negatively impacted their overall well-being. 
Several participants reported feeling depressed and experiencing low moods. Some felt depression 
after retiring from football but eventually found relief in a less demanding lifestyle. Other factors, 
such as lack of motivation and malnutrition, also had an impact on their mental and physical health, 
hindering their performance, growth, and drive.

Quotes:

W5: You. . . (she laughs a little), believe it or not, I collapsed. The total package became too much, so I have 
struggled with ME and chronic fatigue. So, I fainted; out of nowhere, when I was at work, I fell to the ground 
and never really got back again. So, like that (snapping her fingers), I went from being an elite athlete to 
becoming in need of care. I have worked my way back nicely, and I’m doing fine, but I’m not working full- 
time. I thought I was good at juggling studies, work, and football, but I was going to pay for it later. 

W1: “I lay on the couch for a whole year after quitting football”. 

Q: How did you experience the pressure physically and mentally with your studies, work, and football? 

W2: Extremely demanding! Before you were done with one thing, you were in the planning phase of the next 
thing. And, of course, this harmed my recovery; I didn’t get enough rest. I got up, went to school, went straight 
to football practice, came home, and had to study in the evening, and that’s how the days went by. That’s what 
happened every day. I studied, worked, and played football, and that’s maybe where it started to get more 
demanding than I could manage. 

W3: “You could call it depression without me knowing the definition of depression, but I was way down. Little 
things were very heavy”. 

W7: I was very tired for quite a while, but at the same time, after I quit, it removed a lot of the stress I had in my 
everyday life. Just not having to stress from work, eating a slice of bread on the subway on the way to training, 
made you get a little more peace of mind in everyday life; it became a relief. 

W2: “I lost my confidence, and then my motivation. I got bored – after finally achieving my goal to join the 
national A-team at 27 years old, I was tired, exhausted, and quit the following year”.

Organizational issues

Finances/Funding

All participants faced financial difficulties during their time as elite footballers. They received little or no 
salary or benefits from their clubs and had to rely on financial support from their parents, living at home, 
or student loans. The governing body for women’s elite football, TFK, had limited funds for distribution 
due to a lack of support from the business community, leaving clubs to mostly self-fund. All participants 
had to take on additional jobs alongside football and studies to make ends meet, a common experience 
for women footballers globally. They felt that women’s football was perceived as a hobby and received 
nothing in return beyond the enjoyment of playing. As a result, they were forced to choose between 
a football career with limited income or pursuing another career that offered financial security.

Quotes:

W2: “I never had the opportunity to just concentrate on football; it was like having two full-time jobs all the 
way. I felt like it stopped my progression because I had to work 100 percent paid work outside of football”. 
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W6: ’ If football had been my job and what I was going to concentrate on, I would have played football longer 
because that would have been my job while covering my livelihood. I would have had enough finances then, 
and I would have developed more as a footballer’. 

W5: “You’ve got to have another job in addition to football; you’re going to get burned out; you can’t get it 
going around financially”. 

“Professionalism is required as a player, but you don’t get paid back”. 

W4: “It was the economy that made me quit, that’s what made me unable to continue. Because I had to have 
a full-time job while playing football, and at the same time I also studied, and I got exhausted”.

Education

All participants attempted to balance their elite football careers with education. However, their 
workplace and universities did not make it easy for them to do so, making it challenging and often 
impossible to reconcile both. To manage their daily responsibilities, the participants in this study 
selected educational programs that were less demanding and more compatible with their football 
commitments, dropped classes with heavy practice schedules, and avoided more challenging 
educational programs. The decision between elite football and education became a struggle for 
the participants, and in most cases, they had to choose education over football. In some exceptional 
cases, the football career was given priority, as was the case with Hanne (22), who had to choose 
between becoming a nurse or playing in the 2018 Women’s World Cup for Norway in France. Her 
university did not accommodate her schedule, leading to excessive absenteeism from mandatory 
work requirements. She chose football and had to abandon her education.

Quotes:

W3: “I omitted all education that had practice, really everything that was demanding to make football life 
work”. 

W6: “There was no facilitation on my courses, and I had to take the internship at the same time as the other 
students, even if it came at the same time as an important match”. 

W2: “I chose the least demanding education, not the one I was most interested in, because I wanted to play as 
much football as possible and train as much as possible”.

Resources

Participants faced significant challenges due to limited access to resources, impacting their devel-
opment as elite footballers. There was a scarcity of experienced coaches and support staff, inade-
quate equipment, and inadequate uniform conditions. Male elite footballers were given priority, 
receiving personal physiotherapy, while women elite footballers only had access to physiotherapy at 
clinics when injured. Participants felt that they didn’t receive enough support and resources from 
the NFF. Furthermore, the men’s clubs received significantly more funding than the women’s clubs, 
despite the women’s national team having a better international performance record than the men’s 
national team. The demands of elite football were high, but the resources and support available for 
women’s elite football did not meet these requirements. The participants called for more investment 
in women’s elite football to meet the high standards of national and international elite-level football.

Quotes:

W7 during the period she was injured: “Male footballers had good resources around them in club teams. We 
had a physiotherapist at the club, but he was partly on several teams and had also another job; he could not 
work with me daily”. 
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W4: As long as we have to train in the afternoon after a full working day, and in addition, have to share the 
track with age-specific teams, then there will be a big difference between men and women in elite football. 

W5: “I think we’re going to see good footballers in the future give up because of poor frames and low 
resources”. 

W6: No, I don’t feel that NFF has endorsed much. They provide support from time to time, but when I look at 
the distribution between the men’s and women’s teams and how much the men’s teams receive in bonuses by 
moving on to international championships, there is a large bias when it comes to allocating funds. 

W2: “It’s common sense that the money needs to be managed so that all clubs can build up to certain 
professionalism. I think it will make us feel like they’re investing more in us. It will benefit the entire product”.

Cultural issues – attitudes, prejudice, and equality

The participants faced negative attitudes and prejudices from various sources, including the “football 
community”, fans, and the public. They encountered statements such as “it’s not real football, it’s not 
women” from within and outside football clubs and encountered derogatory messages on t-shirts and 
posters about women’s football. The participants felt that women’s football was seen as inferior and 
lower-ranked than lower-level boys’ football. Lack of support and commitment from the federation 
was an added burden for the participants, who only continued playing because of their love for the 
sport and the support of their teammates. They also felt a lack of belief in them, potential business 
partners was discouraged from investing in women’s football, claiming it was not a good product to 
sell. They reported a lack of equality throughout their football careers, pointing out the significant 
differences in access to finances and resources between men’s and women’s elite football. They faced 
old-fashioned attitudes from male coaches during coaching education, with one respondent being 
reprimanded for taking up too much space.

Quotes:

W7: Yes, he (the coach/supervisor) thought I was too engaged and took up too much space, that I had to let 
these other three boys get more space, and because I am a woman, I must not take up that much space. The 
commitment I had was too much, somehow. 

W5: “There is an attitude in football. There is something primal about it, a culture that put women aside”. 

W6: “It’s such a gender issue and an old-fashioned view. It doesn’t exactly help the development”. 

W4: “It’s not exactly going fast (about NFF’s working process with developing women’s football). But it’s 
possibly naïve to think that it shou; it’s’s generational almost, so yes, it’s almost like we must have 
a generational change”. 

W5: “I experienced harassment from the surroundings. ‘Oh yes, you’re a footballer, yes’, said in a very ironic 
tone. There is a lot of prejudice about being a women footballer, and I felt like I had to defend it”. 

Q: If you were to stand on the podium at the NFF’s yearly football conference with a statement for women’s 
football, what would it be? 

W4: Equal pay for equal work!

Discussion

Elite women footballers are fighting a battle on several fronts; health with a lack of restitution and 
rest, organizational where there are inadequate resources and funding, and a biased culture against 
women’s football. Their effort of balancing double and triple activities, which in themselves can be 
considered full-time jobs, becomes a burden too heavy over time. In comparison to full-time 
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employed men elite footballers, these women start their day early, often after a short night’s sleep, 
with a morning training session. They then proceed to work or school, return to the field for 
another training session, and finally head home for a meal. In their free time, they either continue 
their studies or work additional jobs to support themselves. Coping with dual and triple career 
topics requires dedication and commitment from women footballers beyond the load people 
usually need to cope with. It becomes an overload, resulting in exhaustion and burnout. It may 
have serious consequences, such as prolonged adverse effects with chronic emotional and inter-
personal stressors.41 The total amount of strain and decreasing performance are in the interviews 
described as reasons for the withdrawal from football. The respondents experienced less develop-
ment and lower effectiveness at training and matches, which threatened their goals and ambitions 
for a football career and their identity as elite footballers. A spin-off effect was lower self-esteem, 
lower self-confidence, and declining motivation.42 It is an extensive and complex pressure that 
women footballers experience over time. Exhaustion is a critical factor for quitting football early 
and earlier than any of the respondents wanted. It is the core element in the definition of burnout.43 

The fact that some of the respondents used a year or more to overcome exhaustion indicates the 
high demands these women are facing during their football careers. Based on the Job-Demand- 
Resource model (JD-R),44 an expanded version of Maslach’s (2001) hypothesis, and a model 
developed for interaction between services and professions,45 a model for exhaustion and burnout 
among elite women footballers may be as follow in Figure 1:

The demands the elite women footballers face correlate with Demerouti’s references of “ . . . 
job demands as physicals, social or organizational aspects of the job that require sustainable and 
mental effort and are therefore associated with certain physiological and psychological costs”.46 

Women footballers experience an “overabundance of requirement . . . as well as minimal assets 
offered . . . ”.47 Large demands do not correspond to the available resources and facilitation in 
elite women’s football.48 The requirements are very high and result in physiological and 
psychological costs for women footballers.

Findings indicate that the shortage of resources and support has a detrimental effect on the 
growth of these women footballers.49 A recent survey conducted by Norwegian Broadcasting50 

revealed a significant disparity in funding allocated to the development of young male and female 
talent. On average, there is one coach per seventeen girls and one coach for every seven boys. 
Similarly, elite women’s football has fewer coaches and support teams compared to elite men’s 
football,51 which hinders individual and team development and performance. picture is seen in elite 
football, where there are fewer coaches and support teams in elite women’s football compared with 
elite men’s football.52 The lack of coaches on the training field directly impacts the quality of 
women’s elite football.

There are significant challenges with the facilitation of education as well. Elite football players 
(and other elite athletes) have a tough time managing both, and in the end, they must choose 

Figure 1. Job-demands-Resource model for women footballers.

10 L. WILHELMSEN



between the two.53 The respondents in this study chose less demanding academic programs without 
too many internships. They all reported that they would have chosen education while playing 
football to secure their future after a football career, regardless of the extra load. They meant that it 
would be possible to pursue both simultaneously if education was facilitated to make it easier for 
athletes to manage both.

Throughout the history of women’s football, they have had limited access to resources compared 
to men’s football. This disparity affects all aspects of the sport, including finances, coaching, support 
staff, and facilities, such as fewer playing fields and inadequate changing rooms. The lower budget 
for women’s elite football has resulted in limited access to crucial resources that could enhance the 
performance of female football players (according to information from NFF and TFK in 2022). 
Efforts by NFF and TFK to address this issue include economic support, but the limited budget in 
women’s football still restricts professionalize elite women’s football. Women elite footballers have 
been side-lined and discriminated related to elite men footballers, but also to lower-level of men’s 
football.

Elite women’s football is growing more commercialized, but they are far from the level 
of elite men’s football. By looking at the vast financial sums in men’s elite football 
internationally, it is a timely question whether women’s football should seek to reach that 
level, ethically and morally. However, the unequal distribution of funds between women’s 
and men’s football will continue to perpetuate the disparities. At the same time, expectation 
for the quality and performance for elite women’s football are rising both nationally and 
internationally. An increased funding within women’s football is essential for reaching 
equality between women’s and men’s elite football. Significant efforts must be made in 
the areas of finances, resources, and facilitation to meet the growing demands of women’s 
football.

Cultural factors such as attitudes, equality, and prejudice, significantly impact the conditions of 
elite women’s football performance, and it is mostly men carrying out these cultural aspects. All 
respondents experienced male dominance in football during their years as players, and later when 
pursuing the role of a coach. In addition to facing economic challenges, limited resources, and 
subpar equipment and training facilities, negative attitudes and traditional values are major 
hindrances in their daily football experience. Although progress are made, male dominance remains 
a persistent challenge in women’s football.54 Moreover, it seems to be accepted and considered 
normal, unlike in other fields such as education where gender differentiation is not tolerated.55 This 
acceptance aligns with Beauvoir’s notions in her book “Le deuxième sexe” about women as 
the second gender.56 She claims that women are reduced to “the absolute other”, controlled by 
the first sex, men. He is the positive part of the two poles, and women are the negative pole. The 
woman appears negative to the extent that any decision is attributed to her as a limitation.57 Over 
thousands of years, a historical perception is built up where the past defines the present. If we look 
at the word woman/female, women are defined as the other sex by adding an initial before the word 
man/male. Beauvoir claims that “humanity is male, the man does not define the woman in herself 
but seen in relation to him”.58 Women’s football is not viewed as its own sport, but rather as inferior 
to men’s football. The understanding of women’s football as less worthy than men’s football, 
enduring derogatory and sometimes very hurtful comments about women footballers”. In society, 
the term football player is automatically as associated with men, while women footballers must use 
the word ‘woman’ before ‘footballer’ to be recognized.59 It refers to the third type of mismatch in 
MBI (the Maslach Burnout Inventory), and the lack of rewards for the work people do.60In Smith’s 
conceptual model,61 low rewards and low social support are central factors for burnout. Traditional 
gender roles are reproduced in sports organizations,62 and male privilege and dominance are still 
the dominant factors despite the positive developments taking place in sports organizations today.63 

The attitudes of football leaders” are essential for women footballers to achieve their goals and 
ambitions.64 Women footballers do not receive the same recognition and rewards as male 
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footballers, from a young age to adulthood. The unequal allocation of resources between men and 
women’s football only further contributes to the premature end of many female footballers’ careers.

In spite of the challenges, the respondents in the study found ways to manage their daily 
responsibilities and pursue their athletic goals by living frugally, maximizing their time, and 
balancing their commitments to training, work, and education. Despite the demands on their 
time and energy, they remained dedicated to their sport, but in the end had to prioritize their health 
and financial stability.

Summary remarks

This study may contribute to a better understanding of the serious consequences for the elite 
women footballers caused by the overload they have combining their daily dual and often triple 
career activities. Earlier research are done on burnout among elite athletes and specifically coaches, 
but this study present a specific focus on women footballers and the conditions they must endure to 
perform their sport. The reasons for the early termination of the football career for women 
footballers are several, e.g. economic, which is understandable since there is a small amount of 
funding for women’s football in Norway. This has a direct impact on organizational factors such as 
resources and facilitation. Another not-so-understandable reason in 2023 is the cultural issue with 
attitudes, prejudices, and discrimination against women’s football and women footballers. This is 
a problem rooted in history and traditional patriarchal thinking of what and for whom the sport of 
football is meant, and a problem not unique to Norway.

The last year’s enormous growth of women’s elite football has led to increased attention from 
spectators, media, sponsors, and business partners, signalling a new era for the sport. Increased 
funding for women’s football creates opportunities for facilitation to support development by 
meeting the demands in national and international elite football. An important question to ask in 
a further investigation is if this is enough to prevent early termination due to exhaustion and 
burnout. This study shows that a reduction of the daily heavy burden with dual and triple career will 
be necessary for reaching the goals and ambitions for each women footballer, and women’s elite 
football in Norway. It requires full-time employed women footballers to create equal opportunities 
for women footballers and promote professionalism in the sport.
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