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Research on women’s football: a scoping review 1 

 2 

ABSTRACT 3 

This study aims to scope available peer-reviewed literature published in a FIFA language to 4 

understand the current quantity of research on women’s football. Five databases were searched 5 

(PubMed, PsycINFO, Web of Science, Scopus, SPORTDiscus) on the 15/12/2019. Studies 6 

were included when containing original research published in a peer-reviewed journal around 7 

female competitive football of any level, any age and on any subject. Author, journal, title and 8 

abstract of all included studies were scoped. Population assessed, number of participants, level 9 

of play, age level of football and publication theme(s) were extracted. A total of 1,634 articles 10 

were screened. The oldest publication dated back to 1939, whilst a total of 202 studies were 11 

gathered from 2019. The publication theme most frequently researched was sports medicine 12 

(N=521) followed by strength and conditioning (N=331) and sociology (N=299). The majority 13 

of studies focused on elite (N=442), senior (N=977) players. A continuous growth in research 14 

attention has been seen. However, the numbers are not comparable to current research output 15 

levels in men’s football. This study represents an essential first step in a larger ‘research agenda 16 

setting’ project to determine research priorities for women’s football during the next ten years. 17 

 18 

Keywords: soccer, female, girl, ladies, evaluation  19 
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INTRODUCTION  20 

Football became organised with the foundation of the English Football Association (FA) in 21 

1864. The first official recorded female match was played in Scotland in 1892, yet, whilst the 22 

men’s game saw continuous devolvement throughout the 20th century, the women’s game did 23 

not gain similar popularity. This included a ban of women from the fields by the FA in 1921 24 

(Williams and Hess, 2015), which was only lifted in 1971 (Williams, 2011).  While the first 25 

Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) Men’s World Cup took place in 26 

1930, the first FIFA Women’s World Cup was hosted in 1991 (Williams, 2011). The men’s 27 

game, therefore, has a large advantage in its long history with continuous progression in 28 

professionalism, popularity and recognition in comparison to the women’s game. 29 

The elite female game has recently seen a large increase in popularity (UEFA, 2017a) 30 

and consequently professionalisation of the game has transformed the quality of play, media 31 

attention and support (FIFA, 2019; Welford, 2015). Governing strategies have recently been 32 

implemented to improve the women’s game. The FIFA vision of Making Football Truly Global 33 

is based on eleven goals in which the eighth goal is to accelerate the growth of women’s 34 

football. A goal to which FIFA have committed a 1 billion USD investment in women’s 35 

football during the period 2020-22 demonstrates the ambition worldwide to develop women’s 36 

football  (FIFA, 2020).  37 

Concomitant with the substantial rise in participation and the increased recognition 38 

from international governing bodies (FIFA, 2020, 2016, 2014; UEFA, 2017b, 2016), women’s 39 

football has recently received increased attention from sport academics around the world, 40 

though still not comparable to their male counterparts (Pfister, 2015). While research in men’s 41 

football has been well established, women’s football and consequently research on this topic 42 

is still in a developing phase compared to their male counterparts. It is not known and often 43 
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questioned whether applying what we know from men’s football to the women’s game can 44 

provide us an accurate and comprehensive understanding of the women’s side of the game.  45 

The current study aims to review the current literature available in women’s football  46 

and while not the first to review women’s football literature, previous studies have limited their 47 

search to either exclusively reviewing sport sciences outcome (e.g. physiological demands and 48 

player physical characteristics; Martínez-Lagunas et al., 2014) or women’s football from social 49 

sciences and management perspectives (e.g. economics, history, management, marketing, 50 

sociology; Valenti et al., 2018). In addition, both reviews were conducted on English language 51 

studies only. Therefore, our study aims to scope all available peer-reviewed literature published 52 

in English, French, German, and Spanish (i.e., languages officially used by the FIFA) on any 53 

level of competitive football for women, to understand the current quantity of research on 54 

women’s football. An understanding of the current quantity of research in women’s football is 55 

essential as a building block to identify what areas are currently being addressed in research 56 

and to open up debates about knowledge gaps to steer future research directions. Our study 57 

represents an essential step in a larger ‘research agenda setting’ project to determine research 58 

priorities for women’s football during the next ten years. After all, research priorities set today 59 

determine the agenda, practices and technology of tomorrow (Brundtland, 1999; Foster et al., 60 

2018) and are essential to maximise the impact of investments (Viergever et al., 2010) such as 61 

time, energy and money. 62 

 63 

METHODS 64 

The protocol for this scoping review was pre-registered on Open Science Framework 65 

(osf.io/gp7fb). The study followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and 66 

Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) Checklist (Tricco et al., 2018) 67 
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as well as the recommended best practise guidelines for scoping reviews by Levac et al. (2010). 68 

No statement of consent is required for this manuscript. 69 

 70 

Search Strategy  71 

An initial limited search was performed on Google Scholar to ensure novelty by search for 72 

scoping reviews on women’s football. The search was built using female and football as search 73 

terms. Relevant synonyms were discussed, and truncations and Booleans were added to 74 

optimised to search. The following keywords were therefore applied football OR soccer AND 75 

female* OR woman OR women OR ladies OR lady. Five relevant databases were selected 76 

through researcher discussion and searched (PubMed (1966-2019), PsycINFO (1967-2019), 77 

Web of Science (1900-2019), Scopus (1788-2019), SPORTDiscus (1892-2019)). The search 78 

was conducted on December 15, 2019.  79 

 80 

Study selection  81 

All retrieved studies were downloaded to Mendeley (Elsevier, Amsterdam, Netherlands). 82 

Results were cross-referenced and duplicate studies were deleted. Two reviewers (AW and 83 

KK) independently reviewed titles and abstracts of all identified articles using Rayyan QCRI, 84 

(Qatar Computing Research Institute, Doha, Qatar) to assess eligibility of inclusion using pre-85 

established inclusion/exclusion criteria (Table 1). Reviewers met at the beginning, midpoint 86 

and final stages of the abstract review process to discuss challenges and uncertainties related 87 

to study selection and to go back and refine the inclusion/exclusion criteria and theme 88 

definitions where needed as suggested by (Levac et al., 2010). A third independent reviewer 89 

was consulted to resolve discussions (RM). Where the abstract did not clearly clarify the type 90 

of football played or the language of the publication, post-hoc full text checks were performed. 91 

Journals were also assessed post-hoc to ensure a peer-review process was in place. Manual 92 
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searches were performed for articles where titles but no abstracts were extracted from the 93 

databases. If follow up searches for abstracts from three different university databases did not 94 

return anything, the study would be excluded. The number of excluded studies due to missing 95 

abstracts was recorded. No search would be conducted for grey literature.  96 

 97 

**** Table 1 near here**** 98 

 99 

Data extraction  100 

The author, journal, title and abstract of all included studies were exported from Rayyan QCRI 101 

into an Excel Spreadsheet (Microsoft, Albuquerque, New Mexico). Based on the information 102 

provided in study titles and abstracts, two reviewers (KK and AW) independently extracted, 103 

where possible, the population assessed, number of subjects, level of play involved, age level 104 

of football involved and performed a thematic analysis (inductive style) to determine the 105 

publication theme(s). Although an inductive style of analysis was applied, inspiration for theme 106 

titles was taken from common terminology extracted from FIFA, Union of European Football 107 

Associations (UEFA), The FA, British Association of Sports and Exercise Sciences, British 108 

Association of Sports and Exercise Medicine and the International Olympic Committee  (Table 109 

2). Reviewers, again, met at the beginning to independently extract and analyse 20 articles 110 

followed by a discussions on challenges and uncertainties related to criteria and definitions 111 

used, leading to and refinements of the extraction and analysis strategies where needed as 112 

(Levac et al., 2010). This was repeated at four time points during the extraction and analysis 113 

process. When studies covered more than one theme, population, level or age group, multiple 114 

outcomes were assigned. At times, the split between psychology and sociology was not 115 

distinguishable. Given problems in distinguishing between themes of psychology and 116 

sociology, both disciplines were assigned to a study when no clear decision could be made.  117 
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 118 

**** Table 2 near here**** 119 

 120 

To standardise level of play and age, grouping of descriptions was applied (Table 3 and 4). 121 

 122 

**** Table 3 near here**** 123 

**** Table 4 near here**** 124 

 125 

Data charting  126 

The data were compiled in a single Microsoft Excel spreadsheet (Microsoft Corporation, 127 

Redmond, WA). Data was charted in Tableau (Mountain View, Seattle, WA) using line charts 128 

for continuous data (publication year), and bar charts for categorical data (journal, theme, 129 

population, age group and playing level). Categorical data of theme, population, age group and 130 

playing level were also assessed using multilevel content evaluation, which was charted using 131 

bar charts. For multilevel content evaluation, it must be noted that studies may have assessed 132 

multiple themes, experiments, populations, age groups, and/or levels of play. For example, if 133 

a study investigated coaching psychology and its relationship with player injury, it was 134 

assigned to both player and coach population (i.e., population) as well as psychology and injury 135 

(i.e., theme). The study would in this case appear under both coach and player population for 136 

both the psychology and injury themes and hence may overcalculate the number of interactions 137 

made in the literature. 138 

 139 

RESULTS 140 

Online search of the five mentioned databases yielded 28,229 results (Figure 1). After removal 141 

of duplicates using Mendeley, 16,071 titles and abstracts were screened. A total of 1,634 142 
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articles remained after initial title and abstract screening including full text screening to ensure 143 

studies met the eligibility criteria (Appendix 1). A total of 39 articles were excluded as no 144 

access to an abstract was achieved despite attempting from three different university libraries.  145 

 146 

**** Figure 1 near here **** 147 

 148 

Publication tendencies 149 

The oldest publication dated back to 1939, yet 1997 was the first year with more than ten 150 

publication on women’s football (Figure 2). Since then, the number of publications per year 151 

has gradually increased with peaks around FIFA World Cups years (2003, 2007, 2011, 2015, 152 

2019; Figure 2. 2019 was the year with the highest number of publications with a total of 202 153 

studies. Similar trends were observed when reviewing the number of publications annually 154 

within each theme (Figure 3).   155 

 156 

**** Figure 2 near here **** 157 

**** Figure 3 near here **** 158 

 159 

Research on women’s football was published in a total of 456 different peer-reviewed journals, 160 

of which, Journal of Strength and Conditioning contained the highest collection of studies (109 161 

studies; Figure 4). 162 

 163 

**** Figure 4 near here **** 164 

 165 

Publication themes 166 
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The publication theme most frequently concerned sports medicine related content (521 167 

studies), of which 451 studies were injury focused, 29 illness focused and 68 health focused 168 

(Figure 5). The second most researched topic included strength and conditioning (331 studies), 169 

followed by sociology (299 studies; Figure 5). 170 

 171 

**** Figure 5 near here **** 172 

 173 

Sample characteristics 174 

The majority of studies focused on the player (1,552), whilst 57 focused on coaching in 175 

women’s football, 31 on the media coverage of women’s football, 29 on the business and 176 

organisational side, 27 on fans and spectators of women’s football, nine on parents of female 177 

players, seven on referees in women’s football, six on retired players and two on female para-178 

football players. 179 

The level of play assessed was not mentioned in 628 of the 1,634 abstracts (38%). Within the 180 

publications stating the level assessed, 442 studies (27%) contained data from elite football, 49 181 

(3%) from high level football, 311 (19%) from college/university football and 234 (14%) from 182 

recreational football. Within elite football, six studies (1%) contained data from the Olympic 183 

games, whilst 18 studies (4%) contained FIFA World Cup data, four studies UEFA European 184 

Championship data and 78 studies (18%) contained data from national teams without 185 

mentioning of a specific tournament.  186 

The playing age group could not be extracted in 528 (32%) of the abstracts. A total of 430 187 

studies (26%) focused on pre-senior football, whilst 977 studies (60%) involved senior football. 188 

Two studies (<1%) were performed on veteran players and five (<1%) on former, now retired, 189 

players. 190 

 191 
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Multilevel content evaluation of publications 192 

Adding all levels of assessment (theme, population, level played and age group assessed; 193 

Figures 6A-C), together evaluates where research has focused within these sub-levels. 194 

Anthropometry was predominantly assessed in able-bodied players, whilst one study included 195 

assessment of elite senior deaf football players (Figure 6A). Within the able-bodied players, 34 196 

studies focused on senior elite, four on high level, 30 on college/university, five on recreational 197 

and 24 did not report the level, whilst pre-seniors were assessed in 18 studies of varying levels 198 

and 29 studies not reporting playing level (Figure 6A). Illness within medical research has 199 

focused on elite players in ten studies, of which five were senior players, two retired players, 200 

one pre-senior and two did not identify the level of play. Seven studies included 201 

college/university players and eleven studies within varying age groups did not report the level.  202 

(Figure 6A). Additionally, one study included focus on illness and referees in female football. 203 

Medical research focusing on injury covered more populations (N = 7; Figure 6A), yet the 204 

majority of studies involved abled player focused (N = 576, 96%; Figure 6A). One study 205 

focused on disability (deaf) players, 16 studies included coach focus and four included admin 206 

focus (Figure 6A). Able bodied player focus showed a large spread between playing levels and 207 

between pre-senior and senior players, though a large proportion of studies did not report level 208 

and/or age group (N = 210, 36%; Figure 6A).  209 

 210 

**** Figure 6A near here **** 211 

 212 

Biomechanics was only assessed in able bodied players, of which a large proportion did not 213 

report level and/or age group (N = 87, 44%; Figure 6B). Of the remaining, elite level players 214 

were assessed 22 times as seniors and ten times in pre-seniors. Three studies contained high 215 

level seniors, 52 college/university level senior and recreational player focus were spread 216 
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across eleven senior and ten pre-senior studies (Figure 6B). Equipment focused studies has 217 

received little attention to reporting level and/or age group (N = 27, 69%; Figure 6B). 218 

Equipment focused studies contained able bodied players only, apart from one study including 219 

admin related focus (Figure 6B). Nutrition/hydration/supplementation was studied purely in 220 

able bodied players with a spread between playing levels and senior and pre-senior age groups, 221 

though again, a large proportion of studies did not report level and/or age group (N = 20, 33%; 222 

Figure 6B). Match play performance analysis has been assessed predominantly in elite senior 223 

able bodied players (N = 34, 32%) and college players (N = 14), whilst single skill 224 

performance analysis was also predominantly assessed in senior, though with a larger spread 225 

in level (N = 38, 48%; Figure 6B). Single skill performance studies purely included able bodied 226 

players, whereas match play performance studies also included admin (N = 1), coaches (N = 227 

2) and referees (N = 3) focuses (Figure 6B). Physiology has solely been assessed for abled 228 

players. Of studies mentioning age group assessed, 18% focused on pre-seniors (N = 39) and 229 

51% on seniors (N = 113). Both distributed out over varying playing levels, though a large 230 

proportion did not report level and/or age group (N =108, 49%; Figure 6B). Strength and 231 

conditioning was assessed in studies including senior and pre-senior admin (N = 2), various 232 

levels of coaching (N = 8), elite senior disability players (deaf; N = 1) and a broad range of 233 

able players (N = 398; Figure 6B). Again, a large proportion of studies did not report level 234 

and/or age group (N = 186, 45%; Figure 6B). 235 

 236 

**** Figure 6B near here **** 237 

 238 

Business focused studies presented a broad range of population focuses (admin N = 13, coach 239 

N = 1, fans/spectators N = 15, media N = 7, able player N = 26; Figure 6C). Of these, the 240 

majority covered elite football (N = 34, 55%; Figure 6C). Coaching did also present a broad 241 
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range of population focuses, however, the majority of studies focused on coaches (N = 43, 242 

51%) and players (N = 39, 46%) within varying playing levels and active age groups (Figure 243 

9c). The history of women’s football was presented predominantly with a player focus (N = 244 

60; 79%), of which a high proportion not report level and/or age group (N = 49, 85%). Other 245 

focuses included admin (N = 8), coaching (N = 1), fans/spectators (N = 2) and media (N = 5; 246 

Figure 6C). Law focused studies included able players only, of which one was on elite senior, 247 

one elite pre-senior, one college/university senior and one recreational senior and one 248 

recreational pre-senior (Figure 6C). Psychology focused studies included three populations 249 

(coaches of varying levels and age groups N = 22, parents of pre-senior players N = 2, players 250 

of broadly varying levels and age groups N = 193; Figure 6C). Sociology focused studies 251 

presented a broad range of population focuses (admin N = 14, coach N = 21, fans/spectators N 252 

= 20, media N = 24, parents N = 7, able player N = 272, referees N = 3; Figure 6C). Again, 253 

broadly varying in playing level and age groups the studies focus on (Figure 6C). 254 

 255 

**** Figure 6C near here **** 256 

 257 

DISCUSSION 258 

Our scoping review is the first study attempting to scope quantity and topics within research 259 

conducted on women’s football using a broad approach with five scientific databases searched 260 

in all FIFA languages. The study represents a part of a larger research agenda setting project 261 

in women’s football and represents a key section of ‘information gathering’ in order to help 262 

identify gaps in knowledge (Viergever et al., 2010). Specifically, this scoping review represents 263 

preparatory work for a larger ‘research setting agenda’ project. Based on our systematic search, 264 

a total of 1,634 studies were extracted from 456 different peer-reviewed journals with a clear 265 

trend of increased research focus year-by-year, though small peaks were visible around FIFA 266 
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World Cup years. In comparison to previous reviews on sub-areas of women football research, 267 

this study scoped a substantially larger proportion of literature (social sciences, humanities and 268 

management disciplines, N = 117 studies, Valenti et al., 2018; physiological demands and 269 

player physical characteristics, N = 49 studies, Martínez-Lagunas et al., 2014). 270 

 271 

Overall quantity of peer-reviewed literature available compared to male football 272 

Since 1997, the first year more than ten studies on women’s football were published in a FIFA 273 

language in a peer-reviewed journal, a continuous growth in research attention has been seen 274 

with extra attention surrounding FIFA Women’s World Cup competition years. However, the 275 

numbers are far from comparable to current research output levels in men’s football. For 276 

instance, searching PubMed for men’s football research using the following keywords 277 

((((Soccer) OR (football)) AND (male)) OR (men*)) OR (boy*), on June 12, 2020 resulted in a 278 

total output of 587,269 results, in comparison to our initial PubMed search return of 4,393 279 

studies. This highlights a clear gap between sexes in quantity of football related research. 280 

Although it is important to note that quality and relevance is far more important than quantity, 281 

and one of the main reasons for this larger project on ‘setting the research agenda for Women’s 282 

football’ is to avoid the potential for poor quality studies and studies that are not directed 283 

towards what key stakeholders actually want and need.  284 

 285 

Population assessed 286 

The vast majority of studies (N = 1,552) focused on the player, whilst less attention has been 287 

given to e.g. coaches (N = 57) referees (N = 7) or female disability football players (deaf; N = 288 

2). The majority (N = 442) of studies presenting the level of play focused their research on elite 289 

football and the majority of studies (N = 977) focused on senior players. It is, however, essential 290 

to highlight that the level of play was not reported in 38% and age of players was absent in 291 
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27% of the abstracts, leaving a high underrepresented value. This needs to be accounted for 292 

when reviewing level of representation within the literature. Leaving out essential information 293 

in abstracts about the population assessed makes it difficult for potential readers to easily 294 

review the relevance of the article in relation to the information they are searching. Future 295 

research is therefore recommended to include a thorough presentation of the female football 296 

level and age group included within the abstract in accordance with the relevant quality 297 

reporting instrument e.g. the Enhancing the QUAlity and Transparency Of health Research 298 

(EQUATOR) instruments (EQUATOR network, 2020). 299 

 300 

Themes covered in the literature 301 

The studies covered a total of 15 different themes ranging from medicine to biomechanics and 302 

history (Figure 5). However, the number of studies varied from two focusing on law to 442 303 

focusing on medical aspects of injuries in women’s football, identifying a large variation of 304 

attention given to women’s football from researchers of different football related research 305 

fields. The focus within each theme varied. Some themes, e.g. biomechanics and 306 

nutrition/hydration/supplementation, only included information on able bodied players, whilst 307 

others, e.g. business and sociology, contained a broader range of populations. This comes down 308 

to the nature of the theme, however, other active participants, such as disability players and 309 

referees, were infrequently included in the published research. Most themes contained a broad 310 

range of level played and age groups assessed, although veteran and retired players were also 311 

infrequently included. In general, when themes were further diluted by sub-categorising using 312 

the population, level and age group assessed, limited research was seen for each sub-category. 313 

The largest sub-category collection was 87 studies on injuries in elite/college players. This 314 

number is especially small taking into consideration the vast level of potential sub-themes to 315 
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cover (e.g. different injury locations, types and overall research focus such as prevention, 316 

diagnosis or rehabilitation strategy). 317 

 318 

Implications for future research 319 

This study identified that quantity of evidence is limited with discrepancies in publication 320 

numbers between research themes. Whilst attempts have been made to draw conclusions 321 

through systematic reviews within more popular research areas such as injury, conclusions are 322 

commonly made based on low-level evidence (Crossley et al., 2020; Mentiplay et al., 2019). 323 

An understanding of the current quantity of research in women’s football can be considered as 324 

an essential building stone to identify the broad areas currently being addressed in research and 325 

for other research groups seeking to delve deeper into specific areas with for example 326 

systematic reviews or to identify gaps with key stakeholders through qualitative interviews and 327 

focus groups. The current research group will now aim to contribute by a subsequent research 328 

agenda setting project in women’s football relating specifically to health and performance. This 329 

step will involve interviews and surveys with players, coaches and support staff to determine 330 

their needs and understand with research and practitioner experts (also through interviews and 331 

surveys) to understand to what extent the current research literature meets these needs and 332 

where and how to focus future efforts.  333 

 334 

Strengths and Limitations 335 

The scoping review followed the PRISMA-SR Checklist (Tricco et al., 2018) as well as the 336 

recommended best practise guidelines for scoping reviews by Levac et al. (2010). The study 337 

assessed five databases and scoped for studies written in five languages. Yet, the chosen 338 

methodology still contained certain limitations which should be addressed. Firstly, five of the 339 

largest peer-review journal databases were searched for articles presented in any of the FIFA 340 
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languages. This was chosen as based on our interest to scope the literature from formal channel 341 

of research - peer reviewed journals. Hence, it must be acknowledged that studies not available 342 

from these databases will not have been included in this study. The search strategy was 343 

dependent on authors mentioning both football/soccer and women/female/girls in the abstract. 344 

Some studies did not identify the sport and/or the sex of the athletes, causing exclusion from 345 

the review. Additionally, a large proportion of studies lacked clarification on level and age 346 

group assessed in the study. Finally, the authors manually classified the studies into themes, 347 

which although screened by two independent reviewers may have been influenced by some 348 

level of bias.  349 

 350 

CONCLUSION  351 

This study was the first to scope peer-reviewed literature on all aspects of competitive women’s 352 

football. A total of 1,634 studies were included from 456 different peer-reviewed journals 353 

highlighting large variations in attention given to women’s football within the different themes. 354 

The most researched area was injuries in women’s football. Injuries were predominantly 355 

assessed in epidemiology studies and focused more frequently on the whole body, knee or 356 

head/face injuries. Little attention has been given to research on para-football. The majority of 357 

studies providing age and level of play information were focusing on elite senior football. A 358 

future critical expert evaluation of this current quantity of research in relation to their perceived 359 

specific questions needing answering to help develop and improve women’s football would 360 

help guide researchers to provide relevant research. 361 

 362 
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