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Objective: This study aims to examine the rise of women’s football in Turkey and 
the challenges faced by female footballers both on and off the field from the 
perspectives of gender and sustainability.
Methods: Conducted with a phenomenological design, the study involved semi-
structured interviews with 18 female footballers playing in the Super League 
between June and September 2025, using a snowball sampling method. The 
data were analyzed thematically.
Results: The findings revealed that the experiences of female footballers are 
shaped at the intersection of individual motivation, environmental support, and 
structural inequalities. Participants indicated that gender biases, economic con-
straints, and lack of media visibility limit their career development. Inadequate 
facilities, scarcity of female coaches, and limited professional opportunities were 
also identified as key barriers.
Conclusion: Women’s football is not only a sporting activity but also a social 
arena with the potential to foster gender equality and sustainable development. 
The development of inclusive strategies by the Turkish Football Federation and 
clubs—such as equal pay policies, sponsorship support, female coach training 
programs, and “female-friendly” facility arrangements—is critically important for 
the sustainable growth of women’s football.
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1 Introduction

Football has long been constructed as a masculine domain, shaped by hegemonic norms 
that associate physical strength, competitiveness, and endurance with male identity (Connell 
and Messerschmidt, 2005; Messner, 2002). Within this gendered sporting culture, women’s 
participation in football has frequently been framed as deviant or secondary, reinforcing struc-
tural and symbolic inequalities (Hargreaves, 1994; Pfister, 2015). Rather than being a neutral 
physical activity, football functions as a social institution in which gender hierarchies are repro-
duced, negotiated, and sometimes resisted.

Historically, women’s football has encountered institutional barriers across different national 
contexts. The 1921 ban imposed by the English Football Association remains a symbolic example 
of formal exclusion (Williams, 2003). Although explicit prohibitions have disappeared, structural 
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inequalities persist in contemporary football systems through unequal 
funding, media representation, and professional opportunities 
(Agergaard and Tiesler, 2014; FIFA, 2023). In Turkey, women’s football 
began to institutionalize in the 1990s; however, disparities in economic 
resources, infrastructure, and public visibility continue to limit its 
development (Öztürk, 2019; Öztürk, 2019; Gültekin, 2021).

Media representations further reinforce these inequalities. 
Research consistently shows that female athletes are more likely to be 
portrayed through narratives emphasizing appearance, femininity, or 
personal life rather than athletic competence (Bruce, 2016; Toffoletti 
and Palmer, 2017). This pattern constrains the recognition of women’s 
football as a legitimate professional domain and shapes public percep-
tions of female athletic identity.

Beyond institutional and representational inequalities, women’s 
football must also be understood through its psychological dimen-
sions. Participation in sport is not sustained solely by structural access 
but by the extent to which athletes experience meaningful engagement 
and psychological fulfillment (Ryan and Deci, 2017). Self-
Determination Theory (SDT) provides a useful framework for under-
standing the motivational processes underlying sustained sport 
participation. According to SDT, optimal functioning depends on the 
satisfaction of three basic psychological needs: autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness (Ryan and Deci, 2020). When these needs are 
supported, athletes demonstrate higher well-being, resilience, and 
long-term commitment; when thwarted, motivation and career sus-
tainability are undermined (Weinberg and Gould, 2019).

Recent sport psychology research highlights that gendered environ-
ments can systematically frustrate these psychological needs (Ntoumanis 
et al., 2021; Appleton and Duda, 2016). For female footballers operating 
within male-dominated structures, autonomy may be restricted by lim-
ited decision-making power, competence may be questioned through 
stereotypical narratives, and relatedness may be challenged by exclu-
sionary team or institutional cultures. Consequently, sustainable partici-
pation in women’s football is closely tied to the broader sociocultural 
context in which athletes construct their identities.

In this regard, sustainability in sport should be conceptualized not 
only in economic or institutional terms but also in psychological 
terms—namely, the capacity of athletes to maintain motivation, well-
being, and career continuity over time (Sarkar and Fletcher, 2014; Galli 
and Gonzalez, 2015). Examining women’s football through the inte-
grated lenses of gender theory and SDT allows for a multidimensional 
understanding of how structural inequalities intersect with individual 
motivational processes. Accordingly, this study explores the lived expe-
riences of female footballers in Turkey by addressing the following 
research questions: (1) How do female footballers experience structural 
and cultural barriers within football? (2) How do these conditions influ-
ence their psychological need satisfaction and career sustainability? By 
situating personal narratives within a theoretically grounded frame-
work, the study seeks to contribute to discussions on gender equality, 
psychological well-being, and sustainable development in sport.

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Research design

This study adopted a qualitative research design to explore the 
lived experiences of female footballers within the broader 

sociocultural and institutional context of Turkish football. 
Qualitative inquiry enables an in-depth examination of how indi-
viduals interpret and make meaning of their experiences in socially 
constructed environments (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Given the 
study’s focus on gendered experiences and psychological sustain-
ability, a phenomenological approach was employed to capture the 
essence of participants’ subjective realities.

Phenomenology seeks to understand how individuals experience 
and interpret a particular phenomenon in their everyday lives 
(Moustakas, 1994). Rather than aiming for generalization, this 
approach emphasizes depth, meaning, and contextual understanding. 
In the present study, the phenomenological framework allowed for the 
examination of how female footballers negotiate identity, structural 
inequality, and professional aspirations within a male-dominated 
sporting culture.

While the study was not designed as a deductive test of Self-
Determination Theory (SDT), the theory informed the analytical lens 
as a sensitizing framework (Ryan and Deci, 2017). In particular, atten-
tion was paid to how participants described experiences related to 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness within their sporting environ-
ments. This theoretically informed but inductive orientation enabled 
the findings to remain grounded in participants’ narratives while 
allowing connections to established motivational theory.

2.2 Participants

A purposive sampling strategy was employed to recruit partici-
pants who could provide rich and relevant insights into the phenom-
enon under investigation (Patton, 2015). Specifically, criterion-based 
purposive sampling was used, with the primary inclusion criterion 
being active participation in the Turkcell Women’s Football Super 
League during the 2024–2025 season. Given the relatively limited 
accessibility of elite female footballers, snowball sampling was also 
utilized to reach additional participants through professional 
networks.

Eighteen female footballers participated in the study. The sample 
was considered sufficient to reach thematic depth and information 
power, as participants shared comparable professional contexts while 
providing diverse personal backgrounds (Malterud et al., 2016). 
Participants ranged in age from 20 to 32 years and represented mul-
tiple clubs within the league. For reporting purposes and to enhance 
participant anonymity, ages were grouped into three categories (20–
24, 25–29, and 30–34), as presented in Table 1. To ensure confidential-
ity, participants were assigned codes (P1–P18), and identifying 
information was removed during transcription and reporting.

2.3 Data collection

Data were collected between June and September 2025 through 
semi-structured individual interviews. Semi-structured interviews 
provide flexibility while maintaining alignment with research objec-
tives, allowing participants to elaborate on issues they consider mean-
ingful (Creswell and Poth, 2018).

Interview questions focused on career trajectories, experiences of 
gender-related challenges, institutional support mechanisms, identity 
negotiation, and motivational processes. Each interview lasted 
approximately 30–35 min. When face-to-face meetings were not fea-
sible, interviews were conducted via secure online video conferencing 
platforms.
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All participants provided informed consent prior to participa-
tion. Interviews were audio-recorded with permission and tran-
scribed verbatim. Participation was voluntary, and participants were 
informed of their right to withdraw at any stage without 
consequence.

2.4 Data analysis

Data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis as conceptu-
alized by Braun and Clarke (2019, 2021). Reflexive thematic analysis 
emphasizes the active role of the researcher in knowledge production 
and acknowledges that themes do not passively emerge from data but 
are generated through interpretative engagement.

The analysis followed six recursive phases: familiarization with the 
data, initial coding, theme construction, theme review, theme defini-
tion, and reporting (Braun and Clarke, 2019). Rather than relying on 
a rigid coding frame, coding remained flexible and iterative. The 
researcher maintained reflexive notes throughout the process to criti-
cally examine interpretative assumptions and positionality.

Although the analysis was primarily inductive, the interpretation 
of themes was informed by SDT as a theoretical lens, particularly in 
relation to participants’ accounts of autonomy support or frustration, 
competence validation or undermining, and experiences of belonging 
or exclusion (Ryan and Deci, 2020).

The final analysis generated three overarching themes:

	1	 Career development and professional sustainability
	2	 Identity negotiation and gendered experience
	3	 Structural inequality and institutional constraints

These themes reflect both participants’ lived realities and the 
broader socio-psychological framework guiding the study.

3 Findings

3.1 Career and professional journey

Participants’ early engagement with football largely occurred 
through informal, male-dominated street play environments. Most 
described beginning to play football in childhood, typically alongside 
boys in their neighborhoods. This early exposure reflects how access 
to football for girls was not structured through institutional pathways 
but rather negotiated within gendered social spaces. For many, these 
informal beginnings became the foundation for developing a sense of 
competence, as they gradually recognized their skills and potential in 
comparison with male peers. As one participant noted, playing with 
boys from primary school allowed her to “realize her talent” and even-
tually transition into organized club football.

The transition from informal play to organized sport was often 
facilitated by physical education teachers, who served as critical gate-
keepers in identifying and legitimizing participants’ abilities. Teachers 
not only recognized talent but also provided structural access to clubs. 
In this sense, they played a crucial role in supporting athletes’ emerg-
ing competence and enabling autonomy in pursuing football as a 
career. Without such institutional encouragement, several participants 
suggested that their engagement in football might not have progressed 
beyond recreational play.

TABLE 1  Participant characteristics.

Participant Age Education 
level

Mother’s 
education

Mother’s 
occupation

Father’s 
education

Father’s 
occupation

Number 
of 

siblings

Club

P1 32 University Primary Homemaker Primary Military 9 Yüksekova

P2 22 University Not reported Homemaker Not reported Furniture 

craftsman

2 Fenerbahçe

P3 23 University Not reported Tailor Not reported Security 2 Fenerbahçe

P4 20 University Not reported Homemaker Not reported Security 5 Fenerbahçe

P5 26 University High school Homemaker Primary Textile worker 2 Yüksekova

P6 23 University Secondary Homemaker Secondary Tradesman 6 Trabzonspor

P7 24 University Primary Homemaker Middle school Deceased 2 Amed

P8 25 University Primary Homemaker Primary Deceased 3 Fatih Vatan Spor

P9 27 University Primary Homemaker Middle school Worker Not reported Galatasaray

P10 32 University Primary Homemaker Middle school Self-employed 2 Fomget

P11 25 University Primary Homemaker Middle school Self-employed 3 Fomget

P12 31 Master’s Bachelor’s Homemaker Bachelor’s Retired teacher 2 Beşiktaş

P13 27 University High school Homemaker High school Civil Servant 2 Beşiktaş

P14 31 University Primary Homemaker Primary Tradesman 4 Galatasaray

P15 25 University High school Homemaker High school Retired worker 2 Beşiktaş

P16 27 University Primary Homemaker Middle school Self-employed 1 Fenerbahçe

P17 28 University Middle school Homemaker Primary Tradesman 3 Trabzonspor

P18 21 University Primary Homemaker Middle school Civil servant 2 Trabzonspor
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Family support emerged as a decisive factor shaping athletes’ pro-
fessional trajectories. While approximately half of the participants 
described receiving strong familial encouragement, others reported 
resistance rooted in conservative gender norms. In these cases, pursu-
ing football required negotiating deeply embedded beliefs about femi-
ninity and appropriate gender roles. Participants who faced opposition 
often described their journeys as involving emotional struggle and 
social risk. From a psychological perspective, limited family support 
constrained the need for relatedness, whereas supportive families 
enhanced emotional security and sustained motivation. Even when 
initial resistance was present, eventual family acceptance often became 
a powerful source of validation.

Economic conditions further shaped professional experiences. 
Although most participants reported earning income from football, 
they emphasized that financial compensation remained insufficient, 
particularly in comparison to male footballers. The persistent income 
disparity reinforced a broader perception of structural inequality 
within the sport. Financial precarity sometimes required athletes to 
seek additional employment, which potentially undermined their 
sense of professional legitimacy and autonomy. While football pro-
vided identity and purpose, economic instability complicated the sus-
tainability of their careers.

Balancing professional identity with personal life produced varied 
experiences. A majority of participants reported successfully separat-
ing on-field aggressiveness from their private selves, suggesting a 
capacity to maintain psychological autonomy across social contexts. 
However, others described reduced social time, emotional fatigue, and 
the difficulty of being physically distant from family members. These 
accounts reveal the complex negotiation between professional com-
mitment and personal relatedness. The demands of elite sport required 
discipline and sacrifice, occasionally narrowing the space for social 
relationships beyond the team environment.

Overall, participants’ career trajectories illustrate how competence 
development, autonomy in career choice, and relational support 
dynamically interact within a gendered sporting structure. While 
many athletes demonstrated strong intrinsic commitment to football, 
their professional journeys were continuously shaped by structural, 
familial, and economic constraints.

3.2 Identity, gender, and being a woman in 
football

Participants overwhelmingly rejected the characterization of foot-
ball as a “male sport,” positioning themselves as legitimate and equal 
actors within the field. While acknowledging that football has histori-
cally been embedded within patriarchal structures, they emphasized 
that athletic performance and competitive commitment are not gen-
der-bound. This rejection can be understood as an assertion of auton-
omy—a refusal to internalize socially imposed gender norms that 
define certain sports as inherently masculine. By claiming space 
within football, participants actively reconstructed gender boundaries 
rather than passively accepting them.

Despite this resistance, participants consistently reported that 
broader society lacks awareness of women’s football. Many described 
repeatedly having to explain their profession, clarify misconceptions, 
or justify their presence in the sport. This continual need for self-
explanation was described as emotionally exhausting. From a Self-
Determination Theory perspective, such societal misrecognition 
may undermine both competence and relatedness needs. When 

athletes’ professional identities are questioned, their legitimacy as 
skilled performers becomes socially fragile, potentially weakening 
perceived competence. Simultaneously, insufficient societal recogni-
tion limits their sense of belonging within the broader sporting 
culture.

Tensions between feminine identity and footballer identity further 
illustrate this negotiation. Several participants described moments of 
internal conflict, particularly regarding perceptions of aggressiveness 
or toughness associated with football. Some indicated that character-
istics valued on the field did not always align with expectations placed 
on women in private life. This reflects the psychological work required 
to maintain autonomy across social domains—separating athletic 
intensity from personal identity while navigating gendered expecta-
tions. Rather than indicating identity confusion, these tensions dem-
onstrate the complex integration of multiple social roles within 
restrictive gender frameworks.

Experiences of sexist remarks, verbal abuse, and negative specta-
tor behavior were reported by all participants. Although some per-
ceived the intensity of such behaviors as lower than in men’s football, 
exposure to harassment was nonetheless normalized within their 
competitive environments. Such experiences represent direct threats 
to relatedness and competence. Being subjected to insults or gender-
based derogatory language signals exclusion from the sporting com-
munity and questions athletes’ legitimacy. However, many participants 
described coping strategies centered on psychological focus and col-
lective resilience, suggesting strong internal motivation and team-
based support systems.

Team solidarity emerged as a critical protective factor. Most par-
ticipants emphasized that being part of an all-female team fostered 
empathy, mutual understanding, and emotional support. Shared expe-
riences of navigating gender barriers appeared to strengthen relational 
bonds. In SDT terms, this strong sense of relatedness functioned as a 
buffer against external discrimination. Nevertheless, some partici-
pants acknowledged occasional interpersonal tensions, noting that 
jealousy or internal competition could disrupt team cohesion. These 
accounts suggest that while gendered solidarity enhances belonging, 
relational dynamics remain complex and context-dependent.

Overall, participants’ narratives reveal an ongoing negotiation 
between structural gender norms and personal athletic identity. Their 
rejection of football as a male-exclusive domain reflects autonomy; 
their insistence on professional legitimacy reflects competence; and 
their reliance on team solidarity underscores the centrality of related-
ness. Yet these psychological needs are continuously shaped—and at 
times constrained—by societal perceptions and gendered power 
structures within sport.

3.3 Social, institutional, and representational 
dimension

Participants consistently emphasized that women’s football 
remains structurally underrepresented within mainstream media. 
National broadcasts tend to focus primarily on international matches, 
finals, or high-profile clubs, while most league matches receive limited 
or no television coverage. This restricted visibility was perceived as 
one of the most significant barriers to the development of women’s 
football. From a Self-Determination Theory perspective, limited 
media exposure can undermine athletes’ sense of competence, as 
public recognition and validation are central to professional legiti-
macy. When performance is not widely visible, opportunities for 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1743515
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Ornek et al.� 10.3389/fpsyg.2026.1743515

Frontiers in Psychology 05 frontiersin.org

sponsorship, fan engagement, and broader social acknowledgment 
remain constrained.

Although social media platforms and club-based digital channels 
have increased visibility to some extent, participants highlighted that 
online streaming cannot fully replace national television broadcasting. 
The difference in audience reach was described as substantial. While 
digital content contributes to incremental recognition, the absence of 
consistent mainstream coverage reinforces the perception that wom-
en’s football occupies a secondary position within the sporting hierar-
chy. This structural invisibility not only affects financial sustainability 
but also shapes athletes’ sense of belonging within the broader football 
community, thereby influencing relatedness at a societal level.

At the institutional level, many participants described supportive 
environments within their own clubs. Some even reported experienc-
ing what they perceived as positive discrimination, particularly within 
major clubs that actively invest in women’s teams. Such institutional 
backing can be interpreted as autonomy-supportive, as it legitimizes 
athletes’ professional choices and provides structural encouragement. 
When clubs allocate resources, prioritize women’s teams, and promote 
them publicly, they reinforce players’ sense of competence and profes-
sional worth.

However, this support was described as uneven across the league. 
Outside major clubs, participants reported limited resources, insuffi-
cient organizational structures, and financial instability. Budget 
inequalities were frequently mentioned as a major obstacle. Many 
athletes noted that smaller clubs rely heavily on personal contributions 
from club presidents or local sponsors. Financial precarity forces some 
players to seek additional employment, thereby constraining their 
autonomy and reducing their capacity to fully commit to their athletic 
development. Structural inequalities, therefore, directly shape the sus-
tainability of women’s professional careers.

Participants also discussed the limited presence of women in tech-
nical and managerial positions. The scarcity of female coaches, phys-
iotherapists, and administrators was perceived as a significant gap 
within the institutional framework. Many athletes expressed that 
female staff members better understand their physical and psychologi-
cal needs, particularly in areas related to gender-specific health and 
communication. In SDT terms, the absence of female representation 
within leadership roles may restrict relatedness and reduce the sense 
of shared understanding within the sporting environment. Increasing 
female participation in decision-making structures was seen as essen-
tial for improving communication and fostering inclusive policies.

Finally, participants described infrastructural inadequacies in sta-
diums and training facilities. Issues such as insufficient locker rooms, 
hygiene problems, lack of hot water, and the use of artificial turf not 
designed for elite-level performance were commonly mentioned. 
These structural shortcomings signal that women’s football is not pri-
oritized in facility planning. Beyond practical inconvenience, such 
conditions affect athletes’ perceived competence and professional 
status. Facilities that are not designed with female players in mind 
implicitly communicate marginalization, reinforcing broader patterns 
of gender inequality within sport.

Taken together, these findings illustrate that women’s football 
operates within a complex institutional landscape characterized by 
partial support and persistent structural constraints. While some clubs 
provide autonomy-supportive and competence-enhancing environ-
ments, broader systemic inequalities in media representation, finan-
cial allocation, leadership representation, and infrastructure continue 
to shape athletes’ experiences. These institutional dynamics interact 

directly with psychological needs, demonstrating how structural con-
ditions influence motivation, identity, and professional sustainability 
in women’s football.

4 Discussion

The findings of this study demonstrate that women’s engagement 
in football in Turkey is shaped by the interaction of societal gender 
norms, structural inequalities, and institutional arrangements. When 
interpreted through the lens of Self-Determination Theory (SDT), 
these dynamics can be understood as contextual conditions that either 
support or frustrate the basic psychological needs for autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness. Rather than representing isolated challenges, 
the experiences of female footballers reflect a broader gendered moti-
vational climate embedded within Turkish football culture.

Entry into football was largely mediated through brothers, male 
peers, and physical education teachers. While such relationships func-
tion as enabling mechanisms, they also reveal that access to football 
remains embedded within male-dominated social networks. From an 
SDT perspective, these actors operate as critical agents of relatedness 
support, facilitating initial participation. Cin (2022) similarly identi-
fies physical education teachers as influential figures directing girls 
toward football. However, the fact that participation often depends on 
male-linked pathways suggests that relatedness satisfaction is condi-
tional rather than structurally guaranteed. Consistent with Pfister 
(2010) and Öztürk (2017), family approval and social capital function 
as gatekeeping mechanisms, shaping the internalization of sport par-
ticipation. When family support is present, it likely enhances autono-
mous motivation; when resistance occurs, athletes may experience 
motivational tension shaped by external pressures.

Economic precarity emerged as a central structural constraint. 
Participants’ emphasis on insufficient earnings and persistent pay gaps 
reflects more than financial inequality; it represents a restriction on 
autonomy. According to SDT, autonomy involves experiencing voli-
tion and the capacity to make meaningful life choices. When women’s 
football does not provide a sustainable career pathway, athletes’ long-
term agency is limited. This finding aligns with Cooky and Messner 
(2018) argument that female athletes are systematically economically 
undervalued and with Öztürk (2017) identification of a “lack of 
future” scenario in Turkey. FIFA (2020, 2022) further documents the 
global prioritization of men’s football budgets, reinforcing that auton-
omy frustration operates at both national and international levels. 
Thus, economic inequality functions as a structural regulator of moti-
vation rather than a peripheral issue.

Participants’ efforts to balance professional identity with personal 
life reflect ongoing negotiation between gender norms and athletic 
commitment. Bruening and Dixon (2008) and Culvin (2021) empha-
size that gender roles shape female athletes’ work–life balance, and the 
present findings extend this by suggesting that such negotiations influ-
ence the stability of autonomous motivation. When societal expecta-
tions conflict with athletic identity, athletes must continually reconcile 
competing role demands. This dynamic reflects the tension between 
competence pursuit and culturally prescribed femininity.

Gender-based perceptions of football further illuminate how 
competence and relatedness are socially mediated. Although most 
participants rejected the idea that football is inherently a “male sport,” 
they reported being required to explain or defend their professional 
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identities. This resonates with Pfister (2010) concept of social invisibil-
ity and Cooky and Messner (2018) discussion of symbolic marginal-
ization. From an SDT perspective, competence involves not only skill 
acquisition but also social recognition. When female athletes’ legiti-
macy is questioned, competence validation becomes unstable. 
Similarly, Scraton and Flintoff (2013) observations regarding complex 
team dynamics highlight how solidarity and competition coexist, 
shaping relatedness satisfaction within gendered environments.

All participants reported exposure to sexist remarks and harass-
ment, underscoring the persistence of male-dominated football cul-
ture (Gubby and Martin, 2024). Cleland et al. (2020) and Pope (2011) 
argue that football spaces remain deeply masculinized, and the 
Turkish context reflects this continuity (Koca and Bulgu, 2005; 
Öztürk, 2017). Within SDT, such experiences can be interpreted as 
relatedness frustration, where belonging becomes conditional. Yet 
participants’ coping strategies—such as focusing on gameplay—dem-
onstrate psychological resilience, echoing Fielding-Lloyd and Meân 
(2011) emphasis on toughness among female athletes. This coexis-
tence of structural exclusion and personal resilience suggests that 
motivational persistence often depends on individual coping rather 
than systemic support.

Media underrepresentation further reinforces competence and 
autonomy constraints. Limited broadcasting of women’s matches 
restricts public recognition and sponsorship opportunities. Turkish 
literature consistently frames women’s football as marginalized (Koca 
and Bulgu, 2005; Arık, 2003; Kavasoğlu, 2021), while international 
research documents gendered media framing (Cooky et al., 2015; 
Fink, 2015). Although social media provides alternative visibility 
(Öztürk and Koca, 2018), it does not substitute for institutional rec-
ognition. From an SDT standpoint, symbolic visibility contributes to 
competence affirmation; its absence reinforces marginalization.

Institutional dynamics reveal a more nuanced picture. Many par-
ticipants described supportive club environments, particularly within 
major clubs such as Fenerbahçe, Galatasaray, and Beşiktaş. As Koca 
and, Bozlu (2021), and Öztürk and Koca (2018, 2022) note, invest-
ment by major clubs enhances visibility and resources. However, sup-
port remains uneven, reflecting what may be conceptualized as 
institutional inequality. While certain contexts foster autonomy and 
competence, systemic transformation across the league has not yet 
occurred. FIFA (2020, 2022) similarly indicates that institutional pri-
oritization of men’s football persists globally.

The limited representation of women in technical roles introduces 
additional implications for motivational climate. Participants reported 
communication gaps with male coaches and highlighted the motiva-
tional benefits of female technical staff. LaVoi (2016) identify global 
structural barriers limiting women’s leadership in sport, while Bozlu 
(2021) documents similar patterns in Turkey. Within SDT, autonomy-
supportive interpersonal environments are critical for sustained 
engagement. Zarrett et al. (2019) and Fasting and Pfister (2000) sug-
gest that female coaches can enhance belonging and confidence, rein-
forcing relatedness and competence satisfaction. Therefore, gender 
imbalance in leadership positions affects not only equity but also psy-
chological climate.

Finally, facility conditions reflect material manifestations of 
gender hierarchy. Inadequate locker rooms, hygiene problems, and 
male-oriented infrastructure illustrate how competence development 
is structurally constrained. Öztürk (2017) and Bozlu (2021) highlight 
similar disparities in Turkey, while Scraton and Flintoff (2013) dem-
onstrate that gendered sports spaces indirectly limit participation. 

From an SDT perspective, environments that fail to provide safe and 
adequate resources undermine competence and relatedness 
simultaneously.

Overall, the findings suggest that women’s football in Turkey 
operates within a gendered motivational ecology in which autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness are unevenly supported. While indi-
vidual resilience enables continued participation, sustainable develop-
ment requires structural reforms that move beyond reliance on 
personal coping strategies. Economic investment, equitable infra-
structure, expanded media representation, and increased female lead-
ership are not only matters of equality but also essential conditions 
for fostering stable and autonomous motivation within women’s 
football.

5 Conclusion

This study examined the experiences of female footballers in 
Turkey through the lens of Self-Determination Theory, demonstrating 
that participation in women’s football is shaped by the uneven satisfac-
tion of autonomy, competence, and relatedness within a gendered 
sport system. Rather than reflecting isolated individual challenges, the 
findings reveal how structural inequalities, cultural norms, and insti-
tutional arrangements collectively regulate motivational processes in 
women’s football.

The persistence of economic precarity, infrastructural inequality, 
limited media visibility, and gender imbalance in leadership positions 
indicates that the development of women’s football cannot be under-
stood solely in terms of participation growth. From an SDT perspec-
tive, sustainable professionalization requires environments that 
consistently support athletes’ autonomy through viable career path-
ways, reinforce competence through equitable investment and recog-
nition, and foster relatedness through inclusive and psychologically 
safe sporting climates.

Although signs of progress are evident—particularly in the 
increased involvement of major clubs—the overall ecosystem remains 
uneven. Consequently, women’s continued participation often relies 
on personal resilience rather than structurally supported motivation. 
Long-term advancement, therefore, depends on systemic reforms 
rather than individual coping strategies.

For governing bodies such as the Turkish Football Federation 
(TFF) and affiliated clubs, this implies the need for coordinated and 
gender-sensitive policies. Strategic investment in equitable facilities, 
transparent budget allocation, expanded media representation, and 
structured development pathways for female coaches are not only 
matters of fairness but essential mechanisms for enhancing motiva-
tional sustainability. Policies that strengthen both professional infra-
structure and social support systems will contribute to environments 
in which female athletes can internalize their athletic identities with-
out persistent negotiation of legitimacy.

Ultimately, the advancement of women’s football in Turkey 
requires a shift from symbolic inclusion to structural transformation. 
By addressing the interconnected motivational, institutional, and cul-
tural dimensions identified in this study, stakeholders can foster a 
football environment that supports psychological need satisfaction 
and promotes both athletic excellence and gender equality. In doing 
so, women’s football may function not only as a competitive sport but 
as a meaningful site of social change.
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