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Abstract 45 

The study aimed to develop an understanding of female coaches’ and sport science 46 

practitioners’ experience and support provision in relation to the menstrual cycle when 47 

working with female athletes. Following receipt of institutional ethical approval, 14 female 48 

coaches and practitioners (32.9±6.9 yrs) participated in individual semi-structured interviews. 49 

Following analysis, two themes were developed: 1) Knowledge and awareness, and 2) 50 

Support and management. Overall, it appeared that participants varied in their understanding 51 

and awareness of the impact of the menstrual cycle on sport performance, somewhat 52 

influenced by their own personal experiences. Participants’ knowledge and awareness 53 

subsequently impacted the support they provided to female athletes. Additionally, individual 54 

experiences and perceived secrecy relating to the menstrual cycle impacted on the 55 

informational and emotional support participants provided. Together, the findings highlight 56 

the importance of all coaches and practitioners enhancing their knowledge and understanding 57 

regarding the menstrual cycle and proactively providing support to athletes. Education to 58 

enhance coaches’ and practitioners’ knowledge and understanding will help to create a more 59 

open and supportive environment in sport, hopefully allowing for personal discomfort 60 

regarding the menstrual cycle to be addressed. 61 
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The menstrual cycle is a repeating pattern of fluctuating hormones; the increases and 67 

decreases in oestrogen and progesterone can cause individuals to experience different 68 

symptoms, both physical and psychological1.  For example, literature has shown menstrual 69 

cycle symptoms such as heavy menstrual bleeding and mood disturbances are widespread 70 

among the general population and these symptoms can have a large impact on women’s 71 

quality of life2, including attendance at school or work3,4,5.  In a recent survey, 38% of 72 

women reported not being able to perform all their regular daily activities when experiencing 73 

menstrual symptoms2. Within school, academic performance has been shown to be affected, 74 

with 20.1% of girls reporting absence from school due to dysmenorrhea (period pain) and 75 

40.9% reporting classroom performance or concentration were negatively affected4.  Of those 76 

affected by their symptoms, only 48.6% are reported to tell their family that menstrual 77 

symptoms were the reason3. Choosing not to share this information with family may occur 78 

because symptoms, such as period pain, are often perceived as ‘normal’4 and therefore just 79 

accepted. This is often reinforced by family and friends who have the same period pain and 80 

equally perceive having to ‘endure’ menstrual pain and symptoms as an integral part of 81 

female life, using self-care strategies rather than seeking medical advice to manage pain5.  82 

However, frequently the most effective options for pain management are not chosen and 83 

menstrual-related symptoms continue to have a negative impact day-to-day5.   84 

One of the daily activities that can be impacted by menstrual symptoms is 85 

participation in sport and physical activity6. For athletes, for whom sport is their career, any 86 

impact on the ability to train and/or perform could be substantial7,8,9. To date, research 87 

exploring the experiences of the menstrual cycle on elite female athletes has demonstrated a 88 

clear impact on daily activities and sporting performance8,9,10. For instance, Findlay et al.9 89 

conveyed that 93% of athletes reported menstrual cycle related physical symptoms, with over 90 

two-thirds indicating a negative effect on training. Psychological symptoms were also 91 
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reported to impact upon performance, including a reduced ability to focus9. Similarly, Brown 92 

et al.8 reported extensive influences of the menstrual cycle on athletes’ training and 93 

competition performance. It was identified that female athletes were often uncomfortable 94 

with, and usually avoided having conversations relating to, the impact of their menstrual 95 

cycle on sport participation, training, or performance8. Reinforcing this finding, Armour et 96 

al.10 identified that 76% of athletes in their study did not discuss menstruation with their 97 

coaches. If athletes chose to have conversations about menstruation, it appears that they 98 

prefer to talk to female coaches or practitioners8. 99 

As female coaches and sport science practitioners have likely experienced the 100 

menstrual cycle and some associated symptoms, it may be assumed they have greater 101 

awareness, understanding, or empathy for female athletes8 and that issues around discussing 102 

the menstrual cycle are specific to male coaches.  This is supported by research suggesting 103 

male coaches are aware they lack knowledge about the menstrual cycle and want policies 104 

and/or an education framework about the menstrual cycle to guide training practices in 105 

female athletes11.  However, personal experiences across the menstrual cycle may influence 106 

female coaches and practitioners’ understanding and subsequent support provision for 107 

athletes due to societal embarrassment about the menstrual cycle, which leads to secrecy 108 

about this topic.  These ideas have been reinforced by many adverts for menstrual products 109 

having a consistent theme, namely emphasising the importance of secrecy, and the need to 110 

avoid social embarrassment12. Elite athletes have indicated that the sporting environment 111 

does not vary from societal perceptions regarding the menstrual cycle8. Therefore, female 112 

coaches’ and practitioners are likely to be influenced by these social norms, which may also 113 

affect their openness and support provision concerning the menstrual cycle.  As outlined by 114 

Nicholson13, it is not just the immediate effects on women and their perceptions of their own 115 

performance through the menstrual cycle that need to be explored, self-cognitions are located 116 
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within history and culture that has permeated popular beliefs and constrained the thinking of 117 

men and women, scientists and non-scientists. 118 

Personal symptoms that result from the menstrual cycle may have a wider impact on 119 

coaches and practitioners within their roles at work, beyond that of supporting female 120 

athletes.  Sport coaches and practitioners operate within a complex, ever-changing 121 

environment that imposes many pressures on them14.  Pressure and stress are known to 122 

heighten menstrual cycle symptoms15,16, which may affect coaches and practitioners, their 123 

relationships, and support provision. However, it is unknown if such individuals have an 124 

awareness of their own menstrual cycle related symptoms or if this has any consequential 125 

impact on female athlete support.  Rynne et al.17 highlighted the importance of considering 126 

and developing the associated knowledge bases informing coach and practitioner practice to 127 

establish and refine the organisational structures that support them. Yet, to-date, the impact of 128 

personal menstrual cycle symptoms and understanding of female coaches and practitioners’ 129 

performance in relation to supporting female athletes has not been considered.   130 

To this end, the purpose of the current study was to develop an understanding of 131 

female coaches’ and sport science practitioners’ experience and support provision in relation 132 

to the menstrual cycle when working with female athletes. Additionally, this study sought to 133 

explore the influence that female coaches’ and practitioners’ own menstrual experiences had 134 

on the support they provide to athletes. 135 

Method 136 

Study design 137 

To address the aims of this study a qualitative descriptive methodology18,19 was 138 

adopted. Qualitative descriptive studies seek to obtain in-depth insights from participants 139 

pertaining to their experiences of a particular phenomenon, while producing descriptive 140 

accounts that remain close to the participants’ words and produce insights that may be useful 141 
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in practice18,19. Given the aim for this research was to produce data that could be used to help 142 

guide the work of coaches and sports organisations, this methodology was deemed appropriate. 143 

Aligned with this methodology, the current study was positioned within the interpretivist 144 

paradigm, underpinned by ontological relativism and epistemological constructionism. That is, 145 

it was assumed that reality is multiple and subjective, and that knowledge is socially 146 

constructed20.  147 

Participants 148 

Following receipt of institutional ethical approval, fourteen female coaches and sport 149 

science practitioners working with elite female athletes, were purposefully sampled to take 150 

part in a semi-structured interview (Table 1). Criterion-based, purposeful sampling was used 151 

to ensure information rich participants were sampled to learn about matters of central 152 

importance to the purpose of this study21, focusing specifically on female coaches and 153 

practitioners’ experiences of the menstrual cycle. 154 

*****Insert Table 1 around here***** 155 

Procedure 156 

The lead researcher contacted potential participants via email, providing them with an 157 

overview of the study as well as a consent form. Interested participants were asked to contact 158 

the lead researcher if they were interested in participating and a suitable time for an interview 159 

was organised. Prior to the interview, an explanation of the study was provided, and 160 

participants gave informed written consent to participate. Through a short-written survey, 161 

some key pieces of demographic information were collected (e.g., age, sport, years of 162 

coaching experience). Subsequently, interviews focused on questions ranging from 163 

participants’ knowledge and understanding of the impact of the menstrual cycle in sport, their 164 

own menstrual cycle symptoms and experiences and the steps they took to support athletes.  165 
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Specifically, the interview started with introductory questions such as “How long have you 166 

been working with female athletes?” and “How do you generally support athletes?” to 167 

provide an opportunity to develop rapport. Subsequently the interviews focused on the main 168 

questions, including, “What are your perceptions of the menstrual cycle?” “What is your 169 

experience of your menstrual cycle?” “As a coach/sport scientist do you consider the 170 

menstrual cycle in your training? Or related to competition?” “How do you feel having 171 

conversations about the menstrual cycle?” Finally, the interviews concluded with summary 172 

questions seeking to gain insights into further information that coaches may find beneficial. 173 

Interviews lasted between 24.26 and 77.59 minutes (M= 47.30 ± 15.24). 174 

Data Analysis 175 

Each interview was audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. Each participant 176 

transcript was analysed by the first author using qualitative analysis procedures 177 

recommended by Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña22. Firstly, descriptive codes were assigned 178 

to the data to identify raw data themes. Subsequently, descriptive codes were grouped into 179 

more abstract concepts to form interpretive codes. Lastly, pattern codes were identified which 180 

recognised relationships between interpretative codes. The final phase of analysis was the 181 

writing of the results section because writing is viewed as part of the analysis in qualitative 182 

research. 183 

Methodological Rigour 184 

Throughout the development and implementation of this study, several steps were 185 

taken to enhance methodological rigour aligned with recommendations for qualitative 186 

descriptive studies23,24,25. Specifically, attempts were taken throughout to enhance the 187 

authenticity, credibility, criticality, and integrity of the study. To achieve this, purposeful 188 

sampling to achieve an adequate participant sample who could provide sufficient rich 189 

information was utilised. A pilot interview was conducted to check the appropriateness of the 190 
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questions and whether they would achieve the appropriate level of depth in response.  The 191 

analysis was driven by the voices of the participants, with a specific focus on their ideas 192 

driving the generation of codes and themes. Finally, regular reflections and discussions 193 

occurred among the research team throughout the data collection and analysis process, with 194 

the second author acting as a critical friend to challenge assumptions and the coding of data26. 195 

Results 196 

Analysis of the data led to the development of two main themes and 5 associated sub 197 

themes (Table 2). The main themes, which are discussed in detail below, focused upon 1) 198 

Knowledge and awareness of the menstrual cycle and the potential impact in sport, and 2) 199 

Management of the menstrual cycle and support provided to female athletes. 200 

*****Insert Table 2 around here ***** 201 

Knowledge and awareness of the menstrual cycle and potential impact in sport 202 

There was a disparity in knowledge and awareness among participants regarding the 203 

impact of the menstrual cycle in sport. Many participants perceived their knowledge of how 204 

the menstrual cycle might impact on female athletes to be relatively limited, as one 205 

practitioner summarised, “I don’t know much about the science, I feel like I’m a bad woman 206 

because I don’t know what’s going on” (P2) and one coach outlined, “I would need to learn a 207 

bit more, I wouldn’t say I massively know how it would impact” (C7). Interestingly, in such 208 

instances, participants recognised that their personal experiences had not necessarily 209 

equipped them for working with female athletes because, “I never really experienced being 210 

like that [experiencing symptoms] myself, so it’s harder to relate” (C7). Similarly, for some 211 

participants their lack of awareness or understanding of the possible impact of the menstrual 212 

cycle was a result of their personal use of hormonal contraceptives, which altered their 213 

symptoms and experiences. For instance, one participant explained that their experiences of 214 

the menstrual cycle, such as heavy bleeding, were substantially reduced, as “Having the 215 
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implant, you haven’t got to deal with anything” (C7). Consequently, participants whose own 216 

symptoms were limited or managed with contraceptives did not always realise or understand 217 

what athletes might experience.  218 

Personal experience was not the only factor that contributed to a lack of awareness or 219 

knowledge regarding how the menstrual cycle might impact upon athletes – a lack of 220 

experience with athletes also appeared to contribute. For instance, one coach stated, “I’ve 221 

never had one gymnast who’s had any problem with their periods”, potentially influenced by 222 

personal awareness due to “never had any period problems whatsoever” (C5), despite 223 

highlighting “in our sport most of the girls are at the lighter end of their puberty weights so 224 

periods come later” (C5).   225 

Finally, perceptions of the menstrual cycle within society and a lack of education also 226 

appeared to contribute to a lack of understanding of the menstrual cycle and the potential 227 

impact within sport. For instance, summing up the comments made by several participants 228 

when asked about support needed to help athletes manage their menstrual cycle, one 229 

practitioner simply stated, “everyone will probably be going through it [menstrual cycle] so 230 

you’ve just got to suck it up” (P7).  Moreover, despite many of the participants demonstrating 231 

a lack of understanding regarding this topic throughout their interviews, they felt that others 232 

were in a worse position than themselves. Specifically, participants suggested that, rather 233 

than increasing their own knowledge, “male coaches need to be made more aware’ (P2) and 234 

“there is so much work to do in terms of educating others” (P3).   235 

 In contrast, some individuals had an awareness of the broad spectrum of symptoms 236 

and variability of impact of the menstrual cycle on sport performance, highlighting factors 237 

such as “sometimes it’s not actually the period that’s affecting performance, it can be just that 238 

extra thing to think about” (P6) or “some of them do have tiredness, it’s almost like a false 239 

adaptation for the girls because they feel like that” (C3). For these participants, they indicated 240 
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that their personal experience of symptoms or consequences associated with menstruating 241 

helped them to feel better prepared to understand their athletes’ experiences. For instance, 242 

one coach explained, “I’ve always been aware of it, I guess, initially because I knew how I 243 

reacted when I was going through my cycle” (C2) while another reflected, “I think it helps 244 

you know how others feel” (C3) and finally “without my own experience I wouldn’t be as 245 

sympathetic, I don’t think I would have because I wouldn’t have understood” (C1). Personal 246 

experience in sport also increased awareness of the impact on performance, such as one 247 

practitioner sharing “I couldn’t dance when I was on [period] I’d try and lost all my 248 

technique’ (P2).   249 

Additionally, participants who had more experience coaching or working with female 250 

athletes for extended periods of time also felt that their awareness and knowledge of this area 251 

had increased. This was highlighted by two coaches, one who suggested, “When I first started 252 

[coaching] I probably didn’t have the same level of awareness as I do now” (C4) and another 253 

explained, “I’ve always been aware, but perhaps more honed the more I’ve worked longer 254 

with those athletes” (C3). Finally, specifically for some practitioners, attendance at external 255 

presentations and social media had also increased awareness, as one shared a presentation, 256 

“opened my eyes to the fact I wasn’t necessarily considering menstrual function” (P5).  257 

The culture and environment in the sport, along with duration of coach-athlete 258 

relationships, were also thought to contribute to awareness of the menstrual cycle and 259 

associated impact among coaches. As one coach explained:  260 

The girls in the centre are quite happy to talk about it because as a whole centre we’re 261 

quite open, the other two coaches are male and they are aware and happy to talk about 262 

it. It helps to make it clear it’s not an issue just normal and anyone can talk about it 263 

(C2). 264 
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Similarly, reflecting on awareness, coach-athlete relationship quality was an impacting factor, 265 

another coach shared: 266 

I do treat it very openly and expect my coaches, I’ve had to say to them this is the 267 

way we approach it because its normal, it’s a normal thing…as part of a coaching 268 

team you’ve got to connect with your athletes and that is about communication 269 

regarding anything and everything. We’re working in an environment that we want 270 

the best from everybody then there has to be an awareness about it [menstrual cycle] 271 

(C3). 272 

Management of the menstrual cycle and support provided to female athletes 273 

Management of the menstrual cycle by female coaches and practitioners with regards 274 

to their own personal experiences was not necessarily reflected in support provided, 275 

particularly at competitions. For instance, many participants discussed their own worry of 276 

leaking or “showing through” which resulted in them taking several steps to manage their own 277 

menstrual cycle. As examples, participants ensured they, “always have this bag with me, it has 278 

tampons and pads” (P2) and that they are:  279 

Prepared at competition, as silly as making sure I know where the loos are and I’ll 280 

have a tampon in my pocket because sometimes you put your bag down and you’re 2k 281 

away from your bag and you know you need to change and the practicalities of 282 

it…you just get conscious you might be leaking (C6).   283 

However, despite these personal experiences and awareness of this fear of leaking or blood 284 

showing through as also shared by athletes (“I’ve known athletes putting tampons in before 285 

matches even though they are not on just in case they come on during the match” (P6)) coaches 286 

and practitioners reflected that they provided very little informational support to athletes to 287 

help with this. As one coach explained they have, “a dress rehearsal of what it will be to arrive, 288 

rig your boat, get on the water, come off, debrief, talk, snacks…[But] in all of that, no 289 
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conversation about periods, no acknowledgement in my head of what if one of the girls is on 290 

her period” (C6). Similarly, a practitioner indicated that she had, “done talks with younger 291 

athletes just to raise awareness” generally, “we haven’t talked around how that [menstrual 292 

cycle] affects competition” (P1).  The lack of informational support provided in relation to 293 

competitions was deemed to be heightened if athletes were working with male coaches, as one 294 

coach explained in relation to a female athlete, she was given “no advice at all whilst under a 295 

male coach and she felt that she couldn’t get help to manage it [menstrual cycle]” (C7).   296 

In contrast, participants indicated that they did provide some informational and 297 

tangible support in relation to training. For instance, as one coach explained when discussing 298 

training situations, “we started putting sanitary products in the toilets because the girls would 299 

go to the toilet and there was nothing in there, they’d get caught out” (C6).  More commonly, 300 

however, participants focused their attention on adapting sessions. A coach explained, “I 301 

make the girls aware of it [their menstrual cycle] and how it can affect training, if we have to 302 

adjust the session during that time then we will” (C1). However, based on personal 303 

experiences of feeling better if they exercised, coaches were hesitant to remove training 304 

sessions entirely, instead explaining, “actually I find light exercise helps myself, I say to girls 305 

sometimes maybe just doing a bit of light exercise can kind of help” (C4).  306 

Despite indicating a willingness to make adaptations to training, there was also a 307 

recognition that there is a lot of secrecy about menstruating. Reflecting on her own menstrual 308 

cycle, one participant shared, “[you] just hide it I think because we are told not to let it affect 309 

you” (P5). This need to hide the symptoms of their menstrual cycle was particularly common 310 

in relation to competitions, with participants explaining, “I am more agitated or irritated and I 311 

have to hide it otherwise I’m just taking it out on athletes” (C2) and “you feel like you’ve got 312 

to put this front on, and you can’t be seen that you can’t deal with it” (P1). However, it was 313 

recognised that, “we’re not helping future females coming into that environment” (P6) when 314 
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adopting this approach as it results in athletes avoiding reporting or hiding symptoms 315 

because, “a lot of the athletes perceive it as being weak” (P5).  316 

To counter this secrecy, one coach explicitly sought to discuss the menstrual cycle 317 

with her athletes, explaining “it’s just part of being female and I look at it as really positive 318 

within sport and encouraging this in my girls” (C3). She also reported implementing 319 

numerous strategies such as holding talks with swimmers and parents, embedding protocols 320 

such as wearing shorts during warm up on poolside and encouraging girls to “keep an eye on 321 

each other…if they notice any leaking or anything” (C3). However, such a proactive 322 

approach was not apparent across many participants. Rather, conversations relating to the 323 

menstrual cycle were often absent or limited, significantly influencing support provided to 324 

female athletes (“because it’s not the day-to-day conversation I wouldn’t necessarily be the 325 

one to bring it up” P4). A few participants had engaged in conversation with their athletes 326 

and reflected that, “after one conversation they were all talking about periods and how it 327 

affects them, I do think it made a big difference” (P1).   328 

The likelihood of such conversations occurring, as well as the openness of them, was 329 

influenced by multiple factors, particularly gender. As a practitioner explained, “There have 330 

been a few occasions where athletes come to me and are like ‘I feel horrendous’ and I ask if 331 

they have told anyone and they’re like ‘No because they are all men’” (P2). This often-332 

reflected participants’ personal experiences, as they explained, “I’m happy talking to anyone, 333 

but sometimes you feel because the men don’t truly understand what it feels like, it’s easier to 334 

talk to a woman about it” (P7) and “I talked to people back at home I didn’t talk to anyone 335 

out there I wouldn’t and still wouldn’t speak to them [male staff]” (C1). It should be noted, 336 

however, that participants did share some examples of positive conversations with male 337 

coaches (e.g., “the two PD’s [performance directors] I was working with they were having 338 
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really good conversations about the fact they were all female athletes and differences and 339 

how that might interlink with performance” (P4)), they were just infrequent.  340 

Participants also thought athletes lacked the necessary awareness to inform them of 341 

symptoms, which subsequently impacted upon the support they were able to provide to the 342 

athlete, as one practitioner suggested, “sometimes they haven’t realised and then the next day 343 

they come on and they don’t realise until after the impact on their performance” (P5).  This 344 

was consistent with some coaches providing support through helping their athletes increase 345 

self-awareness “I make the girls aware of it and how it does affect training” (C1).  346 

Nevertheless, some participants, particularly those who deemed the menstrual cycle to have 347 

limited impact on their athletes, thought that a little knowledge could be detrimental and 348 

disagreed with providing knowledge and awareness of the menstrual cycle to female athletes: 349 

In 30 odd years of coaching, it was never a problem, it was quite interesting at this 350 

World Championships, the week before at a training camp we had a talk of 351 

menstruation…it was gobsmacking seeing how much them having information, they 352 

used to just get on with it (C5). 353 

Finally, personal beliefs about and comfort with the topic were also perceived to 354 

influence support relating to menstrual health. As one coach shared, “because I see it as a 355 

very important part of female health, I’ve pretty much always been very open with the girls 356 

and having discussions” (C4) to ensure support was provided to female athletes. However, 357 

other coaches were more reticent to discuss it, particularly if athletes seemed uncomfortable; 358 

“it’s a difficult thing to bring up because some girls do feel very uncomfortable about it” 359 

(P2), and summarised by one coach, “I think it’s a fine balance between talking openly with 360 

them about it but not deterring them because you’re too open” (C6). For a few practitioners, 361 

some of the perceived awkwardness regarding menstrual cycle discussion was overcome due 362 

to the nature of their job. Specifically, as one practitioner explained, “in terms of opening a 363 
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conversation its really easy because I’ve got a list of questions I’m going to ask, one is about 364 

menstrual function” (P2).  Nevertheless, in general, participants explained that there was 365 

often hesitation to discuss or explicitly provide support to athletes for their menstrual cycle 366 

because of the norms imbedded in society. As on coach summarised, “I think it’s just in this 367 

country we’re not very open about it in general” (C5).  368 

Discussion 369 

The purpose of this study was to develop an understanding of female coaches’ and 370 

sport science practitioners’ experience and support provision in relation to the menstrual 371 

cycle when working with female athletes, whilst considering the influence of personal 372 

experience. Overall, the findings highlighted a variance in participant knowledge and 373 

awareness of the menstrual cycle in relation to sport, with individual experiences influencing 374 

and impacting tangible, informational, and emotional support provided to athletes.   375 

Similar to findings with athletes,8,9,10 female coaches and practitioners were reluctant 376 

to talk about their own menstrual experiences whilst in a professional environment, reporting 377 

masking symptoms and hesitancy to talk to male colleagues. It is perhaps not surprising 378 

female athletes are reluctant to talk about the menstrual cycle8,9 when female coaches and 379 

practitioners display secrecy and limited conversations about their own experiences.  There is 380 

consistency in the concept that women assemble an idea of a ‘normal’ period from their own 381 

experiences5.  Therefore, it is important to recognise women’s individual perspectives and 382 

established societal norms in addition to physical symptoms to better understand and 383 

normalise the menstrual cycle in sport27.   384 

Participants highlighted that some of their secrecy was developed through social 385 

perceptions of the menstrual cycle being something to keep out of sight28. The media 386 

consistently emphasises negative portrayals of the menstrual cycle, with nearly 1 in 4 young 387 

people having seen the menstrual cycle referred to negatively on TV29 and advertisements for 388 
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menstrual products leading many girls to believe that menstruation is to be hidden, concealed 389 

and managed alone30.  In conjunction with established perceptions, limited education may 390 

further exaggerate silence and secrecy due to limited knowledge and awareness.  Plan UK12 391 

identified 1 in 4 girls did not feel they knew what to do when they started their period, 392 

identifying several gaps and misunderstandings within their knowledge of the menstrual 393 

cycle.  Family, friends and teachers have previously been common sources of information 394 

and have been shown to play a significant role in providing information about menstruation5.  395 

Through provision of education individuals are aware of effective options for self-396 

management of menstrual cycle-related symptoms and encourage women to seek medical 397 

advice to help improve management strategies31.  The combination of cultural perceptions 398 

and limited education present a lack of support within participants own experience, adopting 399 

an approach to ‘get on and manage in silence’ in a sport environment8,9 that does not differ 400 

from wider society.  401 

Consistent with recommendations that we need to create a society in which 402 

menstruation is less stigmatised29, within sport, coaches and practitioners need to address 403 

their own discomfort regarding the menstrual cycle conversations and challenge against the 404 

need for secrecy. As such, information and education need to be provided not only to male 405 

coaches and practitioners, but also females, to increase knowledge of menstrual cycle 406 

symptoms, awareness of experiences that differ from their own, enhance confidence to 407 

engage in conversations with athletes and colleagues about the menstrual cycle, and stimulate 408 

personal reflection. Recent evidence suggests that education approaches can be effective in 409 

this area31. For instance, the provision of web-based education has been shown to improve 410 

health literacy and understanding of the menstrual cycle; with 48.8% of participants 411 

completing the course indicating that it had changed what they thought was a ‘normal 412 

period’31.  The repeating nature of experiences of athletes, coaches and practitioners 413 
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highlights the need to target both groups together, completing athlete, coach and practitioner 414 

education is required to create a change in perceptions and support received by athletes and 415 

provided from coaches and practitioners.    416 

Very limited support was reported to be provided at competition, highlighting an 417 

important aspect of sport preparation and performance to focus on.  However, in training 418 

environments, it was more apparent where informational support assisted athletes to adjust 419 

training sessions based on menstrual cycle symptoms or even emotional support from female 420 

coaches and practitioners.  Examples of tangible support, through provision of menstrual 421 

products was also provided. The level of support varied between coaches and practitioners, 422 

additional factors also influenced the different types of social support32 provided to female 423 

athletes in training such as the situation, experience, and gender. This variation in support 424 

provision is useful when it appropriately matches the demands or stressors an athlete is 425 

facing33; however, it is apparent that the necessary types of support, particularly 426 

informational and emotional support, needed to address all menstrual demands/stressors is 427 

not present. Confidence to provide support regarding menstruation from all members of an 428 

athlete’s support network (e.g., coaches, practitioners, parents) is critical given the important 429 

role social support plays in enabling athletes to manage stressors, gain the most psychosocial 430 

outcomes, and perform at their best34.  The support also needs to be expanded beyond 431 

training and considered within competition where aspects such as toilet facilities and 432 

changing rooms may be limited, requiring informational and emotional support to assist with 433 

the management of that ‘extra distraction’9. 434 

 However, the provision of support alone may not be sufficient. Athletes must also be 435 

willing to seek out and access this support, to avoid menstrual cycle issues remaining 436 

undetected/unsupported9. Athletes have reported preference to seek advice from medical 437 

sources than non-experts and reluctance to confide in their coaches due to feelings of 438 
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embarrassment, gender and perceptions there is nothing that their coach could do to help9.  439 

Unfortunately, aligned with the cultural issues identified regarding the presentation of the 440 

menstrual cycle, participants suggested that female athletes resisted reporting menstrual cycle 441 

symptoms, and consequently accessing support, because they would also be perceived as 442 

weak.  To overcome this issue, all coaches and practitioners need to be proactive in providing 443 

support as well as encouraging of athletes who do seek out and utilise the support that is 444 

available34.  Athletes may benefit by learning to recognise their needs, understand the specific 445 

problem relating to their menstrual cycle and sport, and specific types of support to help deal 446 

with them32; an important aspect of this being coaches and practitioners as an athlete’s 447 

support network9.  All individuals involved in sport (i.e., athletes, coaches, support staff, 448 

parents) should be aware the menstrual cycle is an equally important factor to consider when 449 

aiming to maximise both training and competition performance, creating the primary focus 450 

for purpose and therefore comfort of conversations.   451 

 In seeking to overcome some of the issues regarding support provision and use, 452 

interventions with coaches and practitioners to improve the quality and appropriateness of the 453 

support they provide may be useful32.  Tangible support, such as providing access to 454 

menstrual products, may be relatively easy for coaches and practitioners to provide due to 455 

reduced reliance on knowledge or associated discussions. But it is clear from the findings of 456 

this study, that informational and emotional support is clearly needed and therefore education 457 

to enhance coaches and practitioner’s knowledge and understanding is desired.  This is 458 

supported by other research8,9,10 stating coaches and athletes need to have a more open 459 

dialogue around the menstrual cycle given the perceived negative impact on performance.  460 

Armour et al.30 highlighted the positive influence of an online intervention to improve 461 

menstrual health literature in young women, a similar approach may be effective for athletes, 462 

coaches, support staff and parents.  463 



 20 

One critical aspect of emotional support required is the management of anxiety.  464 

Consistent with previous research9, anxiety of leaking was prevalent within current 465 

participants and their athletes.  Brown et al.8 previously reported the anxiety of leaking being 466 

a distraction for athletes at competition, creating an additional component to think about and 467 

manage.  Consistently, female coaches and practitioners reported this as an anxiety at 468 

competition when access to facilities are unknown or difficult, creating additional stress and 469 

anxiety in an already high-pressure situation.  However, female coach and practitioner 470 

personal experience did not translate into support provision for athletes.  Therefore, to create 471 

change, support at an organisational level is required and recommended to help improve 472 

access to facilities in training and competition venues for coaches, practitioners and athletes 473 

initiated by increasing the awareness of this issue through open conversations. 474 

Limitations and Areas for Future Research 475 

Limitations of the study should be considered, only one interview was completed with 476 

everyone, additional interviews may have increased comfort of conversations for some 477 

individuals and enhanced the depth of discussion collected.  In some instances, it was the first 478 

time the participant had discussed their menstrual cycle, which may have influenced the 479 

quality of information collected alongside the different times of the menstrual cycle when 480 

interviews were completed, which may have affected responses due to recall error.  Further 481 

limitations of broader application of findings should be considered as all coaches and 482 

practitioners were based in and coaching Welsh athletes within individual sports, therefore, 483 

given the perceived impact of culture on the findings, future research should be completed to 484 

identify if personal experiences and support provision are similar across countries and team 485 

sports. As female coaches are still a minority within coaching roles, support provision 486 

provided by male coaches to female athletes should also be explored to fully understand 487 

support received by female athletes. 488 
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Conclusion 489 

This study is the first to explore female coaches’ and practitioners’ understanding and 490 

experience of the menstrual cycle and the subsequent support provided to female athletes.  491 

The findings highlighted a variance in participant knowledge, awareness, and support 492 

provided to female athletes relative to the menstrual cycle in sport, with personal experiences 493 

influencing support availability, including conversations held with athletes. All coaches and 494 

practitioners need to be proactive in providing support, as well as encourage athletes to utilise 495 

the support that is available.  Education is required to enhance coaches and practitioner’s 496 

knowledge and understanding to create a more open and understanding environment in sport, 497 

addressing their own discomfort regarding the menstrual cycle.  498 

Acknowledgements – The authors would like to thank Sport Wales Institute for the support 499 

and opportunity to complete the study proposal. 500 

 501 

Declaration of interest statement – the authors report no conflict of interest 502 



 22 

References 503 

1. Clayton, A. (2008). Symptoms related to the menstrual cycle: diagnosis, prevalence, and 504 

treatment. Journal of Psychiatric Practice, 14(1), 13-21. 505 

2. Schoep, M.E., Nieboer, T.E., van der Zanden, M., Braat, D.D.M. & Nap, A.W. (2019). The 506 

impact of menstrual symptoms on everyday life: a survey among 42,879 women. American 507 

Journal of Obstetrics & Gynecology, 220(569), e1-7. 508 

3. Lacovides, S., Avidon, I. & Baker, F.C. (2015). What we know about primary dysmenorrhea 509 

today: a critical review. Human Reproduction Update, 0(0), 1-7. 510 

4. Armour, M. Parry, K. Manohar, N. Holmes, K. Ferfolja, T. Curry, C. MacMillan, F. & Smith, 511 

C.A. (2019a). The prevalence and academic impact of dysmenorrhea in 21,573 young 512 

women: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Journal of Women’s Health, 28(8), 1161-513 

1171. 514 

5. Armour, M. Parry, K. Al-Dabbas, M.A. Curry, C. Holmes, K. MacMillan, F. Ferfolja, T. & 515 

Smith, C.A. (2019b). Self-care strategies and sources of knowledge on menstruation in 516 

12,526 young women with dysmenorrhea: a systematic review and meta-analysis. PlosOne, 517 

14(7): e0220103. 518 

6. YST Girls Active. (2017). Key Findings from Girls Active Survey 519 

https://www.womeninsport.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Girls-Active-statistics-1.pdf  520 

7. Stambulova, N., Alfermann, D., Statler, T. & Cote, J. (2009). ISSP Position Stand: Career 521 

Development and Transitions of Athletes. Int J of Sport & Exerc Psych, 7, 395-412. 522 

8. Brown, N., Knight, C.J. & Forrest, L.J. (2020). Elite female athletes’ experiences and 523 

perceptions of the menstrual cycle on training and sport performance. Scan J Med Sci Sports, 524 

00, 1-18. 525 

9. Findlay, R.J., Macrae, E.H., Whyte, I.Y., Easton, C. & Forrest, L.J. (2020). How the 526 

menstrual cycle and menstruation affects sporting performance: experiences and perceptions 527 

of elite female rugby players. British J Sports Med, 0, 1-7. 528 



 23 

10. Armour, M., Parry, K.A., Steel, K. & Smith, C.A. (2020). Australian female athlete 529 

perceptions of the challenges associated with training and competing when menstrual 530 

symptoms are present. International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching, 0(0), 1-8. 531 

11. Kroshus, E. Sherman, R.T. Thompson, R.A. et al. (2014). Gender differences in high school 532 

coaches’ knowledge, attitudes and communication about the female athlete triad. Eat Disord, 533 

22, 193-208. 534 

12. Plan International UK. (2018). Break the barriers: girls’ experiences of menstruation in the UK.  535 

https://plan-uk.org/file/plan-uk-break-the-barriers-report-032018pdf/download?token=Fs-536 

HYP3v 537 

13. Nicolson, P. (1992). Menstrual-Cycle Research and the Construction of Female Psychology, 538 

174-199. In: Richardson J.T.E. (eds) Cognition and the Menstrual Cycle. Contributions to 539 

Psychology and Medicine. Springer, New York, NY. 540 

14. Fletcher, D. Scott, M. (2010). Psychological stress in sports coaches: A review of concepts, 541 

research and practice. Journal of Sport Sciences, 28(2), 127-137. 542 

15. Singh, R. Sharma, R. & Rajani, H. (2015). Impact of stress on menstrual cycle: A comparison 543 

between medical and non-medical students. Sauid Journal for Health Sciences, 4(2), 115-119. 544 

16. Bruinvels, G. Goldsmith, E. Blagrove, R.C. Martin, D. Shaw, L. & Piasecki, J. How lifestyle 545 

changes within the COVID-19 global pandemic have affected the pattern and symptoms of the 546 

menstrual cycle. (2021). medRxiv, ahead of print.  547 

17. Rynne, S. B., Mallett, C.J. & Rabjohns, M.W.O. (2017). Higher performance coaching: 548 

demands and development. In Thelwell, R., Harwood, C. & Greenlee I. (Eds), The Psychology 549 

of Sports Coaching: Research and Practice (114-126). Abingdon, UK: Routledge. 550 

18. Sandelowski, M. (2000). Focus on Research Methods. Whatever happened to qualitative 551 

description? Research in Nursing & Health, 23, 334-340. 552 

19. Sandelowski, M. (2010). What’s in a name? Qualitative description revisited. Research in 553 

Nursing & Health, 33, 77-84. 554 

20. Sparkes, A.C. & Smith, B. (2014). Qualitative research in sport, exercise, and health: From 555 

process to product. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge. 556 



 24 

21. Patton, M.Q. (2015). Qualitative research & evaluation methods: Integrating theory and 557 

practice (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 558 

22. Miles, M.B., Huberman, A.M. & Saldana, J. (2014). Qualitative Data Analysis: A Methods 559 

Sourcebook. London: Sage. 560 

23. Neergaard, M. A., Olesen, F., Andersen, R. S., & Sondergaard, J. (2009). Qualitative 561 

description: The poor cousin of health research? BMC Medical Research Methodology, 9, 52. 562 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2288-9-52. 563 

24. Milne, J., & Oberle, K. (2005). Enhancing rigor in qualitative description: A case study. 564 

Journal of Wound, Ostomy and Continence Nursing, 32, 413–420. 565 

25. Holt, N. L., Pankow, K., Tamminen, K.A., Strachan, L., MacDonald, D. J., Fraser-Thomas J., 566 

Côté, J., & Martin Camiré (2018). A qualitative study of research priorities among 567 

representatives of Canadian Sport Organizations. Psychology of Sport & Exercise, 36, 8-16. 568 

26. Smith, B. & McGannon, K.R. (2018). Developing rigor in qualitative research: problems and 569 

opportunities within sport and exercise psychology. International review of sport and exercise 570 

psychology, 11(1), 101-121. 571 

27. Kolić, P.V. Sims, D.T. Hicks, K. Thomas, L. & Morse, C.I. (2021). Physical Activity and the 572 

Menstrual Cycle: A Mixed-Methods Study 16 of Women’s Experiences. Women in Sport and 573 

Physical Activity Journal, 1(aop),17 pp.1-12.  574 

28. Johnston-Robledo, I. & Chrisler, J.C. (2013). The menstrual mark: menstruation as social 575 

stigma, Sex Roles, 68(1-2), 9-18. 576 

29. Always. (2020). It’s time to talk! Menstrual health & hygiene in the UK. 577 

https://assets.ctfassets.net/aqfuj2z95p5p/3Y0pimaGNK1GaS3VWTDPxN/f2f963cbde623f7c578 

ba78deef1ef63303/Always__Plan_UK_-_Its_Time_To_Talk_-_Full_Report.pdf 579 

30. Quint, C. (2012). Adventures in menstruating: Don’t use shame to sell, TEDxSheffield, 580 

Sheffield, YouTube, https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=kce4VxEgTAM  581 

31. Armour, M. Parry, K. Curry, C. Ferfolja, T. Parker, M. Farooqo, T. MacMillan, F. Smith, C. 582 

& Holmes, K. (2021). Using an online intervention to improve menstrual health literacy and 583 

self-management in young women: a pilot study. Research Square, 1-20. 584 



 25 

32. Rees, T. & Hardy, L. (2000). An examination of the social support experiences of high-level 585 

sports performers. The Sport Psychologist, 14, 327-347. 586 

33. Cutrona, C.E. & Russell, D.W. (1990). Type of social support and specific stress: Toward a 587 

theory of optimal matching. In B.R. Sarason, I.G. Sarason & G.R. Pierce (Eds.), Social 588 

support: An interactional view (pp. 319-366). New York: Wiley.  589 

34. Richman, J.M., Hardy, C.J., Rosenfeld, L.B. & Callanan R.A.E. (1989). Strategies for 590 

enhancing social support networks in sport: A brainstorming experience. Journal of Applied 591 

Sport Psychology, 1, 150-159.  592 

 593 

 594 



 26 

Table 1: Participant demographics 595 

Abbreviation Sport Participant age (yrs) 
P1 Multi-sport* 39 
P2 Cycling & swimming 25 
P3 Multi-sport* 30 
P4 Multi-sport* 33 
P5 Boxing 25 
P6 Multi-sport* 38 
P7 Athletics & judo 30 
C1 Weightlifting 28 
C2 Triathlon 27 
C3 Swimming 40 
C4 Athletics 37 
C5 Gymnastics 49 
C6 Rowing 28 
C7 Cycling 31 

* Multi-sports included individual sports ranging in endurance, strength/power and also combat and 596 
weight-making sports597 



 27 

Table 2: Summary of Findings  

Overarching 
Themes 

Subtheme Raw data theme 

Knowledge and 
awareness of the 
menstrual cycle 
and potential 
impact in sport 
 

Level of awareness 
and knowledge 

Lack of knowledge on menstruation 
Perceive some knowledge regarding 
menstruation 
Reported awareness of potential  
Basic awareness of impact 
No awareness of impact 
Reported awareness of impact 
No consideration of impact 

Factors impacting 
awareness and 
knowledge 

Athlete awareness/knowledge 
Self-awareness 
Gender  
Previous education 
Personal experience of menstruation 
Perception of menstruation 
Years of coaching female athletes 

Management of 
the menstrual 
cycle and 
support provided 
to female 
athletes 
 

Types of support 
provided 

Adjustments to training 
Providing products 
Seeking access to facilities 
Conversations with athletes 
Emotional support and reassurance 
Suggestions to manage symptoms 
Buddy system between athletes 

Factors impacting 
support/lack of support 

Gender  
Age (coach and athlete) 
Quality of coach-athlete relationship 
Societal perceptions of menstruation 
Athletes’ openness and perceptions of 
menstruation 
Attitudes and beliefs 
Environment/facilities 
Timing 
Situation (i.e., training/competition) 
Personal experiences and symptoms 
Knowledge 
Perception of role/responsibility 
Comfort/confidence discussing menstruation 
Athlete anxiety regarding leaking 

  
 
 


