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Abstract

Background: Perceived myths about women's participation in sports remain a significant barrier to gender equity in athletic
engagement, particularly in sub-Saharan African contexts. This study investigated the perceived myths and truths about women's
participation in sports and assessed their effects on participation levels in Bo and Kenema cities, Sierra Leone. Methods: A
descriptive survey research design with mixed-methods approach was adopted. A total sample of 350 respondents was drawn
using simple random sampling from female athletes (n = 280), coaches (n = 50), and parents (n = 20) in Bo and Kenema cities.
Structured questionnaires and semi-structured interview guides were used for data collection. Quantitative data were analysed
using SPSS version 26, employing descriptive statistics (frequencies, percentages) and inferential statistics including one-way
analysis of variance (ANOVA) and Pearson's product-moment correlation coefficient. Qualitative data were analysed using
Thematic Content Analysis. Instrument reliability was established at Pearson's r = 0.82 (test-retest) and Cronbach's o = 0.79.
Results: Findings revealed that 88.2% (n = 149) of athlete respondents confirmed the existence of perceived myths about women
in sports. The most prevalent myths included the belief that sports cause barrenness (18.6%), loss of femininity/masculinization
(17.1%), disruption of the menstrual cycle (17.1%), and loss of virginity (11.4%). One-way ANOVA revealed a significant
difference in myth belief across age groups [F(3, 165) = 8.461, p < 0.001], with younger athletes (10-26 years) exhibiting higher
myth adherence (92.0%-94.5%) compared to older athletes (26-34 years: 78.6%; 34-42 years: 25.0%). A significant positive
correlation was found between myth belief and reduced participation levels (r = 0.226, t = 2.945, p < 0.01). Gender-based
discrimination was experienced by 81.7% of respondents. Cultural norms were identified as playing a major role in perpetuating
myths by 55.0% of respondents, with cultural norms significantly correlated with media coverage perceptions (r = 0.364, t =
5.051, p < 0.001). Conclusion: Perceived myths significantly hinder women's sports participation in Bo and Kenema cities
through reinforcement of gender stereotypes, social stigma, and reduced institutional support. Evidence-based myth-busting
campaigns, female role model visibility, and gender-sensitive sports policies are urgently needed to improve participation levels.
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1. Introduction

Women's participation in sports has gained significant
global attention as a fundamental dimension of gender equal-
ity, public health, and social empowerment [1, 2]. Despite
documented evidence of the multifaceted benefits of sports
participation, including physical health, psychological well-
being, social cohesion, and economic empowerment, women
continue to be significantly underrepresented in organised
sports worldwide, particularly in developing countries across
sub-Saharan Africa [3, 4]. Global data from the Women's
Sports Foundation indicate that women account for only about
40% of total sports participation, with the gap widening con-
siderably at elite, administrative, and coaching levels, where
women hold less than 20% of professional roles [5, 6].

In the African context, participation by women and girls in
sport remains structurally constrained by a complex interplay
of socio-cultural beliefs, economic disparities, inadequate in-
frastructure, and deep-rooted gender stereotypes [7, 8].
Among these constraining factors, perceived myths about
women's engagement in sports constitute a particularly insid-
ious barrier. These myths, which range from beliefs about bi-
ological incapacity to claims about femininity loss and repro-
ductive harm, are not grounded in scientific evidence, yet they
continue to shape community attitudes, family decisions, and
institutional policies regarding female athletic participation [9,
10].

Sierra Leone, a West African nation still recovering from
the socio-economic impacts of a decade-long civil conflict
(1991-2002), presents a compelling case study for examining
the persistence of such myths. In Bo and Kenema cities the
Southern and Eastern provincial capitals, respectively, tradi-
tional gender roles remain influential in shaping access to
sports and physical activity for women and girls [11]. Despite
the gradual emergence of female athletes who have challenged
these stereotypes, including Sierra Leonean boxing pioneer
Sarah Bailey (former WBA light-flyweight champion) and
athletes such as Augusta James Teima and Zainab Augusta
Baby Milton, the structural and cultural barriers to women's
sports participation remain formidable [12].

The sociology of sport literature extensively documents
how gender stereotypes and myths function as mechanisms of
social control that limit women's choices and opportunities in
athletic contexts [13, 14]. Social Constructionist Theory (SCT)
posits that gender differences in sport participation are not nat-
ural but are socially constructed through cultural narratives,
institutional practices, and interpersonal interactions [15, 16].

Feminist Theory further argues that these constructions serve
patriarchal interests by maintaining male dominance in sport
as a culturally valued domain [17, 18]. Within this theoretical
framework, perceived myths about women's physiology, sex-
uality, and appropriate gender roles are understood as ideolog-
ical tools that reproduce gender inequality in sport [19].
Previous studies in African countries have documented
myth-based discrimination against female athletes, including
beliefs about menstrual taboos, reproductive harm from exer-
cise, and the incompatibility of femininity with competitive
sports [20, 21]. Evidence from Ghana [3], Nigeria [11], South
Africa [24], and Kenya [25] shows that these myths actively
discourage girls and women from participating or continuing
in sports. However, empirical research on the prevalence and
effects of perceived sports myths in Sierra Leone remains lim-
ited. This study addresses this gap by examining the nature
and prevalence of perceived myths and truths about women's
participation in sports in Bo and Kenema cities, and the effects
of these perceptions on women's levels of sports participation.

2. Research Methodology

2.1. Study Area

The study was conducted in Bo and Kenema cities the larg-
est cities in the Southern and Eastern Provinces of Sierra Le-
one, respectively. Bo City (coordinates: 7.955N, 11.741<W)
is the second-largest city in Sierra Leone and serves as the
commercial and administrative capital of the Southern Prov-
ince, with an estimated population of approximately 236,000
[26]. Kenema City (coordinates: 7.863N, 11.196<W) is the
administrative capital of Kenema District and one of the major
urban centres of the Eastern Province. Both cities host signif-
icant sporting infrastructure including multi-sport facilities,
football stadia (Bo Coronation Field and Kenema Mini Sta-
dium), and school-based sports programs. The two cities were
selected purposively as representative urban centres for exam-
ining women's sports participation in Sierra Leone's provincial
landscape.

2.2. Research Design

A descriptive survey research design with an embedded
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mixed-methods approach was employed. The descriptive sur-
vey design was appropriate for systematically gathering data
on the prevalence of perceived myths and their effects on
sports participation from a defined population [27]. The
mixed-methods approach facilitated triangulation through the
integration of quantitative survey data with qualitative find-
ings from semi-structured interviews and focus group discus-
sions, thereby enhancing the validity and comprehensiveness
of the findings [28]. The study was guided by Social Construc-
tionist Theory [15, 16] and Feminist Theory [17, 18], which
provided complementary analytical frameworks for under-
standing how myths about women in sports are socially pro-
duced, maintained, and challenged.

2.3. Population and Sample

The study targeted female athletes actively participating in
organised sports in Bo and Kenema Cities, Sierra Leone. The
female athletes constituted the primary quantitative respond-
ent group. To ensure that participants had sufficient experi-
ence to provide informed responses on perceived myths and
truths about women'’s participation in sports and their effects
on participation levels in Sierra Leone, only female athletes
who had participated in major organised sports competitions
were purposively selected for the study.

The sample size was determined using the Raosoft sample
size calculator, applying a 95% confidence level and a 5%
margin of error [29]. A minimum sample size of 169 female
athletes was determined. Purposive sampling was subse-
quently used to identify eligible athletes who met the study
criteria. Questionnaires were administered to the selected ath-
letes, and 169 complete questionnaires were available and in-
cluded in the quantitative analysis. Thus, all quantitative anal-
yses presented in the study were based exclusively on the 169
complete guestionnaires from female athletes who had partic-
ipated in major competitions.

2.4. Research Instruments

Data collection instruments comprised: (1) a structured
questionnaire for female athletes containing 18 items address-
ing myths beliefs, discrimination experiences, media percep-
tion, participation patterns, and sociodemographic character-
istics; (2) a separate structured questionnaire for parents (25
items) focused on their perceptions of myth effects on daugh-
ters' participation; and (3) a semi-structured interview guide
for coaches and parents (focus group format) exploring factors
influencing female participation and institutional responses to
myths. Questionnaire items were developed based on a com-
prehensive review of the literature [30-32] and adapted to the
local Sierra Leonean socio-cultural context. Items used a com-
bination of dichotomous (Yes/No), Likert-type, and open-
ended formats.
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2.5. Validity and Reliability

Content validity was established through expert review by
three specialists in Sports Science, Physical and Health Edu-
cation, and Measurement and Evaluation at Njala University.
Their inputs were used to revise item wording, structure, and
sequencing. A pilot study was conducted with 30 respondents
drawn from a population with similar characteristics to the
main study. Test-retest reliability was computed using Pear-
son's product-moment correlation coefficient, yielding r =
0.82, which indicates high reliability [33]. Internal con-
sistency was assessed using Cronbach's alpha (o= 0.79), con-
firming acceptable internal reliability [34], consistent with the
threshold of o> 0.70 recommended for social science research
[35].

2.6. Data Collection and Analysis

Questionnaires were administered in person by trained re-
search assistants at sports training venues, schools, and com-
munity sports clubs in Bo and Kenema cities during January-
March 2026. Participant consent was obtained, and ethical
clearance was secured from the relevant institutional ethics
committee. Quantitative data was entered into SPSS version
26 and analysed using descriptive statistics (frequencies and
percentages) for demographic and variable distributions, one-
way analysis of variance (ANOVA) to examine differences in
myth belief across age groups, and Pearson's product-moment
correlation coefficient to test relationships between key study
variables. Results were presented in tables and discussed in
relation to the study objectives. Qualitative data from inter-
views and focus groups were transcribed verbatim and ana-
lysed using Thematic Content Analysis (TCA) following the
six-phase process of Braun and Clarke [36]: familiarisation,
initial coding, theme identification, theme review, theme def-
inition, and reporting.

2.7. Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the relevant institu-
tional authorities. All participation was voluntary; written in-
formed consent was secured from respondents before data col-
lection. Anonymity and confidentiality of responses were
guaranteed. Participants were briefed on the purpose of the
study and their right to withdraw without consequence. Given
the sensitive nature of questions relating to reproductive
health myths and discriminatory experiences, interviewers
were trained to ensure a supportive environment and to dis-
continue any interview where a participant experienced dis-
tress.
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3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Socio-Demographic and Sport
Characteristics of the Respondents

Table 1 shows that the respondents were predominantly
young, with the largest proportion aged 19-26 years (37.9%,
n = 64), followed by those aged 27-34 years (30.2%, n = 51).
Respondents aged 10-18 years accounted for 29.6% (n = 50),
while the 35-42 years age group was least represented, com-
prising only 2.4% (n = 4) of the respondents. Overall, respond-
ents aged 19-34 years constituted 68.1% (n = 115) of the study
population, indicating that the sample was largely composed
of young adults. The age distribution therefore reflects a pre-
dominantly young population, with adolescents and young

adults forming the core of the study population. This demo-
graphic profile provides important context for understanding
perceptions of gender-based myths and the sociocultural fac-
tors influencing women's participation in sports. The age dis-
tribution therefore reflects a predominantly young, economi-
cally active population, with adolescent and young adult
women forming the core of the study population, consistent
with similar West African contexts [29, 30]. The high repre-
sentation of athletics and football may also reflect their prom-
inence in Sierra Leone’s regional inter-school and inter-club
competitions [31]. Overall, the demographic profile provides
important context for understanding perceptions of gender-
based myths and sociocultural factors influencing women’s
participation in sports.

Table 1. Socio-demographic and sport characteristics of respondents (N = 169).

Variable Category

Sex Female
Male
Total
Age group 10-18 years
19-26 years
27-34 years
3542 years
Total

Sport engaged in* Athletics (Track & Field)
Football

Basketball

Volleyball

Total (athletes)

3.2. Prevalence, Types, and Age Distribution of
Beliefs in Myths About Women's
Participation in Sports (N = 169)

The combined findings demonstrate a high prevalence of
belief in myths surrounding women's participation in sports.
As shown in Table 2, 149 out of 169 respondents (88.2%;
mean = 0.88) confirmed that such myths exist, while only 14
respondents (8.3%; mean = 0.08) denied their existence and 6
respondents (3.6%; mean = 0.04) were unsure. This finding is
consistent with the broader thesis dataset, in which 85.7% (n
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Frequency (n) Percent (%)
149 88.2
20 11.8
169 100.0
50 29.6
64 37.9
51 30.2
4 24
169 100.0
70 46.7
40 26.7
20 13.3
20 13.3
150 100.0

= 240 of 280 valid athlete responses) also confirmed the ex-
istence of myths, suggesting robust and reproducible evidence
of widespread myth prevalence in the study areas.

Among the respondents who identified myths, the most
commonly reported perception was the presence of all listed
myths combined (27.5%; mean = 0.28). This was followed by
beliefs that sports cause barrenness or infertility (18.6%; mean
=0.19), masculinisation or loss of femininity (16.8%; mean =
0.17), and disruption of the menstrual cycle (16.8%; mean =
0.17). These findings suggest that myths surrounding women's
sports participation are strongly connected to concerns about
reproductive health, femininity, sexuality, and physical capa-
bility. Similar patterns have been documented in Ghana [22],
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Nigeria [11], and Uganda [37], where cultural beliefs regard-
ing women's physiological limitations and the perceived in-
compatibility of sport with femininity continue to discourage
female participation.

Belief in these myths also varied substantially by age. The
highest prevalence was observed among respondents aged 19-
26 years (37.9%; mean = 0.95), followed closely by those
aged 10-18 years (29.6.0%; mean = 0.92). The prevalence de-
clined among respondents aged 27-34 years (30.2%; mean =
0.79) and was lowest among those aged 35-42 years (2.4%;
mean = 0.25). Overall, these findings indicate that myth be-
liefs are particularly widespread among younger respondents,
suggesting that misconceptions may continue to be transmit-
ted through families, peer groups, and community socialisa-
tion and may represent an important sociocultural barrier to
women's sustained participation in sports [39].

The findings are also consistent with historical literature on
myths concerning women's bodies and athletic participation.
Hargreaves [14] documented how early medical and social
discourses promoted theories of reproductive harm to justify
excluding women from competitive sports. Although contem-
porary sports medicine research has thoroughly challenged
and debunked such claims [40], the current findings indicate
that beliefs concerning infertility, physical fragility, and loss
of femininity continue to influence perceptions in the Bo and
Kenema socio-cultural context. Similarly, Adeyanju's study in
Nigeria [11] identified concerns about reproductive harm and
masculinisation as important reasons for restricting women's
participation in sports.

The qualitative findings further reinforce the quantitative
results by illustrating how these myths operate within every-
day family and community relationships. One female foot-
baller from Kenema City explained that her grandmother en-
couraged her to stop playing football because it was consid-
ered a men's sport and advised her to focus instead on domes-
tic responsibilities. Parents in both cities also expressed con-
cerns that participation in sports could adversely affect their
daughters' academic progress. These accounts reflect the con-
cept described by Coakley [13] of sport as a male domain, in
which athletic participation is socially constructed as incom-
patible with femininity, domestic responsibilities, and tradi-
tional expectations of women.

The belief that women are physically too fragile for inten-
sive sporting activities was another important theme. Histori-
cally, such assumptions restricted women's participation in in-
ternational sports; women were not permitted to compete in
the modern Olympic Games until 1900 and initially partici-
pated in only five events. By the Paris 2024 Olympic Games,
gender parity had reached 50/50, demonstrating substantial in-
ternational progress in challenging these traditional assump-
tions [41]. However, the present findings suggest that, despite
such global advances and scientific evidence, myth-based per-
ceptions about women's physical and reproductive capabilities
remain influential in local communities in Sierra Leone. Over-
all, the results highlight the persistence of deeply rooted soci-
ocultural beliefs that may discourage girls and women from
initiating, continuing, or fully participating in sports.

Table 2. Prevalence, Types, and Age Distribution of Beliefs in Myths About Women's Participation in Sports.

Dimension Category/Response Frequency (n) Percentage (%) Mean
Existence of myths Yes, myths exist 149 88.2 0.88
No, myths do not exist 14 8.3 0.08
Not sure 6 3.6 0.04
Total 169 100.0 —
Types of perceived myths (n = 149) Sports cause barrenness/infertility 28 18.6 0.19
iSti)/orts cause masculinisation/loss of feminin- 25 16.8 0.17
Sports disrupt the menstrual cycle 25 16.8 0.17
Sports cause loss of virginity 17 114 0.11
Sports cause severe health effects/injury 13 8.7 0.09
All of the above myths combined 41 275 0.28
Total 149 100.0 —
Belief in myths by age group (N =169)  10-18 years 50 29.6 0.92
19-26 years 64 37.9 0.95
27-34 years 51 30.2 0.79
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Dimension Category/Response

3542 years

Total

Frequency (n) Percentage (%) Mean
4 24 0.25
169 100.0 0.88

Note: Mean values for belief in myths were calculated using binary coding, where 1 = believes in myths and 0 = does not believe in myths.
For the types of myths, the mean represents the proportion of respondents selecting each category. Percentages for myth types are based on the
149 respondents who confirmed that myths exist, while age-group percentages are based on the total number of respondents within each age

group.

3.3. One-way ANOVA Analysis: Myth Belief
Across Age Groups

As shown in Table 3 myth adherence was highest among
the youngest age groups: 92.0% among those aged 10-18
years and 94.5% among those aged 18-26 years. Belief in
myths decreased markedly with age, falling to 78.6% in the
26-34 age group and 25.0% in the 34-42 age group. One-way
ANOVA confirmed a statistically significant difference in
myth belief across age groups [F(3, 165) = 8.461, p < 0.001],
indicating that younger female athletes are significantly more

susceptible to myth belief than their older counterparts.

This age gradient in myth belief likely reflects the differen-
tial effects of education and lived experience. Older athletes
who have sustained long-term sports participation have direct
experiential evidence that refutes myths about reproductive
harm and femininity loss. This finding supports the educa-
tional intervention literature [42, 43], which suggests that ex-
periential learning and sport socialisation processes progres-
sively erode myth-based beliefs. The high prevalence of myth
belief among younger athletes (10-26 years) is particularly
concerning as this corresponds with the critical window for
sports dropout in girls typically during adolescence when so-
cial pressures around femininity peak [44].

Table 3. One-way ANOVA: Myth belief across age groups.

Source of Variation Sum of Squares df
Between groups 1.914 3
Within groups 12.444 165
Total 14.358 168

Note: Significant at p < 0.001. F-critical at o.= 0.05, df (3, 165) = 2.66.

3.4. Gender Discrimination, Media
Representation, Cultural Norms and
Changes in Women's Sports Participation

The findings indicate that gender-based discrimination re-
mains widespread, with 81.7% (n = 138; mean = 0.82) (Table
4) of respondents reporting that they had experienced discrim-
ination in sports. Media representation was also perceived as
inadequate, as only 41.4% (n = 70; mean = 0.65) believed that
media coverage accurately reflected female athletes’ abilities,
while 44.4% (n = 75; mean = 0.52) considered coverage of
male and female athletes equal. Cultural and social norms
were identified as important influences, with 55.0% (n = 93;
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Mean Square F p-value
0.638 8.461 <0.001
0.075

mean = 2.10) reporting that they played a major role in shap-
ing women’s participation in sports. Despite these barriers,
perceptions of participation were relatively positive, with 55.0%
(n=93; mean = 2.92) reporting gradual improvement and 20.7%
(n = 35) reporting significant improvement. Overall, the re-
sults suggest that although women’s participation in sports is
improving, gender discrimination, limited and unequal media
representation, and persistent cultural and social norms con-
tinue to constrain women’s full participation. These findings
are consistent with global evidence showing limited visibility
of women’s sports, including estimates that women receive
only about 4% of global sports media coverage, while 85% of
online abuse during the Tokyo Olympics was directed at
women athletes [47]. In Sierra Leone, limited media infra-
structure and commercial interests may further reduce the vis-
ibility and perceived value of women’s sports.
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Table 4. Gender Discrimination, Media Representation, Cultural Norms and Changes in Women's Sports Participation (N = 169).

Variable Response/Category Frequency (n) Percentage (%) Mean

Gender-based discrimination Experienced discrimination 138 81.7 0.82
Not experienced 31 18.3 —
Total 169 100.0

Media coverage accurately reflects female athletes Yes 70 41.4 0.65
No 21 124 —
Sometimes 43 254 —
Not always 35 20.7 —
Total 169 100.0

Equal media coverage of male and female athletes Yes, equal coverage 75 444 0.52
No, unequal coverage 69 40.8 —
Not sure 25 14.8 —
Total 169 100.0

Role of cultural/social norms Major role 93 55.0 2.10
Significant role 58 34.3 —
Minor role 18 10.7 —
Total 169 100.0

Perceived change in women's sports participation Unchanged 8 4.7 2.92
Little change 33 195 —
Gradually changing 93 55.0 —
Significantly changed/improved 35 20.7 —
Total 169 100.0

Mean coding: Gender discrimination: Yes = 1, No = 0. Media accuracy: Yes = 1, Sometimes/Not always = 0.5, No = 0. Equal media coverage:
Yes =1, Not sure = 0.5, No = 0. Cultural/social norms: 1 = Minor role, 2 = Significant role, 3 = Major role.

3.5. Pearson Correlation Matrix for Key Study
Variables (n =169).

The Pearson correlation analysis demonstrated that myths,
cultural norms, media coverage, discrimination experiences,
and women’s sports participation were interconnected, alt-
hough the observed relationships were generally weak to mod-
erate (Table 5). Myth belief had a weak negative relationship
with discrimination experience (r = —0.146) and a weak but
statistically significant positive relationship with perceived
change in women’s sports participation (r = 0.226, p < 0.01).
Because participation change was coded from 1 = unchanged
to 4 = significantly changed/improved, the positive coefficient
indicates that respondents who reported stronger belief in
myths also tended to report greater perceived changes or im-
provements in women’s sports participation. However, this
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finding does not demonstrate that myths increased participa-
tion or that they reduced participation; rather, the direction of
the association was contrary to the expectation that stronger
myth beliefs would necessarily correspond to lower participa-
tion improvement.

Media coverage adequacy was moderately and positively
associated with cultural norms influence (r = 0.364, p < 0.001),
representing the strongest observed relationship in the corre-
lation matrix. This suggests that respondents who perceived
stronger cultural-norm influences also tended to report higher
levels of media coverage adequacy. Conversely, cultural
norms influence was weakly but significantly negatively asso-
ciated with participation change (r =—0.263, p < 0.001), sug-
gesting that stronger sociocultural influences may be associ-
ated with less improvement in women'’s sports participation.

Taken together, the findings highlight the interconnected
nature of gender-related myths, cultural norms, media repre-
sentation, discrimination, and women’s participation in sports.
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The positive association between media coverage and cul-
tural-norm influence may indicate that communities with
stronger gendered norms tend to produce or consume media
representations that reflect or reinforce those norms rather

than challenge them [48]. Nevertheless, the generally weak-
to-moderate correlations indicate that women’s sports partici-
pation is influenced by multiple factors, and the results should
be interpreted as associations rather than causal relationships.

Table 5. Pearson correlation matrix for key study variables (N= 169).

Variable 1 2

1. Myth belief

2. Discrimination experience —-0.146 —
3. Cultural norms influence — —
4. Media coverage adequacy — —
5. Participation change 0.226** —

3 4 5

0.364***
—0.263***

Note: ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. Cultural/social norms: 1 = Minor role, 2 = Significant role, 3 = Major role.

The qualitative findings reinforce the quantitative evidence
of gender discrimination and the influence of cultural norms
on women'’s sports participation. Female athletes reported dis-
crimination through pressure to “stop exposing their bodies,”
exclusion from facilities used by male athletes, and lower al-
lowances than male counterparts. In Bo, one athlete described
a discouraging coaching environment, stating that her coach
made it difficult for her to remain motivated and pursue her
sporting goals. These experiences are consistent with evidence
that discriminatory coaching practices can reproduce gender
inequality in sport [45, 46].

Cultural norms were also identified as important mecha-
nisms through which myths are maintained. Athletes re-
ported that girls may be condemned for wearing athletic
clothing or exposing their bodies during sporting activities,
reflecting patriarchal expectations about appropriate femi-
ninity. These findings support Collins’ [18] concept of “con-
trolling images,” whereby social and cultural expectations
regulate women’s bodies and behaviour. Overall, the quali-
tative results demonstrate that discrimination, coaching
practices, gendered resource allocation, and cultural expec-
tations interact to discourage and constrain women’s partic-
ipation in sports.

3.6. Evidence-Based Realities and Theoretical
Implications for Women’s Sports
Participation

The findings demonstrate that evidence-based truths
strongly challenge myths about women’s participation in
sports. Four major benefits were identified: (1) physical health,
including improved cardiovascular fitness, bone density, pre-
vention of type-2 diabetes, and healthy weight [50, 51]; (2)
psychological benefits, such as reduced anxiety and depres-
sion, improved self-esteem, body image, and resilience [52];
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(3) social benefits, including teamwork, leadership, and social
networks [53]; and (4) academic benefits, with physically ac-
tive girls showing higher academic aspirations and better cog-
nitive performance [42, 43]. Experiences of female athletes in
Bo and Kenema further demonstrate that sports participation
can coexist with academic and professional success, with for-
mer athletes progressing into teaching, lecturing, school lead-
ership, and civil service. The achievements of some Sierra Le-
onean athletes also challenge myths concerning infertility,
family responsibilities, and women's suitability for competi-
tive sport [12]. Sports medicine evidence further shows that
physical activity does not cause reproductive harm and may
improve fertility, reduce pregnancy complications, and sup-
port maternal and child health [22, 23, 40].

Overall, the study found that myths were highly prevalent
(88.2%), while 89.3% of respondents identified cultural norms
as having a major or significant influence. Myth belief was
significantly associated with perceived changes in participa-
tion (r = 0.226, p < 0.01), while the relationship between cul-
tural norms and media coverage adequacy was also significant
(r=0.364, p <0.001). These findings support Social Construc-
tionist Theory and Feminist Theory, suggesting that culturally
produced beliefs and patriarchal expectations help construct
gendered identities that restrict women's participation and ac-
cess to the health, social, economic, and empowerment bene-
fits of sport [15-17, 38]. The findings also highlight the im-
portance of interventions targeting girls aged 10-18 years, be-
fore myths become deeply internalised and contribute to
sports withdrawal [44, 49]. Strengthening positive, achieve-
ment-focused media coverage of female athletes, alongside
education and community interventions, could help challenge
harmful stereotypes and promote greater acceptance of
women in sport [48, 54].
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4. Conclusion and Recommendation

The study concludes that myths surrounding women’s partic-
ipation in sports are widespread in Bo and Kenema, with 88.2%
of female athletes confirming their existence. The most com-
mon myths relate to reproductive harm, masculinisation, and
menstrual disruption, despite lacking scientific evidence. These
beliefs contribute to gender stereotyping, discourage participa-
tion, and undermine athletes’ confidence. Significant relation-
ships were found between myth belief and participation change
and between cultural norm influence and participation out-
comes. Age also significantly influenced myth adherence, with
younger athletes more vulnerable to these beliefs. The study
recommends evidence-based myth-busting campaigns through
schools, community radio, and sports clubs, particularly target-
ing those aged 10-26 years. Female athletes should be engaged
as role models and community ambassadors, while media or-
ganisations should promote positive, achievement-focused, and
non-objectifying coverage of female athletes. Schools and uni-
versities should incorporate sports science education addressing
myths about women's physiology and athletic performance. Fi-
nally, national sports policies should strengthen gender-dis-
aggregated monitoring of participation and myth-related barri-
ers, supporting progress toward SDGs.
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