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Abstract 

Flag football has developed rapidly as a low-contact form of American football and has 
created new opportunities for women and girls to participate in a traditionally male-
dominated sporting domain. Recent research has begun to examine female flag football 
athletes directly, particularly in relation to physical qualities, injury epidemiology, and 
mental health, while earlier scholarship has addressed gendered participation and 
coeducational flag-football environments. This paper synthesizes the value, challenges, 
and development pathways of women’s participation in flag football. The evidence 
indicates potential benefits in physical activity, physical fitness, psychological well-being, 
social participation, and gender-inclusive sporting opportunities. At the same time, 
women’s participation is affected by gender stereotypes, unequal participation 
opportunities, limited women-specific coaching and equipment, safety concerns, and an 
emerging institutional and competition system. Drawing on recent empirical studies and 
established research on women’s flag football, the paper proposes four development 
pathways: strengthening public awareness and gender-inclusive pedagogy; improving 
facilities, coaching, and equipment; establishing a stable competition and social-support 
environment; and strengthening safety standards and participant protections. Because 
the female flag-football literature remains relatively small, the paper also identifies the 
need for further longitudinal, cross-cultural, and intervention-based research. 
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1. Introduction 

Flag football is a modified form of American football in which the tackle is replaced by the 
removal of a flag attached to the ball carrier. Its reduced-contact format, relatively simple 
equipment requirements, and team-based tactical structure have contributed to its expansion 
in youth, school, collegiate, and international settings. Recent scholarship describes a period of 
rapid development surrounding the sport’s inclusion in the Los Angeles 2028 Olympic program, 
while women’s and girls’ participation pathways have expanded in parallel (Hill, 2026). 

The development of women’s flag football is especially significant because football-related 
activities have historically been associated with masculinity. Research on coeducational flag 
football has shown that gender stereotypes can influence participation opportunities, 
perceptions of female ability, and the design of rules intended to facilitate women’s 
participation (Wood & Garn, 2016). Earlier work in secondary-school physical education 
similarly identified football as a masculine-typed activity that could marginalize female 
students when teaching and game structures were not sufficiently inclusive. 

At the same time, the empirical literature specifically focused on female flag football remains 
limited. Recent studies have begun to fill this gap by examining female players’ physical 
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qualities (McManus et al., 2026), mental health and physical activity (Brna et al., 2026), and 
injury epidemiology (Balachandran et al., 2025). These studies provide a stronger evidence 
base for understanding women’s participation, but they also demonstrate that research has 
concentrated more heavily on physical performance and injury than on social participation, 
gender equality, resource allocation, or long-term development. 

Accordingly, this paper organizes the discussion around three interconnected questions: What 
value does flag football offer women? What factors constrain women’s participation? And what 
development pathways could support more sustainable and equitable participation? Rather 
than treating women’s participation only as an issue of sport performance, the paper considers 
physical, psychological, social, cultural, institutional, and safety dimensions. 

2. The Multifaceted Value of Women’s Participation in Flag Football  

2.1. Physical Benefits: Improving Health and Motor Competence 

Flag football requires repeated acceleration, deceleration, changes of direction, sprinting, 
passing, and catching. These demands can provide a meaningful form of physical activity and 
develop speed, power, agility, and coordination. A recent study of national-league female 
British flag football players assessed countermovement and squat jumps, broad jump, sprinting, 
change of direction, and isometric strength, providing one of the first empirical profiles of 
physical qualities in female flag football athletes (McManus et al., 2026). 

Evidence from adolescent female players also suggests that participation can increase weekly 
physical activity. In a four-month prospective pilot study, female high-school flag football 
athletes reported substantially more weekly physical activity than nonathlete controls, and 
participation was associated with higher in-season energy levels after adjustment for physical 
activity and school year (Brna et al., 2026). These findings support the value of flag football as 
a structured opportunity for physical activity, although they should not be interpreted as proof 
that flag football alone causes broad improvements in physical health. 

2.2. Psychological Benefits: Supporting Well-Being and Positive Self-
Perception 

Team sport can provide opportunities for achievement, belonging, cooperation, and regular 
physical activity. The most directly relevant current evidence comes from Brna et al. (2026), 
who found that female high-school flag football participation was associated with higher in-
season energy levels, although the study did not find a general association between physical 
activity level and mood, stress, or energy. This distinction is important: psychological benefits 
should be discussed cautiously and should not be overstated as universal effects. 

Participation may nevertheless provide an environment in which women and girls can develop 
confidence through skill acquisition, tactical decision-making, teamwork, and competition. 
From a gender-equity perspective, visible participation in football-related sport can also 
challenge assumptions that football is inherently unsuitable for women. Research on coed flag 
football indicates that gendered expectations and stereotypes can shape perceptions of female 
ability, making inclusive teaching and participation structures particularly important (Wood & 
Garn, 2016). 

2.3. Social Benefits: Expanding Social Networks and Participation 
Opportunities 

Flag football is inherently collaborative. Successful play requires communication, role 
coordination, trust, and collective decision-making. These characteristics create opportunities 
for participants to build social relationships and a sense of belonging. The growth of women’s 
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flag football also creates new spaces for girls and women to enter football-related communities, 
including school teams, clubs, collegiate programs, and international competition (Hill, 2026). 

However, social benefits depend partly on the structure of participation. Wood and Garn (2016) 
found that some coed flag-football rule modifications, despite being designed to promote equity, 
could unintentionally reinforce stereotypes and assumptions about female inferiority. 
Therefore, expanding women’s participation requires not only increasing the number of 
participants but also creating environments in which women are given meaningful sporting 
roles and are treated as legitimate competitors. 

2.4. Cultural Benefits: Promoting Gender-Inclusive Sports Culture 

Women’s participation can contribute to a broader transformation of football culture by 
diversifying who is visible as an athlete, coach, organizer, and leader. The development of 
women’s flag football at the school, collegiate, and international levels provides an institutional 
pathway through which football can become more inclusive. Hill (2026) notes the expansion of 
girls’ high-school participation and the emergence of collegiate pathways, illustrating how 
changes in organizational structures can support broader participation. 

From this perspective, women’s flag football is not simply a new competitive category. It can 
also become a site for examining how sporting rules, coaching practices, media representation, 
and institutional structures shape gendered participation. Research on coed flag football 
suggests that these structures should be critically evaluated rather than assumed to be 
automatically equitable (Wood & Garn, 2016). 

3. Current Challenges to Women’s Participation in Flag Football  

3.1. Cognitive and Cultural Challenges: Gender Stereotypes and Participation 
Bias 

Football has historically been perceived as a masculine sport, and this cultural framing can 
affect women’s confidence, opportunities, and social recognition. Research on coed intramural 
flag football has documented how gendered assumptions can influence rule modifications and 
perceptions of women’s sporting competence (Wood & Garn, 2016). Such findings suggest that 
participation barriers are not necessarily created by the physical characteristics of flag football 
itself; they can also emerge from the social meanings attached to football. 

Schools, clubs, and community organizations therefore need to consider how language, 
coaching behavior, role allocation, and competition structures communicate expectations 
about female ability. Increasing participation numbers without addressing these cultural 
factors may leave underlying participation inequalities unchanged. 

3.2. Resource Challenges: Facilities, Coaching, and Women-Specific Support 

Women’s flag football requires accessible fields, qualified coaches, appropriate equipment, and 
regular opportunities for organized practice and competition. The current literature does not 
yet provide comprehensive international evidence on facility distribution or women-specific 
equipment availability, but the rapid expansion of women’s participation creates a clear need 
for these resources. McManus et al. (2026) demonstrate that female players have measurable 
physical-performance requirements, highlighting the importance of appropriately designed 
strength, speed, agility, and conditioning programs. 

Coaching development should also account for women’s specific participation contexts. 
Coaches need knowledge of physical preparation, injury prevention, inclusive pedagogy, and 
the psychological and social dimensions of women’s sport. Equipment and training 
environments should be evaluated for fit, comfort, safety, and accessibility rather than simply 
adapting resources designed for male participants. 
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3.3. Safety Challenges: Injury Prevention and Risk Management 

Safety should be treated as a central component of women’s flag-football development. A 10-
year epidemiological study of female flag football injuries in the United States identified 605 
emergency-department cases in its dataset, corresponding to a national estimate of 22,666 
injuries from 2014 to 2023. Strains and sprains were the most common diagnosis, while 
adolescents and young adults represented the largest age group affected (Balachandran et al., 
2025). 

Earlier research specifically examining women’s intramural flag football also identified 
substantial injury involvement of the fingers, knees, and ankles, with collisions accounting for 
a large proportion of observed injuries (Collins, 1987). More recent national data indicate that 
player-player collision remains an important mechanism across age groups (Locke et al., 2025). 
These findings demonstrate why safety education, appropriate coaching, warm-up procedures, 
rules enforcement, and emergency-response systems should accompany participation 
expansion. 

At the broader sport level, research comparing youth tackle and flag football has reported 
substantially greater head-impact exposure in tackle football than in flag football (Waltzman et 
al., 2021). This evidence supports the distinction between the two formats, but it should not be 
interpreted to mean that flag football is risk-free. Rather, the appropriate development goal is 
evidence-based risk reduction and effective injury management. 

3.4. Development and Institutional Challenges: Competition, Governance, and 
Social Support 

Women’s flag football is developing within a rapidly changing institutional environment. Hill 
(2026) describes the expansion of girls’ high-school participation, collegiate pathways, and the 
sport’s Olympic trajectory. These developments provide opportunities for growth, but they also 
create a need for consistent competition structures, coach education, officiating systems, 
participant protection, and data collection. 

Existing epidemiological research demonstrates the importance of systematic surveillance. 
Youth tournament data have documented injury patterns among 1,939 athletes, including 195 
girls, while emphasizing that sport-specific injury epidemiology remains relatively limited 
(Foss et al., 2023). Continued development therefore requires reliable participation and injury 
databases that can distinguish sex, age, competition level, exposure, position, and injury 
mechanism. 

4. Development Pathways for Women’s Flag Football  

4.1. Strengthen Cognitive Guidance and Gender-Inclusive Education 

Public communication should present flag football as a sport in which women can participate, 
compete, develop skills, and pursue leadership roles. Schools and clubs can use introductory 
programs, demonstration sessions, female-athlete role models, and inclusive coaching 
practices to reduce the influence of masculine stereotypes. Evidence from coed flag football 
indicates that participation structures can unintentionally reinforce gender assumptions, so 
equity should be built into teaching and competition design rather than added only through 
superficial rule changes (Wood & Garn, 2016). 

4.2. Improve Facilities, Coaching, and Women-Oriented Resources 

Development planning should ensure that women and girls have access to appropriate practice 
spaces and regular training opportunities. Coach education should incorporate female-specific 
performance needs, inclusive pedagogy, injury prevention, and safe progression of training 
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loads. The physical-performance data reported by McManus et al. (2026) can serve as an initial 
reference for developing female-specific conditioning and testing systems. 

Resource development should also move beyond facilities. Appropriate balls, flags, protective 
equipment, clothing, and training materials can improve comfort and participation experience. 
Because current research remains limited, future studies should examine whether women-
specific equipment and coaching interventions improve participation retention, performance, 
and safety. 

4.3. Establish a Sustainable Competition and Social-Support System 

A sustainable development system should connect school, community, club, collegiate, and 
international participation. Regular competitions can provide motivation and opportunities for 
skill development, while recreational formats can lower barriers for beginners. Hill (2026) 
identifies the emerging youth-to-college pathway as an important feature of the sport’s current 
expansion. 

Competition systems should be supported by standardized rules, trained officials, transparent 
eligibility requirements, and appropriate safeguarding procedures. In addition, media and 
community organizations can increase the visibility of women’s competitions and highlight 
athletes as competitors rather than treating women’s participation as an auxiliary form of 
football. 

4.4. Strengthen Institutional Standards and Safety Protection 

Safety systems should include standardized risk assessment, injury-prevention education, 
emergency-response procedures, qualified medical support where appropriate, and systematic 
injury surveillance. The findings of Balachandran et al. (2025), Collins (1987), Locke et al. 
(2025), Foss et al. (2023), and Burnham et al. (2010) collectively demonstrate the importance 
of understanding injury diagnosis, body region, age, exposure, and mechanisms of injury. 

Research on flag-football injury mechanisms has identified player contact as a major 
contributor to injuries, indicating that prevention strategies should address not only formal 
rules but also player behavior, spatial awareness, coaching, and enforcement (Burnham et al., 
2010). At the institutional level, participants should have clear information about competition 
rules, injury reporting, medical procedures, and dispute-resolution channels. 

5. Conclusion 

Women’s participation in flag football has multiple potential dimensions of value, including 
opportunities for physical activity and fitness development, psychological and social 
experiences, and greater gender inclusiveness in football-related sport. Recent empirical 
studies provide increasingly direct evidence concerning female athletes’ physical qualities, 
mental health, and injury patterns (McManus et al., 2026; Brna et al., 2026; Balachandran et al., 
2025). At the same time, research on coed participation demonstrates that cultural and 
institutional structures can reproduce gender stereotypes even when participation is formally 
open to women (Wood & Garn, 2016). 

The development of women’s flag football should therefore be approached as a 
multidimensional process. Expanding participation requires inclusive education and public 
communication, accessible facilities and specialized coaching, stable competition and social-
support systems, and evidence-based safety and governance mechanisms. Because the current 
female flag-football evidence base remains relatively small, future research should prioritize 
longitudinal studies, larger international samples, comparisons across participation levels, 
intervention studies, and research on retention and social outcomes. Such work would provide 
a stronger empirical foundation for the sustainable development of women’s flag football. 
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