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YOU’VE COME A LONG WAY BABY!

By Virginia “Gini” Davis, PT, MA
Owner, Crescent City Physical Therapy
Competitive, aggressive, buff.  A generation ago those words would not have been adjectives that favorably described a female.  In fact, back then, the term “female athlete” was an oxymoron in most sports circles, one that may even have brought snickers to the faces of a group of men who never envisioned buying a ticket to watch “girls sports”.  Women were sports spectators back in the 1970’s – not even expected to be able to participate in an intelligent discussion about most sports.  Active participation as a cheerleader was appropriate; active participation as a competitor was certainly not expected or encouraged.  Most older female members of the “boomer” generation did not have access to a variety of active sports programs other than certain “individual”, country club sports such as tennis, golf, and team sports like swimming and gymnastics. Women were forbidden from running certain marathon events – the first women’s Olympic marathon was run in 1984!

I remember the angry discussions between collegiate football coaches around the initiation of Title IX in 1972.  Throwing money toward women’s sports instead of unlimited spending for collegiate football – ridiculous!  “Women would never be able to play competitively and their events would never attract an interested audience”, was the most common argument against the Title IX initiatives.  Wow, it was exciting for this female to see 76,000 paying fans celebrating the US Women’s World Cup Soccer victory and a “buff” Brandi Chastain strip off her shirt in exultation following her winning score!

The past twenty years has seen an explosion in girls’/women’s’ sports participation.  The Boomers who didn’t participant when they were young have embraced sports/exercise participation for their sons AND daughters and their daughters have embraced this participation for themselves and for their female offspring.  Additionally, these Boomers who are out “to have it all”, have also embraced exercise for themselves – whether their participation is based on their need to have a beautiful body, or their desire to “stave off” the effects of advancing age, they want the benefits of exercise to control their weight, give contour to their muscles and add bounce to their step.  
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This explosion of female participation has also done something else:  generated female icons as jock-ette role models.  Martina Navratilova’s physique may not have been appreciated 20 years ago, but Venus and Serena Williams’ physique is certainly admired today for their awesome muscular strength, incredible quickness and graceful and powerful athletic movement.  Female athletes are often asked about their training routines – a recognition that athletic prowess and expertise is not only determined by natural ability, but enhanced by hard core training for strength, flexibility, balance, co-ordination, agility, speed and endurance to produce a competitive edge.  Women have embraced the weight room/health club as their home away from home because they are recognizing the difference “training” can make.  It takes more than practice to compete!

One negative outcome related to the increase in female participation in sports has been the unexpected increase in the number of sports and activity related injuries to female participants.  It was not unexpected that injuries would occur, but that the number of injuries to female athletes has exceeded the number of injuries in male athletes participating in the same sports.  For example, the number of soccer injuries to female soccer players is 4 – 5 times greater than in their male counterparts.  Rates of injuries to females who participate in other sports such as basketball, volleyball and baseball also exceed injury rates for males in the same sports.  The most common injury to women is the dreaded anterior cruciate ligament tear in the knee.
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Why so many injuries, especially to the knee?  The answer here is not clear as yet, but many experts feel that sports skill may be a primary factor along with underdeveloped musculature and the differences in bony structure between the sexes.  Preliminary data from a New Orleans girl’s sports camp would seem to support the need for girls to build strength, flexibility, endurance, agility and speed in off-season programs.  Additionally, work on basic sports skills such as jumping, landing, take-off, stopping, starting and changing direction needs to be accomplished in specialized programs.  Training has become gospel in women’s athletics, not just in the pro leagues, but every major college and even some high school athletic squads employ training techniques that take into account the female anatomy and physiology.  Innovations in exercise science seem to be driving female athletic performance toward uncharted heights.  So ladies, we’ve come a long way, but who knows how much farther we have to go, as we are moving in uncharted waters.  Just move over guys … make room for the women in the weight room!

