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Introduction: The number of elite female athletes combining athletic careers
with mothering has increased during the last decades. Many mother-athletes
return to an equal or an even better level of performance postpartum. Despite
numerous success stories across a variety of sports, there are currently no
mother-athletes in Swedish elite ice hockey. Therefore, the aim of this study
was to explore how Swedish elite female ice hockey players perceive
challenges associated with initiating and maintaining the mother-athlete role.
Methods: Qualitative data were collected through semi-structured interviews
with 7 elite female ice hockey players (5 prepregnancy and 2 mothers/former
athletes) and analyzed using thematic analysis.
Results: Thematic analysis revealed three main challenges facing elite female ice
hockey players: (a) Making ends meet, (b) A leap in the dark and (c) You can’t be
what you can’t see. Due to these challenges, the participants perceived
combining elite ice hockey and mothering as unrealistic. Consequently, they
felt forced to either retire from elite sports early or postpone mothering to
post career.
Discussion: Continued work with improving the financial support and developing
clear maternity policies is essential to prevent early dropouts before elite female
ice hockey players have reached peak performance. Enabling more players to
prolong their athletic careers during pregnancy and postpartum will likely
produce more positive mother-athlete role models. Further, keeping more
players in the sport for a longer period could help women’s ice hockey to
develop to its highest optimal quality (e.g., level and competition).
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1 Introduction

The record high female participation in the Paris Olympic Games (e.g., 50:50

representation) marks a new era for the sports movement in the work towards gender

equality (1, 2). Even if there is big financial gap between male and female athletes (e.g.,

soccer), the latest Summer Games exemplifies the growing trend of female participation

in elite sports (2). The development has made more elite female athletes to continue to

compete throughout their 20s and 30s [e.g., (3, 4)]. Consequently, for many athletes,

their most competitive years will coincide with the biological window of opportunity

for having children (4–6). In the last decades, the number of mother-athletes has

increased across various sports (7, 8). Several studies (3, 5, 9–11) show examples of

athletes who have returned to an equal or an even better level of performance after a

pregnancy. Mother-athletes have also received an increased media coverage, which have
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shed light on perceived challenges and as well as benefits associated

with mothering (12–14).

Previous research show that mothering can have positive

mental impacts such as increased well-being and work-life

balance among elite female athletes (5, 15). Further, mothering

can reduce performance pressure (9, 16) and spark new training

motivation (11), which can prolong the athletic career by several

years (5). Nevertheless, there are still multiple challenges facing

female athletes and considering motherhood (5). For example,

previous research has reported challenges such as lack of

maternity rights from sport federations (5, 6, 17), vague contract

conditions (e.g., worry about deselection) (18, 19) and financial

instability (e.g., loss of sponsors) (3, 8, 20). Furthermore, many

athletes perceive a lack of specific training recommendations

during pregnancy and postpartum (5, 8), limited coach support

(20), and negative cultural notions about the mother-athlete role

(e.g., assumptions that pregnancy signifies the termination of the

athletic career) (6, 19, 21). Additionally, when returning to elite

sports postpartum, many athletes experience role tensions caused

by the dual commitments (e.g., mother vs. athlete) (5, 22).

Hence, becoming a mother-athletes can be a double-edged sword.
TABLE 1 A descriptive overview of the participants.

Pseudonym Age Category Current occupation(s)
Sarah 20–24 Prepregnancy Student-athlete

Johanna 20–24 Prepregnancy Full-time athlete

Emelie 20–24 Prepregnancy Working-athlete

Wilma 25–30 Prepregnancy Full-time athlete

Amanda 25–30 Prepregnancy Working-athlete

Maja 31–35 Mother Former athlete

Vera 31–35 Mother Former athlete
1.2 Women’s ice hockey

Ice hockey is one of the most popular winter sports in the

world with over 1.5 million players (23). Even if male athletes

still dominate the sport, the number of female players as well as

the commercial interest in women’s ice hockey has increased

dramatically after the sport joined the Olympic program in 1998

(24). Just between the years 2007 and 2018, the number of

registered female players worldwide grew from 153,665 to

205,674 (25). In the last decade, women’s ice hockey has also

taken its first step towards professionalization which can be seen

in the Swedish Women’s Hockey League (SDHL) and the newly

launched Professional Women’s Hockey League (PWHL) in

North America (26, 27). Despite the ongoing transformation,

women’s ice hockey is still scarcely explored in the

research literature.

Even if there are numerous of examples of female athletes

across various sports (e.g., football, swimming, cross-country

skiing, track and field, and distance running) who successfully

combine elite sports with mothering (5, 7, 8), there are currently

no mother-athletes in any of the 10 SDHL teams in Sweden (28).

This can be compared with the corresponding men’s league, the

SHL, where over 40% of the players have children (29) or the

national average (12%) among Swedish elite female athletes (30).

Given that the Scandinavian societies traditionally are known for

emphasizing social and gender equality, providing generous

parental leave opportunities and public care services for children

and the elderly, and boasting a relatively high political

representation of women (31), the lack of mother-athletes in the

SDHL could be seen as rather surprising. Therefore, the aim of

this study was to explore how Swedish elite female ice hockey

players perceive challenges associated with initiating and

maintaining the mother-athlete role.
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Research question: How do Swedish elite female ice hockey

players perceive challenges associated with initiating and

maintaining the mother-athlete role?
2 Methods

2.1 Participants

Two categories of elite female ice hockey players were recruited

to this study; (a) prepregnancy athletes with a wish to become a

mother at some point in life (requirement to participate in the

study) and (b) current mothers who had discontinued their

athletic careers in conjunction with having children. Initially, the

authors also wanted to include current mother-athletes in the

study. However, the authors had to adjust to the fact that there

were no mothers in the league. “Elite” in the present study was

defined as Tier 4 athletes (32) playing in the highest division in

Sweden (e.g., the SDHL). To identify prospective athletes with

characteristics matching the inclusion criteria, the researchers

contacted the general managers or other staff members from six

different SDHL clubs. From the six club who were contacted,

only one replied to the researchers’ request. Therefore, to find

more participants, the first author (M.B.) also reached out

directly to players through personal contacts within the ice

hockey community. The prospective athletes were contacted

through email. In total 7 athletes (5 prepregnancy athletes and 2

mothers, M = 26.57 y; SD = 3.9) from three different SDHL clubs

accepted and fulfilled the requirements (see Table 1). Before the

participants provided their consent to participate, they confirmed

that they matched one of the two categories for inclusion (e.g.,

being a mother or wanting to have children at some point in

life). Several of the players had experience from representing the

national team and playing international tournaments. However,

this was not a part of the inclusion criteria.
2.2 Data collection and analysis

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews lasting

19–35 min (M = 27.09; SD = 11.4). Notably, the recorded

interview time did neither include initial “getting to know you”

questions nor the closure of the interviews. This would have

added approximately 15 min to each interview. The participants

were based in various locations in Sweden (e.g., on training
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camps). Therefore, the interviews were conducted using online

video conference software (Zoom Video Communications, Inc.).

The authors also considered this as more time efficient and

flexible for the researchers and the participants (33). To collect

data with “information power” (34), the interview guide included

topics relating to the informant’s athletic background, family life,

economic situation, and preconceptions, experiences, and

perceived challenges related to the mother-athlete role. Some of

the questions from the interview guide were: (a) In what way

did/do you expect having a baby affect/will affect your athletic

career? (b) What do/did you find difficult with being/becoming a

mother-athlete? (c) What would you need to make the mother-

athlete role work? The interviews were conducted by the first

author (M.B.).

The collected data was recorded and transcribed before

analyzing it according to the six steps of thematic analysis (35,

36): (a) familiarizing yourself with the data, (b) generating initial

codes, (c) searching for themes, (d) reviewing themes, (e)

defining and naming themes and (f) producing the report.

Thematic analysis provides a systematic data management which

facilitates a well-structured final report to be produced (35). After

transcribing the interviews, the first author (M.B.) read the

transcripts to get a general sense of the material (a). In the next

step, some interesting features (e.g., the everyday life, financial

situation, dual career challenges, perceived uncertainty and

notions on mothering and elite sports) were bunched into

different categories (b) and labelled (c). In step 4 (d), the

preliminary categories were reviewed after discussing them from

different research perspectives and implications with the co-

authors. Next, the themes were refined and labelled into three

main themes (e): (1) Making ends meet, (2) A leap in the dark,

and (3) You can’t be what you can’t see. Finally, quotes that

reflected the themes and the study aim were selected and

presented in the report (f). To ensure peer validity, all authors

discussed various perspectives and interpretations of the themes.
2.3 Rigor

The present study used a descriptive approach which is a useful

method for researchers wanting to know the “who?”, “what?”, and

“where?” of specific events. Compared to other approaches (e.g.,

phenomonologic, ethnographic or narrative), qualitative

descriptive studies are especially useful for researchers who desire

a straightforward description of the explored phenomena by

staying close to “the surface of words and events” (37).

Qualitative descriptive studies may rightfully be described as the

least theoretical of the spectrum of qualitative approaches.

Despite being criticized for being trivial or superficial, other

argue that conveying participantś perceptions of a phenomenon

in a cohesive and useful way is neither trivial nor easy at all.

Rather, a good descriptive summary of the explored

phenomenon does not only give answers to the research question

but can also be “most relevant to the audience for whom it was

written” (37). Additionally, being less encumbered by pre-

existing theoretical and philosophical commitments may
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sometimes be an asset in the research process. Hence, the

present study should be seen as a qualitative description of

challenges associated with initiating and maintaining the mother-

athlete role among elite female ice hockey players.

To ensure high-quality qualitative research, the authors

conducted the study based on the guidelines advocated by Tracy

(38). The authors ensure that the eight criteria; (1) worthy topic,

(2) rich rigor, (3) sincerity, (4) credibility, (5) resonance, (6)

significant contribution, (7) ethics, and (8) meaningful coherence

were adhered to. For example, before collecting the data, the

authors discussed the focus of the study (worthy topic), the

selection of context and the interview guide topics (rich rigor).

Further, during the data analysis, the authors continuously

sought to discuss possible interpretations of the collected data

(credibility) and engaged in critical self-reflection in which they

tried to be aware of potential biases and predispositions

(sincerity) (39). Finally, even if the recruitment of participants

proved to be more challenging than first expected, we argue that

the collected data has high “information power” due to the

specific experiences of the participants (34).
2.4 Philosophical position

The present study is positioned within a social interactionist

ontology (39). Further, the study adopts a constructionist

approach, which suggests that multiple realities exist, and that

social reality is a subjective experience (40). For example, by

letting the participants construct their reality within their

contexts, we hope to understand how they negotiated their

priorities in relation to elite sport and mothering, as well as how

contextual factors on the meso- (e.g., club and teammates) and

macro levels (e.g., sport federation, national culture, sport

culture) interacted with these perceptions. Hence, the authors

never attempted to find an absolute “truth”.

The authors have many years of experience of conducting

qualitative research on talent development environment and

female specific challenges in elite sport. Further, the authors have

own experience as from being athletes and/or coaches in a

variety of sports (e.g., soccer, ice hockey, handball, cycling and

cross-country skiing). Additionally, three of the authors have

children, which provided them with an understanding of some of

the challenges that parenthood adds to the “life puzzle”. This

demonstrates the authors’ in-depth understanding of the subject

explored in the present study, which qualified them to collect

and interpret the data for this study.
2.5 Ethical statement

Before the interviews were conducted, all participants received

an information letter containing all information about the study

objective, interview topics, procedures and confidentiality. All

participants were also informed that participating in the study

was voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time during

the process until the findings were published without an excuse.
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Before the data was analyzed, all participants received their

interview transcript and were given an opportunity to add,

remove or correct information. To avoid that the participants

could be identified through the selected citations presented in the

findings, they were given pseudonyms which only the researchers

had access to. Further, any specific information that potentially

could reveal the identity of the informant (e.g., age, teams,

names of children, partners, teammates, coaches or specific

athletic achievements) was rewritten or removed. The study was

carried out according to the Declaration of Helsinki and

approved by the Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in

Education and Research (Ref.nr. 118248).
3 Results

Thematic analyses generated three main mother athlete-specific

challenges facing elite female ice hockey players when considering

mothering in terms of: (a) Making ends meet, (b) A leap in the dark

and (c) You can’t be what you can’t see.
3.1 Making ends meet

All the participants had signed professional contracts with their

clubs which gave them some financial support. However, only two

of the seven participants considered that they could be fulltime

athletes and did not work extra alongside the athletic career.

Even so, the two full-time athletes (Johanna and Wilma), felt

that the money from the athletic career wouldn’t be enough to

provide for a family. Instead, they described that their current

salaries just covered the monthly costs for rent and food and that

they were considering getting an additional non-sport related job

or to become student-athletes. For the other participants, the

everyday life was described as a somehow manageable haste. This

was described by Amanda:

I get up at 5:45am, I go to work, then I always have lunch at the

arena and stay there and work until practice starts. If we have

double sessions I go to practice in the morning and stay there

and work after practice to lunch time, eat there and continue

working until the next practice starts. Sometimes I need to

catch up with some work in the evening and then I continue

working when I get home, so there is little else than hockey

and work in my life right now! (laughing)

Even if Amanda perceived her everyday life as busy, the fact

that she could work remotely seemed to facilitate the dual career.

For most of the participants, relying solely on the income from

ice hockey was not considered enough to make ends meet at the

end of the month. For example, the two mothers in the sample

both played professionally for 10 years but always combined

their athletic career with fulltime work or fulltime studies. Even

if they had professional contract, their income earned from

sports had never been more than 3,000 SEK/month (∼270 USD).

This was far from enough to be able to pay the rent or to put
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away savings for the future. Additionally, Maja and Vera both

described that salary earned from the athletic career had neither

qualified them to get financial support from the state during a

potential maternity leave nor entitled them to future pension. As

they had reached the age of 30 and started to consider having

children, Maja and Vera had found themselves in a road

crossing, as described by Maja:

I do think it was worth it with all the experiences, memories

and travels I’ve done with the team. It’s a lot of laughter and

I wouldn’t want to be without it but I do understand why

most of the players end their career before they turn 30. It

was the same for me… it was the financial challenges that

were determinant. If I would have had a normal salary […]

then I would have considered to play until I was 35 […] but

no… It’s like you reach a limit when you must start thinking

about other stuff [having kids and buying a house]

Even if Maja expressed her passion for ice hockey and felt that

she probably could have continued for another 5 years, the

economic reality made her retire from sport early at age 28.

Further, to go from an already busy dual career (e.g., work-sport)

to an even more busy triple career (e.g., work-sport-family) with

all the additional traveling to away games across the country was

perceived by her as unrealistic. All participants perceived the

economic aspects as the main challenge for continuing the

athletic career as a mother-athlete. Similarly to Maja and Vera,

all the prepregnancy athletes expressed that they would probably

have to retire from sport earlier than they wanted, as expressed

by Johanna:

As I see it now, when you want to start a family, you might not

be able to play hockey for as long as you would have wanted

because of the money. You might have to get an extra job to

earn some more [money] and then you won’t have the time

to be a full-time athlete, be away, work and have a family

and children…

Similarly, Sarah explained that it just wasn’t about having an

income to be able to provide for a child once it was born, but

also to have enough time to build up an economic buffer before

even getting pregnant. This, she believed, was not possible if she

would still play elite level ice hockey. Hence, because of the

economic concerns and the perceived incongruity of balancing

the athletic career with mothering and additional work,

mothering was described as career ending event.
3.2 A leap in the dark

None of the participants knew how their clubs and coaches

would react if they became pregnant. Unlike injuries or doping

issues, pregnancy was not mentioned in their contracts or a topic

that was discussed proactively in the club. All participants

assumed that their contracts would be broken if they got

pregnant, as expressed by Sarah:
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Right now, there are no safety nets if you would get pregnant.

You might have a two-year contract, but no more. Let’s say you

got one year left, why would they [the club] want to extend it?

There is nothing about maternity leave or that kind of stuff [in

the contract]. You can’t fulfill your part of the contract when

you’re pregnant…

Maja had become pregnant in the middle of the season.

Although she was met by positive reactions from her coaches

and teammates, she had not even considered returning to sport

after her maternity leave as an option:

Everyone was happy for me. I don’t think anyone thought that

it was unexpected that I retired from sport. I remember that my

coach called me and asked: “Are you ending your career?” and

I said: “Yes, I’m done”. Right there, I didn’t even think about

what it might have been to continue playing… like how it

would work with the logistics and everything…

Her experiences illuminates that the club lacked clear policies

on maternity provisions and support during and after pregnancy,

but also that she assumed that returning to sport was not even

an option. Therefore, Maja did not seem to bother to ask the

club about maternity support available during and after the

pregnancy. This is similar to Vera who described that she had

gotten mixed signals from her club and coaches:

We usually had 1 + 1 year [contracts] that were extended every

season. We always had a meeting and one year, I almost didn’t

get a renewal because they [the club] thought that I was going

to have kids […] but one week later they called me and said

“oh, we want you anyway!”. Like a joke, a former coach

could tell me like: “aren’t you going to get pregnant?” or

“aren’t you going to have kids? Then it’s OK to end the

contract” but it was still a joke. I don’t know what would

have happened if I would have become pregnant during the

season and still wanted to continue my career. I have no idea…

On the one hand, her coach seemed to encourage her to have a

baby, but at the same time, even if it was told as a joke, the

consequences were made clear if she broke the contract. This

seemed to have made Vera even more uncertain of which kind

of support which would be available from the club. Instead, Vera

chose to retire from sport before she got pregnant at age 28.

Vera simply assumed that pregnancy would mean breaking the

contract and that there was no support (e.g., financial or training

specific) or social security (e.g., maternity leave) available. This

assumption was shared by all the participants. Instead, mothering

was seen as choosing between two lives: ice hockey or family.

The participants perceived that just bringing up the topic to the

club or coaches was perceived as a potential risk of getting

deselected. Amanda, one of the prepregnancy players, expressed

that she ideally wanted to be able to combine her athletic career

with having children in the future. Even so, she seemed to accept

that the two lives would be incompatible partly because she

believed that there would not be any club support available:
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I mean, the dream would be to have kids but still be able to

continue doing what you love [playing hockey] but it’s

difficult, so I feel like you must decide at some point, like:

“Now Ím done” and start a new life. My partner and I have

discussed it but right now my hockey career stands in the

way [for starting a family]

Hence, the uncertain contract conditions and lack of

communication about pregnancy and maternity leave provisions

made the participants postpone having family or retiring from

sport early.
3.3 You can’t be what you can’t see

A third factor that seemed to affect the participants’ attitudes

on initiating and maintaining the role as a mother-athlete in a

more skeptical direction was the lack of successful mother-

athletes in the league. Instead, the participants described notions

such as that elite and sport mothering were incompatible. These

notions seemed to be based on experiences of a few former

teammates. The participants described mother-athletes as a rare

phenomenon that usually did not last very long, as expressed

by Sarah:

There are some people I’ve played with who had children. One

of them retired the same season that she got pregnant but

returned the year after and tried to play. She tried like one

season, but it didn’t work well so she quitted. There was

another one who tried to combine it but not long after she

also quitted. Recently, there was one who got pregnant, but

she announced that she wouldn’t continue playing…

Wilma expressed concerns about how having a baby might

affect her athletic goals. Wilma believed that she still had her

best years as an athlete ahead of her and dreamed of

representing her country at the Olympics and World

Championships. Being in this stage of her athletic career made

her less willing to “jeopardize” her performance level:

There is a lot of focusing on yourself during the elite years. You

need to get enough sleep, do your training sessions, eat,

nutrition and everything and then you suddenly would have

to change that focus to a baby or adapt to your partner […]

I believe children are time demanding and that’s the life of

an elite athlete too, so I believe it would be difficult to have

time for both and still do it well.

To Wilma, risking her career goals by adding the stress of a

child was one of her arguments for postponing family life. The

notion seemed to be based on the absence of successful role

models in the league. Vera described a former teammate who

seemed to have managed the combination:

We had a goalie, and she used to take her baby with her, but

I always though like: “how does she do that!?” because it’s
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tough to take care of a baby, rest, prepare for the games, food…

It really looked tough! When I watched her, I felt like: “no,

I don’t want that life” I’ve never tried [to be a mother-

athlete] and can’t really say anything about it… No,

I wouldn’t have had the energy. I’m not lazy, but it would be

tough to take the baby with you.

Similarly to Wilma, Vera had also been skeptical towards the

potential decline in performance that having a baby would mean

to her. To Vera, the lack of (perceived by her) inspiring role

models (e.g., successful mother-athletes in elite ice hockey)

seemed to keep her from even trying to initiate the mother-

athlete role. Further, all the participants seemed believe in the

notion that if you had a baby, you could not be serious with

your athletic career anymore, as expressed by Amanda:

When they are infants and really need their mother its

challenging. I know that the teammate I use to play with

breastfed her baby between the periods. I mean like, how

focused can you be on the game if you’re like: “the baby has

to eat”? I mean, I don’t know how it would have worked out

even if I was a fulltime professional…

As Amanda mentioned, she doubted that it would be possible

to be a mother-athlete even if she hypothetically would be able to

live from her sport career financially because of the competing

demands (e.g., mother vs. athlete). By contrast, all participants

believed that they, with the right amount of training, would be

able to return to a comparable performance level and physique

after childbirth.
4 Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore how Swedish elite female

ice hockey players perceive challenges associated with initiating and

maintaining the mother-athlete role. The findings reflect the

underlying thought processes that influence elite female ice

hockey players’ choices about postponing mothering or

discontinuing the athletic career rather than initiating and

maintaining the mother-athlete role. Consistent with previous

research (5, 6, 19, 20) our findings revealed a range of challenges.
4.1 Money, money, money

One of the main findings of the present study was that the

financial challenges perceived by the players. This aligns with

research conducted on North American professional female

hockey players (41) as well as other individual sports in

Scandinavia (e.g., cross-county skiing) (5, 42). Similarly to the

SDHL, it is common for players in the North American PWHL

to earn or supplement their income from non-hockey related

employment (41). Hence, being a dual career athlete (e.g., work

and sport career) is still the reality of most professional female

hockey players (43). Similar findings have also been reported
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from European women’s elite football (44). A recent report from

the Swedish labor union Unionen (29) showed that the average

monthly salary for professional female ice hockey players is

around 5,500 SEK (∼500 USD) in the SDHL. The number can

be compared with the average monthly salary for professional

male players in the corresponding SHL, which is around 120,000

SEK (∼11,000 USD) (29) as well as the average salaries among

men (42,000 SEK) and women (37,800 SEK) in the general

population (45). Hence, most professional female hockey players

in the SDHL must make a substantial commitment to both their

athletic careers as well as their non-athletic careers. Taking this

into account, it is understandable that the players’ perceived that

adding the additional demands of mothering to an already full

plate as unrealistic (e.g., going from dual to a triple career).

As our findings illuminate, the necessity of supplementing the

income from non-sport related work likely maintained the notion

that mothering is a career ending event. Wilhelmsen’s (44) showed

that many female elite-level football players end their athletic

careers in their twenties because of the heavy workload of having

dual or triple careers (e.g., elite-level sports, studies and/or work).

Early athletic career termination per se is a challenge for the

professionalization process of women’s sport since many elite

female athletes retire before they are fully developed in their

sport (e.g., experience, competence and performance). Hence,

this can hinder women’s elite sports to develop to the highest

optimal quality (44).

Previous research illuminates that most athletes can return to

an equal or an even better level of performance after a pregnancy

(3, 5, 9–11). However, in our study, all the players expressed that

they either had or probably would retire from professional sport

early to be able to start a family mainly due to the financial

instability. It can only be speculated what consequences this has

for the quality and competition of the SHDL and for women’s

ice hockey internationally. For example, if the most experienced

players will continue to retire early, this will likely affect the

quality of the game and thereby the sport’s market value. If the

level of the league is perceived to be too low by sport federations,

clubs, sponsors and spectators, this could potentially affect their

willingness to make necessary investments to change the current

situation (e.g., salary raise). Rather this will create a vicious circle

with poorer performances due to the players’ demanding

everyday life, early career terminations, league instability, lack of

legitimacy for women’s ice hockey, low media interest and

limited resources (43). Further, for nations with relatively low

numbers of female players (e.g., Sweden, Finland and Norway),

keeping as many players in the sport for as long as possible may

be essential to be able to compete internationally against the top

ranked countries Canada and USA (23). Here, continued work

with creating sustainable working conditions for female players

(e.g., financial support) is crucial for continued development of

the sport (41, 43, 44). Even if there still is a big financial gap

between professional male and female hockey players, the

situation has started to improve for female players, which the

PWHL-player Daryl Wattśs contract for the 2023/2024 season is

an example of (46). Further, in Sweden, the SDHL has set the

ambition to enable 25% of the female player to live from their
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athletic career in 2025 (27) compared to the present 7% (29).

Therefore, future studies could follow the development in the

coming decades.
4.2 Don’t shut me down

Similarly to Bergström et al. (5), the players in the present

study could not predict the exact consequences for their athletic

careers when considering or initiating the mother-athlete role.

They were uncertain about how their current contracts would be

affected (e.g., risk for deselection). This aligns with previous

research of both team and individual sports (6, 18, 19). Further,

consistent with other studies (5, 47), our findings showed

examples of athletes worrying about being viewed as undedicated

to their sport if they were to become a mother. This might have

hindered proactive discussions about pregnancy and mothering

with coaches and club representatives. It remains unclear if there

existed any mother athlete policies in the players’ clubs and the

lack of communication seemed to be one explanation. Earlier

and more transparent communication about pregnancy and

maternity provisions has been recommended in several recent

studies to improve the current situation in many sports (5, 6, 48).

Recently, AC Milan was the first professional football club to

guarantee automatic contract renewals for female players and staff

in the event of pregnancy during the final season of their

contracts (49). Further, in 2023, the PWHL included maternity

leave in its collective bargaining agreement (50), which gives some

reason to be optimistic about the future of women’s ice hockey.

However, adding automatic contract renewal for a sport that

already faces economic challenges may be a challenging task for

many sport clubs.

Traditionally, ice hockey has been a male dominated sport

dominated by masculine norms. Further, until recently, women’s

ice hockey has been a low priority in many clubs (51). Hence,

this could indicate that the sport is still in a transition phase

between old and modern gender norms. Another explanation for

the lack of clear maternity policies in the SDHL could be the

relative rarity of mother-athletes within the league (e.g., no

current mother-athletes). Possibly, this left the stakeholders

unaware of the need for supporting athletes to initiate and

maintaining the mother-athlete role. Examples of successful

mother-athletes in other sports has shown that environmental

support (e.g., from stakeholders) is essential for female athletes to

initiate the mother-athlete role and to reach peak performance

after childbirth (6, 43, 52). By contrast, lack of financial and

social support during pregnancy and postpartum increases the

risk for early career termination (5).
4.3 I can be that woman

The participants expressed several negative notions associated

with the mother-athlete role. One possible explanation for this

could be the lack of successful mother-athlete role models in the

SDHL. Previous research illuminates that support from other
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mother-athletes has an important role in promoting knowledge

and communication and help to optimize the mother-athlete

support needed (5, 6). Unlike previous research findings (5, 51),

the players did not express any concerns about being able to

return physically to a comparable level of performance

postpartum. Interestingly, this was despite the lack of current

mother-athlete role models in the SDHL. One possible

explanation could be that the money issue (e.g., low salaries) was

too dominant to leave the players any room to even consider the

physical impact of a pregnancy. Another explanation could be

that there may be sport-specific differences (e.g., ice hockey and

cross-country skiing). Taken together, our findings illuminate

that there is a need for improving both financial support and for

developing clear maternity policies for professional women’s ice

hockey in Sweden. This will enable more players to initiate the

mother-athlete role and maintain a high level of performance

postpartum. Further, current mother-athletes in the PWHL such

as Kendall Coyne Schofield and Natalie Spooner will likely

continue to challenge existing notions (e.g., that elite ice hockey

and mothering are incompatible). Hopefully, this will also inspire

more players to prolong their athletic careers as mothers. Since

news media circulate gender ideologies and discourses as forms

of truth, news media may have to be more aware of the how

women’s ice hockey is covered. For example, McGannon et al.

(12) identified two mother-athlete identities represented in news

media; (1) athlete and mother in conflict and (2) athlete mother

as superwoman. Further, previous research show that such media

representations may affect female athletes’ perceptions in

multiple ways (e.g., notions about mothering) (12–14).

In the last decade, women’s ice hockey has experienced several

positive changes (e.g., increase in the number of players and several

professional leagues) but there are still a lot to be done in terms of

gender equality to make female players perceive the mother-athlete

role as realistic. Future studies could also investigate how these

challenges manifest for elite male athletes, in terms of a “father

vs. athlete” conflict in professional ice hockey as well as explore

the stakeholders’ (i.e., coaches, general managers, and

representatives from the league) perspectives.
5 Conclusions

In this study we explored how Swedish elite female ice hockey

players perceived challenges associated with initiating and

maintaining the mother-athlete role. Our study offers valuable

insights into female-specific challenges facing elite hockey players

in Scandinavia considering motherhood. Thematic analysis

(35, 36) revealed three main challenges in terms of: (a) Making

ends meet, (b) A leap in the dark, and (c) You can’t be what you

can’t see. These challenges made the players perceive the mother-

athlete role as unrealistic. To change the current situation, our

study identified continued work with improving the financial

support and developing clear maternity policies as essential

measures for stakeholders (e.g., sport federations, leagues and

clubs) to take. This could prevent early retirement from elite

sports in conjunction with having children. Further, enabling
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more elite players to prolong their athletic careers postpartum will

likely help elite women’s ice hockey to develop to its highest

optimal quality (e.g., number of players and competition). Given

our relatively small sample size, future studies could consider

using quantitative approaches.
5.1 Limitations

The study design, using a qualitative approach with seven

players could potentially “favor” the players’ perspective, because

of their opportunity to elaborate and explain their own versions

and interpretations of the situation. Accordingly, one limitation

of the present study was that the stakeholders (i.e., coaches,

general managers, and representatives from the league) were not

interviewed. For example, the club might have had maternity

rights that the players were unaware of. This could have

generated a richer understanding of the environments that the

participants were a part of. We authors acknowledge that the

limited number of participants may be a limitation of the study.

However, even if six general managers were contacted, only one

of them replied to our request. Further, given that the present

study showed examples of players who perceived even lifting the

topic with their coaches and clubs as a potential risk of

deselection, some players might have declined to participate

based on that the request came from the coach/club and not

directly from the researchers. Another explanation could be that

the clubs didn’t consider the research as relevant for them due to

the absence of mother-athletes in the league. Additionally, the

stressful life of many players (e.g., combining work and/or

studies with the athletic career) may have left little time to

participate in research projects. Despite this limitation with few

participants, we argue that the dataset was sufficient in relation

to the study aim with high “information power” (34) since the

participants were “experts in their own experience” (51) as

Swedish elite female ice hockey players considering motherhood.
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