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Chapter 1: Introduction 
In the work of exercise education, i.e. teaching fitness classes or doing personal training, 

exercise educators often encounter an interesting intersection of a) societal gender norms and b) 

misunderstandings of the science behind exercise activities and outcomes. These two issues combine to 

produce a phenomenon many exercise educators struggle to work with, which I refer to as Gender-

Specific Fitness Myths (GSFMs). A GSFM is a behaviour, or statement of belief about fitness activities, 

use of equipment, and/ or exercise outcomes that is incorrect from a physiological perspective and is 

rooted in social norms & beliefs about how everyone should behave or perform their gender. In addition 

to the pedagogical implications this phenomenon has for educators, there are concerns for the physical 

and mental well-being of women and other marginalized persons who eschew all or some types of 

physical activity because of these misunderstandings.  

Working as a trainer and class instructor for the last 14 years, I have seen many clients who have 

deeply held beliefs about gender and exercise. I came into my exercise education career already having 

an academic background in Women’s Studies, which has allowed me to be more aware of and able to 

analyse and discuss gender stereotypes about exercise. Having also studied education, I was interested 

in how exercise pedagogy was working, or not, in teaching exercise. Specifically, I was interested in why 

clients believe GSFMs, which, by definition, are both unsupported by research and rooted in sexism. 

Furthermore, I was interested in why some clients reject scientifically supported exercise information in 

favour of continuing with the un-scientific and sexist norms. 

While the percentage of all Canadians who exercise is quite low, data from Health Canada shows 

women are exercising even less than the men. In gyms I have observed there is a gender split in who 

performs which activities, who claims to be knowledgeable, or not, about exercise, and who feels 

entitled to be in exercise spaces. These differences are not based in exercise science. There is a need to 

dispel misinformation about exercise in general, but the gender-specific myths that discourage women 
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from participating in fitness activities are particularly important to dispel because so few women 

currently benefit from exercise.  

The fitness industry is entirely unregulated and unlegislated. No jurisdiction in Canada, or any 

country that I know of, has legally defined or mandated the qualifications required for exercise 

educators. All educator certification programs are created by the industry bodies that confer them. 

Neither the content of certification courses nor the testing of the knowledge of educators is regulated in 

any external or legally approved way. Even having a certification to teach exercise is a voluntary act that 

is not required by law, and is only required in hiring practices in fitness facilities that have made the 

choice to require it. Therefore there is no guarantee that anyone exercising in a staffed fitness space or 

in online fitness programs will have access to educators who know the myths from the science. Even 

amongst certified exercise educators, concerns around gender are not always addressed in their training 

and continuing education. There is a need for certification organizations to be sure their members are 

aware and are equipped to handle GSFMs in the workplace with their clients, colleagues, and 

employers.  

The purpose of this research is to identify the GSFMs that exercise educators are hearing from 

clients in their workplaces, identify their origins where possible, discuss why they are so difficult to 

dispel, or myth-bust. The purpose is also to make recommendations for the exercise industry, and those 

industries that intersect with it, to better deliver myth-busted exercise education. A more accurate 

pedagogy of fitness, offered to people of all genders, would remove the barriers to fitness spaces 

currently experienced by many girls and women.  

Concerns about women’s health and access to physical activity have long been staple feminist 

topics. Early feminist writers, including Mary Wollstonecraft, discussed the need for girls and women to 

have access to physical activity for well-being and to fully enjoy the human experience (Dowling p. 13).  
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Feminist readings of historical examples from fashion, medical texts, and sport and recreation discourse 

all demonstrate how ideas of women’s ‘natural frailty’ and social roles were meant to not only weaken 

women physically, but to also exclude us from physical activity, education, and public life in general. The 

historical concept of ‘Bicycle Face’ (see Literature Review), for example, even restricted women’s free 

mobility in their own communities. Women’s physical activity interests and skills have been manipulated 

throughout history to the point that many women literally became atrophied, and the belief that this 

was normal and natural flourished.  

At the same time, feminist activists and writers have been debunking these ideas. For every 

Victorian era doctor who predicted exercise (and fun) would ruin women, his (proto)feminist 

contemporaries were dismissing these notions. This is a feminist project in the same linage as those 

which have sought to improve women’s health and independence, increase access to knowledge, and to 

correct the bad practices of the past. In addition to feminist historical analysis, I draw on several other 

areas of feminist theory. Among them are pop culture pedagogy (hooks), media analysis (Caulfield, 

Orenstein), psychology (Etcoff), and post-modern discourses about the female body (Bordo, Wolf).  

Also, this thesis draws on Robert Proctor and Londa Schiebinger’s work on agnotology, the study 

of how ignorance is used to control knowledge, and therefore behaviours, of groups of people. This new 

branch of philosophy fits seamlessly with feminist epistemology and feminist analysis (See Literature 

Review). Therefore, I have used a mixture of feminist and agnotological approaches to analyze untrue 

and unscientific beliefs about gender and exercise that were presented in my research data. I have 

looked at historical texts about health, medicine, sport, physical activity, and fashion as sources for 

where these ideas originated, and I have used gender theory to explain how the misinformation and 

disinformation spread in the past was a tool for keeping women from free access to public spaces and 

personal independence. 
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In this research the term ‘woman’ is inclusive of transwomen and any persons who lives with a 

feminine identity or presentation. Those women who are not cis, or assigned female at birth (AFAB), are 

a group that has even more limited access to exercise spaces due to the harassment and danger present 

when entering women-only spaces such as gyms and locker rooms. Removing as many barriers as 

possible is crucial for this group’s participation. My comments and my pedagogical and policy 

recommendations are written with that need in mind. For ease of reading, I use “girls” and “women” 

throughout and mentions of trans or AFAB differences are included where the differences between 

these types of women is relevant. For example, historical sources used throughout this research are 

referring quite strictly to cis-women and are especially focused on women’s capacity for pregnancy and 

should therefore be considered in the social and historical context intended.  

The data for this research was collected in the autumn of 2019. An invitation to participate in an 

anonymous online survey was sent to all fully certified members of the Nova Scotia Fitness Association 

(NSFA). Participants were asked to fill in some personal information about their gender, age, years of 

teaching practice, and which certifications they held. Subsequently, they were asked about their 

experiences with GSFMs in the workplace and to give examples of how they dealt with these 

interactions. A total of 27 participants gave enough information to be considered a completed survey. 

Of those 27, 14 responded that they did experiences GSFMs and 13 said they did not. There were four 

additional clicks of the survey link in which the participants answered no questions at all.  The 

participants in the survey are anonymous and are identified throughout this research by the number 

assigned to them in the survey software (LimeSurvey) which is also the order in which they completed 

the survey. 

The data from the survey has been categorized and analyzed thematically. I found that the 

GSFMs given by survey participants could fit into five main themes and one sub-theme. For ease of 

understanding and readability, I gave each theme the name of a famous song that evokes a sense of 
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what the theme is about. They are: Brick House, I Won’t Dance, Somebody’s Watching Me, Born This 

Way, She Ain’t Pretty, and She’s A Lady. Each theme’s content has been explored through feminist and 

agnotological lenses with the goal of determining the sexist and unscientific origins of each. 

Participants were also asked to provide examples of the pedagogical strategies they used when 

encountering GSFMs in the workplace and whether they have experienced negative feedback from 

clients or colleagues when myth-busting. This helped me form the basis of my recommendations on how 

the fitness industry should work towards eliminating GSFMs. I conclude with a list of recommendations 

for various stakeholders in the fitness education industry and the health professions for how we in the 

fitness industry can educate ourselves and the Canadian public about gender-specific exercise myths 

and the barriers they create for women’s health and well-being. 

There are several key findings that this research brings to light. The most valuable piece of 

information is that 50% of the participants agree that they experience GSFMs in the workplace at least 

some of the time, and that they employ pedagogical strategies for dealing with these occurrences, often 

successfully dispelling the myths. This indicates this is a common experience for exercise educators and 

that these educators are taking care to correct misinformation. This also indicates a need for further, or 

deeper, study on this topic. There is also a need for creating resources, such as professional 

development opportunities, for exercise educators so they can do more of this work. The thematic 

analysis of this data indicates that the problems plaguing women’s access to, and successful 

participation in, fitness spaces and education are in keeping with the patriarchal practices of other 

aspects of our society, and with the historical social norms that served to control women’s behaviour. 

Issues such as scrutiny of women’s appearance, beliefs that girls are not good at science or sport, and 

norms around ‘proper’ feminine (and to a lesser extent, masculine) behaviour and comportment all 

appear here, just as they have throughout the span of feminist research.     
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction to the Literature 
 The literature used in this research falls into two broad categories, the empirical research and 

the theoretical framework. In the first section of this literature review I discuss the provincial, national, 

and international perspectives on why this research is necessary. I also review what work has already 

been done on women and physical activity that closely relates to this study. In the second section I look 

at the theoretical work in feminism and agnotology that informs my analysis of the survey data.  

Provincial, National and International Perspectives 
 In order to situate the value that this study promises to have for women in terms of exercise 

education it is helpful to have a picture of the current gap in physical activity among girls and women in 

western cultures compared to boys and men, and the causes and consequences of that gap. In this 

section, I have used studies from my own province of Nova Scotia, from a Canadian national perspective, 

and studies from other western nations. My survey participants are all residents of Nova Scotia, so the 

local data provides context for the culture they are working in. The Canadian and international studies 

cited here are to show this is not just a local or national issue. Also, because there is only a small 

quantity of studies done on the issues I have raised, I have had looked at research available from other 

Western nations.  My survey participants were all fitness instructors working in Nova Scotia, so I will 

begin with the little local data available that relates to my topic. 

Nova Scotian Perspective 
The provincial government of Nova Scotia published findings from a study in 2012 about the 

contributions of poor diets and inactivity to obesity in our youth population which I will both draw on 

and critique for its fat-phobic focus. The report, What We Heard: Survey and Consultation Findings for a 

Childhood Obesity Prevention Strategy, identifies that approximately 1/3 of all youth in this province fit 

the medical definition of “obese.” The provincial Department of Health and Wellness staff who 

produced this report identified contributing factors that can be linked to other aspects of health and 
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fitness beyond obesity. The high cost of food and low wages, the exorbitant cost of organized sports, 

and an increase in screen time in children were identified as primary causes of childhood obesity in Nova 

Scotia (NS-DOHW p. 21-26). While obesity is not the focus of my study, this report explicitly establishes 

the connection of low socio-economic status to obesity and that lack of access to exercise is a large 

contributing factor to that. While the NS Department of Health and Wellness report did not do a gender 

analysis of their data, one can reasonably speculate that girls and women are more adversely impacted. 

Financial difficulties are a gendered barrier because, according to the 2018 report from the Nova Scotia 

Advisory Council on the Status of Women (NSACSW), women are more likely than men to work part 

time, and earn only $0.77 to the men’s dollar, despite 31.7% of women in this province having a 

university education. Additionally, the majority of single-parent families below the poverty line are 

headed by women (NSACSW, p. 3-6).  

In Canada, Nova Scotia is often described as a “have not” province. The Canadian Centre for 

Policy Alternatives (CCPA) calculated that 41,370 children were living in poverty in Nova Scotia in 2020, 

which is almost 1 in 4. CCPA also stated that Nova Scotia has the highest child poverty rate in Canada, 

and that between 1989 and 2018 Nova Scotia was the only Canadian province or territory that did not 

see a decrease in child poverty (CCPA p. 4). CCPA also noted that women who parent and racialized 

parents are disproportionately lower waged compared to the whole Nova Scotia population. They are 

also more heavily and negatively affected by COVID-19 related work losses and public health restriction 

on work and childcare access (CCPA p. 7). Providing the children from these families with access to 

sports or other physical activities would teach them physical literacy and set them up with healthy skills 

for the rest of their lives, but money is not being allotted for this purpose. This combined with 

everything I will describe about gender in the coming pages, means that girls and women in Nova Scotia 

are some of the most economically disadvantaged in Canada when it comes to accessing exercise 

education and spaces.  
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 It is unfortunate that the Nova Scotia Health and Wellness researchers chose to frame physical 

activity simply in terms of how it relates to weight control. This ignores that physical activity has benefits 

besides changes to body composition and that being active does not guarantee changes to body 

composition. Addressing exercise simply as a means to an end, i.e., fat loss, devalues exercise and 

suggests that reversal of the obesity “crisis” is merely a matter of getting people to move more. The 

focus on obesity and fat loss to the exclusion of other exercise benefits is a fat-phobic (i.e. a belief that 

high levels of adiposity is inherently negative and/or the sole cause of ill health) stance. In “Exercise, 

physical activity, and self-determination theory: A systematic review” Teixeira et al determined that 

intrinsic motivations for exercise positively predicted both initial participation in exercise and long-term 

adherence across several dozen studies (Teixeira p. 1). Framing exercise as merely a tool for fat loss 

means the Nova Scotia government is making the mistake of focusing on extrinsic rather than the 

intrinsic motivators for exercise, which better support initial uptake and long-term adherence 
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generally coded as feminine (ballet, belly dance, jazzercise, aerobics, yoga, Pilates, etc.) are not even 

mentioned in this study. With Canada being a hockey-obsessed nation (which coded as a masculine 

sport), or so our national narratives tell us, the assumption is often that “PA means sport and sport 

means boys”. This prevents many girls from identifying as physically active or ‘sporty’ persons and 

discourages girls and women from seeking out PA opportunities. Girls who, for any reason, cannot or do 

not want to be athletes receive constant messaging that sport is the only physical activity option for kids 

or teens and by extension that really PA is for boys and not for girls. 

Canadian Perspective 
In Canada, the national data on physical activity is collected for our government by 

ParticipACTION which issues an annual ‘report card’ on the activity levels of Canadians. In their 2015 

Report Card, ParticipACTION researchers noted that “boys take more average daily steps than girls,” 

(ParticipACTION 2015 p. 16) and that “Boys were generally allowed to play outdoors more frequently, 

later into the day and further from home than girls” (ParticipACTION 2015 p. 22). The 2020 edition of 

the report card shows there has been some improvement in physical activity for all Canadians, but the 

gap between boys and girls still stands. The 2020 report states that 39% of 5 to 17-year-olds are meeting 

the Health Canada recommendations; however, when broken down by gender, 52% of boys meet the 

goal, but only 26% of girls do – literally half as many (ParticipACTION 2020 p.40). Unfortunately, the 

authors do not break down participation rates by gender for adults in these annual report cards, nor do 

they offer any research about or recommendations to address this gender gap in children.  

The lack of access for girls to early PA opportunities has a cumulative effect on the health of 

Canadian women in their senior years. The report Actively Engaging Women and Girls: Addressing the 

Psycho-Social Factors, published by Canadian Women in Sport (CWS, formerly known as CAAWS) notes 

that early physical literacy, and particularly learning the fundamental movements during the early years, 
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increases one’s likelihood of taking up and adhering to healthy physical activity throughout one’s life. 

Girls, however, are not getting this access at the same rate as boys. The authors state: 

Evidence suggests that girls do not receive sufficient quality skill development opportunities. 
Early socialization, cultural differences, limited or a lack of appealing opportunities, and leader 
expectations all play a role. Regardless of gender, according to self-determination theory, 
motivation influences engagement, enjoyment and progression (Deci and Ryan, 2011). Girls and 
young women are more likely to be engaged, have fun and stay involved (as well as understand 
the health benefits of participating) if they feel connected, capable and have a sense of choice 
(CWS B p. 21). 

 

 In Making the Case: Physical Activity and Women 55-70 Canadian Women and Sport (CWS) 

states “By the year 2021, nearly 35% of our entire population will be women 55 years and older” and 

fitness and recreation professionals need to be prepared to meet their age and gender specific needs 

(CWS-A p. 1). The CWS researchers list several issues which can be improved upon by giving women who 

are 55-plus more access to exercise. Age-related health issues, especially arthritis, greatly affect this 

segment of the population with as much as 91% of women over 65 having some form of the condition 

(CWS-B p. 1). Osteoporosis is a form of arthritis that is of particular concern to senior women. It is 

estimated to afflict one third of all women over the age of 50 in the USA and Canada and is responsible 

for 80% of all fractures in Canadian seniors. Strength training has been proven to increase bone density 

and therefore reduce the risk of osteoporosis (Cox p. 129 and Osteoporosis Canada, web 2019). Strength 

training for women is stigmatized and mythologized in our society so the physiological protections it 

offers, such as improved bone density, are not being attained by many women who need it. In an effort 

to address these issues, CWS created a series of short instructional videos, available on their YouTube 

channel to teach women 55+ how to do several fundamental movements that are the foundation of 

physical literacy (CWS-C, video 1:47). 
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These conditions affect aging men as well, but the intersection of femaleness, age, and exercise 

creates particular difficulty for women. Women live longer, have less income than men on average, and 

are more likely to survive their spouses so they live alone in their senior years (CWS B, p. 35). For seniors 

being into fitness can create an opportunity to socialize at a time in life when many friends and family 

members are moving into care or dying. Fitness can help seniors make new friends and therefore 

benefit from the health aspects of having a social group (CWS B, p. 5). Exercise opportunities that are 

meeting the needs of senior women are necessary for their wellbeing, but should also be affordable, 

socially engaging, and physically accessible for those with chronic health conditions. These programs and 

facilities must also take into account the pedagogical needs of women who never had the opportunity to 

learn or practice the fundamental movements of physical literacy in their youth. 

International Perspectives 
In an American study, "Why Are Girls Less Physically Active than Boys? Findings from the LOOK 

Longitudinal Study,” Telford et al used pedometers with youth aged 8 to 16 to track physical activity. 

Telford’s results concur with ParticipACTION’s finding that boys take more steps than girls (Telford 2016 

-B p. 400, ParticipACTION, 2015 p. 16). They also found that many kids in sport programs did not meet 

the daily recommendations for physical activity, showing that sport is not a panacea for achieving 

physical activity goals with kids (Telford p. 405). Telford states that “Girls, but not boys, of lower SES 

[socio-economic status] were less active, more sedentary, not as fit and less likely to participate in sport 

than their counterparts of higher SES” (Telford 2016 - B p. 405, italics mine). Furthermore, “Girls 

participating in sports were less likely to participate as actively as boys” (p. 406). As with the economic 

data (above) from the government of Nova Scotia, this study suggests financial barriers to PA are 

negatively affecting girls and women more than boys and men. 
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According to Telford et.al. (Telford 2016 – A), boys and girls ages 8 to 12 years participated in 

testing on several physical activity skills and completed surveys about their attitudes to exercise. The 

research team wanted to learn what physical outcomes resulted from girls being less involved than boys 

in physical activity (PA), with girls being 17% less active than boys. Telford determined that lower 

participation rates left girls scoring 18% lower than boys in tested cardio-respiratory capacity and 44% 

lower in hand-eye coordination. The survey also revealed that girls’ self-reported sense of physical 

competence was 9% lower than that self-reported by boys (Telford 2016 p. 2). This is a particularly 

important piece of information because one’s sense of physical competence, which is a part of physical 

literacy, is positively correlated with levels of participation and length of adherence to exercise across 

dozens of studies (Teixeira p. 1). Telford noted that boys’ higher score in perceived competence and 

parental support for PA did indeed result in their participating more than girls (Telford 2016 p. 6). They 

also discovered that girls who participated in regular, extracurricular physical activity were protected 

against these deficits in physical literacy and the related health outcomes (Telford 2016 p. 1-2). 

According to Telford’s data it is clear that girls are significantly behind boys when it comes to being 

active and receiving the benefits of physical activity. Telford et al do not investigate the cultural causes 

of the PA gender gap. However, they state that lower levels of PA for girls should not be dismissed as 

“normal” and that schools and communities are failing to provide girls with opportunity and support in 

being more active. They suggest this failure can be remedied by better physical education teacher 

training and more social support for girls’ PA (Telford 2016 p. 9).  

Beyond the health and kinesthetic consequences of lower PA rates, there are mental health 

issues to consider too. The World Health Organization’s (WHO) report “Girls’ Participation in Physical 

Activities and Sports: Benefits, Patterns, Influences and Ways Forward” focuses on girls’ mental health in 

addition to agreeing with physical health data reported by sources referenced above. They say that by 

the age of 15 girls are twice as likely to experience depression and several other mental health 
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disorders, compared to boys. WHO also states that there are myriad mental health benefits to exercise 

and that girls generally respond to the mental health aspects of exercise more strongly than boys. While 

the WHO stops short of making this connection explicit, the lower uptake of PA for girls relative to boys 

could be a major contributor to the relative incidence of mental illness (WHO p. 1-2).  

A small number of reports delve into why gender differences in PA are present, and why these 

differences are so stark. The same WHO report discussed above states that the centering of sport as the 

primary method of physical activity for youth is misguided when it comes to inclusion for girls and other 

non-masculine persons; “Certainly, the dominance of sports as culturally valued physical activities, and 

the close identification of sports with masculinity, means that other, non-masculine groups can become 

pushed to the margins.” (WHO p. 2). They also mention that when it comes to any kind of activity girls 

cite “reluctance to get sweaty or dishevelled” which interferes with what is seen as “proper” femininity. 

Furthermore, the WHO notes that this reason for avoiding exercise often follows women into adulthood 

(WHO p. 4). The organization also noted that physical education classes and sport are not necessarily 

adequate for achieving daily recommended activity levels (WHO p. 5). As Telford et al (2014) explain, the 

time required for academic subjects limits how much physical activity can be offered during the school 

day. Also, socio-economic variations between schools means students are not getting equal access to PA 

opportunities, with those from poorer areas getting the least (Telford 2014 p. 400).  Additionally, as 

reported by several sources I have used throughout this research, the WHO states that girls are less 

vigorous when active, are less often permitted access to outdoor play, and have stricter parental 

controls over their mobility within their communities due to concerns about safety or gender 

appropriateness. The good news is when girls can have more access to physical activity, they generally 

take advantage of it (WHO p. 5).  
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 In the document Changing the Game for Girls, The Women’s Sport and Fitness Foundation 

(WSFF) in the UK considers why the gender activity gap persists. A 2009 survey in England showed that 

“only 12% of girls aged 14 meet the official guidelines for physical activity – roughly half the number of 

boys at the same age. However, 74% want to be more active” (WSFF p. 4, italics mine). This concurs with 

the ParticipACTION report above – girls are getting 50% of the PA of boys. There is a very striking gap 

between interest and actual participation reported here. Like the WHO and ParticipACTION studies, the 

WSFF (UK) discovered that parents are more anxious and less likely to grant permission when it comes 

to daughters being active versus sons, especially for outdoor play. Concerns about child safety outdoors 

were mentioned in the Nova Scotia government’s What We Heard report (see above) as well, although 

in the latter publication, these concerns were not differentiated by gender (Nova Scotia Dept of Health 

and Wellness, p. 30). The WSFF determined that social norms around ‘appropriate’ femininity were a big 

concern - sporty boys were seen positively, sporty girls were seen negatively. Their data showed that 

48% of girls surveyed said being sweaty was ‘unfeminine’ (WSFF p. 6). Teen girls said “proper” femininity 

largely equated to being (conventionally) attractive which is seen as incompatible with being athletic. 

Girls reported they would be more willing to participate if they had some of the following conditions: 

more types of activity to choose from, girl-only spaces, fun, encouragement and reward for effort, and 

comfortable fitness clothing (WSFF p. 4). Girls also said they wanted school PE teachers to focus more 

on general physical activity and less on sport-specific activity. They also found 76% of all girls agree that 

“girls are self conscious about their bodies.” Just over a quarter of girls agree that “I feel my body is on 

show in PE and this makes me like PE less” (WSFF p. 7).  

Also from the UK, the British Heart Foundation National Centre (BHFNC) published gender-

specific findings in the report “How to Engage Inactive Communities in Physical Activity: Top Tips from 

the BHFNC 8th Annual Conference,” which is based on data gathered from several existing studies. The 

BHFNC noted: 
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There is a sharp decline in physical activity participation among girls after 10 years of age and 
there are numerous reasons for this decline. These barriers have been identified as: 
- Social pressure to conform to the feminine ideal,  
- Negative experience of the school environment (e.g., P.E. kits and showers), 
- Being forced to compete with others, and 
- Fear of sexual or racial harassment 

(BHFNC, p. 21). 
 
 

 The BHFNC recommends including more role-modeling, better options regarding times and 

prices for workouts, non-sport options, ensuring facilities are safe for women (including safely getting 

to/from the facility and having staff on hand), ensuring clothing requirements and shower facilities are 

not off-putting, providing childcare, and making the activities fun (BHFNC p. 26). Several sources used 

throughout this study cite girls saying the lack of fun they experience in PE and PA is a deterrent to girls 

and women’s involvement. While one’s sense of fun is entirely subjective, it seems the sport and 

physical education (PE) authorities are missing the mark where girls and women are concerned.  

In “Psychosocial Variables Related to Why Women are Less Active than Men and Related Health 

Implications” Elizabeth Edwards Skidmore and Sarah Carson Sackett note that the activity gap that starts 

in childhood does not close in adulthood and actually gets worse for most women. This puts women at 

high risk of inactivity-related health problems such as Type II diabetes, cardiovascular disease, stroke, 

and several cancers (Edwards Skidmore and Sackett p. 47-48). This study states that the factors 

influencing women’s behaviors include a mixture of “self-efficacy, perceived competency, outcome 

expectancies, attitudes, perceived barriers and risks, subjective norms, social support, motivation, 

enjoyment, decisional balance, and body image”. The gender gap in perceived physical competency 

likely stems from a lifetime of girls/women having fewer experiences of mastering of physical skills, 

higher rates of injuries in youth sports, and less family and community support for their sport and 

physical activity, as compared to boys. This gap in perceived competency was evident in studies they 

reviewed from Canada, USA, Poland, Belgium, and Scotland and persisted from childhood through to 
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adulthood (Edwards Skidmore and Sackett  p. 51). Numerous studies indicated that boys and men 

receive more social support and encouragement for being active, including logistical support from 

parents, and social support from peers (p. 52). Furthermore, as adults, men are more motivated to 

exercise for intrinsic reasons such as fun and enjoyment of being active, and women are more 

extrinsically motivated by appearance and health outcomes (p. 53).  As established by Teixeira et al, 

intrinsic motivations to exercise result in greater participation in and more long-term adherence to 

physical activity (Teixiera p. 1).  That women are less likely to experience intrinsic motivation is part of 

why fewer women are physically active.  

Causes and Consequences 
The studies discussed above are focused on reporting the statistics when it comes to the gender 

gap in exercise participation and adherence. The existence of the gap is undeniable despite school and 

community policies that appear to support equal access to PA for both sexes. The access is not equal in 

reality. Both the UK report and the international work done by Telford indicate that social norms and 

expectations for girls, lackluster pedagogy from PE teachers, parental concerns for safety, and pressure 

to appear “properly” feminine all create an environment in which girls learn that PA really is not 

welcoming to them. By the time girls are teenagers they do not see themselves as physically competent 

and their access to PA is curtailed by several factors that do not affect boys to the same extent. This is 

not to say that all boys have immediate and unhindered access to physical activity, just that their access 

is not hindered by the gender-specific concerns presented to girls, such as being ‘properly’ feminine. 

These deficiencies in childhood and adolescence leave women less physically literate as adults and more 

likely to describe themselves as “not sporty”, i.e., rejecting interest in sports or PA, as a personality trait. 

These factors all cause girls and women to exercise less than boys and men. This in turn may lead to 

more health problems that negatively affect quality of life for women in the senior years. It also means 
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girls and women are made physically weaker than they have the potential to be, and therefore may be 

more dependent on men, for tasks requiring strength, than they have to be at any age.  

Why Use Sport Research When this Research is About Fitness? 
Much of the literature I have found focuses on women’s history in sport, medicine, and 

wellness. There is very little content about fitness alone. I am using literature about women in sport 

because sport is adjacent to fitness. Many people think sport and exercise are the same thing, however 

while both exercise the body, they differ in several ways. The primary difference is that sport is about 

winning something whereas fitness is done to improve the health of the body and for the enjoyment of 

the activity. Even at the recreational level, there are still winners and losers in sport-based activities. 

Athletes will exercise to improve their sport performance, which may or may not benefit their health.  

Also, while there can be power imbalances in any relationship, fitness educators and clients do 

not have the de facto power imbalance of sport coaches with their athletes. The relationship in fitness is 

much more casual. We do not have control over people or their sport careers, and our clients are free to 

walk away from this business relationship with little to no consequence. It is more comparable to the 

relationship between a hair stylist and their client than to a sport coach and athlete. Sport, on the other 

hand, has been rife with abuse scandals in recent years, and the Coaching Association of Canada (CAC) 

requires all coaches of all levels to take an anti-abuse training program because the power imbalance 

between coaches and athletes is inherent to the activity (Safesport.coach.ca, 2022). 

Sports are scored or judged for points, but fitness is about meeting personal goals. Fitness does 

not have leagues, medals, or world records. It is for this reason things like bodybuilding, weightlifting 

and the CrossFit Games are defined as sports and not fitness programs. Furthermore, bodybuilding and 

weightlifting use the same, or similar looking, training implements (barbells, dumbbells, pin selector 

systems, etc.) and exercises (deadlifts, bench presses, bicep curls, etc.)  as used in general resistance 



THE PINK DUMBBELL PROBLEM 

18 
 

training for fitness purposes, making the sport and the fitness activity essentially indistinguishable to 

outsiders. As a result, terms such as weight training, weightlifting (a formal sport), and bodybuilding are 

often conflated (Brace-Govan p. 504). Put more simply, weightlifting is a sport but lifting weights is a 

fitness activity.  

It is important to consider how they are similar too. One way that sport and fitness are similar is 

that perception of women as participants is often the same in both realms. The same sexist beliefs, 

practices, or policies that have historically kept women out of sport often carry over into the fitness 

world (see Historical Literature on Women and Physical Activity section, below). Threats that women 

will lose their femininity, desirability to men, or maternal instincts, accusations of gender non-

conformity, and speculation about one’s sexual orientation are all experiences common to women in 

both sport and fitness. The under-funding and under-equipping of girls’ sports teams and women’s gyms 

is another example of common ground.  

Sport and fitness marketing and media are also an area of concern in how they portray or 

discuss girls and women. Shawn Ladda in “Physical Literacy is a Social Justice Issue!” says that reporting 

of sport in traditional news media is a litmus test for how society is feeling about women, social change, 

and social justice in general (Ladda p.3). Similarly, Katharina Lindner says: 

Within critical feminist sports studies, the sports context is often understood as a “microcosm” 
of larger socio-cultural structures, both in terms of gender, but also in relation to race/ethnicity, 
class, sexuality as well as national (and global) identities (Lindner p. 464). 
 
Additionally, Coakley and Donnelly in Sports in Society: Issues and Controversies, identify sport 

as a site of reproducing/producing social dynamics, especially privilege (Coakley and Donnelly p. 34-39). 

They state: 

Critical feminist research has shown that sports are gendered activities, in that their meaning, 
purpose, and organization are grounded in the values and experience of men and celebrate 
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attributes associated with dominant forms of masculinity (Birrell, 2000; Burstyn, 1999). 
Therefore, in the world of sports, a person is defined as “qualified” as an athlete, a coach, or an 
administrator if he or she is tough, aggressive, and emotionally focused on competitive success. 
If a person is kind, caring, supportive, and emotionally responsive to others, he or she is 
qualified only to be a cheerleader, a volunteer worker, or an assistant in marketing and public 
relations. These latter qualities, often associated with femininity and weakness, are not valued 
in most sport organizations (Coakley and Donnelly p.39). 

The narratives around women in sport therefore provide insight into how the general public 

might be feeling and talking about athletic women. Negative comments about women athletes generally 

involve language that calls them unfeminine or too masculine and accuses them of interloping on 

traditionally male sports. These comments, especially from national and international sport and news 

media outlets, push women to choose “gender-appropriate” sport activities (Lindner p. 465) such as 

gymnastics or figure skating. When women hear negative comments about famous women athletes, 

they might apply the same criticisms to themselves in a fitness context. They could be pushed into 

aerobics and yoga which are coded as very feminine, and away from the free weight area of the gym 

which is seen as very masculine. They might learn from the media that, like sport, fitness is not a 

welcome place for them, and they might be right if staff and patrons of the given facility also internalize 

gendered fitness norms. For these reasons, it is appropriate to draw from literature that discusses 

sexism and discrimination toward women in sport for this research about gender and fitness.  

Historical Literature on Women and Physical Activity 
One would think that with increased access to physical activity for girls and women in the last 

several decades, the gap in exercise participation and outcomes between men and women would be 

closed by now, but it is not. Additional access in the form of opportunities and funding for girls’ sport 

has helped, but only for girls who are athletes. For those who do not like sport the gap has not closed 

very much. In order to understand where this disparity comes from, I have sought out several historical 

sources that trace multiple lineages of women being kept out of physical activity. 
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Collette Dowling’s The Frailty Myth and Helen Lenskyj’s Out of Bounds are historical accounts of 

women in sport (with occasional references to fitness activities) in the USA and Canada, respectively. 

They give numerous examples of how community and school policies once restricted women from 

accessing programs, equipment, space, and training. They argue that the limiting of girls and women 

from physical activity opportunities created and enforced a broad social narrative that girls and women 

are incapable of achieving impressive levels in sports. The idea that women simply are not valid athletes 

or fitness enthusiasts became so-called ‘common knowledge’. Both also argue that the differences 

between men and women in physical skill are due primarily to training and experience, not anatomy. 

Dowling states that girls are an average of two years older than boys when they first participate in sport, 

which puts them behind in learning physical literacy (Dowling p. 53). These two books connect both 

feminist research and agnotology to many of the issues discussed in the research outlined above. They 

are feminist texts for the obvious reason; they focus entirely on women and why we have been denied 

access to physical activity, and therefore the health benefits of exercise. From the agnotological 

perspective, both authors often highlight little known, or “lost”, pieces of information, which can be 

seen as an appeal to the Lost Realm area of agnotological analysis (described in more depth later in this 

chapter). Once brought to light these bits of lost knowledge illustrate just how manipulative various 

authorities have been regarding what we know (or do not) about women and sport/fitness with the end 

goal of rendering women “unnaturally weak” (Dowling p. 13). In other words, the deliberate 

gatekeeping of women from physical activity means people in our society tend to see women 

participate in sport less frequently than men. From that, people learn that women lack the skills or 

desire to participate. The women who do participate are outliers whose gender and sexuality may be 

called into question. This phenomenon was also noted by Coakley and Donnelly who said: 

It’s a “Catch-22 situation for girls and women: they have fewer opportunities than men to 
develop interests and skills, and then they are denied opportunities to play because they have 
fewer interest and skills (Coakley and Donnelly p. 233)! 
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Ideas that physical activity would ruin women’s femininity or put our health at risk were, and for 

some people still are, plentiful in Canadian and other western societies. The historical accounts from 

Lenskyj and Dowling start with the Victorian era and go to the 1980s and 1990s respectively. Women’s 

reproductive health appears to have been of particular concern. Lenskyj says doctors were often 

deliberately manipulative, sowing the idea that the ‘mysterious’ female anatomy meant grave danger if 

women were to behave like men by doing sport. This sense of ‘sport as a danger to women’ carried over 

into the public consciousness and has lasted for decades, particularly in so-called combat sports. In 

Canadian provinces and American states, governing bodies in boxing required extra sex-specific 

precautions for women, if they allowed women to participate at all. In California in the 1980s officials 

required the following: “heavier gloves, rounds were shortened, breast protection was mandatory, and 

contestants were required to affirm that they were not pregnant” (Lenskyj p. 121). Chest padding was 

mandated as they believed blows to the chest would cause breast cancer despite there being no medical 

evidence of this (Lenskyj p. 122 and 173). While refraining from boxing while pregnant is obviously 

sensible medical advice, pregnancy is the only medical condition they required be disclosed and 

required a signed waiver (Barrett in MacLean’s, 1983). It certainly is not the only one that should 

prevent someone from boxing, such as previous concussions. Concerns regarding the safety of the 

uterus and breasts in combat sports, especially where there is no risk to these body areas, come from 

the idea that women needed to be protected specifically in regard to reproductive biology (Lenskyj p. 

123) which is not a concern brought up for men in combat sports. This suggests the idea of women as 

merely vessels for child bearing is deeply rooted in these regulations.  These sex-specific requirements 

were lifted in the mid-eighties because there was no evidence that women faced additional risk of injury 

due to their femaleness (Lenskyj p, 121 – 122). Commenting in 1983 about the change, Ontario boxing 

commissioner Clyde Gray said “Personally, I like my women pink and dainty” and “Who’d want to see a 
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couple of females beat up on each other?” but agreed that if women want to compete men should not 

stand in their way and would approve the changes if his organization could be absolved of legal liability 

for them (Lenskyj p. 121). 

Multiple forms of martial arts were also once limited or inaccessible for most women due to 

official policies and/or social norms according to which it was taboo for women to fight. Judo and Karate 

did not start seeing interest from large numbers of women until the 1960s and 70s. Judo in particular 

was sold to women as acceptable because it was popularized by the tv series The Avengers and 

promised to “trim the waistline and hips” (Lenskyj p.115-117). In Ontario in the 1970’s, mud wrestling 

and nude wrestling for women, however, were not banned for being dangerous or unfeminine. Ladies 

mud wrestling for men’s enjoyment was fine because it is considered entertainment, not sport. Sports in 

which women would learn skills that could protect them from predatory men were bowdlerized (Lenskyj 

p.121-124). Boxing has remained so taboo for women that the Olympics did not allow women boxers to 

compete until London 2012. Even then there was a great deal of disagreement about whether it should 

be permitted. Arguments were made in the sport news media that women could not handle the 

violence of boxing, that it was more dangerous to women than to men, it was inappropriate for our 

gender, and that women are weak and therefore in need of protection from such a violent sport 

(Lindner p. 464-466). Also, Dowling notes that the threat to women was usually framed in terms of 

ruining their ability to one day be mothers, and that sport authorities would say anything they could to 

‘prove’ women could not physically handle too much vigorous activity (Dowling p. 29).  

Interestingly, some sports have switched gender acceptability over time. Today we consider 

cheerleading a quintessentially feminine sport, but according to Dowling, it was considered too 

rambunctious for girls in its earliest days. Once a solely male pursuit in the late Victorian era, 

cheerleading began to admit women around the time of World War 1. Concerns were raised at the time 

that cheerleading would have a masculinizing effect on women. Instead, the women had a feminizing 
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effect on the sport itself, so that by the 1940s and 50s it was seen as a “naturally” feminine activity 
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In those motions which when properly performed require the coordination and directness of the 
whole body upon some definite end, women frequently move in a contradictory way. Their 
bodies project an aim to be enacted, but at the same time stiffen against the performance of 
the tasks. In performing a physical task the woman’s body does carry her toward the intended 
aim, but often not easily and directly, but rather circuitously, with the wasted motion resulting 
from the effort of testing and reorientation, which is a frequent consequence of feminine 
hesitancy (Young p, 147).  

Girls who are otherwise physically capable will truncate their performance, stiffen, or hesitate to 

perform fully, in order to maintain proper feminine comportment. Both ‘proper’ and ‘feminine’ is vague, 

but generally refers to whatever is/was socially acceptable comportment for girls and women at a given 

time and within given cultural and economic groups. When performing physical tasks normally 

associated with men, a woman must perform these hesitancies if she is to maintain her femininity. 

Stereotype threat is not only applicable to physical activity. It is a well-studied phenomenon in 

what is commonly known as STEM subjects (i.e. science, technology, engineering, mathematics) as well. 

In their book Same Difference: How Gender Myths Are Hurting Our Relationships, Our Children And Our 

Jobs, Rosalind Barnett and Caryl Rivers dedicate considerable space to this issue and how it affects 

women throughout our lives and careers. The idea remains that girls and women are simply not capable 

or interested in STEM knowledge, just as we are supposedly not capable of or interested in sport and 

exercise (Barnett and Rivers p. 160-161). In addition to citing dozens of studies about stereotype threat 

negatively affecting girls in STEM subjects, they retell several stories of how this ruins girls’ perception of 

their abilities. Particularly telling is the story of one woman whose belief she could do math was ruined 

by her high school geometry teacher, who was also the school football coach. In addition to never calling 

on the girls in the geometry class, he often used football analogies to explain the concepts knowing that 

the girls would be completely unfamiliar with football and would therefore be unable to grasp the 

concepts. Even worse, when her math grades plummeted compared to earlier years, she was told this 

was normal as she was now more interested in boys than in school (Barnett and Rivers p. 158).  
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This is important because learning to perform exercises correctly, even more so learning to be 

an exercise educator, involves a lot of STEM knowledge and having the confidence to communicate that 

knowledge to clients. In addition to anatomy and physiology exercise educators have to know 

rudimentary physics and math in order to assess clients’ safety and effectiveness in a given exercise, and 

to plan workout programs. We also need to know basic chemistry for understanding energy production 

and expenditure. For women who did not have access to quality education in physics, biology, and 

chemistry throughout school, and especially those who had the message that girls just do not 

understand them, these can be scary to encounter as an adult learner.  

Canadian Women Sport (CWS) did a series of videos explaining several foundational 

sport/fitness movements for older women. Followers of Iris Marion Young’s work will not be surprised 

to know that one of these videos teaches women how to throw. Young’s 1980 paper “Throwing Like a 

Girl: A Phenomenology of Feminine Body Comportment Motility and Spatiality” debunks Erwin W. 

Straus’s 1966 assertion that it must be due to feminine nature that girls perform throwing actions so 

poorly (i.e. with inaccurate aim and lacking in speed and power) as compared to boys. Straus argues that 

difference is remarkable by the age of 5 which is too young for children to have acquired these skills by 

learning, and there is no apparent biological explanation in such young (i.e., pre-pubescent) girls so he is 

left with the conclusion that the difference is due to an inherent “feminine attitude” (Young p. 138). He 

notes that girls do not use their whole body to produce the force required for a successful throw. A 2017 

video made by CWS, fifty-one years after Straus published his piece shows exactly what Straus said was 

missing; how to twist the body, supinate the forearm, use the shoulder to produce force, step into the 

throw, and exactly when to release the ball from the hand (Young p. 137, CWS D 0:22-1:00). Straus’ 

description and the CWS video match up point for point, in almost the same order (CWS reverses steps 2 

and 3 as listed by Straus). Straus was not incorrect regarding the movement mechanics of an accurate 

throwing technique. 
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explanation of the cause of the skill difference. The difference in throwing skills between boys and girls 

is entirely due to training and physical habit, not an inherent ‘feminine attitude’. Young draws on 

Simone de Beauvoir’s foundational statement that one is not born a woman but becomes one and 

applies it to bodily comportment. One is not born throwing like a girl but becomes a girlish thrower by 

using typically feminine ways of performing tasks throughout life (Young p. 141).  

Dowling says the gender training girls receive on proper feminine comportment serves to 

unnaturally weaken and shrink them. In Dowling’s words, “to the detriment of their own health they 

[girls] take up “disciplinary practices” that produce a body of a certain size”: a body that is “small and 

narrow, harmless” (Dowling p. 57-58). This is echoed in The New Rules of Lifting for Women, in which 

the authors describe a typical scene when typical women perform tricep extensions on cable machines. 

“Her feet are together, her knees are locked, her lower back is flat, and her shoulders are hunched up 

toward her ears. In other words, she’s in the opposite of an athletic position…” (Schuler p. 9). The stance 

and posture described here demonstrate women narrowing themselves in the fitness space. 

 On the surface it may not seem important that girls do not learn to throw as well as boys in the 

preschool years, but it is. As previously mentioned, Telford assessed hand-eye coordination by testing 

throwing and catching accuracy in boys and girls ages 8 to 12. Girls performed 44% lower than the boys 

on this test. Forty-four percent is, as Straus might say, a remarkable difference. In the fifty years 

between Straus’ and Telford’s research, girls do not seem to have improved very much. Lack of throwing 

and catching skills demonstrate how notions of proper femininity truncate girls’ physicality. As stated in 

several studies previously mentioned, this truncation can last throughout one’s life (Telford 2016 B).  

This confined, truncated, feminine comportment throughout the life span seems to lend 

credibility to Straus’ idea that this is a function of nature, not nurture. It seems perfectly natural that this 

is the way female bodies function. As previously mentioned, women being kept away from physical 

activity meant ‘female athlete’ sounded like an oxymoron. Dowling points out an important corollary to 
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this too; boys appear to be naturally gifted just as much as girls appear to be naturally lacking. She calls 

“throwing like a guy” the “mystique of innate ability” (Dowling p. 59). Citing serval sources, Dowling says 

that in many cases, as soon as a toddler-aged boy throws a toy, his dad, fearing his son throws like a girl, 

steps in to teach him to throw properly. A daughter at the same age throws the same way, but it is not a 

concern because “everyone knows” girls just cannot throw well. These throwing patterns are observable 

in children as young as three years old, a fact which past researchers used to prove girls were slower at 

developing physical literacy than boys (Dowling p. 62). It was not until the 1990s that studies were done 

which proved girls were not being taught these skills as early as boys and were equal in physical literacy 

when given equal training (Dowling p. 63). Children this age also understand that parents are displeased 

if they cross gender lines (such as by playing with the “wrong” toys) and will sort toys by gender based 

on what they see their parents do in the home – hammers are for boys, dishes are for girls (Orenstein p. 

21). This likely contributes to such early learning about gender-appropriate forms of physical 

comportment, thus debunking Straus’s idea that girls are inherently less capable than boys.  

Lenskyj’s book Out of Bounds, in addition to saying much of the same as Dowling about sport, 

also includes a chapter on fitness and femininity in Canada. Lenskyj, who published on this topic in 1986, 

was writing during the early stages of the fitness industry as we now know it. Her chapter includes 

discussion of health-focused fitness programs as well as bodybuilding for women, which is now 

considered a sport and very separate from exercise for health. She lists several accusations - unfeminine, 

asexual, unattractive, unnatural, freakish, tomboy, lesbian – that were levied at athletic women for not 

conforming (Lenskyj p. 13 and p. 137). Sport or exercise, done fully and without Young’s inhibited 

intentionality, contradicts the “traditional feminine attributes of passivity, dependence and nurturance” 

(Lenskyj p. 13). Traditional, socially acceptable, femininity is therefore “more than simply an aesthetic; it 

is the concrete manifestation of women’s subordinate status” (p. Lenskyj p. 13, italics mine). It is 

important that the terminology used in physical education and research describing boys is often about 
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abundance, power, and accuracy. Girls, on the other hand, are described as lacking, shrinking, and just 

not capable as a matter of their nature. This is consistent across content critiqued by Dowling and 

Lenskyj. 

Consumption Chic 
The historical origins of women being made artificially weak through lack of physical activity run 

centuries deep, but the late 19th and early 20th centuries western cultures really took the idea to new 

and fashionable levels. Two texts explore this idea at length: Barbara Ehrenreich and Deidre English’s 

Complaints and Disorders: The Sexual Politics of Sickness and The Nature of Their Bodies: Women and 

Their Doctors in Victorian Canada by Wendy Mitchinson. British, American, and Canadian medical texts 

of the Victorian and Edwardian eras created a Cult of Female Invalidism which was essential to being a 

“proper” woman (Ehrenreich p. 17, Mitchinson p. 5, also noted by Dowling p. 29, Barnett and Rivers p. 

19, Lenskyj p. 18). The Cult of Female Invalidism, and a closely related phenomenon called the Cult of 

True Womanhood, portrayed women as “fragile angels of the hearth, too delicate for the perils of the 

world beyond the home” (Barnett and Rivers  p. 19) and basically included any pseudo-medical 

argument that could be imagined to establish women as physically and intellectually inferior to men 

(Lenskyj p. 19). 

Female invalidism was a trend amongst affluent white women in the mid-19th and early 20th 

centuries. These women would exhibit mysterious illnesses, like having ‘bad nerves’, that required them 

to rest a lot and (Ehrenreich p. 81-91) an aesthetic that some call Consumptive Chic. This fashion “valued 

a translucent white complexion, rosy cheeks, big eyes, dark lashes, blue veins, white teeth, and a 

delicate rather than robust figure” (McAdams p. 133). Sickliness was equated with female beauty in this 

era (Barnett and Rivers p. 78). These are the symptoms of consumption, or tuberculosis, which was 

more common in women than men thus making it a feminine disease. It was so popularized that 

achieving the height of feminine fashion required looking and acting as if one was suffering (another 
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feminine trait) with tuberculosis (Ehrenreich p. 21). If one was not actually ill the look could be achieved 

with make-up (McAdams p.133) or in extreme cases, arsenic (Barnett and Rivers p. 78). According to 

Elinor Cleghorn in Unwell Women: Misdiagnosis and Myth in a Man-Made World, a woman’s capacity 

for experiencing pain was the marker of civility which divided her from the lower classes; “The more 

civilized a woman was, the more pain she was capable of feeling (Cleghorn p. 75)”. The idea was to look 

like a sick, affluent woman. The wealthy women who set the fashion did not have to work. Work or 

sport that was physically demanding, especially if done outdoors, would make this look of wealthiness 

impossible to achieve, and would make a woman look tanned and/or muscular, which was a look 

associated with being poor. The fashionable “rarely agonized over the absence of daintiness, serenity 

and mystery on the sweating, straining faces of the women who laboured in their kitchens, laundries 

and factories” (Lenskyj p. 24). Achieving the much-lauded frail and pale look required minimal physical 

activity, thus making such activity ‘un-feminine’. The cult of female invalidism/true womanhood was 

much despised by progressive women of the time, including Mary Wollstonecraft and Olympe de Gouge 

(Dowling p. 13, Cleghorn p. 66). Dowling’s words, “The girls were home knitting socks. The boys were 

outdoors skating in them” (Dowling p. 13), generally summarizes the progressive standpoint.  

The medical wisdom of this era was to simply diagnose all complaints that lacked a visible 

pathology and were made by women as ‘hysteria’. In the 19th and early 20th Centuries “hysteria, 

neurosis, and nervous weakness were, indeed, wastebasket diagnoses for women whose illnesses could 

not be explained by any cause other than her gender” (Cleghorn p. 305). Since the early 18th century 

doctors (a male profession) no longer believe the uterus had literally dislodged from the pelvis to 

wander about the body, but they arguably continue to believe in a more metaphorical sense that 

feminine delicacy or “hysteric passions” cause women’s medical conditions (Cleghorn p. 44 and 64-66). 

It was not until the discovery of “internal secretions”, later known as hormones, and the creation of 

endocrinology that the definitions of ‘woman’ and ‘femininity’ shifted away from the structural state of 
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the uterus (Cleghorn p.165-171). Even today medical experts sometimes think that women’s illnesses 

are imagined and hysterical. Using various sources from the late 19th any illness without a clear 

biomedical cause is still chalked up to “she imagined it”.  Using a variety of sources from the late 19th C 

to 2017, Cleghorn lists several conditions that were, as she calls them, “waste basket diagnoses for 

women” including: endometriosis, rheumatoid arthritis, multiple sclerosis, thyroid/Graves’ disease, 

ulcerative colitis, chronic fatigue syndrome, fibromyalgia, and lupus (Cleghorn p. 303-306).  According to 

the Concise Dictionary of Modern Medicine, a waste basket diagnosis is medical slang which means "A 

diagnosis which may be faddish, not proven to exist, or physiologically explained, or described without 

specificity, and thus so broadly inclusive to the point of being scientifically useless” (Segen p. 766). 

Twenty-First Century women are still stereotyped as hysterical in the medical industry, it just is not 

recognized by that name (Cleghorn p. 306). 

Bicycle Face 
Mitchinson noted that by the 1890s Canadian doctors were moving away from this idea of 

feminine frailty and began encouraging bicycling and other light activity. Women, however, were either 

ambivalent or outright hostile to the idea. Some saw it as a waste of effort – girls cannot become strong 

anyway, so why bother? Some felt moving away from true (frail and pale) femininity would ruin young 

women by allowing them to become sports fanatics who would therefore neglect their feminine 

responsibilities of housework and childcare (Mitchinson p. 62-63 and Lenskyj p. 25). The mention of the 

bicycle here is important because prior to the shift away from the cult of invalidism it was the focus of 

scaremongering often done by doctors to keep women away from physical activity. Doctors warned 

bicycling would have an “evil effect upon the uterus and other generative organs” (Mitchinson p.64), 

among several other horrific, and imagined, outcomes ruining one’s chances at motherhood, thus 

leaving one doomed to spinsterhood (Mitchinson p.64, Lenskyj p. 21-29). This applied to any vigorous 

activity in general. In How the Girl Guides Won the War, Janie Hampton recalls that even in the early 
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days, circa 1910, of the Girl Guide movement, the leaders of the movement warned that a girl could 

“fatally damage a woman’s interior economy” or, “horrifically be mistaken for a Scout” (i.e., a boy) if her 

activity became too vigorous (Hampton p. 4). The primary leader of Guiding, Agnes Baden-Powell, sister 

of Scouting founder Robert Baden-Powell believed too much exercise could cause girls to grow 

moustaches and worried rough activities could ruin their delicate hands (Hampton p. 4).  The Girl Guide 

movement turned around completely over the next several years, and by 1916 and under new 

leadership of Robert’s new wife, Olave, came to champion girls and women being adventurous outdoors 

(Hampton p. 11). Unlike other vigorous activities, ‘lady bicycling’ also had additional moral implication 

that were deemed quite horrific. Charlotte Smith of the Women’s Rescue League (USA) wrote in 1896 

that the bicycle was the “devil’s advance agent.” She argued that it made girls reckless, lured them into 

sin, and turned them into fallen women (read: prostitutes) and ought to be cast it out as indecent and 

vulgar (Macy p. 28-32).  

The bicycle brought with it new, more risqué, styles of dress as well as freedom of movement, 

(Mitchinson p. 66, Macy p. 42-45). Eschewing long skirts for ladies’ trousers, known as Bloomers for 

their inventor Amelia Bloomer, made bicycling much safer and more comfortable. Bloomers were 

denounced in the news media as depraved and aggressive, and any woman wearing them was bound to 

end up in “lunatic asylums or perchance in the state prison” (Bordo p. 327). As silly as it sounds to us 

today, those were very serious, very literal, threats to women’s freedom at the time.  

Independence and public visibility for women are the real reasons lady bicycling was demonized. 

When doctors shifted to seeing the bicycle as positive for women’s health, the demonizing shifted to 

women’s morality and attractiveness. This led to the diagnosis of the dread menace “Bicycle Face” in 

which women appeared “strained and grim” and had “not at all the tender and loving gaze men found 

soothing,” having just exerted themselves while riding (Dowling p. 27). Sue Macy in her book Wheels of 

Change: How Women Rode the Bicycle to Freedom (With a Few Flat Tires Along the Way), defines Bicycle 
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Face as, “the strained look on a cyclist’s face, characterized by wide-open eyes, stress lines around the 

mouth, and a jutting jaw” (Macy p. 41). Bicycle Face ruined women’s ‘natural’ expression, which was 

dainty, serene, and had an elusive quality and replaced it with (manly) assertiveness and muscularity 

(Lenskyj p. 24). Male authorities in their communities could not threaten a woman with a medical loss of 

future motherhood anymore, so they switched to a narrative that suggested no man would have her 

anyway. 

The emphasis on women’s beauty may seem trivial but considering how much value was, and 

still is, placed on a woman’s appearance it should not be discounted as such. Mary Wollstonecraft 

likened this fixation to a prison, but a socially necessary one, which women are compelled to conform 

to, as we have been “taught from infancy that beauty is a woman’s scepter” (Cleghorn p. 67). For those 

upper-class women of the cult of true womanhood, marrying well was their only career path and any 

ugliness or deformity would ruin her chances of economic survival (Ehrenreich p. 17). Even today, the 

media sends girls and women messages that “muscles are good, but too many muscles are unfeminine” 

(Coakley and Donnelly p. 227). These confusing messages are also noted by Pirkko Markula who says 

girls are told to simultaneously be “firm but shapely, fit but sexy, strong but thin” (Markula p. 424). One 

part of the messaging is clear, though, which is that girls and women “see disproportionate rewards 

going to women who look young, vulnerable, and nonathletic” especially regarding which women 

athletes receive praise in the media and are paid by advertisers to endorse products (Coalkey and 

Donnelly p. 227). Economic survival might not depend on being the prettiest or most (traditionally) 

feminine girl, but there definitely are perks for having that status. 

While most women today are not concerned with literal spinsterhood and needing a man for 

survival, they do see and hear things like the negative coverage of women Olympians and people who 

insist women who are competitive body builders are “ugly, ugly, ugly!” (Shilling and Bunsell p. 141-2).  

The threat of being overly athletic and destroying one’s feminine appeal to men is still very much used 
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to control how women approach exercise. This is often expressed by women as a fear that too much 

sport or exercise will make them “bulky”. The main difference between bicycle face and the modern-day 

bulk issue is that it is not presented as a medical threat to one’s womanhood (i.e., potential for 

motherhood) as Bicycle Face had been. So serious is womens’ concern about becoming bulky that 

trainers who write books for women also make an effort to debunk it. In The New Rules of Lifting for 

Women, Schuler et al discuss several “dirty” words that are used to give women a false, even fraudulent, 

(Schuler p. x) sense of how they should exercise, and bulk is one that gets its own section. Schuler et al 

acknowledge that many women coming to their gyms are truly scared of this outcome, and that this fear 

comes from decades of the fitness industry being separated by sex so women can be sold lighter, less 

effective strength training workouts (Schuler p. 3-10).  

They also explain that “toning”, “shaping”, and “sculpting” are not exercise science terms, they 

are words made up to allay women’s fear of bulk while still convincing us to exercise. They refer to the 

dumbbells women prefer to use as “Barbie” weights – Mattel’s signature colour for Barbie is, of course, 

pink (Schuler p.4-6). In The Psychology of Exercise: Integrating Theory and Practice, Cox et al state that 

exercise educators routinely note that they must first change women’s stereotyped beliefs about bulk 

and other fears of “masculinizing” exercises before they can convince women to participate in actual 

training sessions (Cox p. 129-130).  

The authors discussed above all conclude these distinctions between the genders, from the 

Victorian era until the 1990s, still affect all women’s health choices today. Additionally, fashionable 

expectations of appearance and comportment elevated the status of white, upper-class women above 

other groups of women. Poor women and women of colour were excluded because their physical labour 

was required to build the economy – there was no “daintiness” in factories and farms - and their 

reproductive capacity was not as cherished as that of the white, wealthy women who set the fashion 

and who are considered the “norm” of femininity. Poor women and women of colour are not, however, 



THE PINK DUMBBELL PROBLEM 

34 
 

exempt from the expectations of “proper” femininity or the negative effects this history has had on how 

medical care and health information has developed in the century since. As explained by Lenskyj the 

“old class double standard was creating a new problem: how to convince women that heavy work was 

safe, while heavy play was dangerous.” (Lenskyj p. 29).  

Trends like consumptive chic and feminine norms were aspirational because affluent, white 

womanhood was aspirational. It still is in many cases; heroine chic became the look of the mid 1990’s 

because thin, drug-using supermodels and rock stars were that decade’s trend-setters. Many decades 

have passed but we have not moved away from being influenced by the rich and famous. Caulfield 

discusses this at length in Is Gwyneth Paltrow Wrong About Everything? The promise of fashion, beauty, 

and the modern-day drive for celebrity, is transcendence. Hollywood and social media influencers sell us 

the idea that if we can adopt these trends, we too can become celebrities (Caulfield p. 194) and be 

elevated as the new rich-and-famous class. For women especially, this means having the right, feminine, 

look.  

Agnotology Introduction 
As agnotology is a relatively new and largely unheard-of area of philosophy, it is important to 

have a basic understanding of what it is and why it applies to feminist research such as mine. To that 

end, in this Agnotology Bootcamp I will cover its origins, how it works as laid out by the originator of it, 

and why it connects to Women and Gender Studies. In addition to examples of academic agnotology, I 

will also include some research on the influence of pop culture and new/social media and how they 

relate to agnotology.  

Agnotology is, in its simplest definition, the study of ignorance. Before I go deeper into the 

details of what this means, I must clarify what is meant by ignorance in this context. ‘Ignorance’ as used 

in agnotology is not a reprimand or an accusation. It is quite the opposite. It is not the goal of 

agnotology to find fault in anyone who believes incorrect things, but to determine which intersecting 
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factors are causing these incorrect things to be accepted as ‘common knowledge’. Proctor and 

Scheibinger say it is a call to: 

…think about the conscious, unconscious, and structural production of ignorance, its diverse 
causes and conformations, whether brought about by neglect, forgetfulness, myopia, extinction, 
secrecy, or suppression. The point is to question the naturalness of ignorance, its causes and 
distribution (Proctor p. 3). 

 

Agnotology is a new branch of philosophy that was named in 1995 by Drs. Robert Proctor and 

Ian Boal and has been in development by Proctor and several other writers in the 25 years since (Proctor 

p. 27). My research relies primarily on the work contained in Robert Proctor and Londa Schiebinger’s 

2008 collection Agnotology: The Making and Unmaking of Ignorance. This is the first, and only book on 

the subject. Their goal with this book is to: 

“explore how ignorance is produced or maintained in diverse settings, through mechanisms 
such as deliberate or inadvertent neglect, secrecy and suppression, document destruction, 
unquestioned tradition, and myriad forms of inherent (or avoidable) culturopolitical selectivity. 
Agnotology is the study of ignorance making, the lost and forgotten. Our primary purpose here 
is to promote the study of ignorance, by developing tools for understanding how and why 
various forms of knowing have “not come to be”, or disappeared, or have been delayed or long 
neglected, for better or for worse, at various points in history.” (Proctor p. vii).  

 

Proctor has defined 3 categories of ignorance for use in agnotology. They are Native State, Lost 

Realm, and Strategic Ploy. Native State describes a lack of knowledge, which is the state most people are 

in about most subjects. No one can know everything, so we are all somewhat in the Native State all the 

time. It can be caused by naivete, lack of education or resources, poor cognition or memory, or choosing 

to tune out and ignoring an area of knowledge. It is distantly related to, but not the same as, the 

Dunning-Krueger Effect (See Appendix E). Native State ignorance is not all bad, though, as it is often the 

source of inspiration to seek out new knowledge (Proctor p.5-6).  

The use of the term “Native” here is unfortunate as it is a politicized term that has multiple 

meanings. In Canada Indigenous persons were historically referred to as “Natives” to invoke the idea 
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they were an illiterate and uncivilized race. This usage has only recently ceased to be used in formal 

discourse and is still used colloquially by people who are less than well meaning, therefore seeing this 

word used to indicate people who have little knowledge is quite stinging.  For the sake of clarity, the use 

of the term “native state” in the context of agnotology is in no way connected to the Indigenous persons 

of North America or their past or present cultural practices. It would have been preferable had Proctor 

and Schiebinger gone with a less contentious term for this category. 

Lost Realm is more political in nature and looks at whose knowledge gets shared, whose gets 

suppressed and who does or does not get access to it. It looks at structural oppressions like sex, class, 

race, disability, and orientation and how they intersect to pull some people in and leave other people 

out. As a theoretical lens, Lost Realm is a refusal to accept scientific selectivity of topics, methods, or 

researchers as some nebulous thing that just happens, framing this selectivity instead as a result of 

biases, funding choices, and time. It can also be the result of deliberate or inadvertent neglect, including 

the loss or destruction of previously known things. This is not just the loss of documentation, but the 

loss of whole species, cultures, languages, and ways of knowing in the world (Proctor p. 7-8).  

Strategic Ploy is about ignorance and doubt. It is not a lack of information or knowledge that has 

been lost. Strategic Ploy can be several things. It can be a deliberate plan, a rather theatrical production, 

to convince us to ‘know’ something that is not true. It can be the denial of existence of information, like 

military or industrial secrets. Non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) are an example of how keeping 

information out of public knowledge is legally controlled. It can be protective measures such as the use 

of blind reviews in academic publishing which can provide objectivity if done well but can also allow 

biases to flourish if reviewers act unfairly (Proctor p. 9).  

Strategic Ploy is not always bad, but it can be, such as the tobacco industry sewing seeds of 

doubt and controversy about the scientific expertise that determined smoking causes cancer. The entire 
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tobacco industry was on the line, so companies created doubt about the science and planted images of 

smoking as cool and beneficial to one’s health to keep sales going for decades past the discovery of the 

danger. The tobacco industry even funded research to prove there was no link between smoking and 

cancer (Proctor p. 9-11). This is not limited to tobacco, of course, and it did not end with smoking bans. 

Today climate change deniers, anti-vaxxers, and flat-earthers are all partaking in the same propaganda-

driven narratives that were once used for tobacco. While these are all separate topics, they share the 

common thread that they go against conventional science and medicine in favor of work that claims to 

be better but does not hold up to scrutiny. The point of agnotology is to understand why people believe 

scientifically discredited ideas. In Agnotology, Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. Conway in their chapter 

“Challenge Knowledge: How Climate Science Became a Victim of the Cold War” situate climate change 

denial in the context of Cold War era propaganda that sowed seeds of distrust about scientific accuracy 

to bolster the right-wing political agenda in the USA. The people establishing climate denial did not have 

to prove climate change was not real; they just had to lead people to doubt the scientists were right 

(Oreskes and Conway p. 59). When framed this way, and with the sources Oreskes and Conway present, 

it is easy to understand why some people believe climate change is a hoax. Sowing the seeds of doubt 

and mistrust of scientists is common when it comes to exercise, especially for fat loss. So much exercise 

and diet advice does not seem to work, therefore it is easy to understand why people think or feel that 

the standard explanation for fat loss (i.e. creating a caloric deficit) is not working and therefore the 

health scientists are wrong. Also, this is all in addition to how common it is for doctors to “wastebasket” 

women patients (see Cleghorn, p. 29 -30, above) and fail to diagnose disorders that could be affecting 

body weight, thus making the directive to diet and exercise seem dismissive and over-simplified. It 

should cause no sense of wonder that women, or other marginalized persons, are not trusting of an 

industry of health science that treats us thusly.  



THE PINK DUMBBELL PROBLEM 

38 
 

In his novel The Truth Terry Pratchett said, “lies could run around the world before the truth 

could get its boots on” (Pratchett p. 141). This is a strong metaphor for how certain incorrect ideas 

spread and take hold in people’s minds. It is much harder to get the truth out to people when lies can 

spread so fast, and so easily, especially if the lies tell a better story. It is for this reason that, in addition 

to Proctor and Schiebinger’s definition, I include modern urban legends in the strategic ploy category 

too. These are the stories that are spread around by people retelling them, in person and on social 

media. People repeat them because ‘everybody knows’ they are ‘true’ and because something about 

the legend makes for good storytelling. Not every urban legend is agnotology, but many of them are, 

particularly ones that involve celebrities, or at least verifiably real people. Below are two examples that 

illustrate how this type of agnotology can work.  

Some urban legends are deliberately created and spread by the very subjects of them. Van 

Halen did this in the 1980s with stories of their over-the-top rock star behaviour, specifically about them 

refusing to perform if there were any brown MMs found in the catering order backstage. As it was later 

revealed in David Lee Roth’s 1998 book Crazy From the Heat, the band buried a clause about “no brown 

MMs” in their contract amongst a lengthy list of technical and safety specification. If they saw brown 

MMs backstage, they knew the venue did not read their contract and their safety (and that of their crew 

and audience too) was compromised, so they would cancel the show. After several cancellations the 

band got the reputation of being very difficult, especially regarding catering. They could not allow the 

true purpose of the MMs be known, so they spread and encouraged the rumors of their outlandish 

rockstar behaviour to cover it up (Roth p.97). This is an example of how strategic ploy agnotology can be 

used for good. 

Some urban legends and strategic ploys are the result of NDAs (non-disclosure agreements) 

between companies and the person at the centre of the story, a type of corporate secret strategic ploy. 

Adam Conover does a concise debunking of the infamous story of the woman who sued McDonalds for 
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being burned by their hot coffee in his video series Adam Ruins Everything. The truth behind the story 

was suppressed by an NDA and the McDonalds legal team then publicly discredited the burn victim, 

Stella Liebeck, knowing the NDA precluded her defending herself. When the NDA expired the lie had, to 

use Pratchett’s phrase, ‘its boots on’ and people now believe they know she was at fault, and greedy too 

(Conover, 2016). 

Another example of legal agnogenesis is in Zoë Playdon’s book The Hidden Case of Ewan Forbes. 

In it she uncovers the story of a Scottish baronetcy which was in dispute because the son who held the 

title to the land had been assigned female at birth, transitioned as a young adult and lived the rest of his 

life as a man. When he inherited the estate in 1965 a cis-male cousin disputed his claim on the basis that 

Forbes was really a woman, which in turn triggered a legal debate about allowing someone to choose 

their gender identity. This was a legal issue that threatened to up-end the entire British establishment of 

male primogeniture amongst the nobility. It also threatened to dissolve Forbes marriage because if he 

were to be declared legally female, he’d would automatically be in an illegal homosexual marriage. To 

save face the case was decided in Forbes’ favour, but this outcome was kept quiet. The result was 

various levels of suppression of the details, including conflicting documentation of the 

existence/location of the court records, lest a legal precedent be set (Playdon, p. xi-xv). This is an act of 

strategically suppressing access to information that today, decades later, is still a legally quagmire in the 

UK.   

Proctor and Schiebinger set up their introduction to agnotology as a challenge to the 

philosophical supremacy of epistemology.  Proctor asks why epistemology is so widely studied when we 

know so little about ignorance which exists in greater abundance and variety and has potentially greater 

consequences in our lives. It is not just the opposite of epistemology, in the sense that ignorance is the 

opposite of knowledge, agnotology is going through the proverbial looking glass to seek meaning from 

the other side. Proctor realized that ignorance can be made and unmade just as knowledge can and is 
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more than simply a void in one’s knowledge, or even a bad thing in and of itself (Proctor p. 2).  Nor is 

this simply another form of epistemology itself; epistemology implies the knowledge is correct. 

Agnotology differs In that we are looking at what is presented as correct, factual, or complete 

information but is actually missing some or all of those elements.  

Writing from my own perspective as an educator, I add that agnotology is also the study of what 

happens when pedagogy goes, to borrow a phrase from Star Wars, to ‘The Dark Side’. The agnogenesis, 

the moment of onset or installation of ignorance, often involves actions of individual humans who are 

serving their personal, financial, or governmental interests. This human involvement is decision making 

about what knowledge, or who’s knowledge, gets preserved and more importantly, shared. That sharing 

(or not) of knowledge means there is a form of teaching happening. Therefore, decisions on what 

information to teach and to whom, and all types of teaching actions, are the functional part of what we 

study in agnotology.    

Teaching is not just about what gets shared in classrooms as part of official school curricula. 

Journalistic, publishing, and artistic choices, press releases and government communications all have an 

effect on what gets created and shared, or not. More importantly, the information produced in popular 

culture (I include in this the marketing of products) teaches us social norms, urban myths, and what we 

consider “common knowledge.” As bell hooks said, “Whether we're talking about race or gender or 

class, popular culture is where the pedagogy is, it's where the learning is” (hooks p.3, italics mine). I think 

hooks’ point about pop culture is more important to what we claim to know than other forms of 

teaching for three reasons:  

1. Because pop culture is a method of information sharing that is easy to access, allowing billions of 
people to see or hear it, and experience it at roughly the same time,  

2. Because of the power of celebrity, and more recently social media influencers, to make us believe 
in the products they endorse because we feel we know and trust them (i.e. parasocial relationships),  

3. Because pop culture is repetitive.  
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The last item in my above list, repetitiveness, is especially important because that is how lessons 

stick with us. Additionally, modern technology allows us to watch or listen to anything on demand and in 

nearly any location on portable devices, providing one has access to a device and a high-speed internet 

connection (economical and geographical access to this also being a potential barrier).  

Our consumption of messages via pop culture is easier to access than ever before and easier to 

consume over and over. Consider for a moment how many police procedural shows are on TV. Crime 

and policing have been a staple topic for decades, so unless you’ve shunned TV and movies your whole 

life chances are high you’ve seen at least a few. Now think of the speech police officers recite when they 

arrest someone. Most people can repeat at least the first line (“You have the right to remain silent”) if 

not the entire exact speech. I have asked dozens of friends and colleagues here in Canada if they know 

the police arrest speech, and I have not found one yet who cannot recall it. Here is the trick to me asking 

this question; this speech is not what is used by Canadian police during an arrest. It is American. That 

exact wording, the Miranda Rights speech, is mandatory in American law, so how do so many Canadians 

know it word-for-word? Because we have seen it in dozens of police-themes movies and tv shows. You 

might not remember the details of any episodes of Law & Order, but you’ve learned the Miranda speech 

because you’ve heard it several, if not hundreds, of times. If it were not 
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volume is from intersectional feminist researchers in different disciplines, including Schiebinger herself. 

Like agnotology, WGS is also interdisciplinary in its origins, having been started by professors who 

wanted to address the paucity of women’s representation in the traditional academic disciplines, and 

only later became a discipline in its own right. Agnotology is not aiming to be a discipline, but to be a 

philosophical tool that can be used interdisciplinarily. Also, feminism and WGS have an agnotological 

bent in that they debunk myths, misinformation, and assumptions about gender. While not all 

agnotological research sets out to be feminist, nor is all feminist research agnotological, the overall goal 

of finding out why people do not know things is foundational to both.  

In addition to preserving ways of knowing, ensuring women and other marginalized persons 

have access to knowledge is a feminist act. Being denied knowledge is what Miranda Fricker calls 

epistemic injustice. On the basic level, marginalized persons can be missing the practical knowledge that 

could improve the quality of our daily lives, as Schiebinger illustrated with her work on abortifacient 

plants (see above, p. 46). On another level, the group in power in a society gets to define what they 

consider common knowledge, skewing the concept of knowledge to their benefit. This positions the 

marginalized persons outside of official knowledge which they must learn and interpret in order to make 

sense of their social experience and survive under oppression, which she calls hermeneutical injustice. It 

also positions marginalized persons, in the estimation of the ruling group, as less credible knowers, 

which she calls testimonial injustice. Epistemic justice, she says, requires conveying/receiving knowledge 

and making sense of our own experiences (Fricker p. 1). Therefore, in cases where agnosis is deliberate, 

such as in the Lost Realm and Strategic Ploy categories of agnotology, epistemic justice is being denied. 

This is, agnotologicaly speaking, what the entire plot of Oedipus Rex was meant to teach us, that horrible 

things can happen when information is kept from the person who needs to know it. Epistemic injustice 

can happen to anyone on a personal level, but what both Fricker and Proctor and Schiebinger’s work 

illustrates is that hiding information or knowledge and denying certain groups of people can be knowers 
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is also a broad social phenomenon, not just an individual circumstance, and the consequences can be 

avoided 

Agnotology has another connection to WGS in that intersectionality is a key component of how 

we find out what we do not know. In discussing what she refers to as “epistemologies of ignorance” (a 

term used prior to the coining of the word “agnotology”), Nancy Tuana recommends we look at the 

social factors of controversy, conflict of interest, structural apathy, authority, trust and silencing and 

how these things all intersect with systems of oppression. This has an effect on who’s knowledge gets 

preserved and shared and whose gets deprioritized or outright destroyed by the oppressors (Proctor p. 

108-9). It contradicts the idea that what we do not know is simply a lack of content in our minds and 

tells us we have to actively seek out and sometimes dig around to find the knowledge that is missing. 

Tuana’s topic is the female orgasm, which was once thought to be mythical. Various male doctors and 

researchers have declared themselves to have “discovered” it over the centuries. It is laughable by 

today’s standards to read past medical knowledge about women’s orgasms or health in general. Had 

women been allowed access to study and research, or just been asked and believed about their 

experience, this would not have been such a controversial and disputed topic for so many centuries. 

Similarly, Schiebinger’s essay “West Indian Abortifacients and the Making of Ignorance” looks at how 

European colonizers cherry-picked the Caribbean women’s knowledge of local plants and medicine. 

Knowledge of quinine and cacao were preserved and shared resulting in improved health and lifespan 

for people in Europe. The peacock flower’s uses, on the other hand, were suppressed because slave 

women used it to induce abortions so their children would not be born into slavery. There is an 

intersection of sex, race, religion, politics, and economics that all have an effect on what knowledge is 

kept, suppressed, or destroyed.   

In their book Witches, Midwives and Nurses, Ehrenreich and English discuss the suppression of 

women’s medical knowledge as a method of oppression. By accusing medical women of witchcraft, 
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supplanting midwives with professional doctors, and refusing women entry to medical training for 

centuries, powerful men throughout history rendered women as non-knowers. These practices also 

excluded women from the economic power and the social respect awarded to doctors, a situation that 

only began to shift in the 1980s. Forcing women into a position of ignorance of all things medical has 

benefited patriarchal institutions for centuries. As they succinctly state: “Our subservience is reinforced 

by our ignorance, and our ignorance is enforced” (Ehrenreich-2 p. 26). Discovering how ignorance is 

created and enforced as method of making/keeping women subservient to men is the pinnacle of 

feminist agnotology. 

Agnotology is not limited to philosophers and academics. There are several content creators 

who have made careers out of studying, revealing, explaining, and/or correcting various forms of 

ignorance, even though they are not using the word ‘agnotology’ to describe it. A famous example is 

Morgan Spurlock’s 2004 documentary Super Size Me, in which he ate only food from McDonalds for a 

month to prove the negative effects of poor nutrition. As mentioned above, Adam Conover’s web series 

Adam Ruins Everything is also agnotology in action, debunking dozens of urban myths and unexamined 

‘common knowledge’ and probing into why we believe them. The best example that relates to my 

research on fitness is the long running TV series Mythbusters, and the 2013 episode in which they 

completely debunked the “throws like a girl” insult. They did an experiment with children, teens, and 

adults of both sexes which demonstrated that training, not nature, creates a good ball thrower 

regardless of gender/sex and that there is a cultural bias keeping girls from learning to throw well. There 

is no biological basis in the use of “throws like a girl” as an insult to men (Mythbusters ep 201).  

Why, though, do TV shows want to tackle these issues? Iris Marion Young and Collette Dowling 

both debunked “throws like a girl” decades before Mythbusters did. I propose that there are 2 reasons 

for this. The first is that what they are really doing is storytelling. Not only is storytelling a fundamental 

human behavior that attracts and keeps our attention, but it is more understandable and accessible 
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than scientific papers. Scientific research, and the ability to understand it, is not accessible to everyone, 

which allows ignorance to flourish. The second reason goes back to the quote I used earlier from Terry 

Pratchett. Lies are spread faster than the truth and once the wrong story gets out into the world it is 

impossible to catch and eradicate. TV shows do not completely ‘cure’ or un-do ignorance. That would 

require the whole world see every episode of these shows. They do help stop ignorance though. 

Returning to my list of three ways popular culture teaches us – ease of access, trust of celebrities, and 

repetitiveness – tv shows can work just as well for ending ignorance as they do for spreading it. 

 Despite being a new area of thought that is still early in its development, agnotology offers a 

way of looking at learning and knowing that is uniquely focused on ignorance. While various 

epistemologies and newer areas of study like Women and Gender Studies have focused on how we 

know, and who gets to know, agnotology’s centering of ignorance is better suited for work on why 

people are wrong, but believe they are right. It also shifts the blame from individuals who might, on 

some analyses, be seen as obtuse and looks at the deliberate creation of ignorance, which is a valuable 

technique to get people on board with the truth. It allows for human storytelling and teaching or 

entertaining people in a digestible way. Like Toto in the Wizard of Oz, agnotology pulls back the green 

curtain and it does pay attention to the man behind it who is puffing green smoke throughout the room.   

Agnotology, Feminism, and Popular Culture Pedagogy 
Timothy Caulfield’s Is Gwyneth Paltrow Wrong About Everything?: When Celebrity Culture and 

Science Clash is a deep look at how celebrities lead health, beauty, and fitness trends despite the 

absence of scientific proof of them being effective. He argues that the familiarity we feel towards 

celebrities leads us to a misplaced sense of trust of whatever they endorse. This is part of a 

phenomenon known as para-social relationships (Caulfield p. 162-163). At the same time steady 

consumption of information about the lives of the rich and famous can make us feel inadequate if we do 

not ‘keep up’ with them (Caulfield p. 5). He also debunks the well-worn fitness myth of spot reduction 
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(Caulfield p. 81). Spot reduction is an idea often promoted in fitness programs and equipment 

marketing. The idea is that the fat can be removed from a specific area, or spot, on the body by doing an 

exercise that precisely targets that spot. This is physiologically impossible, but that does not stop gyms, 

equipment makers, and home video companies from promising you will get flat abs from doing their 

special ab-targeting workout. Suzanne Sommers sold thousands of ThighMaster devices in the 1990s on 

this premise and the promise that this workout would give us her thighs and her sex appeal. 

While he does not use the language of agnotology in his book, Caulfield is doing the same work 

here. He is looking at how companies sell cosmetic and health products of dubious quality by claiming 

corporate secrets and exploiting so-called common knowledge in the absence of definite proof that their 

products work. The mythologizing that a product is special because of a “secret formula”, or mystical-

sounding ingredient is an example of the Strategic Ploy variant of agnotology. The idea that a formula is 

so effective that it must be kept a secret from competitors helps sell the product (Proctor p. 9 - 13). 

Caulfield calls this the “beauty industry efficacy bias or the BIEB for short”. The BIEB is a:  

…confluence of fact-twisting forces: lots of money to be made by manufacturers and providers, 
huge advertising campaigns that deploy, vast quantities of pseudoscientific gobbledygook, a lack 
of independent research and information, and consumers who desperately want the products to 
do for them what is claimed… (Caulfield p. 67-71).  
 
Studying a “confluence of fact-twisting forces” is just another way of saying “agnotology”. What 

is important here is that Caulfield makes the connection between the pressure and insecurity women 

feel over their appearance and the companies that make money by exploiting that insecurity. As 

described above with Bicycle Face, the cultural pressure on women to look a certain way or be feminine 

influences women’s activities, and now that women have their own money, it is also influencing our 

purchases. A snail mucus facial that promises to remove wrinkles and make the skin glow (Caulfield p. 

72) is, in this sense, no different than the workout that promises you will lose all abdominal fat with 

their special new video. The snail mucus facial and the workout video are not scientific or magical, but 
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they sound magical because they promise easy, fast results that real nutrition and exercise would take 

months to achieve. Because there is massive pressure on women to meet feminine, and now celebrity 

or “camera ready” (Caulfield p. 162) standards, the draw to a magical solution is understandable. 

Furthermore, women’s appearance is treated more harshly than men’s when it comes to hiring and 

wages in the workplace. Women who are deemed conventionally prettier than their peers fair better 

financially. When we consider the gender wage gap it seems like women cannot afford not to buy 

beauty treatments, but any extra income they might make is lost on the cosmetic and fashion purchases 

intended to earn them higher pay for being pretty (Caulfield p. 137-143, Etcoff p. 79-80).  

Much of Caulfield’s work reflects earlier work done in Susan Bordo’s Unbearable Weight, Naomi 

Wolf’s The Beauty Myth and Nancy Etcoff’s Survival of the Prettiest, each of which explains the societal 

pressure on women to not only be beautiful, but to be so in a strictly feminine way. All three agree that 

femininity, while ever-changing and nearly impossible to define, must be upheld for women to be 

considered acceptable in a society dominated by white, make, Western standards. None are willing to 

officially define femininity as a specific set of traits in these texts because they declare it too unstable and 

undefinable. Perhaps the most stable definition of femininity is that “’Femininity’ is code for femaleness 

plus whatever a society happens to be selling” (Wolf p. 177, italics mine) thus it can shift over time as 

culture shifts. As Caulfield said (see above), there is lots of money to be made from these products. 

Convincing women to buy them out of fear of not being good enough is the 21st century version of bicycle 

face.  

Also important to this research is the role of pop culture that is aimed at young girls. Peggy 

Orenstein’s 2011 Cinderella Ate My Daughter focuses on the messages girls receive about gender-

appropriate behavior and how the multi-billion-dollar movie and toy industries are perpetuating these 

messages and using them to exploit consumers interest in upholding gender norms by convincing them 

to spend more money. According to her observations, “The boys seemed to be exploring the world; the 
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girls were exploring femininity” (Orenstein p. 2). She states the Western cultural predilection for pink as 

a marker of feminine orthodoxy “repeatedly and firmly fuses girls’ identity to appearance” (Orenstien p. 

34). This connection, or fusing, of femininity, pink, and prettiness is clear to kids as young as two years 

old. This illustrates “how profoundly marketing trends dictate our perception of what is natural to kids” 

(Orenstein p. 36). This also explains the popularity of pink dumbbells, or “Barbie weights” as Schuler 

calls them (Schuler p. 7), and other pink fitness gear among many women. They are markers of 

permission for feminine persons to use. 

In bell hooks’ work Cultural Criticism and Transformation, she establishes the profound effect of 

subtle pop culture messages on how we “do” gender properly. In this research she discusses the power 

of popular culture in how we know. Citing popular 1990s pop culture items (several movies including 

Kids, Leaving Las Vegas, and Braveheart, as well as the OJ Simpson trial and the musical work of 2 Live 

Crew and Madonna) as examples, she says it is frightening when people “behave as though certain 

images don’t mean anything” (hooks p. 4) because these images have the power to sway what we know 

about class, race, or liberation struggles. She notes how after Braveheart was released Americans who 

had little or no knowledge of Scottish history prior to watching it were suddenly discussing the effects of 

British imperialism (hooks p.4). Such is the power Hollywood has when presenting a story to the masses. 

Hollywood is handy for teaching us things like this example from hooks, but it also sometimes 

leaves out important information, or tells us inaccurate things we think are true. These images and 

stories are, of course, all filtered through Hollywood, which is to say the narrative is white, male, 

wealthy, able-bodied, and cis-hetero (consider who wrote, directed and starred in Braveheart in 

particular). When we consider whose stories do not get made into blockbuster films, we are looking at 

the Lost Realm branch of agnotology. We know (or we think we know) William Wallace’s story because 

of the movie, which is a movie that exists because an affluent white man wanted to tell this story. Most 

pop culture content exists because affluent, white men have wanted it made. When other stories do not 
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get told, what we “know” is lacking or inaccurate. This is why representation in media matters so much. 

Hooks spoke about this in relation to racism and sexism, but today we also see it particularly sharply 

around queerness. It is not uncommon in public discourse to hear people of older generations express 

exasperation at the ‘new’ gender and sexual identities being seen in our society today. A quick search on 

social media will yield thousands of these comments. There have always been LGBTQ+ people, if not so 

named or identifiable as such in society. The idea of queerness, in all its forms, as a public or “out” 

category of identity is relatively new in our society though, which is what people are reacting too. 

Centuries of queer erasure, though, have given people, until recently, the impression that queer people 

did not exist, or did not exist in numbers like we are seeing now. The new safety (relative to historical 

circumstances) of coming out led more people to do so, such as actor Elliot Page did in December 2020, 

which makes it seem like suddenly ‘everyone' is coming out. This is what ‘common knowledge’ about 

gender and sexuality, a lack of cultural representation, or suppression of cultural representation of 

queerness has imparted on cis-hetero people. The idea that queerness in any form is a 20th or 21st 

Century invention, a ‘trend’ as some people call it, comes from people not having had any exposure to 

queerness until recently. Perhaps the most (in)famous example of this is the 2020 book Irreversible 

Damage: The Transgender Craze Seducing Our Daughters by Abigail Shrier. As the title suggests, Shrier 

thinks too many ‘girls’ are being pushed into becoming trans men (i.e. they are not really trans men, just 

girls struggling with adolescence) and that being trans is a phenomenon that was once “vanishingly rare” 

but is now at “epidemic” levels in the USA, according to the book’s description. While she is correct that 

more people are coming out than ever before, that does not mean they are doing do because being 

trans  is a ‘trend’ nor does it mean they need to be ‘rescued’ from being trans (Amazon, 2020). Shirer 

appears to be assuming that the quantity of people who would wish to transition is new because it was 

so ‘rare’ before. Similarly, women who love to workout or do sports are seen as ‘rare’. if we never see 
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diverse examples women who enjoy exercise, or throw accurately, or perform in non-feminine ways 

without being punished for it, people will fill in that gap and assume women like that do not exist. 

Hooks says Hollywood is the perfect learning or propaganda machine (hooks p. 6) and while I 

agree it does teach certain types of information very well, it is also a perfect agnotology machine. It can 

spread ignorance with imperceptible subtlety. Many, but not all, people recognize and question obvious 

propaganda when they see it and when they know the source of it is biased or manipulative, like 

politicians in an election trying to discredit their opponents.  Agnosis, however, makes us think we know 

the true story and can trust the source, so we have no need to question it. Biographical films that take 

some artistic license with the history of real people is particularly suited to this sort of un-knowledge. 

When we lack representation in popular culture, such as representation of women who enjoy exercise, 

we are left with the assumption that they do not exist.  

Most research on the portrayal of health in media focuses on advertising (Bell p. 27) so only a 

few studies are available that consider what television shows and movies really teach us about exercise. 

The TV shows and movies we watch for entertainment are important in not only what but in how they 

teach us. PSAs from government or health organizations are a form of advertising or propaganda. The 

subtle agnosis happens when we are watching a show for the story, but we pick up on social norms as a 

side-effect. Bell et al state that when characters are shown to regularly make unhealthy choices, those 

choices become normalized for regular viewers. Seeing unhealthy attitudes to exercise in one movie or 

TV show will not have much effect, it is the repeated exposure to these ideas that is influential (Bell p. 

28). Returning to an example from the Agnotology Bootcamp, I have never seen a police drama that was 

about the Miranda Rights speech, but I know every cop in America is legally required to do it when they 

arrest someone, and I can repeat most of it from memory. I also cannot recall any particular details 

about the stories in those shows. That is the power of repetition in television and film – the speech is 

repeated thousands of times across episodes in the genre, but the individual episodes are not. In Bell’s 
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study there was a scarcity of portrayals of exercise in blockbuster movies of the 1990’s. Bell suggests 

health professionals and film makers need to connect with each other to create some positive portrayals 

of healthy lifestyles (Bell p. 30). Citing the impact that television has had on smoking rates in teens in the 

UK and Ireland, O’Reilly-Duff et al, viewed teen programs for portrayals of physical activity to see if 

there was a similar effect. They found, as did Bell, there was not a lot of content portraying exercise. 

Only 7.7% of their watch time included any portrayals of exercise and it was more often portrayed by 

boys than girls (O’Reilly-Duff p. 2).  

Keith King et al studied exercise and sport scenes on primetime American TV in the late 90’s and 

found that images of white, male, middle-class, adult exercisers of average body mass made up the 

majority of depictions of exercise (King p. 139). This is understandable as the majority of primetime TV 

characters in that period were all of those things, but as King points out, the lack of diversity in who is/is 

not seen exercising on TV sends a message. The concern here is that the unrepresented groups are 

learning that exercise is not important for them. Women were represented exercising half as frequently 

as men in the TV shows these researchers studied. They suggest the lack of women TV characters who 

exercise may contribute to women struggling with exercise uptake and body image in real life. The 

authors also speculate that because only 7% of the shows they studied depicted large-bodied people 

exercising, some people might interpret this to mean obese individuals should not or cannot exercise 

(King p. 140). King recommends TV writers create more scenes in which all types of people are seen 

exercising as a normal, healthy part of their lives (King p. 141). This connects to hooks’ position 

regarding how and what we learn about people; in this case we learn that enjoying exercise or sport is 

the purview of men, and in the absence of another narrative we could assume women do not enjoy it.  

Bell (2005), OReilly-Duff (2018), and King (1999), noted the lack of content portraying exercise in 

general. This lack of portrayals may be one of the reasons why so few people of any sex or gender meet 

minimum government guidelines for exercise in Western nations. It simply is not seen as a “normal” 
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thing most people do. They also stipulate that the research in this area is scant, but they believe it is 

important because television and film portrayal has been shown to impact health choices of other types. 

I consider this a mechanism of agnotology too. If teens have been known to give up (or not start) 

smoking due to a reduction of characters smoking in TV shows then they have learned smoking is not 

cool, even if no characters explicitly say so. Gone are the “very special episodes” of TV shows from the 

80’s and 90’s that explicitly stated smoking is dangerous and immoral for “good” teens. It is simply not 

“normal” to smoke any more. The implications this could have for increasing exercise levels in television 

and movie watching could be huge, if done well. As Bell pointed out, Hollywood must work with health 

professionals to make this happen. If left to do it without us, we risk Hollywood creating and 

perpetuating more fitness myths.  

Footnotes: 

1. During the writing of this research CAAWS re-branded and became CWS, Canadian Women and 
Sport.  

2. Dr. Shawn Ladda is a woman. 
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Chapter 3: Methods and Methodology 
The aim of my survey was to capture data from exercise instructors regarding incorrect 

information their clients believe about exercise and gender. As I work in multiple fitness facilities myself, 

and am also the executive director of the NSFA, it was important to ensure all participants remained 

anonymous so as not bias my opinion of them in the workplace, or for my knowledge of them or their 

experiences to colour my interpretation of their stories.  To ensure that anonymity, I created an online 

survey that did not collect names, emails, or other identifying information. 

Survey 
The survey was constructed and executed using the LimeSurvey platform provided by Mount St. 

Vincent University. In this survey (see Appendix A) participants were asked to give 5 types of 

information: personal and professional information, examples of GSFMS, pedagogical strategies for 

dealing with GSFMs, a few follow-up questions about their pedagogical choices and workplace 

experiences, and finally what resources they went to for ideas or help when working with GSFMs.  

In the personal and professional information section I asked for their gender, age, certifications, 

and years of teaching experience. This was so I could get a sense of whether the instructor’s location in 

each of those categories had any effect on how the type or quantity of GSFMs they experienced in the 

workplace. Participants were given the gender options of man, woman, non-binary, or other. The age 

ranges were done by decade from ages 19 to 79. These ages were selected because the NSFA cannot 

certify anyone under the age of majority which in Nova Scotia is 19. The age of 79 was the upper cut off 

because, according to the database, there are currently no NSFA members over 80 years old.  

I then asked for participants to indicate how often they experience GSFMs in the workplace. 

They could leave the question blank for “not at all” or rank the frequency from 1 to 5 in which 1 was 

occasionally and 5 was “all the time”. Those who did not answer this question were told to leave the 

survey at this point as there were no further questions concerning their experiences. 
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In the next section participants could give up to 5 examples of GSFMs. This was done with 

separate text boxes for each response, labeling 1 through 5. In total, 37 comment boxes were filled in 

with GSFMS by 13 people. In the next set of 5 text boxes, also labelled 1 to 5, participants were asked to 

also provide a pedagogical strategy response to the corresponding GSFM described above.  All 

participants did this as directed, although some did so by admitting they had no idea what strategy 

might work. I also asked follow-up questions about GSFMS, such as which ones they think are most 

common, which are most difficult to correct, how they choose to correct, and other workplace culture 

questions providing another 62 responses. While the second and 3rd categories were largely 

pedagogical, some survey participants gave further insights into the GSFMs they were discussing and in 

those cases their responses were used to clarify the meaning of the 1- 5 experiences they described. All 

together the participants gave me 138 written comments, with 63 containing information about 

incorrect fitness information and gender. The remainder were about pedagogy or were “no” or “not 

applicable” responses.  

I gave participants a checklist of where or to whom they look for help or ideas on handling 

GSFMS in the workplace. They had the choice of the following options with ‘other’ including a space to 

write in other resources they use: 

• Fitness certification textbooks 

• Other types of books 

• Website or magazine articles 

• My mentor 

• My gym manager or owner 

• My fellow instructors/trainers 

• Friends or family in the teaching professions 

• Presenters from fitness conferences 

• I have never sought help for these issues 

• I have sought help for these issues, but have never found help 

• Other 
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The final three questions were “Have you ever had a client react negatively because you debunked a 

GSFM?”, “Have you ever had a client react positively because you debunked a GSFM?”, and “Have you 

ever had a disagreement with other trainers or instructors over GSFMs?” Each of these was followed 

with a space for explaining in their own words. The survey concluded with a “thank you” and a button 

for submitting their full response.  

Recruitment, Collection, and Sorting of Data 
I sent an invitation to the electronic survey via email to all certified members of the NSFA (see 

Appendix B). I wanted input only from those who are trained to know the fitness myths according to the 

current scientific standards. These are covered in the NSFA courses and on the national exams, 

therefore only certified members, i.e. not students or friends of the association, were invited to 

participate. This email contained a live link which members could click, taking them directly to the live 

survey website. The email addresses for certified members were obtained from the NSFA membership 

database, which allows sorting of who is or is not certified, thus ensuring I emailed only fully certified 

members.  

LimeSurvey uses tracking cookies the results of which show 31 individuals attempted the survey. 

Four participants left the survey having given no answers leaving 27 individual sets of answers. Of these, 

13 participants answered “no” to having any experience with gender and fitness myths in their work and 

left no comments. The other 14 all responded in the affirmative about experiencing GSFMs in their 

work, and 13 of the 14 gave written comments. It is the comments of these 13 respondents I have 

analysed for this study. I experienced no constrictions or publishing limitations to LimeSurvey’s software 

regarding creating the layout of the survey, nor did I receive any negative comments on the operational 

aspects of using the survey site from participants. I asked for the participants to self-identify their 

gender in the survey. As a result, I know the ‘no’ group was 12 women and 1 man, the ‘yes’ group was 
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13 women and 1 man. No one participating indicated their gender was non-binary or other, or declined t 

answer.  

While I requested participants tell me about myths, they did not all do so, strictly speaking. 

Rather than give separate examples of GSFMs, a few participants gave further detail on one example in 

the subsequent survey text blocks. This could be due to mis-reading the instructions or needing more 

space to explain/work through their thinking on a GSFM they felt needed thorough discussion. Framing 

their experiences as a request for myths did not work for some participants. Many gave me not just the 

myths of GSFMs but the social norms and behaviours connected to them too. In some cases, the stories 

given are examples of behavior or reactions to social norms that are sexist as opposed to a belief in 

unscientific information. For example, participant # 29 wrote about dealing with a manager who gave 

male instructors preferential treatment because they generated more class attendance than the women 

who taught at the same facility. These examples are used in this study as they indicate behaviour that is 

stemming from GSFMs or other sexist beliefs and which have an impact on how women (as instructors, 

managers, or clients) make fitness decisions. They are also included here because these are important 

points of information for anyone doing further study on the fitness industry.  

I used thematic analysis (TA) method using the steps created by Clarke and Braun and refined by 

Maguire and Delahunt to sort the raw data and eventually create the themes (Maguire and Delahunt p. 

3354) in this research. The steps are:  

Step 1: Become familiar with the data, 
Step 2: Generate initial codes, 
Step 3: Search for themes, 
Step 4: Review themes, 
Step 5: Define themes, 
Step 6: Write-up. 
 
As I had a small number of survey responses I decided coding software was not necessary. I used 

LimeSurvey to download the data into an Excel spreadsheet and did steps 1 and 2 with that raw 
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document. After reading through the responses several times I created the initial codes by colour-coding 

the comments by the type of experience they described. To search for themes (step 3) I re-sorted the 

cells by colour so I could look at my initial codes as their own groups. From there I re-coded some stories 

that fit better elsewhere and reviewed each colour again as a whole (step 4). It was at this stage the 

stories in the data started reminding me of popular song titles and lyrics. I decided to use those as song 

titles as the titles, or labels, for the eventual themes once I had done my final review and sorting. The 

song titles were chosen because something in the title or lyrics related to the theme and because it 

helps both me as the researcher and future readers of this thesis to have a mnemonic device that makes 

it clear which theme is which. I chose songs that are well known enough that many readers will 

recognize the reference.  

My first attempt at defining the themes left me with a dozen themes, some of which had only 

one response in them and all of which was too cumbersome. After two more passes I re-defined the 

themes, trimmed the list to six themes and one sub-theme and officially assigned a song title to each 

one. I did an additional key word analysis when I realized the word “bulk” appeared with intriguing 

frequency. By this stage I had already thoroughly completed Step 1 (Become familiar with the data). 

Indeed, a thorough familiarity with the data was what led me to see the need for and to add this piece 

to the analysis. Once I realized this was warranted, I followed Maguire and Delahunt’s Steps 2 through 6 

again, but this time I coded for frequency of words used by multiple survey participants.  

To sort the comments into myths, norms, and behaviours (M/N/B). I analysed the wording used 

by the survey participants, isolating the subject and verb of each sentence to determine which of these 

three it best fit. In cases where the comments were ambiguous, I placed the comment in the myths 

category as that is what the information on the survey described and what was asked for in the 

questions.  



THE PINK DUMBBELL PROBLEM 

58 
 

In the myths category I selected comments in which the verbs the participants used indicated 

the subject of the sentence (the fitness educator’s client) believed what they were saying were facts; 

believe, thought, think, not realize, unaware, and myth. For the social norms that prescribe gender 

behaviour I selected verbs that indicate the clients are repeating these ideas but do not believe or know 

if they are facts for certain; concerned, feel, told (as in historically), ingrained, convinced, seemed, 

feared, feeling self-conscious, leaving their comfort zone. The behaviour category was determined by 

verbs that describe actions witnessed in the fitness space, showing up (or not), watching, joining, asking, 

teasing, participating, leaving, permitting, choosing, looking down upon, challenging, convincing, and 

intimidating.  

I have categorized the 63 comments (myths and pedagogical strategies) into 5 themes and 1 

sub-theme based on participants’ comments; Brick House, I Won’t Dance, Somebody’s Watching Me, 

Born This Way, and She Ain’t Pretty. The sub-theme is called She’s A Lady, which appears across the 5 

main themes. The title for each comes from famous song titles or lyrics. I am not suggesting any of these 

songs are about fitness, just that they suit as a categorization tool, a mnemonic device, and a pop-

culture touchstone for many people. Some comments fit into more than one category as survey 

participants sometimes packed multiple points of information in the same sentence or comment box.  

Thematic Analysis 
I chose Thematic Analysis (TA) for this research for several reasons; the rooting of data in 

participants lived experience and their feelings and actions around that experience, the allowance for 

both explicit and implicit meaning to be explored, and the suitability of TA for emerging research topics. 

I will unpack each of these concepts below. As I described above in the Recruitment, Collection and 

Sorting of Data section, I used Maguire and Delahunt’s 6-Step process to thematically analyse my data. 

TA allows the researcher to “identify patterns within and across data in relation to participants’ lived 

experience, views and perspectives, and behavior and practices [and] ‘experiential’ research which seeks 
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to understand what participants’ think, feel, and do (Clarke and Braun, p. 297). Feminism seeks to centre 

the lived experiences of women, so this focus is a matter of feminist praxis in how my analysis is done as 

all but two of my survey respondents were women. Also, TA permits analysis of all threads in the data 

individually and with each other, which for a study about educators in invaluable. No two classes go the 

same way, and no two educators bring the same level or lenses of reflection and analysis to their 

teaching practice. Going into my survey launch I had no idea how much variety of responses I would get, 

and while most of the content was what I expected, they varied greatly in the way they were written. 

Some trainers gave me insights on their clients’ (and sometimes their own) childhood experiences, 

susceptibility to social media influencers, and gender-based intimidation. Other survey respondents 

gave no analysis at all and described their experiences in very concise terms.  The openness of TA 

allowed me to look at each of these responses as full pieces of content without having to select between 

the different quantities or qualities of the content on offer. This aspect of the TA approach also allows 

for analysis of the themes across content types, so things like women needing to conform to lady-like 

standards of comportment came up in different stories but could be read across story types to form 

their own category of analysis.  

As there are no previous studies or literature on this topic, I needed a method that would allow 

me to do a couple of things, which I will unpack in the following section. Firstly, I wanted to show the 

actual gender-specific behaviors exercise educators are experiencing with clients because these have 

never been collected in a formal, academic research setting but are frequently discussed among and 

written about by exercise educators in blogs and other online media. With no inventory of what gender-

specific fitness myths educators are encountering it is difficult to create educational tools and 

opportunities to help trainers work with their clients. Sometimes fitness industry employers and 

governing bodies also need to be convinced that GSFMs exist and therefore deserve to be remedied. In 

exercise education it is not uncommon for managers or owners of exercise spaces to have no credentials 
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or experience in teaching exercise and many believe the GSFMs themselves. This often results in trainers 

not being believed when they tell management that they are in need of resources, training, or 

managerial support on gendered issues in fitness. Governing bodies for certification of exercise 

educators focus largely on the anatomical, physiological, and mechanical aspects of our work and very 

little on the pedagogical or social needs of the exercise client. A lack of training and support from both 

groups means that helping clients identify and work through GSFMs is makeshift and dependent on the 

individual trainer’s knowledge, resources, and interest in seeing it through.  While that is great for 

individual clients who happen to get a trainer willing to work on their GSFMs, it does not help all clients 

equally, nor does it improve the over-all access to fitness spaces for women. TA is a method which 

allows me to gather the real-life incidents of GSFMs to show employers and governing bodies, who are 

reluctant to listen, that we are really dealing with these things and validate our need for support and 

resources.  

Secondly, TA allows use of both implicit and explicit content, rather than having to choose 

between them, as would be the case in other methods (Maguire and Delahunt p. 3353, Vaismoradi p. 

101, Clarke and Braun p. 298). This allows me to work with the implicit meanings in the respondents’ 

stories which I bring forward by using feminist theory. I came into my exercise career with 

undergraduate training in Women’s Studies and Education, so I was prepared to understand the effects 

of patriarchy on exercise practices, but most of my colleagues are not coming from this background. 

Exercise educator training generally does not provide pre-service instructors with the language or theory 

to describe what they are experiencing; they just know it is disconcerting when clients believe false 

information and is somehow rooted in gender issues. Many of the stories my colleagues have told me 

over the years have started with “I don’t know what to call this gender thing my client is doing, but if I 

describe it to you can you explain it to me?”. After I did a TEDx talk about gender and fitness in 2011 I 

got emails and Facebook messages from colleagues across Canada thanking me for giving them the 
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words they were struggling to find, or for reassuring them they were not alone in what they were 

experiencing. As much as these experiences served as my motivation for creating this research, they also 

made me very aware that my survey respondents might not find the language we use in feminist 

discourse to be accessible or comfortable.  

Finally, TA is valuable for emerging topics in research. Mariya A. Yukhymenko, et al, described it 

as especially useful for exploring the instructional practices of teachers in their study on problem-based 

learning (PBL). They found the permission to use hybrid approaches in TA (in their case, inductive and 

deductive theme creation) is “well-suited for examining emerging patterns when there is not yet an 

established body of literature regarding the types of practices and processes associated with PBL. 

(Yukhymenko, et al p. 96).” Like their work on PBL, I have no previous studies to base mine on, so the 

ability to be flexible with category creation and extraction of types of meaning is an important feature of 

TA.  

TA also fits well with the goals of feminist studies and agnotology and allows them to be used 

together. TA is a method, not a methodology, so it is not tied to a specific epistemology or theoretical 

perspective (Maguire p. 3352). The TA method is highly suitable for inter-disciplinary research which 

also fits nicely with WGS and agnotology because they too were created by inter-disciplinary scholars 

who recognized the need to work across disciplines to create a new way of looking at a problem they 

saw. The authors mentioned above work in various disciplines and my preliminary search for articles 

about TA revealed it is currently in use in dozens of disciplines worldwide. Many of them are in the 

health sciences and education which also suggests this is an ideal method for fitness and education 

being studied together.   

Feminist Methodology 
Many arguments have been made that Women and Gender Studies, as a discipline, does not 

have any methods or research tools of it’s own, only that we can have feminist methodology 
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(philosophical justifications) in how we approach the methods (tools) of other disciplines. As WGS was 

created from interdisciplinary ‘parentage’ this makes sense – we all bring the methods from our other 

disciplines to the table. Katherine Side suggests, on the other hand, we do have a method of our own. 

Side’s main argument is that: 

the term “methods” is imagined, from within WGS, as a corrective to uncontested assertions 
about the limitations of methods in other disciplines, which are presumed to be specific, unique, 
and recognizable. Early WGS scholars “interrogated methods, methodologies, and 
epistemologies in disciplines by questioning “the presumed objectivity and value neutrality of 
the natural sciences (Martin 2008, 13), the “maleness of philosophy” (Bordo 1999, 29) and “the 
evidence of experience” in historical research (Scott 1999, 79)” (Side p. 52 to 54).  
 
While this lack of a WGS-specific method causes anxiety for some academics, Side chooses to 

see it as a positive, which opens all sorts of new and as-yet unimagined possibilities, and I agree. This 

allows WGS researchers to be open to explore interests and issues in whatever way best suits the 

research at hand, including emerging topics like mine. What Side describes above calls us to actively 

practice questioning and it aligns with agnotological and feminist interests in validating women as 

knowers.  

Autoethnography 
 The final addition to the methodology of this research is auto-ethnography. Citing earlier work 

from Adams and Herrmann, Andrew C. Sparkes uses the following definition of autoethnography: 

What makes a particular work an ‘autoethnography’? ‘Autoethnography’ is comprised of three 

interrelated components: ‘auto,’ ‘ethno,’ and ‘graphy.’ Thus, autoethnographic projects use 

selfhood, subjectivity, and personal experience (‘auto’) to describe, interpret, and represent 

(‘graphy’) beliefs, practices, and identities of a group or culture (‘ethno’) (Sparkes p. 290). 

This is the definition I have used in this research, leaning particularly into the personal experience 

aspects of it. I have done this by incorporating my own experiences as an instructor in the analysis of the 

GSFMs. In a sense, I have acted as an interlocuter with my survey participants who constantly say “yes, 

and…” to their stories and pedagogical strategies. I also serve as an interpreter of the experiences, and 

internal jargon, of the fitness industry’s educators. I can understand both the industry insider 
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terminology and apply philosophical explanations to it. It is because I have three distinct areas of 

training and learning – gender studies, education, and exercise – I can fully parse a concept like bulk, for 

example, which is an exercise science phenomenon, a social construct being used to control women’s 

health and behaviour, and a result of bad pedagogy in physical education. 

Additionally, autoethnography is a particularly good fit for studying work that is both a form of 

education and a form of physical activity. Coia and Taylor, writing about auto-ethnography in feminist 

pedagogies said, “Autoethnography resonated for us because of its insistence on the sociopolitical 

context of our stories” (Coia and Taylor p. 9) and that resonates with me as well, especially for this 

research. Tony E. Adams, Stacy Holman Jones, and Carolyn Ellis, in their 2015 book Autoethnography 

identify several hallmarks of this method that make it particularly useful for this thesis, among them are: 

- Uses a researcher’s personal experience to describe and critique cultural beliefs, practices, 
and experiences. 

- Acknowledges and values a researcher’s relationships with others. 
- Strives for social justice and to make life better. 

(Adams et al p. 1-2). 

Adams et al also describe several types of autoethnographic forms including the layered 

account, which I have used here.  A layered account is one which includes “fragments of experience, 

memories, introspections, research, theory, and other texts” (Adams p. 85). Carolyn Rambo states that a 

layered account can bring otherwise impersonal statistics or data to life as a “case study that reveals the 

complex experiences of real people in particular circumstances” (Rambo p. 422). The work of exercise 

education, and the study of it, is indeed a complex series of interactions between people in exercise 

specific circumstances.  

Teaching fitness is, first and foremost, teaching. Like all teaching, it is a socio-political site where 

social norms can be upheld or transgressed. As stated in my Literature Review, physical activity is also a 

site of reproducing/producing social dynamics, especially privilege (Coakley and Donnelly p. 34-39).  In 
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“Autoethnography: Forging a New Direction in Feminist Sport History” Shellie McParland calls 

autoethnography a powerful tool for both feminist work and sport studies. As mentioned in the 

Literature Review in this research, fitness is not sport, but it is sport-adjacent and it can be used in 

fitness studies for the same reasons. She says it blurs the lines between researcher and subject and 

allows her, as a historian and an athlete to share the “embodied experiences of marginalization as we dare 

to enter the male-dominated terrain of sport” and to relate directly to “The enduring myth of female fragility 

[that] has been woven into women’s sporting experiences across many centuries” (McParland p. 476). Where 

sport, and by association, fitness, has long been a space in which male experiences are the default and 

women have been officially or practically barred from participation, the lived experiences of women, as a 

collection of data, is due it’s time to be highly valued. Her goal for using autoethnography in sport is summed 

up here: 

Hopefully we are moving ever closer to the end of the “white, male meta-narrative, the 
end of the heroic bourgeois epoch, the end of an unselfconscious (muscular) patriarchy that has 
nothing left to accomplish.”16 Autoethnography is a means through which we may build upon 
the strong foundation created by feminist sport historians and continue to discover how our 
lived bodily experiences are influenced by the past and how our interpretations of the past are 
influenced by the ways we live through our bodies. Autoethnography has the potential to 
illustrate the many diverse ways the past is embodied and practiced in the present and reveal 
the ongoing and new challenges facing feminist scholars of sport (McParland p. 477). 

 

In this research I have used my own experiences for a couple of reasons. The primary one is to 

provide historical and present-day context of the fitness industry and the training of exercise educator. 

Additionally, the purpose of autoethnography in this study is to situate myself as a participant in the 

industry as both an educator and a researcher, to add to the small pool of data received by the survey 

participants. Auto-ethnography also adds a sensation of storytelling to the GSFMs that cannot be 

provided by the survey format given to the participants which serves to illustrate the voices of women, 

and men who work with women, experiencing exercise in a patriarchal society.  
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 The content about the historical and present context of the fitness industry that I have 

presented here is more autobiography than ethnography (Ellis p. 4) and is formed from my own 

experiences in the fitness industry and knowledge from over a decade of asking my own teachers and 

mentors about our industry’s origins and inner workings.  As mentioned elsewhere, there is not much 

written about the history and evolution of the fitness industry and educator certification in Canada, or 

worldwide. I have gleaned some from the writings of Helen Lenskyj (Lenskyj p.127-137) who was writing 

about women in sport but included a chapter on exercise, and Maureen Connolly (Connolly p. 465-467) 

who was writing a response to Iris Marion Young’s “Throwing Like A Girl” essay. The rest I have filled in 

from what has been told to me, over a decade and a half of my career, by the people who were the early 

creators of exercise educator certification programs and governing bodies over the span of my time in 

the industry. Many of these originators are still actively teaching and/or running organizations today and 

do not see their work as historical, so they have not (yet) documented it as such.   

 Present-day, the education of exercise educators is unregulated worldwide, and is created and 

upheld by self-appointed entities. Therefore there is no mandate to include gender information in the 

curriculum. It is included only so much as the certifying organization and their course conductors wish to 

do so. There is no legislation or government bodies appointed to control the standards of our 

certification. This means there is a lot of competition in the marketplace for certification companies and 

they generally keep access to curriculum and exams secret to maintain a business advantage (Proctor p. 

9). Even for people actively working as exercise educators there are gaps in knowledge of how 

certification works and what are considered “standards” in our industry. My inclusion of information 

gleaned from my own day-to-day work at both provincial and national levels in this area not only 

provides context for the research it is also a contribution to the agnotology of fitness. Autoethnography 

allows me to do this as a researcher who is very much an insider in my own topic:   
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 When researchers do ethnography, they study a culture's relational practices, common values 
 and beliefs, and shared experiences for the purpose of helping insiders (cultural members) and 
 outsiders (cultural strangers) better understand the culture. Ethnographers do this by becoming 
 participant observers in the culture—that is, by taking field notes of cultural happenings as well 
 as their part in and others' engagement with these happenings (Ellis p. 4). 

 

 My two other purposes in using autoethnography – adding to pool of data and storytelling - are 

related to the type and size of the data I collected and are for stylistic as well as content reasons. Ellis 

says researchers can use autobiographical storytelling to “bring readers into the scene" (Ellis p. 5) and 

for readers to "experience an experience" and it works as an efficient way to describe what is going on 

(Ellis p. 6). I used a very small fraction of my own experiences with GSFMs, preferring to let the survey 

responses have greater prominence in the thematic analysis, only adding my own experiences where 

they served to augment, or “flesh out”, ideas brought up in the surveys. The survey format for data 

collecting was chosen so respondents could be anonymous, but that also means some of their GSFMs 

and related comments read as blunted and impersonal. With my goal being to convince both insiders 

and outsiders to support my colleagues’ pedagogical needs, making the data relatable on a human level 

is useful in helping readers embrace the cost to women caused by GSFMs.  

Methodological Limitations 
As with any research project there are methodological limitations associated with this study. In 

this section, I will draw attention to two sets of limitations that are particularly relevant through the 

feminist lens that frames my work: my personal positioning as it shapes my understanding of what 

constitutes truth vs ignorance, and a lack of intersectionality in this research. I have based my 

understanding of what is true for women in exercise on the current science accepted in the fitness world 

at the time of writing, and on my personal observations. What is current, or even good, in science is 

ever-changing, and will likely change again in the years to come. What is considered current in science, 

or considered true, is also subject to the biases of the people doing the research, myself included. This 

research is built directly on what I consider to be true and what I deem problematic in the exercise 
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education industry, within the rubric of GSFMs, a concept that has emerged from my understanding of 

the science in combination with my observations from an insider perspective. My analysis of the survey 

data was done with the goal of improved understanding of the fitness client’s experience of GSFMs and 

how we as educators can improve pedagogically on how we handle discussions with clients about 

GSFMs. These objectives have informed by my position as a Gender Studies researcher as well as a 

professional educator. Other researchers would likely interpret the data presented here using different 

lenses of analysis, which could be equally as correct or true as mine. It is consistent with the feminist 

tradition to value the experiential knowledge of women like myself, emersed in industries where sexism 

prevails. It is also consistent with the feminist tradition to recognize the value of multiple perspectives 

deriving from diverse social positions.  

 To the latter end, intersectional analyses are highly valued in the fields of Women and Gender 

Studies today. While, in the context of my literature review, I have recognized that women have been 

diversely positioned according to racial designations with respect to gender norms for physical fitness 

over time, my method for data collection and analysis does not have an intersectional component. This 

research was done in the province of Nova Scotia, a province with a relatively small, predominantly 

white population, where a large percentage of the population does not exercise in staffed spaces. No 

doubt socioeconomic barriers that intersect with race also shape the demographics of our association. 

Ultimately, it is currently the case that NSFA members are overwhelmingly white. In larger geographical 

regions the level of diversity within fitness associations would likely be higher, making the prospect of 

analyzing intersections of perspectives linked to race and ethnicity more feasible. I did not set out to 

conduct an intersectional analysis, knowing that it would not be possible to produce a sample of 

professionals for this project that would support intersectional comparisons. Readers should therefore 

keep in mind that the data presented here is largely reflective of white, abled, and cis-hetero 

experiences. Future researchers that have access to sufficient resources to study GSFMs nationally or 
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internationally may reveal intersectional differences among the experiences of diverse educators or 

among the experiences of educators with diverse clients.  

The literature I used on historical perspectives and popular culture is, likewise, largely rooted in 

the white, abled, cis-hetero narratives that make up the basis for the GSFMS. It is a result of both history 

and popular culture that these perspectives are readily available in the literature, while the experiences 

of marginalized persons are not. Identifying and exploring missing historical narratives (Lost Realm) 

about women of colour’s experiences of physical activity and access to sport, for example, could be an 

entirely new area of research in its own right. Further recommendations for future studies that attend 

to the experiences of women of colour or clients with disabilities will be made in the conclusion of this 

thesis. 
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Chapter 4: Findings and Discussion 

Non-thematic Data 
 I asked participants for their gender, age, NSFA certifications, and years of teaching experience. 

Those who acknowledged GSFMS in their workplaces were the only ones to provide comments that 

form the data for the analysis of this survey. I refer to this group of 14 people as the ‘yes’ group. The ‘no’ 

group are the ones who did not claim to experience GSFMs. There was also a group of 4 people who 

clicked on the survey and stayed on the website long enough for the cookies to register them as a 

unique user, but they provided no information of any kind and left the survey. Therefore, participants 

are numbered 1 to 31 in the LimeSurvey system, but there are only 27 who gave any data. 

In the yes group, 14 participants self-identified as women and one as a man. There was one each 

in their 20s and 30s, and 1 in her 70s. There were 2 participants in their 40s, 4 participants in their 50s 

and 5 in their 60s. This is typical of the NSFA membership demographics as recorded in the members’ 

database profiles. Also in this group were 10 resistance trainers, 6 personal trainers, 10 group exercise 

leaders, 6 older adult specialists, 2 aquafit instructors, 1 yoga instructor, and no spin instructors (see 

Appendix C for the explanation of what each certification mean)s. At the time this survey was launched, 

the NSFA had only just begun offering yoga and spin certifications which is why those categories do not 

have a lot of participants. Across the 14 participants in this group there are 35 certifications held. For 

years of experience, only 2 survey participants had less than 1 year of teaching. Four participants were 

between 1 and 4 years, 2 were between 5 and 9 years, and 6 had 10 or more years of teaching 

experience. Participants in the ‘no’ group were similarly distributed across the categories of gender, age, 

certifications held and years of experience. This group was made up of 12 women and 1 man. This 

indicates there is no one group of educators that experiences GSFMs in the workplace more or less than 

any other.  
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 On the scale of frequency, the people in the No group all answered “0” and left the survey after 

this question. In the Yes group, the responses were quite varied. None of the Yes group responded with 

1 on the scale, which suggests no one in that group has had only fleeting GSFM experiences. The full list 

of the scale responses is (out of 27 people): 

Level 0 – 13 responses (no experiences of GSFMs at all) 
Level 1 – 0 responses 
Level 2 – 9 responses 
Level 3 – 1 response 
Level 4 – 2 responses 
Level 5 – 2 responses (very frequent experiences of GSFMs) 
 
 The clear majority of the Yes group place their GSFM frequency at a 2, so common enough to be 

recognizable as a distinct phenomenon. A scale like this is always a matter of perception. What might 

seem like quite a lot to one person could just as easily feel like very little to someone else. Therefore, it 

is difficult to say what is “a lot” in any response. However, the result of 4 people ranking the frequency 

of GSFMs at a 4 or 5 is concerning. One trend that emerges from this small pocket of data is that the 2 

people who replied at level 4 are both Aqua fitness leaders, participants #9 and #13. This is a class 

format that attracts almost exclusively older women who uphold the more traditional expectations of 

being lady-like in public spaces (see individual themes below, especially sub-theme “She’s A Lady”). 

Unfortunately both #9 and #13 spoke more about their land-based fitness teaching in their other 

responses, so I have no further detail on this trend in the data. 

 Similarly to the other checklist style questions, the options for resources instructors go to for 

help with GSFMs did not yield any consistent trends across gender, age, certification type or experience. 

Every option on the list was clicked once or more, and no one wrote in anything for “other”. The final 

three questions about negative or positive reactions from clients and colleagues was not answered by 

everyone. Most participants said “no” (i.e. no problems) or left these questions blank. This could 

indicate people were fatigued by this point in the survey. The ones who did reply all had positive things 
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to say. The general picture is that GSFMs are handled in a professional manner by both clients and 

colleagues.   

Theme #1. Brick House 
Myth: Women will “bulk up” if they lift heavy weights. 
Norms: Women verbally express fear of visible muscle gain, or negative commentary from others if 
they appear too strong or muscular. 
Behaviors: Survey respondents worded this in terms of client actions and described their actions of 
teaching clients to overcome the myth/norm with mixed results. Therefore, the behaviour here is that 
women avoid weight training facilities, equipment, and/or classes and talk about why they avoid 
them, leading the educators to take this approach. 
 

The title for this theme is named for the song Brick House by The Commodores. I chose this title 

because it evokes an image of a woman who is not overly thin or weak and because it is a sanitized 

variant of “built like a brick sh*ithouse” meaning someone especially strong or having an especially thick 

build. Women often explicitly, verbally express fear that exercise with weights will make them bulky and 

therefore unfeminine.  

No one who has worked in exercise education will be surprised that this is the most common 

type of experience described by survey participants. Anecdotally, this is a complaint about clients I have 

heard from my colleagues consistently throughout my 14 years of teaching exercise. Colleagues who are 

observant of gendered behaviours are often shocked at how consistently this one comes up in our day-

to-day work. In the survey results this came up 12 times as a category by itself and was also mentioned 

as an intersecting factor in several other categories. Most participants simply stated that women are 

afraid they will ‘get bulky’. All but two of the commenters in this category stated the fear of bulk is 

specific to using weights. The word bulk and its variants (bulky, bulking, etc.) are used in a total of 9 

comments throughout the survey results. One commenter, participant #15, noted that fear of bulk 

particularly intersects with age as this is a huge concern from women who are attending classes aimed 

at older adults. Participant #13 noted this issue intersects with what I call the She Ain’t Pretty category 

(see below) because she had a client who wanted to achieve a look that required weight training but 
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refused the weight training because she was convinced it would make her bulky and not give her the 

“lean ripped” look she was seeking. This client believed she needed yoga and barre classes to achieve 

this look because pop culture influencers she admires claim they got it through those methods. This is a 

highly unlikely possibility, and even in rare cases where that might be possible it is more the result of 

individual genetics than the method of exercise.  

The comments from participants revealed two parts to this theme. The first is the issue of how 

muscular hypertrophy happens, the second is a fear that any amount of bulk is too much bulk on a 

woman. In most cases weight training will not cause copious amounts of hypertrophy – the gaining of 

size of the muscle cells making the muscle visibly larger. Hypertrophy is not the same thing as strength, 

which is the ability to produce force (Isachsen p. 114). Several participants in this survey said they hear 

women express fears about getting bulky so they explain hypertrophy and how it works. Several also 

mentioned explaining to women that weight training for bulk takes years of consistent, full-time training 

to achieve.  

The amount of training and the sequencing of a training regime required to cause noticeable 

hypertrophy is significantly higher and more complicated than most people assume. 
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The detriment here is that gaining muscle mass and strength is important for improving several 

health factors which many women sacrifice for fear of looking bulky. For example, loss of bone density is 

an issue that mainly affects estrogen dominant persons, i.e., primarily cis women with typical hormone 

levels, as well as trans men who have not had their estrogen reduced, and trans women who have had 

long-term estrogen supplementation. This affects us as we age and can be prevented or at least 

stabilized with sufficient weight-bearing exercise (Oseteoporosis Canada, 2019). Also, we now have 

decades of studies that indicate, much to the contrary of the “dumb jock” stereotype, that fitness is 

beneficial to cognitive development and academic success (Dowling p. 82). The physical and cognitive 

benefits are proven, but women will not access those benefits if they eschew exercise because they fear 

it will make them bulky and unfeminine.  

The idea that weight training causes women to become masculinized has been debunked for 

decades. The 1975 paper “Body Composition in Young Women with High Intensity Resistance Training”, 

Mayhew et al tested women on a weight training program over 9 weeks and concluded that while 

women gained strength – i.e., the ability to produce force – there were no masculinizing effects and “the 

opposition to high resistance weight training by women, based on the supposition that it will produce 

“bulky sinews,” is totally unfounded.” (Mayhew, p. 439). This study is 46 years old, and 2 things are 

important about that; 1. this idea is still believed among a sizeable segment of the population  and 2. the 

word “bulky” and its variants is still the language being used to express these concerns. This problem 

does not seem to be going away, and the language is not changing either.  

In addition to evidencing a lack of understanding about hypertrophy, this theme is about why 

women fear bulking up. There is an assumption underlying comments coded in this category that no 

woman wants to look bulky. The popularity of women in body building suggests otherwise as there are 

thousands of female competitors in this sport world-wide. The other big factor here is 

heteronormativity, cis-normativity, and the assumption that we all want to conform to physical gender 
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norms. Women are discouraged from bulking up because looking too masculine requires a certain 

willingness to be a gender outlaw and rules one out as sexually appealing to men based on assumptions 

of what heterosexual men find appealing. Shilling and Bunsell, using Kate Bornstein’s writing as a basis, 

define a female body builder as a gender outlaw thus: 

…a figure who is stigmatized not because she has broken a formal law, but because she has 
disregarded so flagrantly dominant understandings of what is aesthetically, kinesthetically and 
phenomenologically acceptable within the gendered order of social interaction (Shilling and 
Bunsell p. 141).  
 
Shilling and Bunsell’s 2009 ethnographic study of British female body builders stresses the social 

policing these women get for their appearance and preferences. Phrases like “It is Disgusting! These are 

not women anymore”, “Male bodybuilders who overdo it look horrible too but seeing a woman mutilate 

their body in this way is sick”, “What's wrong with you? Don't you want a boyfriend?”, “Ugly Ugly Ugly” 

(see Bicycle Face section) are reported in this paper as things these women have heard (Shilling and 

Bunsell p.145).  The idea that women with a large quantity of muscular hypertrophy is unnatural is also 

discussed by Jan Brace-Govan who studied women who train for the sport of weight lifting. In “Weighty 

matters: control of women’s access to physical strength” she says the sight of a very muscular woman, 

challenges the gender order through undermining the commonly perceived naturalness of 
masculine strength and, by implication, feminine weakness (Kuhn, 1988; Magdalinski and 
Brooks, 2002). Holmlund points out that ‘the images of the more muscular women inflame male 
anxiety because they threaten the abolition of visible difference (Brace-Govan p. 505). 

 

This discomfort with women being muscular is behind a range of arguments and social 

behaviors used to convince women they should not engage in heavy weight training. These arguments 

include trying to convince women they will become ugly or manly, or that they will injure themselves 

(Lenskyj p. 137). Social interactions include exclusions, cruel taunting, accusations of chemical cheating, 

and mistaking them for men. In exercise spaces there can also be anti-social behaviour such as men 

disobeying gym rules to un-plate their machines, or lifting in an overly angry or aggressive manner to 
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intimidate women. Women end up being othered twice; by men in the weight lifting space, and by 

women who do not see them as normal or real women (Brace-Govan p.508-511). 

While the quantity of coverage of women’s sport has increased, it tends to focus on sports that 

are socially acceptable for women such as gymnastics and figure skating, or that can be sexualized like 

beach volleyball (Coche et al p. 121 and 124). The London Olympics in 2012 saw a lot of this sort of 

coverage including a new focus on the trends of women in track and field wearing hair flowers and 

women in all sports wearing manicure designs representing their countries (Paramaguru, Time magazine 

2012). This coverage highlights conventional notions of femininity to balance out the “competing 

demands of femininity and muscularity” (Shilling and Bunsell p. 150). What does all of this say to the 

non-athlete, non-outlaw woman who wants to exercise? It tells her she had better stick to the norms or 

she too will be subjected to these comments, having her gender and sexual identity and her mental 

state questioned. This is where the fear they will “bulk up” sets in.  

Based on the comments about pedagogical strategies, trainers handle the myth part of this 

theme by explaining the science. They describe explaining how muscle works, different physiology of 

men and women, how much work and diet is required to achieve visible hypertrophy and showing 

examples of exercisers who lift weights but are not “bulky”. These are all variations on managing the 

client’s expectations. A few participants also mentioned re-directing the client’s focus away from 

aesthetic outcomes towards function and wellbeing outcomes. Also mentioned was trying to ensure the 

client did not become overwhelmed with too much information. Participant #20 mentioned not being 

able to handle this issue due to the class format not allowing time for one-on-one discussion with 

clients; this indicates those women who choose to avoid weight training spaces/equipment are not 

always in a place where they can be exposed to correct information.   

Regarding the assumptions of what one should look like, participant #15 described her method 

as explaining to women that lifting weights is about “toning” the muscles. It is a common tactic in our 
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industry, both in the teaching and the marketing, to soften the language around weight training to make 

it more appealing to women. I have heard women say they do not want to build muscle, just tone. The 

truth is, toning is still muscle building, it is still hypertrophy, it is just a smaller quantity of visible change 

than what people think of when they imagine the concept of building muscle. Participant #5 (the only 

male-identified participant to leave comments) noted that he uses a “drilling down” technique to clarify 

what the client really wants to achieve and focusing exercises on those interests, and also points out 

examples of “normal” looking clients who lift heavy weights. 

Participant #30 gave two very insightful comments citing early messaging as a concern. In the 

first one she mentions that as an athlete in her youth she was teased for being too muscular, which 

reinforces the previously mentioned bullying women will encounter if they are too visibly muscular. The 

second example states (corrected for typos): “I have had women [who] during their childhood [were] 

told [it was] not feminine to sweat or join boys in gross motor activities like climbing trees.” The idea 

that girls should not be permitted to do the physical activities available to boys starts very early and can 

last throughout one’s life if one feels compelled to adhere to social norms. As a result, many 

girls/women are not able to do gross motor activities, like climbing trees. That is skill that require 

learning and practice. As discussed in the Literature Review, not seeing girls climb trees in turn leads to 

people believing girls/women naturally lack the capability to do so. This is the “Catch-22” situation as 

described by Coakley and Donnelly (p. 233, see p. 32 in the Literature Review), and also reflects the 

nature vs. nurture arguments laid out by Young (p.137-141). 

In agnotology there are 3 types of ignorance; ignorance as Native State, ignorance as Lost 

Realm, and ignorance as Strategic ploy (Proctor p.3). The first and third – Native State and Strategic Ploy 

– are the ones employed for this analysis. In many cases, the reason people do not know much 

information about exercise is because the science of exercise is not “common knowledge”. Most are in 

what Proctor calls the Native State of ignorance, “a place where knowledge has not yet penetrated” 
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(Proctor p.4). The other category of interest here is Strategic Ploy in which ignorance is something that is 

“made, maintained, and manipulated” (Proctor p. 8). In this case, ignorance is not just a gap, but actively 

produced. This can be done for positive reasons, like military secrets that protect a nation, or for 

corporate reasons such as the recipes for the 11 secret herbs and spices in Kentucky Fried Chicken. It 

can also be insidious, like the tobacco industry burying reports about the dangers of smoking and sewing 

doubt in the minds of the public as to the true danger it posed. Agnotology suggests that “common 

knowledge” must be scrutinized for how it can be manipulated and replicated whether there is any truth 

in it or not. To cite Terry Pratchett once again, “Lies can run around the world before the Truth could get 

its boots on.” (Pratchett p.141). It is this aspect that I believe is crucial to understanding why people 

believe incorrect information about exercise and fitness. A lifetime of seeing marketing and pop culture, 

and more recently social media influencers, leaves people feeling they “know” things despite never 

seeking out this information explicitly. At least in some cases, people do not seek out information about 

exercise science and gender because they believe they already know the facts. 

In the case of misconceptions about women getting bulky from weights, there is a bit of both 

Native State and Strategic Ploy agnotological categories in action. In many cases girls are simply not 

taught physical literacy to the degree boys are so they are in the native state of lacking in the basics of 

anatomy, physiology, and movement mechanics. What seems natural in boys – throwing like a boy, for 

example – is really the result of very early intervention in their physical education, formally and 

informally (Dowling p. 59). What girls have historically been taught has been geared towards turning 

them into proper ladies and mothers, so “poise, speech, carriage, and dress” are the greater focus 

(Lenskyj. p.29-30), none of which provide a useful background for exercise knowledge, all of which focus 

girl’s and women’s attention on their appearance and comportment.  

The focus on motherhood as a woman’s raison d'être also leads to the Strategic Ploy aspects of 

why women have not faired well in physical literacy. Medical conventions of the past – and not as far in 
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the past as we might like to think – have focused on keeping women “feminine”. If bullying sporty 

women for transgressing social norms did not stop their athletic behavior, then fear mongering about 

the loss of reproductive capacity was ramped up to do the job. Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English 

in Complaints and Disorders: The Sexual Politics of Sickness, explore the origins of this in the Victorian 

and Edwardian eras in which limited mobility, including the Rest Cure (also described by Charlotte 

Perkins Gilman in The Yellow Wallpaper) were used to preserve white, upper-class women’s finite 

reproductive energy, and idea which later spread to the lower classes (Ehrenreich and English, 2011 p. 

19 and 33). Helen Lenskyj in Out of Bounds: Women, Sexuality and Sport notes the connection between 

reproductivity and the medical scrutiny commonly pushed on female athletes in the late 20th century, 

mostly the 1960’s to 80’s. By the 60’s the ideas of “wholesome” exercise for girls and women was good, 

but only if it did not get the to the point where their menstrual cycle became delayed or it disappeared. 

Not until the late 70’s and early 80’s did researchers prove there was no long-term damage to fertility 

from exercise induced amenorrhea (Lenskyj p. 46-50). With biological motherhood so closely tied to the 

concept of womanhood, the threat of infertility through too much exercise is itself a threat of loss of 

femininity. This has not entirely diminished with time. Today both the anti-trans and pro-natalist 

movements insist on a biological essentialism that defines women by reproductive capacity. A short 

search through any Twitter or Reddit feed about trans women or child-free cis women easily turns up 

present-day examples of people that insist women are defined by childbearing, refer to trans boys and 

men as “girls” who “mutilate” themselves with hysterectomies and mastectomies, and who take great 

offence to gender-neutral language such as pregnant persons, or persons who menstruate. Abigail 

Shrier’s book Irreversible Damage: The Transgender Craze Seducing Our Daughters is entirely about this 

perspective and is marketed as a textbook for “saving daughters” from the trans “craze”. 

The threat to femininity via sport or athleticism has a rich history and is so recent that it was a 

strong part of the cultural narrative of femininity for all but the youngest generations of adults today. 
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While I always argue that exercise for its own sake is not the same as sport and we are not athletes, the 

fear tactics, bullying, and bad medicine from the past directed at female athletes still influences our 

understanding of acceptable, feminine physical behaviour. Combine this with the native state of lacking 

physical literacy about exercise and muscular hypertrophy, it is no surprise that women shun heavy 

weights in favour of the 1lb pink dumbbells for which this research is named.  

Also useful here is what Malcolm Gladwell calls the Stickiness Factor, which I consider a key 

factor in how Strategic Ploy succeeds. He uses it to describe how ideas stick in our minds through 

repetition, which is great for educational things like learning the alphabet on Sesame Street (Gladwell p. 

91). It applies here because the repetition comes in the form of messages about what makes a woman 

pretty and worthy of male attention, and the importance of having that attention. Gladwell also states 

that part of the stickiness of an idea is not just about the message being available and repeated, but 

there has to be something attractive about it too (Gladwell p. 97). A good example is tobacco smoking 

which is a highly sticky behaviour because people obtain some physical joy from the drug. This could 

also be the removal of a negative experience, for example the risk of the bullying or gender policing 

reported by the subjects in Shilling and Bunsell’s study discussed above. The pressures to conform to 

feminine appearance norms when it comes to muscle bulk are “sticky” because the treatment one 

receives for conforming feels like a positive thing.  

Theme #2. I Won’t Dance, Don’t Ask Me 
Myth: Group exercise and/or dance fitness classes are only for women. 
Norms: Men going to classes is seen as “gay” or “unmanly”, men simply are not interested in classes. 
Behaviours: They do not participate in classes even when explicitly invited, they de-value the 
exercises done in class, when they do try it they do not enjoy it or find it more challenging than 
expected and feel embarrassed when they are not as good at it as the women.  
 

This theme is named for the Fred Astaire song I Won’t Dance in which he also repeatedly sings 

the line “don’t ask me”, which rather perfectly sums up the reaction most men have when invited to 

attend a class. Again, this will be no surprise to anyone who has worked in a fitness facility and it serves 
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as a counter-point to Brick House. There is often a very distinct split in multi-use facilities; men in the 

weight room and women in the classroom. In 14 years of teaching exercise I can count on one hand the 

number of men I have seen in my aerobics classes. Some facilities have a policy that classes are women 

only or, occasionally, men only. People have told me that they assume this is due to the type of workout 

being designed for the male or female body. In fact, this division is for social reasons. Classes divided by 

gender/sex are done so for the pedagogical needs, comfort, or emotional safety of the participants, for 

religious/cultural reasons, or simply based on broad assumptions of each gender’s preferences for 

workout format or anticipated exercise outcomes. There is no such thing as a man’s exercise or a 

woman’s exercise, physiologically speaking. Past talk of “men’s push-ups” and “women’s push-ups”, for 

example, were based on assumptions of what each sex was capable of, not on any physical requirement 

that each sex only do one type of push-up. Push-ups are “beginner” or “advanced”, not “male” or 

“female”. In NSFA educator certification courses we do not train fitness instructors on different sex-

based techniques in the physical aspects of exercise execution because there are none. In advanced 

sport-specific training there are some differences which, because so many people confuse fitness and 

sport, may be why people expect there to be differences in fitness too. In the Fitness Theory Manual, 4th 

Edition by Isachsen and Luke (2009) which was used for years in training many Canadian fitness 

instructors in the National Fitness Leadership Association(NFLA), the NSFA’s national body, there are no 

mentions of differences in training protocols or pedagogy for men and women. There are a few 

mentions of physiological differences related to sex, such as women being at higher risk for 

osteoporosis, or men having higher cardio-respiratory capacity. These things affect some aspects of a 

person’s workout, but they are not universal. There can be men at risk for osteoporosis, and there can 

be women with better cardio-respiratory capacity than some men. The message is, we train the person 

not their sex/gender.  
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Sex/gender differences in training for fitness instructors comes down to social and pedagogical 

interests, not physiological or kinesiological ones. A good example of this difference in how we train 

women vs. men is valgus collapse which is a movement pattern often seen in women in which the knees 

come together towards the midline of the body when performing a squat, rather than pointing forward 

in the same direction as the feet, as they should. Dr. Bret Contreras says valgus collapse, while having 

some physiological basis in some cases, is more common in women due to “being taught to ‘sit like a 

lady’ (along with reinforcing that movement pattern repeatedly throughout their lives)” (Contreras, web 

2013).  

Interestingly, the I Can’t Dance, Don’t Ask Me category has the most defeated tone of all 

categories. In the section on strategies multiple educators commented that they attempted to convince 

men to try a class, but it only rarely works and only for a short time. #28 even referred to her efforts as 

‘coercion’ to get men to try her class. One commenter stated that men said they just “didn’t feel 

comfortable going” to classes but did not dig further into why they feel uncomfortable. When asked for 

strategies for dealing with men participant #20 said “If only I knew how to deal with that” and #20 said, 

“still working on that”. Considering men are already able to access many fitness opportunities, getting 

them into classes is not an urgent social issue, but the reasons they do not attend classes are still very 

interesting, and offer some insight into why women do choose classes. 

As with Brick House, many participants in my survey relied on explaining the benefits of group 

exercise formats to convince men to give them a try. They explained the physical benefits such as 

increased range of motion and extolled the virtues of fundamental movement patterns. Participant #28 

told men the value of cross-training for sport citing the Boston Bruins and Dallas Cowboys who she 

believes have taken fitness classes to improve their fitness levels. Participant #9 has noticed that 

sometimes men think classes are too simple and therefore lack value as fitness activities. I have heard 

this in my own work in gyms as well. This participant has tried explaining there is always value even in 
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the simplest exercises. I have personally experienced this too. Men, and sometimes women who insist 

they are not like other women, can occasionally be convinced to try a class. The resulting feedback is 

usually that they are completely shocked that it met their standards of a “real” workout. Participant #10, 

who works in a weight training facility, commented that some women in her workplace want easier 

workouts. Presumably she means easier workouts than the men are doing, and they want easier 

workouts because they are women. She handles this by giving them exercises that are clearly too easy 

because this sort of client needs to be convinced of the ease of the exercise in order to believe she can 

execute the moves. Subsequent workouts get prog
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One lesser cause of the difference in who does dance-based activities, but still interesting, is a 

bad information loop – I call it an agnotological loop - created by assumptions being repeated without 

question. In the late 2000s there was a lot of anti-feminist sentiment in public discourse, especially as 

new social media, like Facebook, picked up popularity. People who thought feminism had gone too far 

and given women special privileges began questioning anything women did. One of the complaints I 

personally encountered as a gym manager in those days was ‘reverse sexism’ regarding class access. 

Occasionally, I would encounter people who believed that men could not attend classes, which was not 

true. Some classes were marked women only, but the majority were open to all genders, which is typical 

of co-ed gyms in this area. The people who complained about this ‘rule’ saw no men attending these 

classes, so they assumed that women-only was an official rule. This was a situation in which no men 

attend classes because no men attend classes.  

People believe they know exercise facts based on what they have seen. This is not only in-

person social interactions but includes what they’ve gleaned from pop culture too. The people creating 

pop culture are themselves ignorant about exercise and are just doing or writing what looks right which 

causes a whole other layer of people ‘knowing’ things that are not correct. Popular culture does this in 

all areas of life. Adam Conover In his series Adam Ruins Everything gives an excellent example of how 

this works: the “rule” that “everybody knows” that an engagement ring should cost 3 months salary. I 

know that rule too, but I cannot recall where or when I first heard it. That “rule” actually comes from an 

advertising campaign by DeBeers in the 1930s (Conover, 2015, 0:58). The “rule” that men do not do 

aerobics classes may come from the plenty of movies in which we’ve seen strong, manly men (think 

Arnold Schwarzenegger) pump iron but do no other forms of exercise. His workouts may or may not be 

quite different in real life, but as Schwarzenegger has long been a world-famous body builder the idea 

that even his fictional portrayals have a note of truth in them about how he exercises feels right to a lot 

of people. It also makes for good visual storytelling in film and TV, which leads to Gladwell’s point about 
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stickiness and repetition. The more a story is visually appealing the more it is repeated, therefore the 

more it sticks in our minds. We know actors like Schwarzenegger and Lou Ferrigno (aka the Incredible 

Hulk) because they starred in the documentary Pumping Iron (1977) and because they maintained a 

large amount of muscular hypertrophy throughout their acting careers. The constant repetition of 

seeing them in TV shows and movies established their look as the goal for masculine people who lift 

weights in the collective mind of their fans. When those fans do not access real-life fitness spaces to see 

the diversity of body types in them, they became the story people believed about exercise: Lou and 

Arnie don’t go to aerobics or yoga, therefore it is not manly to do classes and if it is not manly, it must 

be too girlie. Those facilities and staff who strictly adhere to gender and sex as binary oppositions, 

separating the weight room from the classroom, restrict binary-identifying people from trying activities 

in both areas, and leave non-binary persons in a grey area where they do not see themselves being 

welcomed in either. Patrons and educators who transgress these norms open themselves to queer-

phobic reactions and discrimination.  

Theme #3. Somebody’s Watching Me 
Myth: Everyone is watching me work out. 
Norms: Feeling intimidated by weight training equipment or space, fear or mirrors, fear of being 
judged. 
Behaviors: questioning women using modifications, looking down on women’s workout formats, 
women choose classes where men cannot see them, or avoid areas where men are performing 
intimidating behaviors, women are aware of intimidating men who are watching them do a heavy 
workout too.  
 

This theme is based on the title and theme of Somebody’s Watching Me by Rockwell, a 

Halloween season radio staple about someone who is realizing he’s being watched at all times. I chose 

this title because some women really do believe they are being watched in the gym and in many cases, 

they are. Teasing apart when the sensation of being watched is real and when is it not is a sometimes-

difficult task for trainers and instructors. We are often positioned to see and hear what is going on with 

multiple people at once. One of the skills I developed early on as weight room supervisor was to act like 
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I am not looking at anyone because so many women told me they thought I was watching them and 

they assumed they were doing something wrong. I have not ever had a male client complain that he felt 

the trainers or other patrons were watching his every move, but when I worked in high-volume gyms 

that complaint came from women several times per month.  

The myth portion of this category is that people feel they are being watched when that is often 

not the case. As the gym or classroom is a scary place for many new exercisers, the idea that we are 

being judged or tested by everyone in the room is quite common. Many clients verbalize this fear. It is 

very common in classes for many new participants to crowd themselves to the back of the classroom 

claiming they do not want other participants to see them make mistakes during the workout. In a gym 

setting, many will not come during busy times for fear of people seeing them. While men sometimes 

express this belief in regard to classes (see #2), it is most often heard from women.  The male gaze is 

ever-present in the lives of many women, so much so that they make assumptions about what men are 

thinking about them. A lifetime of men judging our bodies and actions does not magically disappear at 

the gym door.  

Sadly, in some cases this is not just a myth, but an actual event. Gyms are not immune to sexism 

by any means, so what happens elsewhere in society happens there too. To be clear, women who worry 

about men watching and judging them are not paranoid. We have all either had incidents or have heard 

stories from friends that make this a sensible assumption for most women to have. By and large, 

though, most people are concentrating on their workouts and not even aware of what anyone nearby is 

doing let alone scrutinizing their work.  

Unfortunately, there are sometimes individual male clients who are either irritating know-it-alls, 

or are pick-up artist offering fitness advice as an excuse for a chat or are just run-of-the-mill sexists who 

feel welcome to tell women how to work out. This can be a huge turn off that leads many women to 
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leave the gym for good. A gym’s individual culture is an important factor too. Not all gyms have the 

same expectations of behavior or same levels of supervision and therefore safety for women or other 

marginalized persons. Some gyms are the real-life equivalent of a dating app where people are more 

concerned with finding a date than their workout, others have a more community or family feel where 

‘pick-up’ behavior or talk of women being inferior to men is not tolerated. To lay people, the idea that 

gyms each have their own culture is not obvious so one or two bad gym experiences can ruin exercise 

for them. 

Survey participant #5 mentioned fear of mirrors. I have also heard this from women throughout 

my career. It is a common enough problem that in some facilities, such as YMCA facilities, the fitness 

classrooms do not even have mirrors because of the discomfort they cause. When I have drilled down 

into this with clients, I have gotten two types of responses. The first is “the mirror is judging me” which 

suggests judgemental behaviour towards women is extremely powerful and internalized. Some women 

refuse to use mirrors while exercising because they cannot bear the judgement. When I point out the 

judgement may be coming from within (i.e. they are looking at themselves in the mirror and judging 

their appearance or performance) many women say they agree but feel powerless to stop themselves 

from thinking it. The second is that belief that mirrors are only for self-centred people to preen and take 

selfies, so anyone making use of a mirror is especially vain. As above with male gaze, there are some 

people who do ‘hog’ mirror space for vanity, but not all mirror users are doing that. Still the concern that 

other people will see them as narcissistic means many women refuse to use mirrors. The legacy of 

bicycle face is that women are forced to be hyper-vigilant about our appearance during exercise, but we 

are not supposed to admit we care because that would be selfish and egocentric. 

In fitness spaces, mirrors are tools for safety. Trainers and class instructors use them to monitor 

the room from different angles so we can be sure everyone is working safely. They are also for the client 

to use to check their form for safety and accuracy of movement. Additionally, mirrors are valuable in 
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classes where there are directional changes for the whole group as participants can use them to see 

where they are in relation to others. That so many women refuse to use mirrors in either setting is 

worrying to trainers as it means quality and safety can be seriously compromised. 

In his strategy participant #5 said these fears are particularly tough to work around. I agree 

because the strategies around this theme largely involve investing a lot of time and skill in a client. He 

described various successful strategies: lots of patience, positive reinforcement, working out in less 

crowded spaces, using less intimidating equipment, avoiding loud and aggressive male clients, 

stipulating appropriate behavior to male participants in co-ed spaces (i.e. share the space and 

equipment), frequently checking in and reminding the female client of her progress, and following up on 

her absences from the gym or class. #5 said that clients fearing judgement require a lot more work over 

a longer timeframe but are worth the extra effort. The emotional labour required of trainers in this 

situation is often invisible to non-fitness people, but it seems #5 feels it is worth the reward.   

 Participant #17, who is credentialed in resistance and personal training as well as older adult 

classes, spoke directly to the issue of being watched and how it intersects with age: 

“In older adult woman-only exercise class – ‘we don’t want men involved. They will only want to 
come just to watch us’  
Kind of had to agree with the lady who said that. However if it was a mixed gender class, I would 
make sure the male participants joined in and just didn’t stand at the side to watch” 
 

I too have heard this many times from people attending classes specifically for seniors. The older age 

groups of women are very aware of men standing by to watch them, and some men of the same age 

groups quite happily admit to watching for their own entertainment. Having been in gym management 

roles in the past I have noticed that senior age groups tend to demand women-only fitness spaces, but 

people of younger generations do not demand it, and often question the need for it. This may stem from 

older generations having more separation of the sexes throughout their lives, especially in institutional 

settings like schools and social clubs, than younger generations experienced. In the early days of 
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commercial gyms, women were often barred from entry. In later years women-only gyms, such as the 

Curves chain, created the narrative that women need special and separate fitness spaces, equipment, 

and instruction. Sports, often conflated with fitness, are generally sex-segregated at all levels with co-ed 

recreational leagues only recently becoming common. The older generations are also much closer to the 

days of bicycle face and other techniques to shame women into avoiding exercise and make us seem 

less capable of exercise. If they did not encounter it directly they were almost certainly raised by 

mothers and grandmothers who had. This makes the job of OALs (Older Adult Leaders) more 

complicated than that of trainers with other certifications because they tend to encounter a lot of myths 

about the capabilities of men versus women and sex/gender appropriate behavior as well as dealing 

with concerns about being watched.  

 I have also heard senior men talk, I would even say brag, about watching women in classes. The 

sudden and vast popularity of Zumba when it first became popular and widely available in the mid-

2000s meant that more women than ever were doing dance-based fitness classes with moves that many 

people would consider sexy or suggestive. Zumba is based largely on Latin dance styles (samba, 

meringue, cha-cha, etc.) which they would see as exotic and therefore erotic. I know of several facilities 

here in the greater Halifax area, including my own employer at the time, that had to bring in frosted 

coatings for their classroom windows so people outside the room could not watch. Women participants 

complained, en masse and rightly so, about men loitering outside the classrooms to watch. A few men 

were simply waiting for their class to start, but many were legitimately watching for their own titillation 

and were very happy to talk loudly about it. As a result, even those men, including male instructors, who 

were not ogling the women in the classes became the subject of many complaints simply for being in the 

vicinity of the classroom windows. I saw this only in multi-use facilities where people are there for all 

sorts of activities and where men could express impatience at the women using ‘their’ space while they 
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waited to begin their sport activity which was scheduled to start shortly after in the same classroom 

space.  

Fitness and sport facilities are often designed with what I call “fishbowl” classrooms, i.e., at least 

one wall is all windows so the class is on constant display. This is done with the assumption that people 

walking by will see a class and become interested in trying it. What facility designers and managers fail 

to understand is that many people, and especially women, do not want to be on display. They are there 

to workout, not to provide the facility with spokesmodels for their classes. Prior to the surge of 

popularity in Zumba complaints were made in the facility where I worked, but management waved it off 

as just a few occasional complaints. They were not considering how many women never entered their 

facility in the first place due to being on display in the classroom space. When Zumba had a huge surge 

in popularity it brought many women who were first time exercisers into facilities. The facility I managed 

at the time more than doubled our class numbers. As a result, management could no longer ignore the 

complaints and they frosted the windows in response. No one recorded this at the time, but I know of 

several facilities where it was done due to the sheer volume of complaints. Having worked in various 

facilities that also include a pool surrounded by windows (again, to show passers-by how much fun 

everyone is having) I can say this is also a common complaint in aquatic programs. Even the most 

confident among us feels quite exposed in a bathing suit so the sensation of being watched is stronger. 

The redeeming factor in aqua fitness classes though, is once a participant is in the water it becomes 

much harder to see them, so those who ogle 
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norms. The good news is, from the comments in the pedagogical strategies section, I can now say there 

are trainers here in Nova Scotia who are working on changing that. 

Coined by Laura Mulvey in her essay Visual Please and Narrative Cinema, the male gaze has 

become a staple of feminist theory. It involves men objectifying women and as a result, women knowing 

they are being seen and objectified and acting accordingly so as to either appeal to men, or at the least 

to keep themselves from drawing negative attention (Storey p. 106-109). Drawing negative reactions or 

attention from men is, again, a possibility women are aware of from the media reaction to women in 

sport and individual women may have personal experience of this too, as discussed above in Brick 

House. 

This negative attention can include men reacting to women who do not shrink back or perform 

femininity “properly” by doing heavy weight training workouts.  

As the dominant sex, men rewarded – and continue to reward – female athletes who satisfied 
stereotyped heterosexual standards of femininity in their appearance and in the performance of 
their sport. Women who do not comply draw male censure, not for their sporting performance… 
but for the threat they pose to male supremacy by putting personal achievement ahead of 
femininity (Lenskyj p. 56-57). 
 

 One of the best examples of men reacting poorly (and manufacturing that strategic ploy of 

misinformation) to women being active came with the popularization of the bicycle. Aside from (again) 

Victorian era medical fear mongering about cycling causing “spinal shock” and “uterine displacement” 

(Dowling p. 27) one of the most serious to women was the dreaded “bicycle face”. It is comical by 

today’s standards, but at the time it was a real threat. Bicycle face is the condition in which the physical 

exertion of cycling rendered a woman’s face flushed, sweaty, and strained from effort (Dowling p. 27, 

Lenskyj p. 64). The fear being sown was that a woman in such an ugly and agitated state, would never 

attract or keep a husband, which meant financial and social ruin. The fitness industry is not without 

responsibility for perpetuating this idea more recently too. In her 1995 commentary on Iris Marion 
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Young’s Throwing Like A Girl, physical education professor Maureen Connolly tells this story of attending 

a Canadian fitness conference in 1992: 

The presenter, a woman, used demographic projections which suggested that, as the population 
continues to age, women will out-number men by approximately 20%. The presenter then asked 
the group that if that was not enough incentive to stay in shape and look great, what was? The 
message, of course, was that women exercise to look good to get a man and with fewer men to 
go around, women must out-do each other in order to attract a mate (Connolly p. 466).  

 

The clothing of lady bicyclists was unacceptable too, including bloomers that resembled men’s 

pants which were considered immoral because seeing women’s legs, and the bicycle between them, 

was the cause of “unholy desires on the part of boys and men” (Lenskyj p. 60). Just because these ideas 

were spoken or written over one hundred years ago does not mean they are not still affecting women 

today. Every spring we get news reports of dress code violations targeting girls in public schools all over 

North America in which the sight of a female shoulder, midriff, or collarbone gets the girl accused of 

distracting the boys or male teachers from their schoolwork. The fashion has changed, but the idea that 

women’s appearance corrupts men and boys is still the same.  

 There have long been suggestions and outright accusations that women who are too athletic are 

tomboys, “mannish” or, if they really liked the company of their female teammates, lesbians, (Lenskyj p. 

58). Aside from the obvious homophobia and heteronormativity of this line of thinking, the threat to 

hetero women of not appealing to men by being ruled undesirable and unfeminine is enough to keep 

them out of sport and exercise altogether (Dowling p. 202).  One of the survey commenters said women 

tend to be concerned about their appearance and fear being seen wearing fitness clothes or not wearing 

makeup. I have occasionally encountered clients who do not want to sweat in the gym because their 

makeup will run.  The recent rise of the fitness fashion industry has perhaps helped this issue by 

providing nice looking outfits that do not have the leisure or ‘sloppy’ connotations of old-fashioned 

sweatpants and baggy t-shirts of past decades, nor the extreme, sexualized exposure of the leotard 
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craze of the 1980s. The extra coverage, comfort, and availability in retail stores in a variety of sizes, is 

why I believe, and have often stated elsewhere, that yoga pants are a feminist invention.  

Theme #4. Born This Way 

Myth: Women believing they are naturally weak, unskilled, or uncoordinated, that women should be 
thin and men should be muscular, men are better instructors 
Norms: Women feel clumsy or weak, accepting weakness to worsen with age, women cannot do 
pushups, women are naturally better teachers but men will make more money, gym equipment is 
designed with taller male bodies in mind.  
Behaviors: Men help too much when spotting women, managers select trainers for certain teaching 
assignments based on their sex, trainers have to work on clients knowledge and confidence to 
convince them to try exercises they “can’t” do; gym management giving preference to male 
instructors 
 

The title for this theme comes from the song Born This Way by Lady Gaga. While for her it is an 

anthem of individuality and acceptance, I am using it to represent the idea that sex and gender 

differences in exercise ability and preference occur naturally due to our biology. This theme boils down 

to biological essentialism.  

Several survey comments that I coded in this category were about educators trying to teach 

women that they are not unskilled in exercise because women are naturally untalented, but that they 

simply have not had opportunities to learn fitness skills. With a lack of past training and experience in 

exercise and even fundamental movements, women tend to assume it is natural that men can exercise 

correctly, and women cannot. Clumsiness is also a common complaint from women, believing it is a flaw 

they are born with, hence the title for this section. Historically women have often been barred from 

exercise and sport. If a woman had no interest in or access to physical activity deemed appropriate for 

women, she had no where to learn these skills.   

The comments that point to assumptions about what one is “naturally” capable of doing are 

especially interesting. In 1966 Irwin Straus defined the difference in throwing skills between girls and 

boys to be caused by a “"feminine attitude" in relation to the world and to space” (Young p. 138). He 
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thought that “girls throw in a way different from boys because girls are “feminine” (Young p. 138, 

emphasis mine). Straus’s assessment of why girls throw poorly is, in other words, biological, not a lack of 

an acquired skill. The idea that boys are naturally better than girls at tasks such as throwing, or anything 

else sport and fitness related, is still very common. Collette Dowling says The Mystique of Innate Ability, 

as she calls it, is an all-or-nothing assumption about physical intelligence, a term that was coined 

alongside the now debunked idea of IQ. Being successful at one physical skill assumes being good at all 

of them. The opposite is also true, deeming a person to be entirely hopeless if they do not show early 

success. Generally, the former happens for boys and the latter for girls (Dowling p. 59). Both Young and 

Dowling concur, these talents are not innate, they are learned skills, and the learning starts at a very 

young age (Dowling p. 62, Young p. 137 and 138). Straus said that girls as young as five years old 

displayed this difference in skill which must mean the lack of skills was innate as a five-year-old would 

be too young to learn this behaviour. Dowling says the differences are taught in toddlerhood. All 

toddlers throw poorly. Parents accept this in girls as normal but when they see a boy throw poorly there 

is immediate intervention to teach him to throw “like a boy”. The early intervention plus constant 

practice is what make boys better at this skill. Girls can do it too if given the same training at the same 

age, which rarely happens (Dowling p. 62-64). Dowling also agrees with Young that the repetition of 

constricted, “feminine” comportment leads to a “shrinking” of women’s physical literacy and movement 

(Dowling p. 56). This is what Contreras was getting at when he said (see above) that valgus collapse was 

caused by ‘sitting like a lady’. A lifetime of feminine comportment practice leaves many women unable 

to properly perform certain exercises. His used squats as an example, which are a crucial exercise for 

everyone to do so we maintain hip mobility, and therefore independence, as we age. In fitness we have 

a conditioning principle called the Principle of Disuse, or Principle of Reversibility (Isachsen p. 191). We 

refer to this as the “use it or lose it” principle, and it is what is described by Young, Dowling, and 

Contreras. If one does not keep up the practice of using the muscles and joints required to perform a 
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squat, one will eventually lose the ability.  In our elderly years this means potential loss of the ability to 

walk, use stairs, and even use a toilet without assistance. Dowling posits that the gender-specific aspects 

of disuse produces a “bonsai effect” on girls (Dowling p. 70). This is a reference to the Japanese art of 

bonsai gardening in which trees are deliberately miniaturized. This is done by keeping them in small 

containers that stunt their growth. Dowling is saying that beliefs about what is gender-appropriate are 

the' small container’ that has this effect on girls. Womanly comportment involves taking up less space, 

such as sitting like a lady with legs together. Doing a safe, effective squat exercise involves taking up 

space in the fitness area, and requires very un-ladylike positioning and movement.   

Women must choose between looking ladylike or getting a good workout. Choosing the former 

means loss of potential in motor skills and muscle mass in young people, then leads to loss of range of 

motion (ROM) and independence decades later. 

Participant #31 stated that some men help too much when spotting women. Spotting is the 

safety technique of one exerciser acting as a safety ‘spotter’ during exercises that have a high risk for 

accidents. Spotting someone can often look like helping with the lift. However, a spotter’s role is not to 

assist in the lifting of the weight, but to step in if the lift goes badly. When men spot women there can 

be a tendency to help. Men who help too much could be assuming women do not have the skill or 

strength, the skills they “naturally” have as men, for more dangerous lifts. There could also be some 

“ego lifting” here too, i.e., the spotter wants to show off their superior strength. Her pedagogical 

strategy was to explain to the male spotter the difference between spotting and helping. In my own 

teaching experience, I have seen another side of this. In a gym with a low volume of clients I can often 

correct men’s technique for both lifting and spotting without risking embarrassing them in front of 

others. As a result, I often hear expressions of surprise (and usually delight, but not always) from men 

when I present them with new information. Many men are taught that they should know everything 

about weight training and are happy to have proper explanations of how techniques work. Both sexes 
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are labouring poorly under the assumption that men are supposed to know this naturally and women 

are not. Straus and writers of his ilk have done a real ‘number’ on the minds of exercisers in our society.  

A very interesting series of comments came in about the perspective of management on natural 

or inherent value of fitness employees. Participant #29’s experience is that management believe male 

trainers and class instructors (of which there are very few) are better educators because they attract 

more clients.  While this does not pose a pedagogical issue with clients directly, it certainly does have an 

impact on the work we do as educators and how behind-the-scenes decisions like hiring and scheduling 

of classes sets a narrative of who is a quality instructor. Participant # 29 stated:  

“I was told by a manager hiring me that men get more participants in their classes and that's just 
a fact. I teach branded formats like Zumba. I wasn't allowed to teach a Zumba format at a 
facility, or even try to start the program up, because the man who taught the class before me 
was so successful and I would never be able to meet the standard he set.”  
This participant did not indicate when this happened, but as she stated this was regarding 

Zumba, it could be no earlier than 15 years ago, at most, when the Zumba program started to be offered 

here in Nova Scotia. Furthermore, this story illustrates that various strata of our industry are not 

immune to gender-based assumptions. Participant #29 said in a follow-up comment: 

I tried to convince my boss that since I teach at a university, every four years we have new 
students anyways so I might be a good fit for the new students. Unfortunately, my boss was not 
swayed and I have never taught the format I wanted to at this facility. 
 
It is important to note that the only point of comparison the manager brought up to Participant 

#29 was the gender of the instructors. Talent or qualifications were not questioned. The issue was 

simply that men are preferred as they supposedly bring in more money. As the survey was anonymous, I 

do not know what gym this was but, like any business, generating revenue is management’s primary 

concern. Their decision to forgo hiring a woman with the excuse of better revenue is disappointing. The 

focus on revenue at all social costs is one of many reasons why we need socialized access to exercise 

spaces in all communities. What participant #29’s comments on this matter indicate is that management 
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at this facility are clearly aware that the sex/gender of the instructors has an influence on their clients’ 

behaviour, and their expectations for a high-quality teaching performance. While it is not clear if 

management understand this to be learned or inherent preference in their clients (or indeed if the 

preference is real or just perceived as such by the manager), for #29 having been born a woman has 

negatively impacted her employability in this fitness facility.  

Theme #5. She Ain’t Pretty, She Just Looks That Way 

Myths: The results achieved by celebrities/fitness influencers/marketers is achieved by the workouts 
they are promoting, their appearance is natural. 
Norms: none reported 
Behaviours: repeating phrases and ideas used by celebrities and influencers, requesting the same 
workouts they use. 

The title for this category comes from the song of the same name by The Northern Pikes which 

is a commentary on how a person can look like they are beautiful, but it is all fake because their 

personality does not match their beautiful exterior. This theme is about that fake exterior. This theme 

contains all mentions of pop culture, social media, and marketing given in this survey. Manipulation of 

the appearance of celebrities and social media influencers is rampant in all visual media, and often 

convinces women that their appearance is naturally achieved or comes from whatever supplements and 

programs they are selling. Manipulation is also done to the media content itself with photo and video 

editing. In some content this is obvious, and ethical content creators disclose when they/their content is 

sponsored by a company selling a product or program. On the other hand, some of it so seamlessly 

integrated in the verbal and visual aspects of the content, many clients do not realize it is marketing and 

not exercise education. The influence of marketing and media, as well as naivete about use of PEDs 

(performance enhancing drugs) and photoshop, is something trainers reported as being particularly 

common with women.  

Traditional and social media platforms are rife with weight loss or body sculpting programs and 

products that promise results that are impossible for most people. This is not to say women are naïve, 
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but that the marketing jargon is specifically chosen to appeal to their desire to look feminine and not 

bulk up, and to ‘get results fast’, a phrase often seen/heard in these promotions. They are also 

connected to the sense of urgency many people feel to be “on trend”. When clients are getting their 

fitness ideas and motivations from celebrities and influencers, their interests will change with the trends 

which means they might not stick to a given program long enough to see the results they want. They 

might also not be doing a well-rounded program that focuses on their health or strength. The media 

sensation caused by the Kardashian family several years ago sparked a massive trend in this behavior as 

having a “Kardashian booty” (the gluteal shape made famous by Kim Kardashian and her sisters) became 

the thing an overwhelming number of women, and a few men, wanted. I was working for a large chain 

of commercial gyms at the time, and we used to joke we should get paid per Kardashian reference 

because they were so frequently mentioned. While this got a lot of women into the gym, they would 

often only do exercises for the gluteal muscles, forgoing exercise that were good for other areas of the 

body. These motivations are extrinsic which we know from exercise pedagogy and psychological studies 

means clients are less likely to stick with a program, comply with it fully, or make it a true lifestyle 

change (Caulfield p. 173, Isachsen p. 238).  

A lot of celebrity influencers in health and fitness claim to be into all-natural products, and often 

sell said products which makes women think they can achieve the same results naturally too. Timothy 

Caulfield discusses this at length in his 2015 book Is Gwyneth Paltrow Wrong About Everything? I bring 

up his work here even though he does a very small section on exercise because the motivational 

language used to target women in the weight loss and beauty industries is also used to sell exercise. This 

is, again, about appearance, not health, skill, or functionality. The overall pressure to look a certain way 

is often the motivation for purchases in all three areas. Product and service marketing is poorly 

regulated so celebrities can promote pretty much whatever they are getting paid to advertise. New 
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forms of social media are even less regulated than the traditional media, so as Caulfield says, “Beauty is 

a science-free zone. Anything goes.” (Caulfield p. 71).  

Participant #5 brought up celebrity examples such as Jennifer Lopez and Arnold Schwarzenegger 

as often cited by clients as inspiration for their appearance, and therefore workout, goals. Participant 

#13 focused more on a phrase which has become very trendy in the last few years: 

I had a client who, like many, thought if she dieted, and worked out in enough Barre classes and 
Yoga she would achieve a “lean ripped” look. She believed this because a lot of models and 
actresses claim this. Of course, she was concerned that weight training would “bulk her up”. 
 
There is a lot to unpack in this comment. The first is the re-appearance of the most popular 

word in this data set, “bulk”. The last part of #13’s comment, that the client feared weights would “bulk 

her up” connects this comment back to #1. She’s A Brick… House. These themes intersect because 

celebrities often set the standard of what is acceptably feminine in any given era, and because the 

marketing of most fitness programs for women do not show women with “bulk” and often promise a 

no-bulk result.  

“Lean ripped” is not an actual fitness term but is marketing jargon for “muscular but still 

feminine”. It has taken over from the euphemism “toning” that has been used to market exercise to 

women since the industry boomed in the 1980’s. Participant #13 said her strategy with these clients is to 

show the variety of fit types of bodies for women such as Olympic athletes from various sports, so they 

do not see only the Hollywood and Instagram fitness influencer narratives. She also said clients mention 

the very commercially successful program Crossfit when they bring up this idea. Crossfit is a fitness-

sport hybrid brand that does a lot of very heavy resistance training, resulting in more muscular 

hypertrophy than most fitness classes provide, suggesting “lean ripped” is seen having a bit more 

muscular hypertrophy than “toned” but most certainly still not “bulky”.  
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Another important part of #13’s comment is that she noted some women who want the “lean 

ripped” look expected to achieve it with yoga and ballet barre workouts specifically because many 

actresses and models claim they did it this way. Yoga and barre are considered highly acceptable 

activities for women, and men rarely attend them. The mention of barre, which is a ballet-based 

workout format, connects this comment back to #2 I Won’t Dance. Finally, #13 said in her strategy 

section that many clients are not aware how rampant the use of PEDs is among athletes, models, and 

actors, as well as local non-celebrity gym-goes, thus they assume the people inspiring them achieved 

their appearance naturally.  

As #13 said, women believe these things to be true because actresses and models have them 

convinced, and I will add they believe misinformation because they are unaware of the truth behind the 

physical appearances of celebrities. This is the site of the agnotology of this theme. Women who have 

lacked access to or had poor quality sport and physical activity opportunities have not learned enough 

science to know that yoga and barre cannot provide these appearance outcomes. A celebrity can 

therefore endorse a workout as giving them their much-desired appearance with ease. They are not 

required to back that claim up with any scientific research. Add to that the parasocial relationships many 

people feel towards celebrities and it is easy to understand why people take this misinformation as 

knowledge, as truth. 

Quite different but also in this category was a comment from Participant #31 about women only 

wanting to do ‘easier’ workouts. I had to go to the strategy response to get a sense of what she meant 

by this and to help me categorize it. #31’s pedagogical strategy was: 

giving them something too easy and then the next workout asking them to do just a 
little bit more, making the progression easy. Showing them [how] easy it is to still see 
progression. Einstein's definition of insanity "expecting change without changing". 
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 I cannot presume to know exactly what #31 was interpreting this behaviour to mean, only that 

she recognized women tend to want easier workouts. I am therefore using my own teaching 

experiences, in which I have employed the same strategy, to analyse this comment. When I have 

questioned women who state this preference, what I have found is that some women want to do the 

same easy workout and not make frequent, or any, changes to their workout routine. This is something I 

have discussed many times with women, never with men. This preference flies in the face of the FITT 

Principle. The FITT Principle dictates that one must make changes to the frequency, intensity, time, or 

type of exercises they do in order to see fitness improvements and to keep the workouts challenging. 

Not heeding the FITT Principle will result in a plateau of one or more components of fitness (Isachsen p. 

188). I believe this is what the commenter was alluding to with the reference to Einstein. 

 I have included this in the She Ain’t Pretty theme because, while #31 was quite vague, I think 

this stems from fitness marketing. Specifically, this sounds like language that is common in infomercials 

and home workout videos that promise the workout is easy to follow and does not require a personal 

trainer or dance instructor to learn. These programs are often targeted specifically to women. The 

“nothing fancy’ and “anyone can do it” message is great in the short term because it gets people 

moving. The downside is it sets up an assumption that advancing in skill or intensity is too much for 

women who just want a bit of weight loss and “toning”, and who want to achieve the same look as the 

people in the infomercials and DVDs. These workouts are rarely promoted with a cast of actors/models 

that represents “anyone” in regard to body type but they tell us they are just regular people, and they 

tell us that repeatedly because that is an infomercial’s signature tactic. They are not of course, they are 

thin, beautiful people hired to give us the impression the program really works.  

This connects with what #13 said about people expecting to get the “lean ripped” look from 

classes like yoga and barre. Any visible muscular hypertrophy requires resistance training, and while 

yoga and barre have some resistance, it is not enough to cause enough muscle growth to be visible. That 
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requires resistance implements like bands and weights. The infomercial/home workout genre that 

promises women easy-to-learn workouts are giving some women the impression that no-equipment 

workouts can give them the look that only resistance equipment can give. That gap in clarifying what the 

workout can achieve plus the perfect looking models in the videos is why so many of us have 

experienced women clients telling us they “know” yoga and barre can give them this appearance. 

There has also been a tendency to hire people who read as “normal” in fitness marketing and 

products. I personally own over 200 home workout DVDs and I have reviewed them all. I have watched 

many more online and from the public library. Videos/series that feature an ensemble group performing 

the workout sometimes have a larger-bodied person in the background, if at all. The Yoga Booty Ballet 

series from BeachBody did this, and Richard Simmons’ entire catalogue uses large-bodied participants 

exclusively, but these the only brands or series I can recall doing this consistently. 

 The same can be said for men in cardio-dance based workout videos, likely for reasons 

discussed in #2 (I Won’t Dance) despite a few men having successful careers teaching this format, i.e. 

Shaun T and Richard Simmons. Persons of colour are seen in home workouts, both as participants and 

instructors, but are not a majority unless the main instructor is also a person of colour. Seen least of all 

are people with any degree of disability and anyone who’s appearance signals them being gender 

ambiguous or gender non-conforming or who appear to be transgender. The only ones I have seen that 

show any type of physical disability among the participants are the ones that are specifically geared to 

seniors. None have participants on camera whose appearance suggests they are outside of or 

transitioning across the gender binary. The idea that people in workout videos represent typical people 

in our society takes an extremely narrow view of the intersecting diversity of people in our society, and 

of who works out. The bodies represented in the infomercials and workout videos are a style and an 

ideal. They are chosen to sell us a very narrow idea of “pretty”. Real exercisers do not all look this way.  
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Sub-theme: She’s A Lady 
Myth: n/a – this category appears across several myths already described above. 
Norms: women are not expected to know how to do men’s exercises like use heavy weights, do 
pushups, or climb trees, men and women workout separately, specifically because these things are 
not appropriate or “ladylike” 
Behaviours: women will not do unladylike things, leaving class because of sweating. 
 

This sub-theme is named for the Tom Jones song of the same name. In it he inventories all of the 

(horribly stereotypical) feminine qualities that make the woman in the song a ‘lady’, which he approves 

of wholeheartedly, indicating male approval hinges on her performing ladylike behaviors.  

I have categorized this as a sub-theme because it does not have a myth of its own but appears 

across several of the other themes. The comments in this sub-category have been discussed above, but I 

have added them again here because they have another factor in common, older age. This is the only 

GSFM theme in which age is mentioned, and only women who are seniors are discussed. This suggests 

that the definition of ladylike behavior and the desire to conform to it are age-related. As one of the 

comments for this sub-theme mentions women 55+ (a common age for the designation of ‘senior’) this 

category refers mostly to women in the Baby Boomer and Silent generations who have expressed belief 

in Gender-Specific Fitness Myths to the participants in this survey. 

Trainers wrote comments about women in this age group who want to stay out of the weight 

training area because it is “for the men”, and they insist on just doing cardio and light weights. 

Participant #30 said, “Aging adds more myths. Accepting weakness from lack of activity as a normal 

process of ageing which of course it isn’t.” Participant #15 noted that 55+ women in particular bought 

into the idea of heavy weights being for men, and women sticking to light weights and cardio.  

The Boomer (born between 1946 and 1964) and Silent Generation (born 1928 to 1945) women 
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women being naturally weak. This in turn leaves them with fewer age peers and role-models to look to 

for positive examples and they are less likely to have developed skills in the fundamental movements 

that are the foundations of physical activity. They were also the generations of girls and women being 

observed by Irwin Straus (see #4 Born This Way section) and his colleagues, as described by Iris Marion 

Young in “Throwing Like a Girl’. This puts senior women at a knowledge deficit that reinforces the 

message that they are naturally weak or incapable. Prior to the USA’s Title IX legislation in the 1970’s 

girls in that country were not entitled to any funding or access to sport opportunities equivalent to boys. 

As a result, the funding went to boys, not to girls (Dowling p. 151). While this legislation was in the USA, 

the cultural outcome affected most of the English-speaking world via changes in media that followed. In 

Canada we did not see policy changes until the 1980’s (Lenskyj p. 110). This means many girls prior to 

the 70’s and 80’s had very little access to physical literacy skills that were deemed “natural” in boys.  

The pedagogical strategy #30 described for this category is to relay the latest research on the 

benefits of weight training to prevent the strains of aging. Participant #15 stated her goal was to teach 

them the details of how the equipment works and why each exercise is important so they could 

successfully work out on their own. Both #30 and #15 gave very teaching-focused strategy answers and 

saw positive results with these strategies 

As mentioned previously in #3 (Somebody’s Watching Me), Participant #17, who is an Older 

Adult Exercise Leader, reported women in her classes did not want men to attend their classes as they 

are just showing up to ogle the women and not really workout. It is quite clear that this group does not 

approve of co-ed exercise because the elder men ruin it for them. In my own work I have heard men 

from the oldest generation state that they do peek in the windows during classes. I even had one client 

in his 80’s who used to brag about sneaking a look at the Zumba classes “because those women put on 

quite a show!”. With peers who talk like that, it is no wonder women in these age groups are drawn to 
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women-only classes. As mentioned previously in Somebody’s Watching Me, this is not paranoia, they 

really are experiencing being watched. 

Regarding co-ed spaces there is a distinct split in multi-use facilities of men in the weight room 

and women in the classroom. In my teaching experience, men and women of the eldest generations like 

to keep this distinction quite strictly because they should not see each other doing exercise. It would be 

“inappropriate” because of the types of clothing worn and the types of movement being done. Even in 

women-only environments, some women struggle with doing exercises that are not “ladylike”. The 

problems is, most exercises are unladylike in some way or another. For example, I have often seen 

women struggle with proper form for squats for this reason. Instead of performing a squat correctly, i.e. 

with the pelvis low and sticking out behind the torso, many will perform a bow-type motion that keeps 

the pelvis under the spine and/or they allow the knees to collapse together to the midline of the body. 

Sacrificing form for femininity in this way could lead to serious injury such as an ACL (anterior cruciate 

ligament) tear (Contreras, 2013). 

 Participant #30 brought up with issue of sweating which fits this theme as well. She said,  

I have had women during their childhood told [it is] not feminine to sweat or join boys in gross 
motor activities like climbing trees. I even had a women leave a fitness class because she was 
sweating and thought there was something wrong with her. 
 

 While #30 does not specify age in this comment, she does mention advanced age as a factor in several 

of her other comments. She is also OAL (Older Adult Leader) certified and has identified herself as 60+. 

Due to those factors, combined with the cultural norms she referenced I read this comment as being 

primarily about senior women. 

I too have had experienced a strong aversion to sweat with women in the Boomer and older 

generations. Over the years I have had women clients in this age group who would sneak over to the 

thermostat when they thought I was not looking and turn off the heat in my gym, in winter, so they 
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would not sweat during their workouts. Commentary from women who do this usually includes that 

they were sweating ‘like pigs’ and felt disgusting. ‘Hate’ is a word commonly used in these cases. In 

conversations around facilities with pools I have often heard that the reason these classes are so 

popular with senior women is because they hate to sweat and in the pool they cannot feel it. Participant 

#30 said she talks to these women about sweat and the health benefits of working vigorously. I have 

done that too, with mixed results. For some women the idea that sweat could be beneficial or enjoyable 

is impossible to believe. We have a cultural narrative that I hear from clients of all ages, which is 

sweating profusely is a sign of being in poor physical condition, or that fat people sweat ‘worse’ than fit 

people and is therefore embarrassing. This idea might be fueling some of the distaste for experiencing 

sweat. Participant #30 said she had a client so conditioned to the idea of sweat being unfeminine that 

the client left during a fitness class thinking something was with her because she was sweating. The 

silver lining here is that Participant #30 has also had success with clients by explaining that sweat is 

normal and it is actually good for the body, although it was not clear in her survey comments if this 

worked for the client who walked out of the class. 

Keyword Analysis 
After categorizing the comments by theme, I went through the themes themselves to look for 

the elements that repeat most frequently. The most commonly used word is “bulk” as in women fear 

weights will make them bulk up. Also frequently used were “fear/afraid/intimidated” and “dance” as in 

men will not dance. I included mentions of Zumba in dance as it is a heavily dance-based workout 

program.  

 Taking a deeper look into the pedagogical strategies – not in relation to the problems they aim 

to fix, but as teaching methods themselves – I found a wide variety of teaching techniques being used by 

the educators who completed the survey. Some are specific to exercise education, most are just good 

teaching practices in any context. Collectively, these educators demonstrated the following:  
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- they rely on the scientific teachings we had in our instructor training and what they find in 

current research they seek out, to appeal to the client’s desire to improve their skills or body 

composition, 

- they emphasized gentleness when explaining fitness to clients who think incorrect information is 

true, i.e., they understand this is not the client being “stupid”; the emotional labour provided by 

trainers is significant,  

- they try several tactics with a client until they find one that works; they know teaching is 

experimental, 

- they adjust the workout environment and the workout/lesson plan to make clients comfortable, 

- they suss out the appropriate progression for the client’s individual emotional needs, 

- they focus on good form and consistency of workouts, 

- they look for realistic role models for clients to aspire to, 

- they get to know their client’s personalities and interests and incorporate them in lesson plans, 

- they are myth-busters, 

- they also value revisiting “the basics” with clients, and keeping it as fun as possible, 

- trainers mentioned they are willing to correct the bad behaviour of male gym goers when they 

see it affects their female clients, 

- they noted they had no strategies for certain GSFMs but were working on it or hoped to find it 

elsewhere. 

Things That Were Not Said 
All of the above applies to only 50% of the respondents to the survey. Half of the participants 

indicted they experience no GSFMs or behaviours caused by GSFMs in their exercise education work.  

Whether this is accurate by my standards of what qualifies as a GSFM, or not, is difficult to say. I suspect 

it is happening to more than 50% of us, and that the responses here are a result of either not 
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understanding the definition of GSMS that I provided at the beginning of the survey,  not understanding 

the questions asked, or of the survey participant not being aware that certain behaviors are coming 

from a gendered perspective, or that they simply take these behaviors as “normal” and do not see them 

as problematic. I do, however, have personal experiences of conversations with colleagues who clearly 

do understand the meaning of GSFMS and still say they do not experience them. I know several who 

also acknowledge that they listen to and believe the stories of their colleagues who discuss GSFMs, but 

lack any direct experience of their own. While not covered in this project, future research should ask 

participants about the types of gyms where they work. It is fair to speculate that differences in gym 

environments may help to explain this difference among responses. It is important to remember that 

gyms are not regulated and therefore as individual spaces can vary greatly.  Like any school, workplace, 

or recreational setting, there can be stark differences in culture from gym to gym. Those facilities that 

attract athletes may have lower incidence of GSFMs as their clients have more practical experience with 

physical activity. Having worked in different facility types I have observed that it is those who work in 

community, general-public level fitness, often with first-time exercisers, who see more GSFMs. This 

suggests that, simply, more experience with exercise is key to reducing incidence of GSFMs. 

Also worth noting is that the type of training or classes one teaches can influence rates of 

GSFMs experienced by educators. As Participant #20 noted, she just did not have time to respond to 

GSFMs in a classroom setting. For many GELs our classes are large, and we often move from one class to 

the next with little time for socializing, so there is little or no opportunity to converse with individual 

clients and hear their concerns or learn their gender biases. Our modern gig-based economy makes it 

much harder for class instructors to give that personal touch that would elicit this sort of information.  

Thematic Analysis Conclusion 
 While the quantity of data gathered by my survey was small, it provides excellent insight into 

the teaching side of the exercise industry and how exercise educators handle information about gender 
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as presented by our clients. The quantity of information provided by the commenters suggests that 

further discussion on the issue of gender and exercise knowledge is much needed as well. Many of the 

comments featured the same issues and were worded in similar ways which indicates that these 

problems are not isolated to individual locations but are part of the public discourse around exercise 

and gender. The survey results also indicate that roughly half of local participants in the survey are very 

aware of the impact of gender on exercise beliefs and are very deeply concerned with handling them 

well for the betterment of women. Also, the responses written in this survey indicate how much 

emotional labour is part of the work of exercise educators, and that we need training and resources 

specifically for this. Half of the responses indicated no experience with gender and fitness myths which 

suggests more work may be 



THE PINK DUMBBELL PROBLEM 

109 
 

ever realized before. Some government and social organizations in Nova Scotia, and across Canada, have 

programs that help with the wealth barrier with access being discounted or paid for by grants and other 

forms of funding allowing people with low incomes to participate. We need more of this sort of barrier 

removal as well are removal of other barriers to exercise that are specific to sex and gender.  

Issues such as scrutiny of feminine appearance and comportment that have been noted in sport 

and physical activity studies, particularly those of Dowling and Lenskyj, are very much affecting how 

women approach exercise. The feeling of constantly being watched and the fear of gaining too much 

visible muscle mass echo the work done by Wolf, Bordo, & Etcoff, on the meaning and power of 

appearing appropriately feminine. This is compounded by the influences of media and advertising on 

what we know and how we learn to perform gender according to social norms. It is in our pop culture, 

marketing of products, and even the toys our kids play with, as discussed by hooks, Caulfield, and 

Orenstien. The historical and present-day barriers women have faced in accessing sport training is 

affecting our overall health. It stems from the same roots as our lack of access to medical and scientific 

education. The work of Ehrenreich and English, as well as Mitchinson, shows a lineage of barring 

women’s access to information about our own bodies going back to the banning of midwifery in favour 

of male doctors holding that knowledge. The goal of feminism and agnotology has been to get that 

knowledge back.  

The key conclusions from this research are that GSFMs are a concern for many (although not all) 

exercise educators, that these educators are doing well handling GSFMs, and that they are eager to 

understand them more in order to better help their clients. Exercise educators who recognize GSFMs in 

their work with clients are keen observers of adult interactions in fitness spaces and are adapting to the 

needs of their clients where gender-based misinformation is getting in the way of learning. Exactly how 

we improve on this will be a matter of experimentation in the coming years, but anyone reading this 
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paper should feel confident that such changes are needed in our professional practice and developing a 

pedagogy aimed at GSFMs is worthwhile research.  

While this survey was small, it provides a good foundation for future study on the cultural 

aspects of gender and exercise. Like any group or location in society, fitness spaces and the people who 

use them form cultural norms and expectations. In cases where that gym or fitness class culture is 

hostile to feminine persons, it is a gendered barrier. Various health and physical activity organizations 

and government departments have done research and policy design on the geographical and economic 

barriers to exercise, and the physical barriers in regard to illness or disability, but the effect of gender on 

exercise has largely been overlooked to the detriment of women and gender-diverse people. There is 

also a significant gap in Canadian research on this issue. Sport organizations have made strides to 

provide sport opportunities to some women, but sport is not every woman’s interest area and requires 

physical, geographical, and economic barriers to be mitigated for all intersecting needs and identities, 

including queer intersections. Any given sport requires the ability to competently perform the sport’s 

skills and to participate at a level comparable to one’s peers in the sport (physical), requires having 

facilities, coaches, and team mates or competitors in one’s area (geographic), and requires the free time 

to meet with coaches and teams when scheduled, as well as the financial means to do so (economic) – 

and that’s not even counting additional social barriers, like finding teams open to trans women. 

Exercise, on the other hand, requires none of that: it needs no peers to play with or compete against, it 

can be done in any facility (including one’s home) and with no equipment if necessary, and can be 

scheduled whenever desired. Furthermore, in rural areas where gyms or rec centres are not available or 

when they are not affordable to individuals, fitness videos can be effective and are easy to find for free 

on the internet or in libraries. Organizations that coordinate each individual sport (they each have their 

own provincially and nationally, i.e., Basketball Nova Scotia, Cycling Nova Scotia, Hockey Nova Scotia, 

etc.) can work on some of these issues to make their sports more welcoming to women, but they cannot 
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do them all. When these needs intersect for an individual woman, the pool of sport choices she can 

access shrinks or disappears. If a woman lives in a rural community where only volleyball and basketball 

are open to women and she cannot get a babysitter when either team practices or plays, or they do not 

allow trans women, or they cannot accommodate a disability, she does not get to be on those teams. 

Many exercise programs do not have these barriers. Even if those barriers were not in place, an 

individual woman would still have to have an interest in sport to want to participate. When we consider 

the unpleasant experiences many women and 2SLGBTQ people have had with sport and physical 

education, the pool of feminine sport enthusiasts is quite small. Therefore, the current sport-first 

narrative in Canadian research organizations and government programs is not as effective at getting 

Canadian women to exercise as they think they are.  

Ideally, every trainer would be willing and able to teach clients impacted by any social barrier to 

entry – sex, gender, race, disability, etc. – but that is likely decades away from happening. With online 

teaching, the fitness industry can remove the geographic and some economic barriers and clients can 

find trainers they can trust will not discriminate against them or endanger them. Since the beginning of 

social distancing measures associated with COVID-19 in the spring of 2020 the fitness industry’s 

educational workforce has become better prepared to reduce social barriers in that much of our labour 

has been moved to online platforms. Until this point, brick-and-mortar facilities focused on offering 

exercise programs that had wide appeal to get more people in the space; i.e., trainers had to appeal to 

every exerciser in order to make enough revenue (see the comments by Participant #29 in theme 4. 

Somebody’s Watching Me). Even the business model of women-only gyms and classes does not work in 

small communities because it cuts off 50% of potential clients. People who co(y)-3(my TJ
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streaming and video services. Video-based teaching opportunities (Zoom, Twitch, YouTube, et cetera) 

have been emerging since the first COVID-19 quarantine lockdown. It is still early in the “new normal” 

but it seems that online video services are emerging as the platform for trainers who are LGBT, persons 

of colour, large-bodied, and disabled to reach a wider audience and to find clients who have  been 

searching for a trainer who looks and moves like them. 

As my goal with this research is to help improve the educational work of my colleagues, and 

therefore the exercise experience of their clients, I have created a list of recommendations to address 

GSFMs. There are many stakeholders in the exercise education industry, so I have organized these 

recommendations according to the stakeholder group responsible for the tasks directly related to the 

issue, however, some of these recommendations cross stakeholder categories. Aside from exercise 

educators, stakeholders include instructor certifying bodies, facility management/owners, marketing 

professionals, and all levels of government. The following sections detail my recommendations for each 

group. 

Exercise Educators 
 Like any career, there are power dynamics in our workplaces and competing interests in our 

industry in general, so the responsibility for fixing all GSFMs should never be placed solely on educators, 

many of whom are women in very precarious employment situations and therefore among the least 

powerful people when it comes to making cultural change in a fitness space. The employment of 

educators is often piece work, commission-based, or term-to term, and most of us work several part-

time jobs. It is very easy for employers to get rid of fitness instructors who ‘rock the boat’ or who they 

dislike. In some gyms busting fitness myths can be contrary to the company’s financial goals. If owners 

or managers feel the promise that ‘crunches create flat abs’ will bring in higher revenues (and it often 

will), the trainer who debunks spot reduction will not be employed for very long. On the opposite end of 

this spectrum are facilities that have an ‘everyone welcome’ policy. These facilities can be reluctant to 
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ban a client who says sexist, racist, or queer-phobic things to staff or other clients. I’ve personally 

experienced both types of facility in my career. An employer who does not like how an educator handles 

a given situation may simply not renew the educator’s contract for the next semester to be rid of them, 

and there is nothing in our provincial or national labour laws to prevent this. Anyone taking this thesis 

into work on policy, curriculum, marketing, or fitness content creation should be aware that exercise 

educators are precariously employed and therefore not always able to intervene where GSFMs are 

concerned.   

Exercise educators, as individuals, can learn to be aware of gender and other intersecting 

identity factors (race, class, age, sexual orientation, etc.). As the responses to my survey indicate, many 

already have taken this initiative. No one person becomes an expert in each of these things, but a 

trainer who begins with an awareness that identity factors often affect a client’s relationship to their 

body and exercise will be better suited to recognize and address how social hierarchies, including 

gender-based inequities, shape clients’ exercise beliefs and practices. If sex/gender differences in 

physiology and exercise principles were not covered explicitly in their certification training (more on this 

below), educators should check their learning on this issue to ensure they are not upholding any GSFMs. 

Finally for this group, gym staff need to be trained and empowered to intervene when clients bully or 

harass other clients from marginalized groups, and their employment status protected when they do so. 

Bystander training should be offered so they can learn to intervene without putting themselves in a 

dangerous situation with angry clients.  

Certifying Bodies 
Certifying bodies In Canada are a variety of non-profits and private corporations, and all exercise 

education credentialling is done voluntarily. There are no employment, health, or safety laws in place 

defining who is qualified to work as an exercise educator. Regardless of their business model a few 

things can be done at the instructor credentialling  level to improve exercise for all Canadians. Certifying 
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bodies can contribute to myth-busting by explicitly teaching what is and is not different when it comes 

to training. One is to ensure all course textbooks use gender-neutral language in the attempt to be clear 

that there are no major differences between men and women when training for health and fitness 

outcomes. Most current textbooks, including the ones we use for Nova Scotia and several other 

provincial non-profit organizations, already do this. Some students, however, read gender neutral 

language and presume the default is male. They often express an expectation to receive specialized 

training for the ‘unique’ needs of women exercisers. Adding textbook content, course content such as 

class discussion, and exam questions around this and other GSFM issues would ensure course 

conductors and students do not read gender-neutral language as male-first language and therefore 

assume the male is the default due to “common knowledge” assumptions. As professional associations, 

having a code of ethics or standards of practice that direct instructors to address and not propagate 

GSFMs would help remind long-time members to check their thinking and teaching for sex/gender 

biases. Finally, many certifying bodies also offer professional development opportunities for members, 

so offering workshop or webinar content on GSFMs and pedagogy is highly recommended.  

Facility Management/Owners 
Those who employ trainers and class instructors such as gym owners, recreation centre 

managers, etc. should, ideally, have some training in at least the basics of exercise theory so they too 

know the difference between exercise myths and reality. Managers who do not have any exercise 

science background can uphold GSFMs as much as the clients do, causing tension with their training 

staff. I once came very close to being fired for ‘poor customer service’ for telling a client she could not 

spot reduce her tricep area (back of upper arms) because my manager at the time believed spot 

reduction was entirely possible. I have lost count of how many personal trainer colleagues have told me 

of managers demanding they fill in for a sick yoga teacher or other things well outside of their scope of 

practice because management does not understand why these exercise formats are different. I have 
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also observed that those who teach aerobics are frequently asked to teach brand-name programs, like 

Zumba, by managers who do not realize one has to purchase a franchise or licence to teach branded 

content. Management having some basic exercise theory knowledge would improve the workplace 

experience for both parties.  

Additionally, owners and managers should have policies in place to support trainers’ needs for 

educational materials and professional development to increase their understandings of how gender 

affects client experiences in exercise. When hiring educational staff, owners/managers should be 

accepting of body diversity, and aim for diversity in terms of gender, age, race, etc. so clients see 

exercise can have a variety of outcomes and can be done by a variety of people. Finally, if they out-

source the creation of marketing materials, owners/managers should make sure they or their trainers 

have final say in the visual presentation and the advertising copy being created so they avoid 

distributing ads that perpetuate GSFMs and set up clients with false expectations of what a trainer can 

do for them. 

Marketing Professionals 
 Marketing professionals who create materials for gyms – ads, rule sheets, directional 

signage, etc. – should have certified trainers review their work for perpetuating GSFMs and should 

themselves be trained against using white, able-bodied, cis males as the default in visual and language 

representation. They should show examples of diversity in representations of educators and clients, and 

move away from the idea that people want to see thin, young, perfect men and women in fashionable 

workout gear in gym and class advertisements if they purport to welcome everyone to their space. They 

should also be careful when they show gender diversity to not fall into easy stereotypes of women doing 

yoga and men doing bench press or using pink to visually code for permission for feminine persons to 

participate.  
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Governments 
Governments of all levels have two areas to work on. The first is to stop positioning sport as the 

go-to method for getting Canadians to be more active. The Canadian sport industry, despite their best 

efforts, is not as accessible or appealing to all people as they want to believe it to be. When health 

policies and physical activity programs are being developed certification bodies and gym owners’ 

associations must also be included, just as sport organizations are included. Municipal government 

facilities such as recreation centres and public pools should be training management and staff on GSFM-

busting. Management, activity programmers, and customer service staff all need additional training. I 

have personally talked with front desk staff in many rec centres who did not know the fitness myths 

from the facts, and as a result gave prospective fitness clients the wrong impression or wrong 

information about a workout program. This not only affects a person who is interested in working out, 

but directly impacts fitness instructors’ employment. We generally get paid per class or per client, so a 

client who does not sign up because they were given wrong information often results in a loss of 

revenue and/or income for the instructor. As the comments from Participant #29 illustrate, loss of 

revenue in classes means one`s career can easily be truncated. Municipal governments also should 

increase offerings of discounted or free fitness space access for those of low income. As women tend to 

be of lower income than men, on average, this is a policy that can greatly help women. Non-profit and 

charity organizations in many areas are doing this as well to ensure more women can access physical 

activity despite their economic hardships. This thesis should help such organizations understand the 

specific needs and interests of women regarding exercise, and justify their making women’s access to 

exercise spaces and educators a funding priority.  

The second task is to diversify those policy and program development teams. Even the two 

organizations whose data I used in this research – Canadian Women and Sport (CWS) and 

ParticipACTION – fall short. As mentioned elsewhere in this research, sport and exercise are not the 
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same thing, are done for different reasons, and use very different teaching methods. CWS does provide 

resources on gender, age, and LGBTQ diversity for team coaches, but it is sport-based and only mentions 

exercise as an aside to their content about women in sport. ParticipACTION, on the other hand, does 

well representing a variety of types of activity but does very little work on intersectional inclusion in 

their research, and only mentions sex and gender differences in their section about school children in 

their annual report cards, and nothing about race, class or LGBTQ diversity.  

Ideally, these government-funded bodies would also create materials that teach Canadians to 

do their own myth-busting, especially now that we are in the age of the internet influencers who spread 

a lot of misinformation. ParticipACTION report cards are researched and written by researchers in 

exercise sciences who have sport backgrounds. The quality and usefulness of these report cards would 

improve if they took an interdisciplinary approach and enlisted the help of gender studies scholars or 

academics from other humanities who work in queer theory, racial justice, or disability studies. The lack 

of investigation of these intersecting social categories means the ParticipACTION reports are too vague 

to really be helpful when it comes to grass roots, or ‘sneakers on the floor’, removal of barriers to 

exercise education. 

In provincial government departments of education, the above recommendations about 

showing diversity and not confusing exercise for sport apply, especially for physical education curricula 

and training of pre-service teachers. Governments should vet school textbooks and other learning 

materials for visual representation and outdated ideas of sex divisions in exercise. The need for training 

on reading social media is also doubly important for those teaching youth. In addition to having less 

knowledge and life experience to make them aware of snake-oil, youth are also highly targeted by social 

media influencers who know their advertising to kids is not regulated like it is in traditional media. 

Universities that train physical education teachers can also scrutinize their materials for better inclusion, 

and we in the exercise education industry can liaise with them more frequently on this topic. As of 
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September 2021, St. Francis Xavier University in Antigonish, Nova Scotia has adopted the NSFA Exercise 

Theory and Group Exercise Leader curriculum for students in the Bachelor of Physical Education 

program who take teaching aerobics as an elective course. These students will therefore be getting 

some training on myth busting GSFMs, written my me. Unfortunately this is only an elective for these 

students. It should be mandatory, so all future PE teachers are better prepared to handle GSFMs.  

Recommendations for GSFMs Across Other Groups 
In addition to the above recommendations for different groups of actors in the exercise 

education industry there are issues and recommendations that suit each theme found in my survey data 

and cross over different stakeholder categories. These mainly fall into two broad categories: education 

and visibility of diverse bodies and genders. Aside from the teacher training and school curricula 

recommendations stated above, there is a need for more exercise education outside of the school 

structure. School learning is fine for children and youth today, but billions of adults are no longer 

students.  

People working in all health fields as well as media creators of all types are prone to believing in and 

unwittingly repeating GSFMs. Professional development opportunities about how exercise really works, 

and that myth-busts the GSFMs would help this. Furthermore, all industries need more training in 

recognizing not just fitness myths but all social norms that are gender based, including how the white, 

cis-hetero male gaze assessment of feminine appearance and comportment still constitute the main 

narrative of what is seen as good or desirable. 

Health fields are creating some professional development opportunities around new understandings 

of gender presentation, but there is very little on how this affects access to exercise. Media creators 

need to better understand and relay information on people who do not conform to the typical body 

ideals and stop questioning the gender or sexual identities of ‘bulky' women, especially celebrity 

athletes. This is especially important in Olympic years when more women athletes are visible than usual. 
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They are often subjected to hormonal and chromosome testing and may lose medals or even the right 

to compete. The ousting of Caster Semenya from world competition has been the most famous case of 

this to date. Questioning the femininity of athletes and of women in specific ‘manly’ sports, such as 

what happened when women’s boxing was introduced in 2012, is common in traditional and social 

media.  

 Social media platforms, which are much more difficult to control than traditional media, should 

commit to more stringent practices when it comes to the spread of GSFMs and centering the cis-hetero, 

white, male gaze version of femininity as the only truly feminine appearance. The manufacturing sector 

has a role to play here too in manufacturing of fitness equipment. The pink coding of lighter, lesser 

quality fitness equipment as feminine should be stopped. Pink is a fine colour for dumbbells, but it 

should not be limited to the lightest weights in the entire range available.  

Recommendations for Feminist Researchers 
 It is my hope that this research serves as a starting point for future researchers to do more work 

on the connections between gender myths, norms, and behaviors and fitness activities and the fitness 

industry.  Little research on fitness industry, about gender or otherwise, has included the voices of the 

on-the-floor fitness instructor. I therefore recommend future researchers of this topic endeavour to 

include exercise educators’ experiences first and foremost in their projects.  At the time of writing, it 

appears most educators in the fitness industry are women. Instructor registries generally do not collect 

this information, and to the best of my knowledge the NSFA is the only one in Canada that does. 

According to our database our membership is currently 82% women (as of February 2022).  My 

colleagues across Canada tell me they estimate their percentage of women is similar. Therefore, 

centring the experiences and voices of fitness instructors is centring women’s voices and experiences.   

It is especially important to collect this information now. The fitness education industry as we 

know it today has only been around since the early 1980s. The people who first saw the need and 
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opportunity to create credentialing of fitness instructors and professionalize our work are starting to 

retire from active teaching, mentoring new instructors, and leading our credentialing organizations. In 

the coming decades they will pass away, and we will lose the origin stories of our organizations and 

pedagogies. These early creators of our standards were almost all women who built an industry from 

interdisciplinary backgrounds in sport, kinesiology, education, and business studies. Their work was 

ground-breaking, but their contributions are still invisible in society and will be lost to us when they are 

gone. This area of women’s professional and health histories is at risk for entering the Lost Realm and 

becoming an unknowable area of agnotology. 

 My second recommendation is to be very clear on the difference between fitness and sport, and 

where there is overlap between these things. Feminist research on women and other marginalized 

people in sport already exists in large quantity, but feminist research on fitness is rare. Exercise 

education is often included as an aside or an afterthought in papers and books about sport, and the two 

are not similar enough for that to give a clear picture of what is really happening in the fitness industry. 

Similarly, sport researchers would do well to recognize they should not try to speak on behalf of exercise 

educators if they are not directly researching our experiences.  

 I recommend anyone doing feminist research on fitness instructors include something about the 

division between corporate, non-profit, and self-employed work situations. This will be difficult because 

any given fitness instructor might work in all three situations at the same time, but I think it will reveal 

more clarity about who in our industry experiences GSFMs and other interesting gender-based 

phenomena. Additionally, the world is now post-COVID, or as close as we might ever get to that state. 

My survey was conducted prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, so people doing new research should be 

more attuned to how precarious work and working from home impact the lives of women differently 

than people of other genders. This will be a necessary and fascinating addition to any feminist research 

topic going forward.   
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As a result of COVID lockdowns and restrictions, additional attention should be paid to women 

whose work is now social media and/or video streaming based. Online teaching has changed the 

relationship educators have with clients and colleagues. Many of the stories I got in my survey would 

not have happened with online-only interactions as these ideas often come through the back-and-forth 

conversational moments we have wig
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Current and Proposed Actions from this Research 
 In addition to the work I have already done on the NSFA courses and with faculty at St. Francis 

Xavier I have preliminary agreements to work with other organizations and businesses to work on these 

recommendations. The arrangement with St. FX is still new, but the faculty there is confident that other 

universities teaching pre-service PE teachers will want this material once they know it is available. My 

intention is to offer the same materials to universities across Nova Scotia, and then eventually the rest 

of Canada.   

I also have tentative agreements to work with two Canadian organizations who create textbooks for 

exercise instructor certification. Both have expressed frustration at being unable to find information 

about GSFMs and also exercise for gender-diverse people that they can cite in their materials, so I will 

be working with them in the future.  In Nova Scotia I have already been teaching this content in NSFA 

courses for several years as part of my Powerpoint slides and classroom discussion activities, so content 

in our textbooks would make this more of an official part of the course experience. I am also working 

with our national fitness board to include gender equity and diversity in our standards of practice and 

exam questions so, again, these issues become an official part of our curriculum. The NSFA is also 

partnering with the Nova Scotia LGBTQ Youth Project in 2022 for a series of events in which queer youth 

can experience exercise classes in a safe space, taught by queer fitness instructors, so they will be safe 

regardless of how they present their gender or what fitness formats they want to try. The Youth Project 

staff are also reviewing our current textbooks for where we can add more gender diverse content. The 

NSFA and the Youth Project are also working on professional development opportunities we can share 

with each other in the coming years. Our current goal is to share this with our national counterparts so 

they can create similar partnerships.  

Neither academic nor fitness industry conferences have fully recovered from COVID-19 so it is 

unclear if I will be able to present my findings at in the near future, as I had hoped to do in my original 
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thesis proposal. To remedy that, I have begun a YouTube channel in which I make short videos on fitness 

myths, gender issues and agnotology. It is still a very young channel, but I have already connected with 

like-minded trainers in Canada and the UK who are also working on GSFM-busting and making our 

industry more representative of our diverse communities.  

 

Conclusion  
Exercise is fairly easy to understand as a science of body mechanics and movement with 

measurable outcomes. As a pedagogical practice, however, it relies on human behavior and 

understanding to work, and that is never easy. When I teach certification courses my students ask things 

like, “how do I train a person of the opposite sex” or, “how do I train a person who is trans gender” 

because they are coming into training assuming that exercise is a sex or gender-based activity. I tell 

them “You train the person, not their gender’s stereotype”. We are not clinicians who can see a patient 

as a summary of body parts we can fix medically. Instead, we are educators who are teaching people to 

learn safe (and hopefully effective and fun) exercise skills, which requires working with, around, or 

against their socialized notions of gender and the positive and negative life experiences that have 

shaped their relationship with exercise. We train and re-shape the mind every bit as much as we train 

and re-shape the body, so we must be aware of what people are being told to know if we are to 

effectively help them unlearn the messages from pop culture and past medical and social practices and 

set them up for new exercise skills and knowledge. Using agnotology to understand how our clients 

learn bad knowledge, or incorrect ‘information’ about exercise gives educators a starting point for 

closing the gaps in exercise access and knowledge for women. Using feminist principles, such as 

debunking gender essentialism and practicing intersectionality, to argue for better exercise learning 

opportunities and spaces for women (and other marginalized people) can demonstrate the necessity 
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and value for women to be in exercise spaces and in the funding, policies, and operational standards 

that affect them. 
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Appendix A: Survey 
The following is the full text of the introduction and survey. The asterisk after some questions or 

comment spaces indicates they required an answer be given in order to move on to the next section of 

the survey. 

Survey of NSFA instructors and trainers on gender-specific fitness myths (GSFMs) 

This survey is for the collection of data for the Master of Arts in Women & Gender Studies thesis for 

Terri M. Roberts at Mount St. Vincent University.  

INFORMED CONSENT FORM: The Pink Dumbbell Problem (The PDP) 

1. Introduction to the Researchers 

The Researcher for this project is Terri M. Roberts, of the Department of Graduate Women & Gender 

Studies at Mount Saint Vincent University.  

Before agreeing to participate in this research project, please take the time to read and understand the 

following information. This document explains the aim of this research project, its procedure and the 

advantages, risks and inconveniences it may pose to you. If you have any questions, please email the 

researcher at terri.roberts@msvu.ca  

2. Nature of the Study 

This study seeks to learn about Gender-Specific Fitness Myths (GSFMs) you have experienced and what 

teaching strategies you have used to correct these myths. Definition: GSFMs gender-specific beliefs about 

fitness activities which are scientifically dis-proven and which limit exercise opportunities or outcomes 

for people based on their gender.  

Examples include, but are not limited to: the belief that women can’t perform certain exercises such as 

push-ups or pull-ups, that women should not lift beyond a small, limited amount of weight (3lbs to 5lbs), 

men and women differ in the type of muscle we have, that men aren’t flexible enough for yoga, that there 

are certain quantities of muscular hypertrophy that are appropriate for men or women, that men ought to 

workout to bulk up vs women ought to workout to slim down. 

The aim of this project is to create a foundation for best practices in handling these situations. It is hoped 

that best practices will be identified for future use in fitness instructor certification training and that an 

understanding of GSFMs will be used by fitness facility owners/managers in the operation of their 

facilities and programs. This study will also fill a gap in the current body of work on gender and body 

image, in which exercise for its own sake is not well studied.  

3. Nature of Participation in This Study 
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Your participation in this research consists of an online survey. The time required to complete the survey 

will be approximately 30 to 40 minutes, depending on the length of your answers.  
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If you have questions about how this study is being conducted and wish to speak with someone not 

directly involved in the study, you may contact the Chair of the University Research Ethics Board 

(UREB) c/o MSVU Research Office, at 457-6350 or via e-mail at research@msvu.ca. 

9. Our Thanks 

The researcher and her advisory team extend our sincere thanks for your participation, without which this 

study would not be possible.  

10. Signatures  

By selecting the “NEXT” checkbox on the survey screen I freely consent to participate in the research 

project entitled “The Pink Dumbbell Problem” by completing this survey. I have read and understood this 

form and I understand the goal, nature, advantages, risks and inconveniences involved with this research 

project. Where applicable, I am satisfied with the explanations, details and answers to my questions that 

the researcher has provided about this project. 

Welcome! You have been invited to participate in this survey because you're a fully certified member of 

the NSFA. These questions are all about your experiences as an exercise educator and how clients discuss 

their beliefs about gender and exercise, or Gender-Specific Fitness Myths (GSFMs) as they are called in 

this study. Please read the GSFM definition below before you proceed to the questions.  

Definition: GSFMs are gender-specific beliefs about fitness activities which are scientifically dis-proven 

and which limit exercise opportunities or outcomes for people based on their gender.  

Examples include, but are not limited to: the belief that women can’t perform certain exercises such as 

push-ups or pull-ups, that women should not lift beyond a small, limited amount of weight (3lbs to 5lbs), 

men and women differ in the type of muscle we have, that men aren’t flexible enough for yoga, that there 

are certain quantities of muscular hypertrophy that are appropriate for men or women, that men ought to 

workout to bulk up vs women ought to workout to slim down.  

There are 18 questions in this survey. 

Which of the following describes your gender? *  

Please choose all that apply: 

o Man  

o Woman  

o Non-binary  

o Other  

o Other:  

Which of the following age ranges are you in? *  

Please choose all that apply: 

o 19 to 29 years  

o 30 to 39  

o 40 to 49  

o 50 to 59  

o 60 to 69  

o 70 to 79  

Check all of the following NSFA Certifications you currently hold: *  

Please choose all that apply: 
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o Resistance Trainer (RT)  

o Personal Trainer (PT)  

o Group Exercise Leader (GEL)  

o Older Adult Exercise Leader (OAL)  

o Aqua Exercise Leader (AEL)  

o Mind & Body Exercise Leader (MBL)  

o Indoor Cycling Exercise Leader (ICE)  

In the ranges given below, check approximately how many years you have been teaching under all of 

your NSFA certifications (subtract any time off or any time you taught without an NSFA credential). *  

Please choose all that apply: 

o Less than 1 year  

o 1 to 4 years  

o 5 to 9 years  

o 10 years or more  

Please rate on a scale of 1 to 5 how often you notice GSFMs cropping up in fitness contexts, with no 

answer being not at all and 5 being all the time.  

Please choose only one of the following: 

o 1  

o 2  

o 3  

o 4  

o 5  

Briefly describe examples of GSFMs you have experienced in your career as an exercise educator. You 

may discuss the examples given above, or other examples of GSFMs. You may select the 1st option and 

leave the survey if you have no GSFM experiences. If you do have GSFM experiences, you may give as 

few as 1 example and as many as 5 examples of experiences with GSFMs.  

Please discuss how you handled each of the experiences you explained above, and whether you felt the 

strategy was successful or unsuccessful. This can include teaching strategies, getting help from 

colleagues, ignoring the issue, or any other ways you handled these experiences. Use as many of the 

fields below as apply:  

Do any of the above examples of GSFMs stand out as more common than others? If you have listed 

more than 1 GSFM above, which one do you recall experiencing most frequently in your professional 

practice?  

Please write your answer here: 

Is there a myth, or myths, from your list above that you find particularly difficult to change clients’ minds 

about?  

Please write your answer here: 
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Do factors such as client’s cultural background, age, disability, ethnicity, race or sexual or gender identity 

have (or appear to have) any effect on their reporting of GSFMs? Please state and explain your 

observations below. Respond to all that are applicable to your experience.  

Please write your answer here: 

Do you believe it matters that a client believes in GSFMs? What effect, if any, does it have on their 

learning experience in the exercise context? Please explain your answer below.  

Please write your answer here: 

Can you think of examples of GSFMs that are good for clients to believe? Please give and explain your 

answer below.  

Please write your answer here: 

How do you decide whether to correct a client’s belief in a GSFM? What sort of factors do you consider 

when choosing to correct a myth or allow the client to continue to believe it? Please explain your 

answer below.  

Please write your answer here: 

Do you think there are there other ways in which gender shapes a client’s fitness experience aside from 

believing in GSFMs? Please explain below.  

Please write your answer here: 

Are there any resources you have looked to for help with teaching techniques when you encounter 

clients who present GSFMs? Check all that apply:  

Please choose all that apply: 

o Fitness certification textbooks  

o Other types of books  

o Website or magazine articles  

o My mentor  

o My gym manager or owner  

o My fellow instructors/trainers  

o Friends or family in the teaching professions  

o Presenters from fitness conferences  

o I have never sought help for these issues  

o I have sought help for these issues, but have never found help  

o Other:  

Have you ever had a client react negatively because you debunked a GSFM? If so, please explain in the 

space below.  

Please write your answer here: 

Have you ever had a client react positively because you debunked a GSFM? If so, please explain in the 

space below.  
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Please write your answer here: 

Have you ever had a disagreement with other trainers or instructors over GSFMs? If so, please explain 

what happened.  

Please write your answer here: 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey.  

Terri 

 

[button] Submit your survey. 

[end screen] Thank you for completing this survey. 

Appendix B: Recruitment Materials  
The following text is the letter I sent to certified NSFA members, on Mount Saint Vincent University 

letterhead, inviting them to participate in the survey.  

October 10, 2019 

Dear NSFA Certified Members, 
You are invited to participate in an electronic survey for the purposes of collecting information for my 
Masters’ thesis, The Pink Dumbbell Problem.  
 
As many of you know, I am a part-time graduate student at Mount St. Vincent University in the Women 
& Gender Studies Master of Arts degree.  For my master’s thesis I am creating a study of our work as 
fitness instructors, specifically how we experience clients’ ideas about gender and exercise.   
 
I am specifically interested in experiences of fitness professionals with what I have come to call “Gender 
Specific Fitness Myths”, or GSFMs.  GSFMs are scientifically disproven fitness activities that have a 
gender-specific component, such as “women can’t do push-ups” or “women must use 3lb dumbbells” or 
“men are terrible at yoga”.  Should you agree to participate in this study you will be asked to enter your 
stories of fitness clients bringing GSFMs to you as a trainer/instructor.  The survey form will also ask for 
the teaching strategies you employ when dealing with clients who endorse these myths.  
 
I am inviting you to participate in an anonymous online survey on this topic.  Your contribution would be 
valuable to research on our industry.  
 
This survey is the first of its kind for our industry, world-wide.  This is your opportunity to contribute to a 
brand-new area of research that will, hopefully, be used in future trainings to improve our teaching 
techniques.  A copy of the complete thesis will be made available electronically to all NSFA & NFLA 
members upon completion in 2020.  
 
Participation is open to anyone with a current NSFA/NFLA certification; Group Exercise Leader, 
Resistance Trainer, Personal Trainer, Aqua Exercise Leader, Older Adult Leader, Youth Exercise Leader, 
Personal Trainer Indoor Cycling Exercise Leader, and Mind & Body Exercise Leader.   
 
To participate in this survey please follow this link: 
https://surveys.msvu.ca/index.php?r=survey/index&sid=554431&lang=en.  The survey will take 

https://surveys.msvu.ca/index.php?r=survey/index&sid=554431&lang=en
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approximately 30 to 40 minutes of your time.  The link to the survey will be open for 2 weeks, closing on 
October 25th, 2019.   
 
To maintain your anonymity, do not share information that will make you identifiable.  
If you have any questions or concerns about the survey or the research process please contact me at my 
university email address, terri.roberts@msvu.ca.  
 
Thank you, 
 
Terri M Roberts 
Graduate Student, Women & Gender Studies 
Mount St. Vincent University 

mailto:terri.roberts@msvu.ca
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The following is the text of the email that I sent to the NSFA members. The letter was included as an 

email attachment.  

Dear NSFA Certified Members, 

You are invited to participate in an electronic survey for the purposes of collecting information for my 
Masters’ thesis, The Pink Dumbbell Problem. 

As many of you know, I am a part-time graduate student at Mount St. Vincent University in the Women 
& Gender Studies Master of Arts degree.  For my Master’s thesis I am creating a study of our work as 
fitness instructors, specifically how we experience clients’ ideas about gender and exercise.  

I am specifically interested in experiences of fitness professionals with what I have come to call “Gender 
Specific Fitness Myths”, or GSFMs.  GSFMs are scientifically dis-proven fitness activities that have a 
gender-specific component, such as “women can’t do push-ups” or “women must use 3lb dumbbells” or 
“men are terrible at yoga”.  Should you agree to participate in this study you will be asked to enter your 
stories of fitness clients bringing GSFMs to you as a trainer/instructor.  The survey form will also ask for 
the teaching strategies you employ when dealing with clients who endorse these myths. 

I am inviting you to participate in an anonymous online survey on this topic.  Your contribution would be 
valuable to research on our industry. 

This survey is the first of its kind for our industry, world-wide.  This is your opportunity to contribute to a 
brand-new area of research that will, hopefully, be used in future trainings to improve our teaching 
techniques.  A copy of the complete thesis will be made available electronically to all NSFA & NFLA 
members upon completion in 2020. 

Participation is open to anyone with a current NSFA/NFLA certification; Group Exercise Leader, 
Resistance Trainer, Personal Trainer, Aqua Exercise Leader, Older Adult Leader, Youth Exercise Leader, 
Personal Trainer, Indoor Cycling Exercise Leader, and Mind & Body Exercise Leader.  

 

To participate in this survey please follow this link: 
https://surveys.msvu.ca/index.php?r=survey/index&sid=554431&lang=en.  The survey will take 
approximately 30 to 40 minutes of your time.  The link to the survey will be open for 2 weeks, closing on 
October 25th, 2019.  

To maintain your anonymity, do not share information that will make you identifiable. 

If you have any questions or concerns about the survey or the research process please contact me at my 
university email address, terri.roberts@msvu.ca. 

 

Thank you,  

 

Terri M Roberts 
Graduate Student, Women & Gender Studies 
Mount St. Vincent University 
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Appendix C: NSFA Instructor Certification Definitions 
 

In the survey I asked participants to identify which NSFA certifications they held. They were 

written using the terminology we use in the NSFA. As that is not necessarily clear to non-NSFA readers, 

the following explains what each one means. 

• RT – Resistance Trainer. This is an entry level trainer who works in weight rooms and teaches 

basic class formats. They work only with people of apparent good health and basic fitness 

education needs.  

• PT – Personal Trainer. This is someone who goes beyond the RT level and can work in gyms or 

classes teaching people with more specific or complicated needs. 

• GEL – Group Exercise Leader. They teach aerobics classes or other class formats that are set to 

music and often are dance-based.  

• OAL – Older Adult Leaders. OALs teach group formats but have specialized training for working 

with the elderly who are frail, have serious medical conditions, or are disabled.  

• AEL – Aqua Fitness Leaders. They teach aerobics in the pool. 

• MBL – Mind and Body Leaders. MBLs teach yoga and incorporate other slow-moving fitness 

formats such as tai chi, Pilates, and ballet barre. 

• ICE – Indoor Cycling Exercise. ICE Leaders are what are commonly known as “spin” instructors. 

They teach aerobics classes on stationary bikes.  
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Appendix D: Women-Only Gym 
 

I am frequently asked if I, as a feminist, believe women-only gyms and classes still have a place 

and a value in our society, if they are ‘a feminist thing’. If – and this can be a big ‘if’ – they are designed 

and operated with a goal of allowing women safe entry into fitness activities and of busting GSFMs, then 

yes, they are very valuable today and can be feminist spaces. When women-only programs or gyms 

focus on keeping workouts too light, too basic, or they provide sub-standard equipment with the belief 

that women do not need or cannot do more, they aren’t benefiting women. I worked in one facility that 

supplied its women-only section with machines that were all well-worn hand-me-downs from the co-ed 

(read: mostly male) section of the facility and charged them more for the membership. Despite my 

attempts at education and complaints from clients the management would neither improve the 

women’s only section nor would they stop the harassing behavior that drove many of the women out of 

the co-ed section in the first place. A women’s gym of men’s hand-me-downs that charges more is not a 

feminist space, it is a cash grab. 

Done well, and with an intersectional feminist approach, a women-only gym or class can be a 

great business and do wonderful things for their clients (see Appendix D). For myriad reasons – all 

discussed in my data analysis chapter – women do not always see themselves as welcome in fitness 

spaces that are co-ed. For those reasons, women-only gyms and classes can create a safe space for 

women who are intimidated or harassed elsewhere. Similarly, I have recently seen on social media 

where LGBTQ-only fitness spaces are opening in Canada and the USA so queer folks can workout with 

understanding trainers and fellow patrons who do not intimidate them, a problem which was noted by 

one of the respondents in my survey of NSFA members. These gyms hire trainers who do not perpetuate 

hetero-normative expectations for appearance and do not mis-gender these clients. These spaces are 

also designed for the trans folks needing trainers who understand medical transitioning, do not 
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perpetuate GSFMs that contradict their gender transition interests, and do not worsen their gender 

dysphoria. This can be done in “straight”, gyms but it requires a lot of education for the entire industry, 

and tight control of patron behavior, which could take whole generations to achieve. LGBTQ people are 

entitled to work out in safe, inclusive spaces today, and not have to wait generations for this change. 

This applies to fitness spaces for any group that has concerns for inclusivity and safety that typical gyms 

are not prepared to handle. Having gyms or classes reserved for marginalised populations is not just a 

matter of having a place to work out. It means having a place where there can be workouts and staff 

that do not “other” them, where they can be safe enough to concentrate on their exercise program and 

not worry about harassment from other patrons, and where the communities of marginalized groups 

can be established or strengthened.  
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Appendix E: Dunning Kruger Effect 

 

  When I talk about agnotology, some people have asked,, “Isn’t that the same as the Dunning 

Kruger Effect (DKE)?” Ologies podcast by host Alie Ward said this came in as a question from several 

listeners of her show when she announced she was having Proctor on as a future guest. When asked 

during the podcast, Proctor said the Dunning-Kruger Effect is a real phenomenon that he understands as 

a personal ‘myopia’ about one’s own abilities, but he does not use it in his work. The rest of their 

conversation went off in a different direction, so he never actually clarified why DKE is not agnotology 

(Ward,43:02).  

Agnotology and Dunning-Kruger Effect are  not the same but as both deal with awareness of 

how ignorance, or lack of knowledge, appears in human behavior there is some cross-over. Basically, the 

Dunning-Krueger Effect is an inverse relationship between what some people think is their intelligence 

or skill level, and what they really accomplish when their intelligence or skills are tested.  

Dunning and Kruger define it is as: 

People tend to hold overly favorable views of their abilities in many social and intellectual 

domains. The authors suggest that this overestimation occurs, in part, because people who are 

unskilled in these domains suffer a dual burden: Not only do these people reach erroneous 

conclusions and make unfortunate choices, but their incompetence robs them of the 

metacognitive ability to realize it (Kruger and Dunning p. 1121). 

 

Also, similarly to agnotology, the Dunning Kruger Effect is being evoked in non-academic to 

explain why people believe vaccines are dangerous or climate change is not real, so it is understandable 

that people ask if they are the same. The answer is no.  The deliberate creation of ignorance to the point 

whole groups of people think myths are real science (agnotology) is not the same as an individual who is 

over-estimating their own expertise or intelligence (Dunning-Kruger Effect). 
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The Dunning Kruger Effect is a psychological phenomenon, not a branch of philosophy, so rather 

than work as a theory on how ignorance is manufactured and maintained in a whole society or group, it 

is a type of behaviour exhibited by individuals.  There is also a similarity with agnotology in that neither 

are meant as an insult to the subject who lacks knowledge or laying blame on someone for not knowing 

what they do not know. Timothy Caulfield (summarizing earlier work by Dunning and several other 

psychologists) says this cognitive ‘blind spot’ is why tone-deaf contestants on American Idol think they 

are great singers, or why most educators “think they are above-average teachers – which, by the way, I 

am. Just ask me.” (Caulfield p. 221-222).  

 


