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Cultural Plunge Project: Netball
Introduction	
Netball is the most popular participation sport played by women in the United Kingdom according to Whitehead & Walsh (2019) although Devonport et al. (2019) suggest that soccer took over from netball in 2005. Netball is played in over 80 countries by 20 million players, most of which are women. Netball undoubtedly is a very popular sport played in all schools in the UK, and unlike other sports such as rugby or cricket there is no correlation of netball with a private school education. 
Only having moved to London in my early thirties I was unaware of netball’s significance and popularity. I had a number of female work colleagues who played the sport at district or county level and who had been playing it throughout school and university. I have to admit that I did not for quite a while realize how netball was actually played as I assumed that it was like “Netzball” (direct German translation) in Switzerland which is a form of volleyball. I grew up very much disliking volleyball, a game that was considered more of a girl’s sport with less or no body contact. I however wanted to play sports that were then considered more sports for boys such as soccer, basketball, and floor hockey.
Brief History of Netball
Netball in fact is a form of basketball. When basketball was “invented” in the late 19th century by Dr James Naismith not only did it become popular very quickly it also attracted the attention of a few women in the United States. Depending on the source both Senda Berendson (Marfell, 2019) and Clara Baer (McLachlan, 2016) are credited with coming up with rules that made this new game a game that women could play “whilst maintaining their femininity and decorum” (McLachlan, 2016). Rule changes included dividing the playing field into zones and players were not allowed to step out of their zone. No dribbling or guarding was allowed, so that players could “maintain a graceful posture” (McLachlan, 2016). Players also very much wore Victorian type dresses whilst playing. The game very quickly was introduced across the Atlantic in England at Marina Bergman-Sternberg’s Physical Training college in Hampstead (London), from where it quickly became popular in Great Britain and later throughout the Commonwealth. Despite having its origins in the US netball is not very popular in the United States despite efforts be Netball America to make it part of the core curriculum at schools (Lynch & Ottaway, 2018).
From the history of netball, we can see that despite all the restrictions placed on the players at the time, it was an accepted way for women to be physically active when as per Coakley (2014) “sports participation was not seen as important in the character development of women” and “medical doctors warned that playing sports would sap the energy that women needed to conceive and bear healthy children”.  As the sport was and is so female orientated it also gave women a chance to put their own stamp on it and be heavily involved at all levels in the organization and administration of their sport, again something that we still do not see often enough in male dominated sports where women compete (Coakley, 2014).
Professional Netball Today
Nowadays netball is being played (semi)professionally in England, Australia, New Zealand and Jamaica and it is accepted as an Olympic sport, however as each sport at the Olympics has to have male and female athletes/teams competing it has yet to actually be included at a Games.
Both New Zealand and Australia have the most professional leagues and according to the Suncorp Super Netball league (2021), in Australia netball has the highest paid female team athletes in the country which means that the average pay of a player is $74,000 (US$ 53,150) and the highest paid players can expect to earn $91,500 (US$67,715) annually. This has led to the top players from England moving into the Australian and New Zealand leagues, both to earn a living and to play at the highest level in their sport.
Netball England started modernizing their league, now called the Vitality Netball Superleague, in 2005. The league has been able to sign a deal with Sky Sports who broadcast league games and playoffs during the five month-long season between January and early June. Netball England has gone down an unusual path for British sports in order to continue professionalizing their league. The Vitality Superleague is a franchise league with England netball as the franchise owner and the currently eleven teams as franchisees. This format of course is much more common in the United States but major sports in the United Kingdom are not run as franchises. The franchise model used in the UK has been described by Mansfield & Killick (2012) as an empowered franchise where the league retains intellectual property and commercial rights and franchises are relatively free to make decisions about the organization and structure of their franchise. This approach has helped improve professionalism and stabilize finances and has put the England team back in the top three in the world. 
The difference to the Australian Suncorp Superleague is still stark, however. The salary cap for a team of ten players is £70,000 per team, according to SportsProMedia, which excludes one marquee (star player), therefore the average player’s salary is capped at around US$ 8,750. Players in England are often university students or hold full or part-time jobs. This is no different from Women’s rugby where the vast majority of players also hold down full and part time jobs, with only a small number being able to play fully professionally according to the No Woman No Try documentary (2022). 
This is interesting in that netball is somewhat unique as a sport, almost uniquely played by women and there is no men’s netball that is dominating the sport. Despite this and its long history as a woman’ sport netball experiences the same problems as other female athletes in attracting sufficient sponsorship to sustain elite professional teams. Coakley (2014) sees this as a consequence of the trivialization of women’s sport, “they are just not as good as men”.
The Game
Today’s netball has changed from its original form, especially throughout the 70s and into the 90s when netball became more and more commercialized in countries such as Australia, New Zealand, and England. It is a now a called “an invasion sport, played on a 30.5m x 15.25m rectangular court with the objective of the game to pass the ball between players and to score goals in the opposing team’s net” (Mansfield & Killick, 2012). Netball is dominated by jumps, quick direction changes and short sprints (Lynch & Ottaway, 2018) and requires players to have great hand eye coordination. Netball is still a no contact sport, and players must be three feet from an opposing player who holds the ball. The field is divided into three zones and not only is a player not allowed to cross into another zone the ball also has to be passed from one zone to the next. After each goal the game restarts with a center pass rather than a tossup. The game has become quicker and more athletic overtime and is described by Whitehead et al. (2019) as “a fast paced invasion sport, that involves seven players on each team, where each team strives to gain or keep possession of the ball and score goals”.
My Cultural Plunge into Netball
In order to reengage women with physical activity Netball England launched a Back to Netball program as per Whitehead et al. (2019), which is a twelve week course, coached by Level 2 (basic qualification) netball coaches introducing concepts of the game, drills, and playtime with the aim for participants to then move on into local clubs. Such a program was taking place over the last few months in the area where I live. 
I attended once as simply as a spectator in order to get an idea of the set up and the game and was allowed to partake (despite not having followed the 12 week course) another time. I can see the attraction in this game, possibly also because I am getting older and playing a tougher contact sport such as soccer is becoming less of an option/attractive. The game is quite demanding and takes focus, technical skills, and a good awareness of the playing field. I can see that played at a higher level the game can be physically demanding, especially because of the short sprints, its stop and go nature and because of the jumps and jump and turns. As an initiative to get more women physically active the Back to netball courses are invaluable. I experienced women of varying ages and fitness levels joining in as it offers a low barrier of entry. The plunge into netball has certainly allowed me to view the sport from a different angle and with less prejudice thinking it was a bit boring and not physically demanding. Understanding not just the technical aspects of a sport but also understanding its cultural significance and challenges athletes face based on their gender, sexuality, race, and ethnicity makes me a better, more empathetic and a more well-rounded practitioner.
Whitehead at al. (2019) identified that the autonomy, connectedness, and competence that women feel in the Back to Netball sessions are an important part in encouraging engagement of women back into netball. All these factors form part of self-determination theory (SDT) and are important for an individual’s motivation. The two biggest motives for women to (re)engage with the sport later in life was health and fitness (20/28 respondents), with social interaction being even more important (26/28 respondents). Finally, the women also enjoyed becoming more competent and learning and being able to support their team and starting to play small tournaments.
Why Play Netball Today?
What is the attraction in today’s world for girls and women to play netball, especially now that male dominated sports such as soccer and rugby are much more accessible for girls and women?
Devonport et al.’s (2019) study gives us an insight into the thinking of young British university netball players as they see themselves, their sport and also how they compare themselves to soccer players. The athletes interviewed play the game at a high level and therefore have to be athletic and performance oriented. 
In sports such as soccer where there is “an incongruence between the societal requirements on femininity and their sport, soccer players see themselves as separate entities one is their athletic selves and one is their feminine selves” (Devonport et al., 2019). Netball players who often play with make-up and in tight fitting dresses are naturally allowed to stay closer to the ideals of femininity and there is less of a question to answer to themselves and others about their femininity, and there is no risk to have their gender or sexual orientation questioned. There are certain expectations joining a netball team in that “if you want to be part of the team you do your hair, put on makeup and moisturize before practice and matches”. Devonport’s (2019) article therefore asks the question whether the alignment of modern netball to everything feminine and therefore acceptable for women and the alignment of other sports as masculine and therefore unacceptable means that not only are women not just oppressed by men but also by other women. As Coakley put it succinctly “women learn to objectify their bodies as they view and assess themselves through the eyes of others”.
Men’s Netball
Men playing netball are a very small minority.  In England there is a small men’s netball league, as there is in other Commonwealth states, but they are often organized together with mixed gender teams. 
The history of men’s netball in New Zealand is a bit different and intriguing as it involves different factions around gender, sexuality, and race. Netball developed similar as in other Commonwealth nations and is the number one female participation sport in the country. Men’s netball became popular in the North Island and especially in the local Māori (indigenous people) community and amongst recent immigrants from the Pacific Island communities in the 1970s (Tagg, 2014). 
In Samoan and other Polynesian cultures there is a third gender category, the fa’afafine, biological males, who display emphasized femininity according to Tagg (2018). The championships that were organized were initially dominated by teams from the North Island and were described as “teams including outrageously loud drag queens and gays” (Tagg, 2018). When teams from the South Island, more dominated by players of European descent, joined in by the early 1990s non gender conforming individuals started getting excluded and dressing as a man was a requirement for players. As of today, transgender and fa’afafine players are only allowed to play on mixed gender teams. Nowadays men’s netball in New Zealand is on the decline, however mixed gender netball teams are on the rise. 
At a time when transgender and LGBTQ+ rights were not high on the agenda in sports, netball offered an outlet for non-gender conforming individuals to play organized sports in New Zealand due to the unique combination of local culture, race, and the fact that netball is considered a woman’s sport, the same development was not seen in male dominated sports.
Netball’s Future
There is a paradoxical nature to netball (McLachlan, 2016)” that is netball has been successful by reproducing the very gendered boundaries that exclude females from legitimately participating in other sports”. Historically it has allowed women to be athletic at a time when other sports were deemed inappropriate for them. Nowadays, some attitudes by young netball players seem to cement the typical gender socialization that most of us experience as children and adults in our society. 
Where does that leave netball as a sport? Becoming an actual Olympic sport (i.e., Brisbane. Australia 2032) would contribute to more headlines, funding, and more exposure across the world, however for this to happen there need to be men’s netball teams competing and even netball strongholds such as Great Britain and New Zealand currently do not have well established men’s national teams. Is there enough interest and willingness on both sides of the gender gap to make men’s netball more attractive and popular? 
With traditionally male dominated sports becoming more popular with women, there is a decline in the number of women playing the sport in the typical netball countries, but World Netball (formerly International Netball Federation, INF) has seen a growth over the last twenty years with netball being played more in nontraditional netball countries especially in Africa.
Similar to rugby 7s, in 2009 the INF established the Fast5 World Series, a shorter game with only five players that includes the top six ranked teams in the world with the aim to make the game faster, more television friendly and attract greater sponsorship. A Fast5 Allstar Championship was also launched in England in 2017 with all the Netball Superleague teams participating. Whether or not this will lead to bigger popularity and whether netball can benefit from the increasing popularity of women’s sport in general remains to be seen.
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