Routledge

5]
-1 Taylor &Francis Group

Sport, Education and Society

EDUCATION

and SOCIETY

ISSN: 1357-3322 (Print) 1470-1243 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/cses20

A scoping review of students’ changing room
experiences in the context of physical education

Ylva Bjereld, Layal Wiltgren & Robert Thornberg

To cite this article: Ylva Bjereld, Layal Wiltgren & Robert Thornberg (12 Feb 2026): A scoping
review of students’ changing room experiences in the context of physical education, Sport,
Education and Society, DOI: 10.1080/13573322.2026.2629498

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2026.2629498

© 2026 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

ﬁ Published online: 12 Feb 2026.

\]
[:1/ Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 286

A
h View related articles &'

@ View Crossmark data (&

CrossMark

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=cses20


https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/cses20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13573322.2026.2629498
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2026.2629498
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cses20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=cses20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13573322.2026.2629498?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13573322.2026.2629498?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13573322.2026.2629498&domain=pdf&date_stamp=12%20Feb%202026
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13573322.2026.2629498&domain=pdf&date_stamp=12%20Feb%202026
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cses20

g
SPORT, EDUCATION AND SOCIETY g Routledge
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2026.2629498 & W Taylor &Francis Group

8 OPEN ACCESS

A scoping review of students’ changing room experiences in the
context of physical education

Ylva Bjereld ©2, Layal Wiltgren ©® and Robert Thornberg

®Department of Social Work, University of Gothenburg, Géteborg, Sweden; PDepartment of Behavioural Sciences
and Learning, Linkdping University, Linkdping, Sweden

ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

The changing room for physical education (PE) is a distinctive space, Received 11 June 2025
markedly different from all other spaces within a school. While students Accepted 4 February 2026
are required to use the changing room during PE, previous research has

identified it as one of the spaces where students feel unsafe and where Scopi . .

. R P e . . coping review; physical
thg risk of bullying is hlgher_ compargd to other school settings. Degplte education; changing room;
this, students’ experiences in changing rooms have received relatively locker room; bullying; school
little attention in prior research, and the field lacks comprehensive safety
reviews, making it difficult to gain an overview of existing knowledge.

This study presents a scoping review, with the aim to map the current
literature on students’ experiences in changing rooms, summarize key
findings, and identify gaps in the research. This scoping review was
conducted through literature searches in four international databases. A
total of 193 unique publications were identified and screened, of which 25
were included in the final sample. The findings highlight that changing
rooms are not merely functional spaces for changing clothes and
showering; they are deeply embedded within social, emotional, and
cultural dynamics that shape students’ sense of safety, belonging, and
identity, and serve as spaces where students learn about social norms.
While many students navigate these changing processes without
significant difficulty, a notable proportion of students, particularly girls and
gender minority students, face considerable challenges related to privacy,
exposure, and peer interactions. Certain aspects of the changing room
experience have received limited attention in previous research. Notably,
no studies have used quantitative longitudinal designs or mixed-methods
approaches combining qualitative and quantitative data. This absence
limits the ability to identify causal relationships, examine long-term effects,
and validate findings across different data sources. Furthermore, the
existing literature reveals a substantial gap in research focusing on
students under the age of 10 and in examining gender and age differences.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

In many Western countries, physical education (PE) is a mandatory subject in schools, and 15-year-
olds usually participate in one to three PE classes per week (OECD, 2019). The changing room for
physical education is a distinctive space, markedly different from all other spaces within the
school. Previous research has characterized it as a ‘highly charged transitional space’ setting
marked by heightened social and emotional dynamics rather than simply a physical space
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(O'Donovan et al., 2015, p. 57). The changing room is a space of enforced intimacy, where students are
required to undress for PE and, in some schools, shower naked afterwards, often alongside peers with
whom they may feel uncomfortable. Policies on showering vary both between and within countries,
although such expectations are more common in the Nordic region. For the purposes of this article, the
term changing room will be used consistently to refer to the space in which students change clothes
before and after PE lessons. In some secondary school settings in Western countries, such as the Nordic
countries, and UK, this space typically includes facilities for showering and personal hygiene (Green &
Mierzwinski, 2025; Moen et al., 2018). As such, the term changing room is intended to encompass what
is elsewhere referred to as locker room, shower room, or similar designations. This terminological choice
is made for the sake of clarity and consistency throughout the text.

The context of school changing rooms can be elucidated through concept of the heterosexual
matrix, which presupposes a naturalized alignment among sex, gender, and heterosexual desire
(see Butler, 1990). Changing rooms are conventionally organized as binary, sex-segregated spaces
for boys and girls, a structuring rooted in heteronormative cultural norms that categorize and pos-
ition gender identities accordingly (Sdenz-Macana et al., 2024). Within the heterosexual matrix, bio-
logical sex is assumed to determine gender identity, which in turn is presumed to dictate
heterosexual desire. For students who identify as transgender, the internal sense of being male,
female, or another identity diverges from the sex assigned at birth. Individuals whose gender identity
does not confirm to the male-female dichotomy may identify as nonbinary. Transgender and non-
binary individuals are frequently encompassed under the umbrella term ‘gender minorities’ (Murch-
ison et al., 2019). For these students, changing rooms organized by binary gender categories and
regulated through normative gender norms can be sources of anxiety (Davies et al, 2019). An
alternative to binary separation is to provide gender minority students with access to different chan-
ging spaces, rather than mandating the use of conventional boys’ or girls’ facilities (Atherton, 2024).

Over the last decade, the average school class size has remained stable at around 21 students
(OECD, 2025), suggesting that changing rooms may accommodate up to approximately 21 students,
or fewer in non-sex-segregated classes where allocation is determined by sex. However, in countries
such as UK and Sweden, two classes may be timetabled to use the changing room at the same time
(Forsberg et al., 2025; Green & Mierzwinski, 2025), and occasionally up to 60 students uses the chan-
ging rooms (Green & Mierzwinski, 2025). The close physical proximity within changing rooms facili-
tates comparison, surveillance, and self-regulation, as students’ bodies are exposed to the gaze of
others (O’'Donovan et al., 2015). Numerous students characterize changing rooms in negative
terms (O'Donovan et al., 2015; Saur & Ulleberg, 2025), reporting them as among the most unsafe
spaces in school. While close supervision is associated with greater safety in schools, such as
reduced levels of bullying (Francis et al., 2022), supervision in changing rooms is often absent due
to organizational constraints, such as limited staff availability (Forsberg et al., 2025) or policies pro-
hibiting teacher presence (Green & Mierzwinski, 2025). Furthermore, there is a risk that students’
bodies may be photographed and shared via digital devices without consent (Slonje et al., 2013),
and reports of bullying (Vaillancourt et al., 2010), theft, hiding of belongings, threats, and physical
fights are prevalent in these spaces (Saur & Ulleberg, 2025). Changing rooms have been identified
as primary sites of bullying within PE contexts for gender minority students (Kettley-Linsell et al.,
2024). The experiences of bullying in PE or changing rooms can lead students to avoid participation
in PE as a means to circumvent further victimization (Bjereld, 2018; Wei & Graber, 2023).

The present study

Although the changing room is a unique school space that students are regularly required to use,
there is, to our knowledge, no existing review that synthesizes research on students’ perspectives
on school changing rooms. This study presents a scoping review designed to map the existing lit-
erature on students’ experiences in changing rooms, summarize key findings, and identify knowl-
edge gaps. Such insights provide researchers, policymakers, and practitioners with a



SPORT, EDUCATION AND SOCIETY e 3

comprehensive and synthesized understanding of a global phenomenon, thereby supporting
informed decision-making, guiding future research, and enhancing professional practice.

Materials and methods

This scoping review was carried out by literature searches 2025-03-21 in the international databases:
ERIC, Psycinfo, PubMed, and Scopus. Primarily thesaurus terms were used, though these differed
somewhat depending on databases; ‘locker room* OR ‘changing room*" OR ‘dressing room*’ OR
‘shower room* AND ‘physical education’ OR school AND NOT colleg* OR ‘university student* OR
athlet* OR team* OR medic* OR epidem* OR patient* OR microb*

The NOT terms aimed to exclude changing rooms that were used for other purposes than chan-
ging and showering in relation to PE lessons, such as dressing rooms for patients, laboratory work,
and sport activities outside of the PE setting. An additional database search was completed 2025-05-
07, adding the search term ‘change room’, as the screening process of the initial search revealed that
this term was used in a few publications.

Selection criteria

A total of 193 unique publications were identified and reviewed by the first author, using the
program Rayyan QCR (see Figure 1). The criterion for inclusion was that the publication reported

Identification of studies via databases

= Records identified search 1 Records identified search 2
2 (n=220) (n = 40) Duplicate records
5 ERIC (n = 58) ERIC (n =2) removed before screening
o >
= Psycinfo (n = 21) Psycinfo (n = 21) (n=167)
S PubMed (n = 23) PubMed (n = 0)
o Scopus (n = 118) Scopus (n =17)
—
A4
)
Records screened > Records excluded
(n=193) (n=129)
o
f=
=
[
15
O
(%]
Records assessed for eligibility
(n=64) —»| Records excluded: (n = 39)
Foreign language (n = 4)
No original data (n = 14)
Wrong outcome (n = 21)
—
A4

Studies included in review
(n =25)

Figure 1. Source: Page MJ, et al. BMJ 2021;372:n71. doi:10.1136/bmj.n71.
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original research on students’ experiences of the changing and/or shower room in the context of PE
lessons. The review included publications that focused on education at compulsory level (elemen-
tary and junior high school ages 6-15) as well as at high school level (approximately ages 16-18),
while studies involving adult students in higher education or college settings were excluded. Pub-
lications with adult respondents were included if they either: (1) had a retrospective focus on the
time when respondents attended school or (2) reported parents’, teachers’, or other adults’ perspec-
tives on school students’ experiences in the changing room. The initial screening of abstracts and
titles resulted in the inclusion of 64 publications being selected for full eligibility assessment. Of
these, 39 were excluded. The most common reason for exclusion was ‘wrong outcome’, typically
meaning that publications reported results on changing rooms that were not connected to
school PE lesson, or on other aspects such as cleaning routines and schedule planning rather
than students’ experiences. Other reasons for exclusion included the absence of original research,
failure to present findings specific to changing rooms (e.g. results were combined with those for
school restrooms), or publication in a language other than English. The final sample consisted of
25 publications included in the review (listed in Included references in the scoping review).

Procedure

Table 1 presents all included publications, along with information about the author(s), study design
(e.g. interviews, observations, surveys), the country in which the study was conducted, and the focus
of the research. Additionally, the table provides details about the study participants, including their
characteristics (e.g. adults reflecting retrospectively, students, teachers/school staff, parents/foster
parents), as well as the number of participants (n), their age, and gender. Each publication has
been assigned a unique number corresponding to the reference number in Included references in
the scoping review, where the full citation is provided.

Three studies reported participants’ school year (grade) instead of age. For these studies, we con-
verted the school year to the corresponding age based on the educational system of the country in
which each study was conducted (Kehler & Borduas, 2021; Lamb et al., 2016; Weinhardt et al., 2017).
When studies included multiple data sources — such as interviews with both teachers and students -
only the parts of the data collection relevant to the aim of this article are presented (Quarmby et al.,
2019; Weinhardt et al., 2017). For example, Quarmby et al. (2019) interviewed students in care, PE
teachers, foster carers, and residential children’s home staff. However, only the adult participants
reflected on changing rooms; therefore, no descriptive statistics from the student interviews are
included in the findings of this scoping review.

For all included publications, findings regarding students’ experiences of the changing room in
the context of PE were synthesized into a thematic summary across studies. This highlights what
is currently known from previous research, how these topics have been studied, and where knowl-
edge gaps remain.

Results
Characteristics of publications included in the scoping review

Data

The studies reviewed were published between 2007 and 2025 and conducted across multiple
countries, with the majority originating from the Nordic countries (n=9), the United States (n=
6), and the UK (n=6; see Table 1). The publications employed both qualitative and quantitative
methods, with qualitative approaches being the most prevalent used in 19 of the 25 publications.
Among these, nine studies combined interviews and observations, eight relied exclusively on inter-
views (individual, pair, or group), and one was based solely on observations. The observation studies
incorporated a range of methods commonly used in ethnographic research, including field notes,
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informal conversations, photo elicitation, and photo or video recording. Quantitative methods were
employed in six studies, all of which used self-reported, cross-sectional surveys. Despite the diversity
of research designs, no study adopted a mixed-methods approach, integrating both quantitative
and qualitative data.

Participants

The sample sizes across the included studies varied considerably, from small-scale interview studies
(Kettley-Linsell et al., 2022; Lamb et al., 2016) to more extensive research involving interviews with
students, complemented by observations of school classes in different schools (Forsberg et al., 2025;
Frydendal & Thing, 2020). Quantitative publications ranged from small surveys including around 290
respondents (Alexander et al., 2015; Johansen et al., 2024) to large-scale studies involving nearly
30,000 students (Kaufman & Baams, 2022).

Approximately one-quarter of the publications studied entire school populations or classes (see
Table 1). While most studies focused on student participants, sometimes in conjunction with tea-
chers, two studies concentrated exclusively on the perspectives of parents, teachers, and other
staff members. The age of student participants ranged from 5 to 20 years, while some studies
employed a retrospective approach, eliciting reflections from individuals aged 17-69 regarding
their school experiences in changing rooms. The youngest children, aged 5-9, were included in
only one publication (Forsberg et al., 2025), whereas the majority of publications focused on stu-
dents aged 10-18.

Publication focus

Eleven publications primarily focused on the PE changing room. Of these, four were based on studies
explicitly designed to investigate the changing room context (Alexander et al., 2015; Frydendal &
Thing, 2020; Green & Mierzwinski, 2025; O'Donovan & Kirk, 2007). The remaining seven drew on
data from broader research projects with aims beyond the changing room. These included
studies on school bullying (Forsberg et al., 2025), general physical education (Moen et al.,, 2018),
and themes related to masculinity, sexuality, and gender in school or PE settings (Gerdin, 2017;
Herrick & Duncan, 2020; Kehler & Borduas, 2021; Kjaran, 2019; Serlie, 2020).

In addition, ten other publications centered on PE more broadly but included some findings
related to the changing room. Three studies examined bullying or sexual harassment, and one
explored young people’s use of public facilities, including PE changing rooms. Many of the
studies focused on specific sex or sexuality groups, particularly LGBTQ + students (nine studies)
and boys (five studies). Among the retrospective studies, all but one explored the experiences of
LGBTQ + students (Devis-Devis et al., 2018; Herrick & Duncan, 2020; Kettley-Linsell et al., 2022;
Roberts, 2008).

Race, ethnicity and religion-specific focus
Relatively few studies explicitly described sampling strategies or participant characteristics pertain-
ing to race, ethnicity, or migration background (Espelage et al., 2016; Frydendal & Thing, 2020;
Haegele & Maher, 2022; Herrick & Duncan, 2020; Kaufman & Baams, 2022; Thorjussen & Sisjord,
2018; Weinhardt et al., 2017). Only a single study reported on participants’ religious affiliation (Alex-
ander et al., 2015), while two additional studies noted that the participating schools maintained a
religious profile (Gerdin, 2017; Green & Mierzwinski, 2025). Across those studies that provided
detailed sample descriptions, white students represented the predominant demographic group
(Espelage et al., 2016; Haegele & Maher, 2022; Herrick & Duncan, 2020; Weinhardt et al., 2017).
Notably, only three studies directly examined the influence of race, ethnicity, or migration back-
ground on students’ experiences of changing rooms. Of these, one study statistically controlled for
migration background in the analysis (Kaufman & Baams, 2022), while another study reflected on the
implications of the exclusively white-composition of its sample for the interpretations and experi-
ences constructed by students (Haegele & Maher, 2022). The third study, focusing on a multi-
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ethnic Norwegian class, detailed how cultural differences contributed to tensions in the changing
room as students with a non-Western background encountered prevailing Norwegian body
culture (Thorjussen & Sisjord, 2018).

Findings

This section presents four themes derived from the empirical findings. These themes address the
prevailing norms in the changing room context, students’ emotional experiences, their privacy strat-
egies withing this space, and issues of safety and bullying. The thematic overview concludes with
age- and gender-specific findings.

Navigating binary gender norms in the changing room context

Changing room and showering practices are not necessarily the result of deliberate decisions, rather,
they reflect cultural contexts that shape what individuals perceive as natural or appropriate (Fryden-
dal & Thing, 2020). While students are typically separated into different spaces for boys and girls,
changing rooms play a significant role in the management of gendered identities (Gerdin, 2017),
as these spaces reinforce gendered norms, and the binary division of sexes. Gender minority stu-
dents often find themselves at odds with the binary logic and norms that shape these spaces
(Kjaran, 2019). For some, the schools’ changing room also intensified experiences of gender dys-
phoria, in other words, discomfort between one’s assigned sex at birth and gender identity
(Kettley-Linsell et al., 2022). One study described how gender minority students changed in the
room aligned with their gender identity, (usually alone, before others arrived), or were referred to
use changing and shower spaces designated for teachers, or a toilet cubicle with no access to
shower facilities (Serlie, 2020). The toilet alternative was considered the most problematic (Berg &
Kokkonen, 2022; Serlie, 2020) as it visibly marks transgender students as ‘different’ and excludes
them from standard hygiene practices, potentially leading to stigma and feelings of shame or
disgust (Serlie, 2020). In response to these challenges, many LGBTQI + students expressed support
for the introduction of unisex changing rooms or dedicated changing facilities specifically for
gender minority students (Berg & Kokkonen, 2022; Kettley-Linsell et al., 2022). However, they also
raised concerns that these gender-neutral spaces could inadvertently isolate or ‘single out’ transgen-
der and non-binary students (Kettley-Linsell et al., 2022; Weinhardt et al., 2017). Well-intended sup-
portive efforts could, in other words, lead to stigmatization.

Social dynamics and emotional experiences in changing rooms

Changing rooms serve functions that extend beyond the practical purposes of changing clothes and
showering. The peer interactions that take place within these spaces can activate social and
emotional processes that, in turn, influence peer relationships and students’ experiences in PE
(Green & Mierzwinski, 2025). The changing room may also operate as a social community (Fisette,
2011) and as a site for negotiating school rules, where students can contest institutional expec-
tations, such as by wearing makeup or challenging uniform policies (O'Donovan & Kirk, 2007).
Although the majority of students appeared to find the changing room situation acceptable
(Moen et al.,, 2018), experiences and emotions related to the changing process varied both within
and across studies. Some studies reported on students feeling ‘fine’ or ‘okay’ (Fisette, 2011),
where the changing room was perceived as a ‘safe space’ (Gerdin, 2017). Other studies identify chan-
ging rooms as among the most problematic spaces within school (Devis-Devis et al., 2018; Herrick &
Duncan, 2020; Kettley-Linsell et al., 2022). The greater the discomfort students felt regarding their
bodies, the more distressing and uneasy they found these spaces (Devis-Devis et al., 2018). Students
described the changing room experience as ‘awkward’ (Green & Mierzwinski, 2025; Kehler & Borduas,
2021), ‘uncomfortable’ (Frydendal & Thing, 2020; Kehler & Borduas, 2021; Kjaran, 2019; Thorjussen &
Sisjord, 2018), ‘unhappy’ (Lamb et al., 2016), and ‘unsafe’ (Fisette, 2011; Forsberg et al., 2025; Lamb
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et al,, 2016), with frequent reports of embarrassment or fear of bodily exposure (Fisette, 2011; Fors-
berg et al., 2025; Frydendal & Thing, 2020; Green & Mierzwinski, 2025).

Students expressed concerns related to intimacy, particularly regarding nudity and the gaze
directed at their own and others’ bodies (Devis-Devis et al., 2018). Showering was described as par-
ticularly uncomfortable for students with non-Western backgrounds (Thorjussen & Sisjord, 2018) and
gender minority students (Devis-Devis et al.,, 2018), for some students associated with intense
emotional responses such as anxiety, panic attacks, and feelings of dread (Kettley-Linsell et al., 2022).

Privacy and avoidance strategies in the changing room

Changing rooms are often characterized by open-plan layouts (Forsberg et al., 2025). To maintain
privacy, numerous publications reported that students employed avoidance strategies to evade
the gaze of their peers. These strategies included positioning themselves on one side of the chan-
ging room (Asebo & Lovoll, 2023; Forsberg et al., 2025; Green & Mierzwinski, 2025), turning to
face the wall (Kehler & Borduas, 2021), or seeking out more private spaces within the changing
room (Asebo & Lovoll, 2023; Haegele & Maher, 2022; Kettley-Linsell et al., 2022), such as change in
shower cubicles or stalls (Forsberg et al.,, 2025; Haegele & Maher, 2022; Herrick & Duncan, 2020;
Lamb et al., 2016), behind shower walls (Kettley-Linsell et al., 2022), behind curtains held up by a
peer classmate (Fisette, 2011) or in the toilet (Devis-Devis et al., 2018; Forsberg et al., 2025; Green
& Mierzwinski, 2025; Kettley-Linsell et al., 2022). Other strategies included changing as quickly as
possible to leave the room swiftly (Lamb et al., 2016) and minimizing the amount of nudity displayed
as well as observed (Herrick & Duncan, 2020; Kehler & Borduas, 2021). These efforts to protect their
privacy provided students with a sense of power and control over whether others could observe and
judge their bodies (Fisette, 2011).

Privacy strategies in the changing room were not sufficient for all students, and some thus
avoided the changing room and/or shower room entirely (Devis-Devis et al., 2018; Frydendal &
Thing, 2020). This avoidance was accomplished by students arriving at class already dressed in
sportswear (Serlie, 2020), intentionally forgetting their PE kit (Quarmby et al., 2019) or skipping
shower (Devis-Devis et al., 2018; Forsberg et al., 2025; Frydendal & Thing, 2020; Serlie, 2020). Some-
times, the strategies students used to manage their changing room experiences had consequences
for their participation in PE. For example, some students tried to avoid sweating during class to elim-
inate the need to shower afterward (Devis-Devis et al., 2018; Frydendal & Thing, 2020), waited until
they were alone to be the last to change or shower (Asebo & Lovoll, 2023; Devis-Devis et al., 2018;
Herrick & Duncan, 2020; Thorjussen & Sisjord, 2018), or left class early to shower (Asebo & Lovoll,
2023; Kjaran, 2019), thereby missing part of the lesson. Others chose to skip PE entirely to avoid
entering the changing room (Devis-Devis et al., 2018; Haegele & Maher, 2022; Herrick & Duncan,
2020).

Safety, exposure and bullying in changing rooms

Although students employ a variety of privacy strategies, these are not always sufficient to make
them feel safe or unexposed in the changing room. While students typically change with their
own classmates, some schools schedule multiple classes to use changing rooms simultaneously,
thereby increasing the number of students present. This overlap, particularly when compounded
by age differences and disparate stages of physical development, can contribute to feelings of inse-
curity among students (Forsberg et al., 2025). Furthermore, students often experience the changing
room as a loud space (Lamb et al., 2016; Moen et al., 2018), and some autistic students perceive the
noise so overwhelming that they actively seek strategies to avoid it, such as changing in the shower
cubicles (Lamb et al,, 2016).

Supervision, or the lack thereof, emerged as a significant factor in students’ experiences of the
changing room and was highlighted in approximately one-quarter of the publications reviewed
(Forsberg et al., 2025; Gerdin, 2017; Green & Mierzwinski, 2025; Haegele & Maher, 2022; Herrick &
Duncan, 2020; Moen et al., 2018). Although these studies acknowledged the impact of supervision,
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the manner in which it was implemented and its effect on students’ experiences of safety varied
across studies and between boys’ and girls’ changing rooms. An English study reported that male
PE teachers directly supervised boys within changing rooms, a practice that was unanimously wel-
comed by the boys. This supervision was perceived as a precaution to ensure good behavior and to
maintain safety. In contrast, female PE teachers did not remain in the changing room but stayed
within earshot. There appeared to be consensus between female teachers and girls that direct super-
vision in the changing room was unnecessary (Green & Mierzwinski, 2025). In other studies, the lack
of supervision was primarily described in negative terms by students, as it allowed bullying to go
unchecked (Forsberg et al.,, 2025; Haegele & Maher, 2022; Herrick & Duncan, 2020), and students
had no secure place to store their belongings when changing rooms were left without supervision
or functional lockers (Forsberg et al., 2025). Notably, the absence of adult supervision in changing
rooms also yielded unexpected positive effects (Gerdin, 2017; Haegele & Maher, 2022). It facilitated
opportunities to foster a sense of peer connectedness (Haegele & Maher, 2022) and served as a
refuge, offering a break from the pressures experienced in the gym and other formal school
spaces, thereby allowing students to be themselves and converse freely (Gerdin, 2017).

In a Norwegian study, 6.4% of students reported being teased or bullied in the changing room
(Moen et al., 2018), while 15% of students in a US study reported that incidents of sexual harassment
at school occurred in changing rooms (Espelage et al., 2016). When bullying occurred in changing
rooms, it was often related to norms surrounding the body, gender and sexuality.

Appearance based bullying. Changing rooms were recurrently perceived as hostile spaces in which
students’ bodies were exposed and vulnerable (Forsberg et al., 2025; Kettley-Linsell et al., 2022), and
where fear of peer judgment was prevalent (Green & Mierzwinski, 2025). Girls, in particular, described
how the judgmental gaze of peers resulted in degrading evaluations of their bodies (Forsberg et al.,
2025). One factor that influenced students’ experience of safety and exposure was their awareness of
the risk of being photographed while undressed (Frydendal & Thing, 2020), with one in four students
reporting fear that someone might take a photo of them (Moen et al., 2018). Students’ privacy strat-
egies for changing in more secluded spaces or avoiding the shower, were not always successful.
While these strategies could prevent exposure to peers’ gaze, they sometimes resulted in
mocking and shaming (Green & Mierzwinski, 2025) or the spreading of rumors regarding students’
bodies, hygiene, or stages of puberty (Forsberg et al., 2025).

Students’ exposed bodies were at times commented on as deviant or wrong (Forsberg et al.,
2025). During middle or high school, 10% of boys in a US study reported being teased about
their penile appearance, and nearly half (47%) had witnessed someone else being teased (Alexander
et al,, 2015). Students who were targets of negative comments began to perceive their own bodies
through the lens of these judgments, harassments, and ridiculing comments (Kehler & Borduas,
2021). However, Green and Mierzwinski (2025) found no evidence of appearance-based bullying,
possibly due to the constant teacher presence in the changing room in their study.

Homophobic bullying. Changing rooms also played a central role in homophobic bullying (Roberts,
2008), where homophobic and heterosexist remarks contributed to LGBTQ + students feeling unwel-
come in these spaces (Herrick & Duncan, 2020; Kjaran, 2019). This can be exemplified by students
experiences of being laughed at in the boys’ changing room for undressing ‘too girly’ (Kettley-
Linsell et al., 2022), being isolated and excluded after changing in the boys’ changing room due
to being openly gay (Kjaran, 2019) or being accused of being predatory or explicitly told they
could not change with others (Herrick & Duncan, 2020).

Age and gender-specific findings

Most studies targeted one single gender category (boy, girl, gender minority), which did not allow
for comparison of the result across groups. However, approximately one-fourth of the publications
included entire regions, schools or school classes in their samples. A few of these publications
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discussed results separately for boys and girls, and one publication presented results separately for
cisgender and gender minority students (Asebo & Lovoll, 2023; Green & Mierzwinski, 2025; Johansen
et al., 2024; Kaufman & Baams, 2022; Moen et al., 2018).

There appeared to be a subtle gender difference in changing room behavior. Overall, a higher
percentage of girls than boys reported discomfort with the changing room situation (Johansen
et al,, 2024; Moen et al., 2018). Girls provided more detailed accounts of their actions, often discuss-
ing strategies such as hiding, escaping, or avoiding. While some boys mentioned these behaviors,
they generally spoke less about them and focused more on alternative forms of escape, such as
joking around, having fun, and being playful (Asebo & Lovoll, 2023). More girls than boys reported
they dreaded changing into gym clothes in the changing room (Johansen et al.,, 2024), feeling
uncomfortable being naked around others, and feeling they had too little time to change and
shower. While more boys found the changing room noisy, there was no gender difference in
reports of fear that someone might take pictures of them (Moen et al., 2018). Though gender min-
ority students were more likely than cisgender students to be bullied in the changing room
(Kaufman & Baams, 2022), no difference were found between boys and girls in the overall prevalence
of being teased or bullied (Moen et al., 2018).

Only two publications presented the results separately for younger and older students. A Norwe-
gian study demonstrated that changing room experiences varied between primary and secondary
students on certain variables. While a higher percentage of primary students found showering
after PE unproblematic compared to secondary students, they were also more likely to describe
the changing room as noisy and to report fears of someone taking pictures of them. There were
no significant age-group differences regarding discomfort with being naked around others or
reports of insufficient time to change or shower (Moen et al., 2018). An English study presented
both age- and gender-specific findings, describing that while a few younger boys and girls in
each class used private spaces to change (e.g. toilet or shower cubicle), the older boys were
seldom observed seeking alternative changing arrangements. This might be explained by the fact
that the changing room in their school was supervised by a teacher, and students had to request
permission (with some requests being denied) to change in more private spaces. In contrast, for
older girls, changing in toilet cubicles had become a normalized practice and, unlike boys, they
were less likely to face negative or hurtful peer judgment for doing so (Green & Mierzwinski, 2025).

Discussion

This review advances the existing body of knowledge by systematically mapping research on stu-
dents’ experiences within the school changing room environment. Through the synthesis of
studies employing diverse methodological approaches, it illuminates both the scope of current
understanding and the areas that remain insufficiently explored. A key contribution of this review
lies in its focus on students’ own perspectives, as understanding how they navigate, negotiate,
and adapt to these settings is essential for recognizing the diversity of experiences, including
those that may be overlooked or underestimated by teachers and other school staff.

This review shows how school changing rooms constitute a complex and emotionally charged
area with a significant impact on students’ PE experiences. The findings highlight that changing
rooms are not merely functional spaces for changing clothes and showering but also deeply
embedded within social, emotional, and cultural dynamics that influence students’ sense of
safety, belonging, and identity. Changing rooms are spaces where norms are reproduced, through
expectations about appearance, gender conformity, and bodily presentation, which students navi-
gate in different ways, often accompanied by complex emotions. These emotions range from feel-
ings of safety and belonging to discomfort, anxiety, and vulnerability, particularly regarding
bodily exposure and peer judgment. While many students navigate these spaces without significant
difficulty, a considerable number, particularly girls and gender minority students, face privacy-
related challenges that affect their behaviors and actions. Students commonly employ privacy
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strategies to manage their exposure and protect themselves. These affective responses are shaped
by the physical design of the changing room (e.g. lack of privacy, noise, absence of lockers, open
layout), supervision practices, and prevailing social norms. The lack of adequate supervision in chan-
ging rooms can exacerbate risks of bullying and harassment, while, paradoxically, unsupervised
spaces may also promote belongingness for some students. This review elucidates the development
of research in this area to date and provides guidance for future research. Recognizing the complex-
ity of the changing room environment from students’ perspectives represents a crucial first step
toward designing targeted interventions, improving existing practices, and developing research-
based guidelines for schools.

While most students employ some form of privacy strategy, those grounded in avoidance can
have unintended negative consequences. Although changing away from the peers’ gaze may
offer protection and reduce the risk of appearance-based bullying, using separate spaces (e.g.
toilets or shower cubicles) can, in some cases, lead to ridicule or social exclusion - the very outcomes
such strategies aim to prevent. Current research on how students manage discomfort, fear, and peer
victimization in changing rooms contributes meaningfully to the broader body of literature on
coping with bullying (e.g. Parris et al., 2019; Parris et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2024), as it examines
coping strategies from the student perspective within a specific school context.

When students cope through avoidance behaviors — such as leaving lessons early to change, mini-
mizing participation to avoid sweating and showering, or skipping PE entirely — these actions may
provide temporary relief from discomfort or perceived unsafety. However, in the long run, avoidance
can hinder full participation and engagement in PE, potentially impairing performance and lowering
grades. From a broader public health perspective, such patterns may also have long-term impli-
cations for students’ physical activity levels and overall well-being. Overall, the review underscores
the mportance of schools to critically evaluating the design, supervision, and inclusivity of changing
room environments. Interventions should prioritize privacy, safety, and respect for diversity, while
also addressing the underlying cultural norms that shape students’ experiences.

Understanding variation in the changing room experience

The majority of students did not perceive the changing room as problematic. This group is particu-
larly noteworthy, as identifying the factors that contribute to their sense of safety may help inform
supportive conditions for others. Previous research has not clearly identified what enables certain
students to feel safe and comfortable in these settings, highlighting the need for further exploration.
Changing rooms thus warrant focused attention within the broader literature on school safety (Brad-
shaw et al,, 2021; Cohen & Espelage, 2020; Cornell et al., 2020), and studies of school safety should
recognize them as distinct and important spaces of inquiry.

Variations in changing room experiences across age and gender merit further investigation.
Although previous research has reported differences between these groups, the underlying mech-
anisms remain poorly understood. For example, a Norwegian population-based study found that
younger students experienced greater discomfort due to noise and fears of being photographed
in changing rooms. Paradoxically, however, they were more likely than older students to describe
showering as unproblematic (Moen et al., 2018). This finding suggests that age alone does not
account for variations in students’ experiences and raises questions about additional factors that
may contribute to these differences. Similarly, although no gender differences have been found in
the overall prevalence of bullying in changing rooms (Moen et al., 2018), the forms of bullying
may differ. Identifying gender-related differences in bullying experiences remains an important
area for future research.

The present review also reveals that changing rooms can be particularly challenging for LGBTQ +
and minority students, who often face heightened risks of stigmatization, exclusion, and bullying at
school (Myers et al., 2020). While the introduction of unisex or dedicated changing facilities has been
proposed as a solution for LGBTQ + students, such measures may inadvertently reinforce the
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visibility of difference and lead to further isolation. Future research is therefore needed to explore
how students of different ages and in diverse contexts experience unisex changing rooms.
Future research should further examine the intersection of age, gender, and minority groups in
shaping changing room practices and investigate the effects of inclusive policies and spatial
arrangements.

Limitations in previous research study designs

All quantitative survey studies used a cross-sectional or retrospective design. While cross-sectional
data provides valuable results about different aspects of students’ experience of the changing
room at a specific point in time, it cannot be used to determine the direction of causal relationships.
A retrospective approach, on the other hand, can explore causality in terms of how experiences in
the past are linked to outcomes later on. Five publications, based on surveys or interviews, draw on
reflections from individuals aged 17-69 about their school experiences in changing rooms (Alexan-
der et al., 2015; Devis-Devis et al., 2018; Herrick & Duncan, 2020; Kettley-Linsell et al., 2022; Roberts,
2008). However, these retrospective findings should be interpreted within their cultural and histori-
cal context, as the school system, changing room spaces, the use of cell phones, cultural and gender
norms, and related factors have evolved over time. For instance, a 69-year-old participant would
have experienced changing rooms characteristic of their era; in some respects, their experiences
may resemble those of students today, while in others, the context is likely quite different. Short
(2007) highlights historical changes in young men’s behavior in changing rooms, noting a shift
from viewing the body and nudity as natural to perceiving them as aspects that must be concealed
and protected from the gaze and judgments of others. Moreover, previous research indicates that all
types of memory deteriorate over time (Tustin & Hayne, 2019), a factor that should be considered
when interpreting findings based on retrospective data.

Notably, none of the identified studies have employed a quantitative longitudinal design, nor
have any adopted a mixed-methods approach that integrates qualitative and quantitative data.
The absence of such methods limits our ability to establish causal relationships, examine long-
term effects, and validate findings across different types of data. Future research should therefore
prioritize the use of longitudinal and mixed-methods research designs to provide a more compre-
hensive understanding of students’ experiences in changing rooms.

Group interviews, also referred to as focus groups, were used as part of the data collection in
seven studies. Although these studies provided valuable insights from the students’ perspective
on various aspects of the changing room experience, there were some limitations with the
method. Green and Mierzwinski (2025) describe that the group format restricted discussions con-
cerning more sensitive topics such as periods. Asebo and Lovoll (2023) further problematize their
data collection by describing that the interviews may not have felt safe for all students, as they
found signs that some informants were uncomfortable in the situation.

Small sample size and lack of diversity

Research on changing rooms is often embedded within broader investigations of physical education,
bullying, school safety, gender issues, or minority students’ situation at school, rather than serving as
the primary focus of inquiry. The majority of previous research is based on small samples, often
limited to students from one or two schools or confined to a specific geographic area. These limit-
ations constrain the generalizability of the findings to broader populations. In quantitative studies,
small sample sizes limit the ability to detect statistically significant effects and reduce the reliability of
more advanced analyses due to insufficient statistical power. For example, Espelage et al. (2016)
found the number of sexual minority students was too small to analysis as an own category.
However, larger data samples were also limited in their capability to analyze age and gender differ-
ences. A publication based on a nationally population-based sample in the Netherlands stated that
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there may be gender or age differences they were not possible to detect, as the sample of victimized
sexual and gender minority (SGM) adolescents was too small to reliably test for subgroup differences
(Kaufman & Baams, 2022). Across most of the included studies, gender categories such as ‘boys’ and
‘girls’ were used without specifying whether they included cisgender, transgender, or non-binary
students. Consequently, it remains unclear whether references to boys and girls pertain exclusively
to cisgender students or also encompass transgender students. Because the studies differed in the
gender groups they examined and did not disaggregate findings by gender identity, systematic
comparisons across cisgender, transgender, and non-binary students were not possible.

All studies included in the scoping review were conducted in Western countries, most frequently
in the Nordic countries, the United Kingdom, and North America, which limits the generalizability of
the findings, especially to non-Western contexts. The absence of studies from non-Western countries
may be explained by several factors. Changing room and showering practices are culturally
embedded (Frydendal & Thing, 2020), and in many non-Western regions, students may not
change clothes for PE, rendering the issue less salient. In addition, differences in infrastructure, cul-
tural norms regarding modesty, and the organization of PE may mean that Western-style changing
rooms are uncommon or absent. It is also possible that relevant studies exist but were not accessible
due to language or indexing biases, or that research priorities in these contexts emphasize other
dimensions of PE.

Conclusions

While this scoping review identifies previous research on norms, emotional experiences, privacy
strategies, and issues of safety and bullying, it also reveals areas that have received little or no scho-
larly attention. There is a notable lack of research examining how personal background, identity,
school environment, and broader contextual factors influence students’ experiences in changing
rooms. Gaps remain particularly pronounced regarding students under the age of 10 and those
from non-Western backgrounds. Moreover, it is still unclear whether and how variables such as
race, ethnicity, sex, gender, socioeconomic status, and religion — as well as school-based aspects, par-
ticularly the organizational and spatial dimensions identified by Forsberg et al. (2025) - affect
younger and older students differently. To advance understanding of these dynamics, further
research is needed that both captures students’ lived experiences and meaning-making processes
and employs designs that allow generalization across broader populations. Such studies would con-
tribute to a more comprehensive, contextually nuanced understanding of changing room experi-
ences in PE.
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