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Footballers' wives live an unglamorous lifestyle, new research says
  

Isolated, transient, publicly criticised and emotionally tough – the real lifestyle of a footballer’s wife can be far from its glamorous popular image, new research says.

 

Academic Jennifer Bullen, who spoke to partners of professional football players in the Championship and League One, says their lives are very different to the popular image those of celebrity footballers’ wives.  

 

In a study summarised for the British Sociological Association’s annual conference in Cardiff today (Thursday April 16) Ms Bullen says that glamour magazines portrayed the lifestyles of celebrity footballers’ wives’ as “fairy-tale, and something to aspire to”. 

 

But rather than glamorous, the footballers’ partners she spoke to had to be tough, independent and resourceful, she says. 

 

This was because they experienced isolation because they often had to move around the country as their husbands were transferred to different clubs, the study says. 

 

“Usually women have to move away from their family and friends,” the research says. “Whilst the player walks into an instant network and job, the wife is left finding a home, schools for children and possibly a new job, all without a support network.

 

“A number of smaller clubs do not provide facilities where wives can meet – their obligation is to the player only. Wives suddenly become dependent on each other for friendship and exploring the local area.”

 

But it is difficult for wives to be friends if their husbands do not get on, or are rivals for a place in the team. 

 

The wives’ older friendships suffer because they have moved away from the area they grew up in, and also because they are much better off than their friends. 

 

The study quotes one of the seven footballers’ partners who were interviewed, who says: “You’re torn between looking like a stuck up bitch saying ‘I now drive a Range Rover and I’ve got a credit card to go shopping’ and they’re still doing the job that I was doing.”

 

She often wanted to go out with friends but they could not always afford to. In those circumstances she did not know whether to pay for them, “because then you can look like you’re flashing it in their face, or is that helping them because they can’t and doing them a favour?”

 

Some of those interviewed rarely go out at night with their partners because they would be approached by fans or other women, who are sometimes hostile. Some people want to know the wives just so they could get tickets to games.

 

Being a footballer’s partner can also be emotionally difficult – a labour of love – the study says. “Football clubs have few support structures in place and injuries or players being dropped can often be an isolating or depressive experience which the wives, rather than the club, are expected to deal with.” 

 

One wife was asked by a doctor to pass on news to her husband that his knee injury was a serious injury. Another said: “I’m not really privy to the celebrating part, just the miserable part, really – I’m just there to pick him up when he’s down.”

 

The footballers’ partners she spoke were keen to say they did not fit the ‘gold-digging’ stereotype that the media portrayed, and were trying to have their own careers despite the frequent relocations. Two of those she spoke to ran their businesses and two worked full-time. 

 

One wife said about other footballer’s partners: “I’ve never met so many beauticians and hairdressers in my life and there’s nothing wrong with that, but it just seems to be because you need to fit in so much with [the husband’s] career and you need all these jobs that move about easily.”

 

Some wives and girlfriends have had to put their own careers on hold because of the frequent moves. One had to postpone a graduate career after her husband moved clubs seven times in five years. 

 

The study analysed the media’s coverage of the partners – known in the media as Wags (wives and girlfriends) – and found that they were sometimes publicly criticised for what was seen as a lifestyle dependent on their husbands’ income. Typical of this was one newspaper columnist’s article which said that “there is an increasing number of women who believe that far from having their own life and their own job, the notion of being a human leech is to some degree a preferable career.”

 

But Ms Bullen says: “Despite attempting to create their own career and be financially independent these wives are denigrated in certain sections of the press on the basis of their taste and lack of productive work.

 

“Rather than glamorous, the footballer’s wife needs to be flexible and resourceful to cope with the patriarchal and authoritarian nature of football which fails to consider the family life of a footballer.

 

“One of my respondents told me that her sister said to her ‘I see what you’ve got, you’ve got nice things but I wouldn’t want your life’.”

 

Ms Bullen, of the University of Essex, presented a poster at the conference summarising her research for her PhD, which was entitled ‘Wags to riches: the media and representation of footballer’s wives’. 
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