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How school-built factors and organisational dimensions 
contribute to bodily exposure, degrading treatment and bullying 
in school changing rooms
Camilla Forsberg , Paul Horton and Robert Thornberg 

Department of Behavioural Sciences and Learning, Linköping University, Linköping, Sweden

ABSTRACT  
This paper explores how school-built factors and organisational 
dimensions contribute to bodily exposure, degrading treatment and 
bullying in school changing rooms. The findings in this study stem from 
an ethnographic research project exploring the relations between 
school bullying and the institutional context of schooling. The project 
focuses on the perspectives of teachers and pupils from pre-school 
class up to grade eight (i.e. approx. ages 5–15). In this particular study, 
we focus on participant observations and semi-structured interviews 
conducted at three elementary schools and one lower secondary school 
in Sweden.

Analysis of the data was guided by constructivist grounded theory 
(Charmaz, 2014) [Constructing grounded theory (2nd ed.). Sage].

Findings reveal how the changing room was a vulnerable and unsafe 
space associated with an ever-present fear of experiencing bodily 
exposure, degrading treatment, and bullying. Our findings illuminate 
how social-ecological elements such as the physical design of the space 
and organisational factors such as staffing and scheduling can both 
increase and decrease the risk of experiencing bodily exposure, 
degrading treatment, and bullying in the changing room. This 
demonstrates that much more consideration needs to be given to how 
social interactions and experiences within school changing rooms are 
influenced by school-built factors and the ways in which they are 
organised within the different social-ecological systems beyond the 
microsystem setting.
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Introduction

School changing rooms have been identified as bullying hot-spots (Vaillancourt et al., 2010) and 
have recently been reported to be among the least safe spaces in Swedish schools (Friends, 
2021). Similar associations between changing rooms and lack of safety have been found in 
studies from the US (Couturier et al., 2005; Fisette, 2011; Izadi & Hart, 2023), Canada (Atkinson & 
Kehler, 2012), Spain (Devís-Devís et al., 2018), Australia (Storr et al., 2022), the UK (Harris et al., 
2022; Lamb et al., 2016; Niven et al., 2014; Quarmby et al., 2019), Ireland (Neary & McBride, 2021) 
and the Nordic countries (Berg & Kokkonen, 2022; Frydendal & Thing, 2020; Kjaran, 2019). In chan
ging rooms, bodies are on display and this can lead to a sense of bodily exposure (Atkinson & 
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Kehler, 2012; Devís-Devís et al., 2018; Fisette, 2011; Frydendal & Thing, 2020; Quarmby et al., 2019). 
While changing rooms may be perceived as unsafe regardless of gender and sexuality (Herrick & 
Duncan, 2023), changing rooms are nonetheless gendered spaces that uphold and reinforce gen
dered norms that distinguish between bodies (Atkinson & Kehler, 2012; Fisette, 2011) and cause dis
comfort for those not aligned with such norms (Berg & Kokkonen, 2022; Devís-Devís et al., 2018; 
Herrick & Duncan, 2023; Kjaran, 2019; Quarmby et al., 2019). Due to experiences of bullying and dis
comfort in changing rooms, some pupils may adapt their use of those spaces by altering where they 
get changed (Berg & Kokkonen, 2022; Fisette, 2011; Harris et al., 2022; Lamb et al., 2016), becoming 
less active during physical education (PE) lessons to minimise the need for showering (Niven et al., 
2014; Jiménez-Barbero et al., 2020; Quarmby et al., 2019; Storr et al., 2022), or skipping showering 
altogether (Atkinson & Kehler, 2012).

Some studies have emphasised the role of spatiality in identifying unsafe hot-spots such as chan
ging rooms (Borg, 2023; Lamb et al., 2016). Spatial aspects linked to perceived lack of safety in chan
ging rooms include the uncovered and public nature of the setting (Fisette, 2011; Mordal Moen et al., 
2018), the unstructured nature of the space and the activities therein (Mordal Moen et al., 2018), and 
the lack of adult supervision (Atkinson & Kehler, 2012; Mordal Moen et al., 2018). These spatial 
aspects connect to the spatial design of changing areas that are often spatially open and do not 
provide anywhere to store clothes properly (Atkinson & Kehler, 2012; Kjaran, 2019; Lamb et al., 
2016; Niven et al., 2014) and to organisational dimensions related to time pressure, scheduling, 
and lack of adult presence (Atkinson & Kehler, 2012; Borg, 2023; Couturier et al., 2005; Izadi & 
Hart, 2023; Mordal Moen et al., 2018). While spatial design (Berg & Kokkonen, 2022; Frydendal & 
Thing, 2020; Neary & McBride, 2021; Niven et al., 2014) and organisational factors (Borg, 2023; 
Izadi & Hart, 2023) might affect pupils’ experiences of changing rooms, few studies have explored 
the importance of such factors for understanding school bullying and associated processes in 
those spaces (Horton et al., 2020; Francis et al., 2022; Izadi & Hart, 2023).

In Sweden, bullying refers to repeated acts of degrading treatment or harassment where the sub
jected person is at a power disadvantage in relation to the one(s) targeting them (Swedish National 
Agency for Education, 2022). Degrading treatment includes any act that violates a pupil’s dignity 
(e.g. name-calling, physical violence or negative rumour-spreading), while harassment refers to 
degrading treatment connected to discriminatory grounds (e.g. gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation) 
(Swedish Education Act, 2010, p. 800). Both are legislated against, and schools are obligated to deal 
with both one-off and repeated acts of degrading treatment and harassment (Swedish National 
Agency for Education, 2022). It is therefore crucial to pay attention to one-off incidents, as they 
may develop into bullying situations. The aim of this study is to explore how changing room experi
ences of bodily exposure, degrading treatment and bullying are influenced by spatial and organis
ational factors.

A social-ecological perspective

We take a social-ecological perspective and approach school bullying as a social phenomenon that 
emerges from an interplay of social-ecological systems (Espelage et al., 2014; Izadi & Hart, 2023; 
Swearer & Hymel, 2015). A social-ecological perspective allows exploration of how spatial design, 
organisational factors, and external factors (such as dominant gendered norms) influence bullying 
practices in changing rooms (Horton et al., 2020). In exploring the influence of these factors, we 
investigate how bullying and associated processes in changing rooms are influenced by, and 
influence, four interconnected ecological systems (micro, meso, exo and macrosystem) (Bronfen
brenner, 1977).

The microsystem is the immediate interactional context, encompassing ‘the complex of 
relations between the developing person and environment in an immediate setting containing 
that person (e.g. home, school, workplace, etc.)’ (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, p. 514). In this study 
we focus on the relations between pupils and the social and physical environment within 
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school settings. The mesosystem, in turn, refers to the interactions between two or more 
different microsystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), such as the interactions between a pupil’s 
various teachers, to which the pupil is not privy. The exosystem also refers to the interactions 
between microsystems, but includes those where pupils have no direct relation with one or 
more of them, such as decisions made by school leaders or in school staff meetings involving 
staff with no direct relation to those pupils (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Finally, the macrosystem 
affects all the other systems and refers to the societal and cultural context, including cultural/ 
societal values, customs and norms, such as those related to the body, age, gender, and sexuality, 
as well as legal frameworks and regulations, such as those pertaining to school architectural 
design (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Bronfenbrenner (1979, p. 22) pointed to the ‘particular physical and material characteristics’ of the 
microsystem setting and argued that it is not enough to focus on the behaviour of individuals. 
Rather, he argued that it is important to ‘investigate the person and the environment, with 
special attention to the interaction between the two’ (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p. 16). In paying atten
tion to the interaction between individuals and their environment, we utilise the work of Lefebvre 
(1991; see also Frelin & Grannäs, 2014), who referred to three aspects of space: mental space, 
social space, and physical space. In particular, we are interested in how social practices of bodily 
exposure, degrading treatment, and bullying in changing rooms are influenced by (mental) under
standings of those spaces and their particular (physical) characteristics, and how social experiences 
of bodily exposure, degrading treatment and bullying in turn contribute to pupils’ (mental) under
standings of the changing rooms as unsafe spaces.

Methods

The findings in this study stem from an ethnographic research project exploring the relations 
between school bullying and the institutional context of schooling, which received ethical approval 
from the Regional Ethical Review Board (2018/284–31). The project was based on fieldwork con
ducted at three elementary schools and one lower secondary school in Sweden, and included par
ticipant observations of pupils’ daily activities and semi-structured interviews with teachers and 
pupils from pre-school class up to grade eight (i.e. approx. ages 5–15). The first and second 
authors recruited the schools and collected all the data for the study. They introduced the project 
to the school principals, teachers and pupils, and received informed consent from all participants, 
including the pupils’ legal guardians, before starting the fieldwork. Pseudonyms have been used 
for the schools, pupils, and teachers to ensure confidentiality.

A purposeful sampling of schools was conducted, which entailed that schools were recruited in 
different socioeconomic and socio-geographic areas to maximise variation. As the Swedish compul
sory school system is divided into four stages – preschool class (ages 5–6), lower elementary (grades 
1–3), upper elementary (grades 4–6), and lower secondary (grades 7–9) – we selected schools that 
covered the four stages. We refer to them as Hillside, Woodland, Clifton, and Redstone. Hillside is 
a municipal school near a mid-sized city, and had 220 pupils at the time of the fieldwork, divided 
into seven classes with one class per grade from preschool class up to grade six (i.e. ages 5–13). 
Woodland is a municipal school located in a mid-sized city district, which had 350 pupils in 16 
classes from preschool class up to grade six, as well as a preschool. Clifton is a private school on 
the outskirts of a mid-sized city, and had 150 pupils in five mixed-age classes from preschool 
class up to grade six and a preschool. Redstone is a lower secondary municipal school in a mid- 
sized city district, which had 320 pupils in 12 classes from grade seven to grade nine (i.e. ages 
13–15).

To represent all stages of the compulsory education system, we selected classes from preschool 
class, second grade, fifth grade, and eighth grade. The selection of classes within the schools was 
based on a convenient sampling procedure and access was negotiated with principals and class tea
chers. The first author conducted the fieldwork at Hillside and Redstone, and the second author 
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conducted the fieldwork at Woodland and Clifton. The third author was involved in the analysis 
phase. Altogether, we spent approximately 8–10 weeks at each elementary school, including 2–3 
weeks with one preschool class, one second grade class, and one fifth grade class. At the lower sec
ondary school, the first author spent three weeks with one eighth grade class. In total, we conducted 
roughly eight months of fieldwork.

We began the fieldwork at each school by interviewing the pupil health and school safety teams. 
We used these interviews as a starting point for better understanding the school contexts, for 
example in terms of perceived problem areas, and to inform the participant observations. During 
the fieldwork, we interacted with pupils and teachers, but focused our participant observations 
on the daily activities of the pupils and their interactions with their social, spatial, material, and 
organisational environments. The participant observations followed a funnel-like structure, begin
ning with more general observations before zooming in on particular aspects of interest and then 
iteratively repeating this process (Agar, 1996). Our degree of participation in the activities of 
pupils varied according to the situation and was guided by our concern to ensure the integrity of 
the participants. For instance, we chose not to conduct participant observations in the changing 
rooms while the pupils were changing. Rather, we only accompanied the pupils into the changing 
rooms on three occasions when we were asked to do so, but only at the preschool class and second 
grade levels. When doing so, we followed the gendered order of the changing rooms, with a female 
researcher accompanying the girls and a male researcher accompanying the boys. However, at all 
schools we visited the changing rooms to ascertain how many there were and to examine their 
spatial design. We jotted our observations down in field notebooks before typing them up in the 
form of fieldnotes (Emerson et al., 2011).

We conducted the interviews with pupils and teachers towards the end of the fieldwork. These 
were informed by the ongoing participant observations and were used to explore the perspectives 
of pupils and teachers in more detail. We asked all the pupils in the participating classes and their 
teachers to participate, and conducted 13 interviews with 26 teachers and 35 interviews with 139 
pupils. While most of the interviews were group interviews, some of the interviews were conducted 
in pairs or individually depending on availability. The interviews were conducted in assigned rooms 
at the schools to ensure confidentiality and ranged from 20 min to 2 h in duration. The interviews 
were audio-recorded and then transcribed.

Data collection and analysis were not distinct phases of the fieldwork but rather informed our 
ongoing observations and interviews (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). The study was theoretically 
informed (Thornberg, 2012; Wilson & Chaddha, 2009) and the data analysis was guided by construc
tivist grounded theory (CGT) (Charmaz, 2014). In CGT, researchers are viewed as co-constructors of 
the data (Charmaz, 2014) and early and ongoing literature reviews are seen as necessary for adopting 
a theoretical agnostic stance in order to increase sensitivity (Thornberg, 2012). We adopted a social- 
ecological perspective and used Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) concepts as sensitising concepts (Blumer, 
1969) to spark our thinking and provide tentative ideas for our data collection and analysis (Charmaz, 
2014). As Charmaz (2014, p. 31) puts it: ‘Guiding interests, sensitizing concepts, and disciplinary per
spectives often provide us with such points of departure for developing rather than limiting, our 
ideas’ (Charmaz, 2014, p. 31).

Accordingly, we took an open approach, whereby we engaged in theoretically-informed initial, 
focused, and theoretical coding and utilised those sensitising concepts that best fit analytically 
with our understanding of the participants’ main concerns (Forsberg, 2022; Charmaz, 2014). 
During initial coding, for example, we identified changing rooms as potential spaces for bodily 
exposure, degrading treatment and bullying, and thus directed our focused coding on how 
spatial experiences of the changing rooms connected to other aspects such as school design, sche
duling, and teacher presence. During the theoretical coding, we utilised the social-ecological per
spective, and Lefebvre’s (1991) theoretical work on space also earned its way into the analysis in 
terms of fit and relevance.
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Findings

Our findings demonstrate how changing rooms were perceived by both teachers and pupils to be 
hostile spaces where pupils’ bodies and belongings (e.g. clothing, bags and shoes) were exposed. 
This exposure was associated with experiences and fear of degrading treatment and bullying, 
especially that which was directed towards aspects of the body. Our findings also illuminate how 
such experiences and fear were linked to the changing rooms’ spatial designs and organisational 
factors such as staffing and scheduling, and how different social-ecological elements could both 
increase and decrease the risk of experiencing bodily exposure, degrading treatment and bullying. 
We present our findings in three sections. The first section, Spatiality, attends to how the changing 
rooms were used and perceived, and became associated with bodily exposure, degrading treatment, 
and bullying. The later sections, Spatial design and Organisational factors, show how these spatial 
experiences were also connected to the design of the space and organisational factors such as 
staffing and scheduling.

Spatiality

The spatiality of the changing rooms varied at the four schools. At Hillside and Woodland, the PE 
halls and changing rooms were housed in separate buildings. At Clifton and Redstone, they were 
located in the main school building. While the changing rooms at Hillside and Clifton opened directly 
onto the PE halls, the changing rooms at Woodland were connected to the PE hall by a short corridor. 
At Redstone, in contrast, the changing rooms were located in the basement, some distance from the 
PE hall. While Hillside, Clifton, and Woodland had two changing rooms each (one for boys and one 
for girls), Redstone had six, including two for boys, two for girls, and two extra changing rooms to 
allow pupils to separate into smaller self-selected groups.

At all of the schools, the changing rooms were spaces where pupils and teachers were concerned 
about bodily exposure, degrading treatment, and bullying. For instance, Jonas, a teacher at Hillside, 
pointed to the issues of degrading treatment and bullying when he stated after a PE lesson that, 
‘today there was a lot of unnecessary commenting towards a boy in the changing room about his 
shoes, that he could not tie them.’ Ellen and Emilia, two fourth-grade girls at Clifton, described 
how degrading treatment and bullying could take shape in the changing room and how it could 
be linked to bodily exposure and the violation of property: 

Ellen: It’s like you say things, for example, in the changing rooms that someone has, like, ‘Yes you are very 
thin’ and so on. […]

Emilia: Yes, like you might say a lot of mean things, you might hit the person, or you take their stuff and just, 
‘Catch it if you can’ and then perhaps there are more people passing the stuff between them so you 
can’t get your stuff.

Ellen: And then you’re in first grade and … well, maybe fifth graders bully a first grader and take their back
pack and just throw it over them and so on.

Emilia: Yes, it’s something they could do.

Ellen and Emilia’s elaboration illustrates a ‘judging gaze’ (cf., Fisette, 2011; Mordal Moen et al., 2018), 
whereby some pupils’ bodies were exposed and constructed as deviant or wrong through the use of 
degrading comments (‘Yes you are very thin’). It also points to the unequal power relations involved 
in bullying situations, whereby those targeted were outnumbered or younger than those engaging 
in the degrading treatment.

Even though we only accompanied the pupils to the changing rooms on three occasions during 
the fieldwork, similar incidents were encountered. At Hillside, for example, a group of second grade 
girls were talking about the underwear they were wearing when one of the girls commented on 
another girl’s underwear: 

In the changing room with the girls from second grade. They are changing clothes to get ready for the PE lesson. 
In the midst of changing clothes, they start to talk about their underwear. Especially three of the girls are 
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engaged in this talk. Mia says, ‘oh your panties are really nice’ to Sarah. Mia then says to Mandy, ‘yours look really 
big.’ Mandy gets upset and says, ‘no they’re not’, and Mia replies, ‘oh no, yeah, they’re not big’ (Fieldnotes, Hill
side School, January 31st).

This type of judgmental commenting reveals how pupils’ bodies were exposed in various ways in the 
changing room and thus open to the judging gaze of others. Mandy’s reaction to having her panties 
described as ‘really big’ alludes to the risks of receiving negative comments related to the body in the 
changing room, as big panties also suggest a big body, which may be deemed undesirable because 
of dominant macrosystem-level gendered norms connected to slim body ideals (Forsberg, 2017; 
Thornberg, 2018).

Bodies were also commented on in relation to the issue of not showering, revealing how the 
changing room space became closely tied to a certain kind of spatial activity. The following 
fieldnote from Hillside, for example, highlights how the changing room became a space where 
some pupils discussed who did not shower and in doing so positioned their bodies as unclean 
and thus different from the norm: 

In the changing room after PE. Mia asks one of the girls if she has taken a shower. The girl does not reply. When 
leaving the changing room together with Mia and Allie, they talk about the girl. Mia says that she has noticed 
that the girl usually does not shower because she finds the showers to be gross. Allie says that the girl says she is 
going to shower at home but never does (Fieldnotes, Hillside School, February 15th).

Mia and Allie’s comments about the girl not showering highlight that what happens in changing 
rooms may also follow pupils out of the changing rooms and become the subject of rumours and 
gossiping. Highlighting how changing room norms may vary from context to context, however, 
Nils, the PE teacher at Redstone, suggested that not showering was the norm amongst pupils at 
that school, despite them having access to shower cubicles and six different changing rooms. As 
he put it, ‘Most of them do not shower afterwards because they say they are not sweaty, and we 
cannot force them to shower. But perhaps it is not so good that they skip it.’

The spatial elements highlighted in this section draw attention to the importance of microsystem 
factors such as how changing rooms are understood (i.e. as mental spaces) and used during inter
actions (i.e. as social spaces). However, as we will demonstrate in the following section, it is also 
necessary to understand how pupil interactions in, and experiences of, changing rooms relate to 
their spatial design (i.e. as physical spaces) (Lefebvre, 1991).

Spatial design

The spatial design of the changing rooms impacted pupils’ experiences of those spaces, and 
influenced the extent to which they experienced bodily exposure, degrading treatment, and bully
ing. From a social-ecological perspective, the influence of spatial design highlights how social inter
actions in changing rooms may be shaped by macro- and exosystem factors related to architectural 
ideas and the design of those spaces. There were no lockers available in any of the changing rooms 
at the four schools, which meant that pupils could not put their belongings away but rather had to 
hang them on hooks on the walls. This made it possible for other pupils to target their belongings 
and to incorporate them into social interactions in negative ways. Viola, a second-grade girl at 
Clifton, provided an example of this: 

In this school, I haven’t been bullied, but a pretty bad thing has happened. It was a girl, who – it was that one of 
them who left this school – who did it to me. She put a piece of soil in my pants during PE and then she shouted 
to the whole changing room that it was poop when I got it out.

While Viola stated that she had not been bullied, there is no doubt that the situation was degrading 
for her, as she was positioned as someone who ‘pooped’ and thus could not control her own body, 
and that it occurred in an imbalanced power situation involving ‘the whole changing room’. This 
example illustrates how the violation of property may also lead to the violation of bodily dignity.
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At all four schools, the changing rooms had an open design that meant the pupils got changed in 
front of each other. The open design also meant that pupils risked exposure whenever the door to 
the changing room was opened, particularly if they were on one side of the room. For example, a 
group of fifth grade girls at Woodland described how they tried to avoid bodily exposure by posi
tioning themselves on one side of the changing room in case someone opened the door. As 
Hailey explained: 

Hailey: That’s why we, everyone in the class is on the right side of the changing room so that, if you sit on, if 
you get changed on the left side, you’re screwed.

A2: Yeah ok, because then you can see?
Hailey: Yeah, straight in.

In this example, Hailey explained how the girls sought to reduce the risk of exposure by keeping to 
the right of the changing room, as being on the left meant that they would be exposed to anyone 
opening the door and looking ‘straight in’.

The risk of bodily exposure was also influenced by the design of the showers and the extent to 
which they were open to the judging gaze of others. This was exemplified by a group of second 
grade girls at Hillside, where the showers were openly visible from the changing area, who 
pointed to how the construction of shower cubicles might create an increased sense of safety in 
the changing room: 

Bessie: I think it’s scary in the changing room.
Jenny: The shower is like, you might want something that covers you up, so no one can see because we don’t 

want anyone else to see.
Jennie: I wish we had shower cubicles, but we don’t.
Laura: We can raise it at the pupil council meeting and write it up as a question.

These girls pointed to the importance of spatial design and discussed how they wanted the chan
ging room space to be redesigned with shower cubicles so as to provide cover that would 
prevent them from being seen.

Reasons for why pupils would not want to be seen were raised by teachers and pupils who stated 
that pupils sometimes received negative comments about their bodies and that some of the com
ments were related to gendered norms about the body connected to bodily development, muscles, 
puberty, and menstruation (Ames & Yon, 2022; Benshaul-Tolonen et al., 2020; Duncan, 1999). At Red
stone, for example, where the changing rooms had been redesigned to incorporate shower cubicles, 
one of the teachers, Matti, discussed bodily comparison and gendered norms by drawing on the 
experiences of his ten-year-old son: 

I have a ten-year-old at home and he is sad after PE because they compare each other at the age of ten. I think it’s 
terrible. ‘You look like that, and you have such a small one’ so it’s when you’re at this age, so, so it’s hard and then 
when you enter puberty and some girls maybe don’t have breasts but some have and the boys certainly 
compare themselves with muscles and sizes and it is clear that it becomes unsafe in such environments. And 
many may choose not to shower then.

Matti pointed to the ways in which pupils are subjected to the judging gaze of their peers, even at a 
young age, and how bodily differences become more readily apparent during puberty and can lead 
to distinctions being made between ‘normal’ development and perceived bodily deviation. In doing 
so, he also highlighted the role of spatial design and organisational factors by noting that such com
parison ‘becomes unsafe in such environments’.

In a similar way, a group of fifth-grade girls at Woodland talked about the negative gaze of peers 
and how attempts to avoid it might also lead to degrading treatment and bullying related to pub
ertal changes such as menstruation: 

Hailey: I think it’s mostly that people don’t want to get looked at when they get changed and stuff. Most 
people probably don’t want to get looked at.
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Sally: Yeah, because when I was in the third grade, there were some girls, who were popular then, who have 
left now, they used to give me looks when they looked at my body and I didn’t understand anything. 
They used to think I was disgusting, but yeah, I didn’t understand why.

Tyra: But there can also be a bit of a risk of bullying, if you go into the toilet to go to the toilet or get 
changed because, or among the girls because then–, because we are in the fifth grade, then 
rumours can be spread about us having our periods and stuff.

Hailey: Because in our class, the girls in the class are pretty close to each other anyway, so we talk about every
thing in the changing rooms. But it’s just that fact that some don’t want to get changed in front of 
their classmates.

The girls pointed to how the judging gaze of peers was associated with degrading treatment where 
bodies were evaluated as ‘disgusting’ and how attempts to avoid it by getting changed in the toilet 
could backfire and lead to indirect forms of bullying, such as the spreading of rumours about men
struation. The girls thus highlighted a catch-22 situation where they were either directly exposed to 
the judging gaze and comments of peers or subjected to indirect rumour spreading about why they 
did not get changed in front of their peers. In doing so, they illustrated how the spatial design of the 
changing room, with its unlocked doors and open changing area, was implicated in creating a forced 
and unwanted bodily exposure that increased pupils’ sense of insecurity due to the judging gaze and 
comments of peers.

Organisational factors

At both Woodland and Hillside, the safety teams had tried to improve the situation in the changing 
rooms by scheduling staff to be present. As Anja, at Hillside, explained: 

We have often had to place staff, if we can, in the changing rooms because it is a place that we have noticed in 
surveys that bullying happens a lot. And you are a bit exposed when you must undress and shower and clothes 
can be commented on.

As Anja stated, school staff were aware that pupils could feel exposed when getting undressed and 
showering and had made efforts to arrange for staff to be present in the changing rooms when poss
ible. In a similar way, members of the safety team at Woodland talked about how they had tried to 
schedule staff to be in or around the changing rooms but that this tended to be forgotten at the 
organisational exosystem level. As Ingrid stated: 

It’s somehow forgotten all the time. When we’re going to set the schedule for this year, we reminded them to 
‘remember that we need playground monitors out there, but it also has to be staffed in the changing rooms’. We 
only have one PE teacher and it’s a lot to ask of him to supervise all the changing rooms, because he has a very 
full schedule anyway, so we have to help him with that. But it wasn’t done, and it still happens that there are 
pupils in or outside the changing room without anyone being there, even though it is such a vulnerable 
place. So, it will probably come up again in this year’s evaluation.

The shortage of staff in and around the changing rooms can be understood in terms of macro-, exo- 
and mesosystem factors related to educational funding, staffing, and the scheduling of those who 
are available. While we observed several examples where teachers were present to unlock the 
doors to the changing rooms, and sometimes even follow the pupils into the changing rooms, 
there was often only one teacher present, who was only able to follow one group of pupils into 
one of the changing rooms. For example, the PE teacher at Woodland complained that he was 
often left to cope with situations related to the changing rooms on his own because of ‘the very com
pressed’ schedule and subsequent lack of staff available.

While teachers highlighted the importance of having staff present in and around the changing 
rooms, pupils instead pointed to issues of spatial design and scheduling. According to them, organ
isational factors, especially issues of scheduling, contributed to bodily exposure and the risk of 
degrading treatment and bullying because of other classes entering the changing room early. For 
example, a group of fifth grade girls at Woodland described how pupils from other grades 
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showed up too early and ran into the unlocked changing room while they were still getting changed. 
As Bianca elaborated: 

Every time we’ve finished the PE class and the fourth graders start about a quarter of an hour after us, roughly. 
And yesterday we had PE and then they came, and they came 13 min before they started, when we had finished. 
We were, or we hadn’t stopped but we had started to put our clothes on, to get changed. Yeah, and they came in 
when there were 13 min left and then, and we have a code into the building, although they, some know the 
code and some knock on the door. And if someone leaves the building, then everyone else runs in and then 
everyone runs into the changing room and gets changed and so on. And then we tell them, ‘Wait, you 
haven’t started’ and there’s a quarter of an hour left until they start.

In this example, Bianca pointed to organisational factors related to scheduling and how these may 
lead to pupils not only being subjected to the judging gaze and comments of same-aged peers, 
but also younger peers who are not necessarily at the same stage of bodily development. In the 
same interview, Stella expressed that these situations made them uncomfortable because, as 
she put it, ‘some bodies have changed on those of us who are older and maybe they haven’t 
changed on those who are younger’. This situation was further elaborated by Zoe during the 
interview: 

I mean, also with the kids who come in there, I mean, they, some, I think many of them have also changed but 
not as much as our class, because we are a year ahead, and then they come in and are like, ‘What the hell has 
happened to you there? Wow, why do you have hair there?’ ‘Should you have hair under your arms?’ And ‘What 
kind of lump do you have there, like underneath?’, and like, ‘What’s that?’ You’re just like, ‘Get out!’ And even 
some in your own class do it as well. There are some who have experienced others doing it, and just imagine 
what it´s like when someone a year younger does it.

Zoe described how the girls received degrading questions about their pubescent bodies being 
deformed (i.e. with ‘lumps’) and disgusting (i.e. with hair growth) and how such comments were 
made not only by classmates, but also by younger pupils.

Taken together, the girls’ comments highlight how macro-, exo- and mesosystem level organ
isational factors, related to resources, staffing and scheduling, made it possible for younger 
pupils to show up ahead of time and thus for the girls’ bodies to be exposed and subjected 
to judging gazes and comments related to their changing pubescent bodies and associated gen
dered norms (Ames & Yon, 2022; Benshaul-Tolonen et al., 2020; Duncan, 1999). This illustrates 
how the various social-ecological systems can contribute to changing rooms being experienced 
as negative social spaces associated with unwanted bodily exposure, degrading treatment, and 
bullying.

Discussion

Teachers and pupils viewed the school changing rooms as vulnerable and unsafe spaces that were 
associated with the risk of experiencing bodily exposure and being subjected to the judging gazes 
and comments of peers. Reflecting previous findings, some pupils expressed that they had experi
enced degrading treatment and bullying in the changing rooms (cf., Atkinson & Kehler, 2012; 
Devís-Devís et al., 2018; Fisette, 2011; Frydendal & Thing, 2020; Quarmby et al., 2019). While these 
experiences sometimes involved the violation of the pupils’ belongings, they were most commonly 
related to macrosystem-level norms about gender, sexuality, and the body. The connections 
between these experiences and macrosystem-level norms have been highlighted in previous 
studies dealing with girls’ fears of being teased and bullied because of menstruation (Ames & 
Yon, 2022; Benshaul-Tolonen et al., 2020) and boys’ concerns with muscles and size (Atkinson & 
Kehler, 2012). Such degrading experiences cause girls to feel ashamed about their changing 
bodies and their experiences of puberty and menstruation (Ames & Yon, 2022; Benshaul-Tolonen 
et al., 2020; Duncan, 1999) and boys to experience anxiety about participating in PE lessons (Atkinson 
& Kehler, 2012).
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Changing rooms are hot-spots for these kinds of experiences due to the exposed nature of the 
spaces, and in line with other studies, we found that some pupils used avoidance strategies such 
as positioning themselves on one side of the changing room, skipping showering (cf. Frydendal & 
Thing, 2020), and getting changed in the toilet (cf. Harris et al., 2022). However, our findings also 
demonstrate that skipping showering and/or changing in the toilet are potentially risk-laden strat
egies that may lead to negative rumours being spread about that pupil’s body, hygiene, and/or 
puberty/menstruation issues.

Most importantly, our study reveals how bodily exposure, degrading treatment and bullying are 
influenced by spatial design and organisational factors. Spatial design elements such as open chan
ging areas (Atkinson & Kehler, 2012; Kjaran, 2019; Lamb et al., 2016; Niven et al., 2014), unlocked 
doors, lack of shower cubicles, and absence of lockers for safely storing clothes (Kjaran, 2019) 
affected pupils’ experiences of changing rooms as unsafe social spaces (Fram & Dickmann, 2012; 
Frelin & Grannäs, 2014; Lefebvre, 1991). All of the schools in our study had open changing areas 
and unlocked doors, and thus the doors could be opened and the pupils could be exposed and sub
jected to degrading situations. Likewise, at three of the schools, the shower areas were open, and 
pupils expressed that this increased their sense of exposure and insecurity. Some pupils in our 
study suggested that they wanted shower cubicles to provide some cover. While the changing 
rooms at Redstone (the lower secondary school) had been redesigned to incorporate shower cubi
cles, few pupils showered there. This is perhaps because the changing rooms were otherwise still 
open, and bodies and belongings could thus still be exposed and targeted. The absence of 
lockers at all four schools meant that there was nowhere for pupils to safely leave their belongings. 
This meant that belongings could be taken and/or thrown around or, as exemplified by Viola’s 
experience, used in degrading ways.

Our study also illustrates how organisational factors such as scheduling and staffing contribute to 
pupil experiences of changing rooms as unsafe social spaces (Borg, 2023; Izadi & Hart, 2023). Issues of 
scheduling, for example, meant that pupils from other grades were able to enter the changing rooms 
early and subject pupils to their judging gazes and comments, and pupils emphasised that this made 
them feel more exposed and insecure. While pupils pointed to a need for changes in the scheduling 
of different grades’ access to the changing rooms, teachers focused more on the issue of teacher 
presence and expressed that lack of resources meant that they struggled to ensure adequate 
teacher presence and supervision of the changing rooms.

Our findings suggest an urgent need to consider how school design influences bodily exposure, 
degrading treatment, and bullying in school changing rooms. Architectural decisions are influenced 
by (mental) ideas about changing rooms at the macro- and exosystem levels, where pupils are not 
represented. Likewise, organisational decisions regarding resourcing, staffing, and scheduling are 
taken at the macro-, exo- and mesosystem levels, where pupils are not involved. However, as we 
have shown, the physical spatiality of changing rooms, and the ways in which they are designed 
and organised, directly impact pupils’ experiences of them as unsafe mental and social spaces con
nected to bodily exposure, degrading treatment and bullying. More attention should be paid, there
fore, to understanding how negative social interactions and experiences within changing rooms are 
influenced by school-built factors and the ways in which they are organised. This entails looking 
beyond the microsystem to also consider the influence of decisions taken at the other social-ecologi
cal system-levels.

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding
This work was supported by this work was supported by Vetenskapsrådet [grant number: 2017-03604].

10 C. FORSBERG ET AL.



ORCID
Camilla Forsberg http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0715-9703
Paul Horton http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0680-0039
Robert Thornberg http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9233-3862

References
Agar, M. H. (1996). The professional stranger – An informal introduction to ethnography (2nd ed.). Academic Press.
Ames, P., & Yon, C. (2022). Experiences of menstruation and schooling among female adolescents in Peru: Contributions 

from an ecological and gender perspective. Cogent Education, 9(1), Article 2132060. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
2331186X.2022.2132060

Atkinson, M., & Kehler, M. (2012). Boys, bullying and biopedagogies in physical education. Thymos: Journal of Boyhood 
Studies, 6(2), 166–185. https://doi.org/10.3149/thy.0602.166

Benshaul-Tolonen, A., Aguilar-Gomez, S., Heller Batzer, N., Cai, R., & Nyanza, E. C. (2020). Period teasing, stigma and 
knowledge: A survey of adolescent boys and girls in Northern Tanzania. PLoS One, 15(10), Article e0239914. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0239914

Berg, P., & Kokkonen, M. (2022). Heteronormativity meets queering in physical education: The views of PE teachers and 
LGBTIQ+ students. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 27(4), 368–381. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2021. 
1891213

Blumer, H. (1969). Symbolic interactionism: Perspective and method. Prentice Hall.
Borg, A. L. (2023). ‘This place does not feel safe’: Safe and unsafe spaces in Swedish school-age educare. Children’s 

Geographies, https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2023.2175315
Bronfenbrenner, U. (1977). Toward an experimental ecology of human development. American Psychologist, 32(7), 513– 

531. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.32.7.513
Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development. Harvard.
Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing grounded theory (2nd ed.). Sage.
Couturier, L. E., Chepko, S., & Coughlin, M. A. (2005). Student voices-what middle and high school students have to say 

about physical education. Physical Educator, 62(4), 170–177.
Devís-Devís, J., Pereira-García, S., López-Cañada, E., Pérez-Samaniego, V., & Fuentes-Miguel, J. (2018). Looking back into 

trans persons’ experiences in heteronormative secondary physical education contexts. Physical Education and Sport 
Pedagogy, 23(1), 103–116. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2017.1341477

Duncan, N. (1999). Sexual bullying: Gender conflict and pupil culture in secondary schools. Routledge.
Emerson, R. M., Fretz, R. I., & Shaw, L. L. (2011). Writing ethnographic fieldnotes (2nd ed.). University of Chicago Press.
Espelage, D. L., Polanin, J. R., & Low, S. K. (2014). Teacher and staff perceptions of school environment as predictors of 

student aggression, victimization, and willingness to intervene in bullying situations. School Psychology Quarterly, 29 
(3), 287–305. https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000072

Fisette, J. L. (2011). Exploring how girls navigate their embodied identities in physical education. Physical Education & 
Sport Pedagogy, 16(2), 179–196. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2010.535199

Forsberg, C. (2017). Bullying and negotiated identities: Perspectives of 7th and 8th grade girls. Children & Society, 31(5), 
414–426. https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12212

Forsberg, C. (2022). The importance of being attentive to social processes in school bullying research: Adopting a con
structivist grounded theory approach. International Journal of Bullying Prevention, 4(3), 180–189. https://doi.org/10. 
1007/s42380-022-00132-y

Fram, S. M., & Dickmann, E. M. (2012). How the school built environment exacerbates bullying and peer harassment. 
Children, Youth and Environments, 22(1), 227–249. https://doi.org/10.1353/cye.2012.0027

Francis, J., Strobel, N., Trapp, G., Pearce, N., Vaz, S., Christian, H., Runions, K., Martin, K., & Cross, D. (2022). How does the 
school built environment impact students’ bullying behaviour? A scoping review. Social Science & Medicine, 314. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2022.115451

Frelin, A., & Grannäs, J. (2014). Studying relational spaces in secondary school: Applying a spatial framework for the 
study of borderlands and relational work in school improvement processes. Improving Schools, 17(2), 135–147. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1365480214534540

Friends. (2021). Friendsrapporten 2021. [The Friends Report 2021]. Friends.
Frydendal, S., & Thing, L. F. (2020). A shameful affair? A figurational study of the change room and showering culture 

connected to physical education in Danish upper secondary schools. Sport, Education and Society, 25(2), 161–172. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2018.1564654

Hammersley, M., & Atkinson, P. (2019). Ethnography: Principles in practice (4th ed.). Routledge.
Harris, R., Wilson-Daily, A. E., & Fuller, G. (2022). ‘I just want to feel like I’m part of everyone else’: How schools uninten

tionally contribute to the isolation of students who identify as LGBT+. Cambridge Journal of Education, 52(2), 155– 
173. https://doi.org/10.1080/0305764X.2021.1965091

SPORT, EDUCATION AND SOCIETY 11

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0715-9703
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0680-0039
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9233-3862
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2022.2132060
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2022.2132060
https://doi.org/10.3149/thy.0602.166
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0239914
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2021.1891213
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2021.1891213
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2023.2175315
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.32.7.513
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2017.1341477
https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000072
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2010.535199
https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12212
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42380-022-00132-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42380-022-00132-y
https://doi.org/10.1353/cye.2012.0027
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2022.115451
https://doi.org/10.1177/1365480214534540
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2018.1564654
https://doi.org/10.1080/0305764X.2021.1965091


Herrick, S. S., & Duncan, L. R. (2023). A systematic scoping review of physical education experiences from the perspective 
of LGBTQ+ students. Sport, Education and Society, 28(9), 1099–1117. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2022.2071253

Horton, P., Forsberg, C., & Thornberg, R. (2020). It’s hard to be everywhere": Teachers’ perspectives on spatiality, school 
design and school bullying. The International Journal of Emotional Education, 12(2), 41–55.

Izadi, M., & Hart, R. (2023). The influence of the physical environment on social behavior, school climate, and bullying in 
schools. Children’s Geographies. Advance Online Publication, https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2023.2232751

Jiménez-Barbero, J. A., Jiménez-Loaisa, A., Gonzalez-Cutre, D., Beltran-Carrillo, V. J., Llor-Zaragoza, L., & Ruiz-Hernández, 
J. A. (2020). Physical education and school bullying: A systematic review. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 25 
(1), 79–100. https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2019.1688775

Kjaran, J. I. (2019). Gender-segregated spaces in Icelandic high schools: Resistance, power and subjectification. Gender 
and Education, 31(8), 1020–1039. https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2017.1401046

Lamb, P., Firbank, D., & Aldous, D. (2016). Capturing the world of physical education through the eyes of children with 
autism spectrum disorders. Sport, Education and Society, 21(5), 698–722. https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2014. 
941794

Lefebvre, H. (1991). The production of space. Blackwell.
Moen, K. M., Westlie, K., & Skille, EÅ. (2018). The changing room in physical education as cross roads between fields and 

curricula: The experiences of Norwegian students. SAGE Open, 8(4), 215824401881892–11. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
2158244018818926

Neary, A., & McBride, R. S. (2021). Beyond inclusion: Trans and gender diverse young people’s experiences of PE and 
school sport. Sport, Education and Society, https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2021.2017272

Niven, A., Henretty, J., & Fawkner, S. (2014). ‘It’s too crowded’. European Physical Education Review, 20(3), 335–348. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X14524863

Quarmby, T., Sandford, R., & Elliot, E. (2019). ‘I actually used to like PE, but not now’: Understanding care-experienced 
young people’s (dis)engagement with physical education. Sport, Education and Society, 24(7), 714–726. https://doi. 
org/10.1080/13573322.2018.1456418

Storr, R., Nicholas, L., Robinson, K., & Davies, C. (2022). ‘Game to play?’: Barriers and facilitators to sexuality and gender 
diverse young people’s participation in sport and physical activity. Sport, Education and Society, 27(5), 604–617. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2021.1897561

Swearer, S. M., & Hymel, S. (2015). Understanding the psychology of bullying: Moving toward a social-ecological dia
thesis–stress model. American Psychologist, 70(4), 344–353. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038929

Swedish Education Act. (2010). https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/ 
skollag-2010800_sfs-2010-800.

Swedish National Agency for Education. (2022). Skapa trygghet för lärande: Om skolans arbete mot mobbning, trakasser
ier och kränkande behandling [Creating safety for learning: On school’s work against bullying, harassment and degrad
ing treatment]. Skolverket. https://www.skolverket.se/publikationsserier/forskning-for-skolan/2022/skapa-trygghet- 
for-larande—om-skolans-arbete-mot-mobbning-trakasserier-och-krankande-behandling.

Thornberg, R. (2012). Informed grounded theory. Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, 56(3), 243–259. https:// 
doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2011.581686

Thornberg, R. (2018). School bullying and fitting into the peer landscape: A grounded theory field study. British Journal 
of Sociology of Education, 39(1), 144–158. https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2017.1330680

Vaillancourt, T., Brittain, H., Bennett, L., Arnocky, S., McDougall, P., Hymel, S., Short, K., Sunderani, S., Scott, C., Mackenzie, 
M., & Cunningham, L. (2010). Places to avoid: Population-based study of student reports of unsafe and high bullying 
areas at school. Canadian Journal of School Psychology, 25(1), 40–54. https://doi.org/10.1177/0829573509358686

Wilson, J. W., & Chaddha, A. (2009). The role of theory in ethnographic research. Ethnography, 10(4), 549–564. https://doi. 
org/10.1177/1466138109347009

12 C. FORSBERG ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2022.2071253
https://doi.org/10.1080/14733285.2023.2232751
https://doi.org/10.1080/17408989.2019.1688775
https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2017.1401046
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2014.941794
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2014.941794
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244018818926
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244018818926
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2021.2017272
https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336X14524863
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2018.1456418
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2018.1456418
https://doi.org/10.1080/13573322.2021.1897561
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0038929
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/skollag-2010800_sfs-2010-800
https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/skollag-2010800_sfs-2010-800
https://www.skolverket.se/publikationsserier/forskning-for-skolan/2022/skapa-trygghet-for-larande%E2%80%94om-skolans-arbete-mot-mobbning-trakasserier-och-krankande-behandling
https://www.skolverket.se/publikationsserier/forskning-for-skolan/2022/skapa-trygghet-for-larande%E2%80%94om-skolans-arbete-mot-mobbning-trakasserier-och-krankande-behandling
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2011.581686
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2011.581686
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2017.1330680
https://doi.org/10.1177/0829573509358686
https://doi.org/10.1177/1466138109347009
https://doi.org/10.1177/1466138109347009

	Abstract
	Introduction
	A social-ecological perspective
	Methods
	Findings
	Spatiality
	Spatial design
	Organisational factors

	Discussion
	Disclosure statement
	ORCID
	References

