
There has been considerable evidence 
in the literature which shows that the 
majority of children and youth are not 
sufficiently active1,2. Recently, national 

guidelines were published and outlined 
a series of recommendations for activity 
levels for both adults and children. 
According to these guidelines children 
and youth aim to participate in 60 
minutes of moderate-to-vigorous 
physical activity daily3. According to 
findings from the Canadian Health 

Measures Survey, a mere 7% (9% of 
boys and 4% of girls) of children and 
youth actually achieve the above 
recommended levels for activity2.  
The relatively low rate of activity among 
children and youth is particularly alarming 
given the many known benefits of 
regular activity, such as reduced risk 
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of chronic disorders (e.g., obesity, 
cardiovascular disease, Type 2 
diabetes)1. Physical activity has also 
been shown to improve psychosocial 
well-being by improving self-esteem and 
reducing stress. Moreover, participation 
in sports is an important tool which 
can be used to develop important life 
skills among children and youth, for 
example; self-discipline, cooperation, 
leadership and sportsmanship to 
name a few1. Participation in physical 
activity and sport tends to decrease 
with age, particularly among adolescent 
girls who tend to withdraw from 
athletic participation at an earlier age 
compared to boys1. Given the known 
benefits of activity and the low rates  
of physical activity among children 
and youth, particularly among girls, 
there is a need for more information 
about potential barriers and motivators 
for physical activity among this group. 
Recently, a study was conducted which 
explored factors that may influence 
adolescent girls’ participation in  
physical activity and sport,4 and a more 
recent study conducted by Slater and 
Tiggemann looked at gender differences 
in adolescent sport and physical 
activity participation.1

Potential barriers to girls’ participation 
in physical activity and sport
Slater and Tiggemann conducted a 
survey of adolescent students from 
four secondary schools in Adelaide, 
South Australia and found differences in 
factors which impact physical activity 
and sport participation among girls 
and boys.1 Their findings showed that 
overall boys were more likely than 
girls to participate in organized sport, 
whereas, girls in their study were more 
likely than boys to participate in 
classical ballet, other forms of dance 
and fitness activities as well as to 
exercise at a gym.1 They also found 
that the type of activities engaged in at 
the gym differed between the genders, 
for example boys were more likely to 
use weights whereas girls were more 
likely to participate in aerobic classes 
and use cardiovascular machines (e.g. 
bikes, treadmills).1 This is of concern 
considering that girls who exercise at 
a gym showed higher levels of body 
dissatisfaction and disordered eating 
behavior compared to girls who did not 
exercise at a gym perhaps due to the 
nature of the environment. Girls in this 
study reported more teasing experiences 
while participating in physical activity 

and sport compared to boys.1  
Specifically, girls were more likely to 
report being laughed at because of their 
appearance or lack of coordination, 
criticized because of their size or weight, 
and were more likely to feel that others 
were watching them while participating 
in sport.1 Consequently, girls (and boys) 
who reported more experiences of 
teasing while playing sports or physical 
activities had higher levels of body 
dissatisfaction (self-objectification, 
and concerns about body image). 
Among both girls and boys, same sex 
peers were the major source of 
teasing; girls however, were more 
likely than boys to report being teased 
by opposite-sex peers (i.e.: boys).1 

The authors suggest that the higher 
levels of teasing and associated body 
image may influence girls decision to 
continue participation, these suggestions, 
however, may be due to a number of 
reasons, thus longitudinal research  
is warranted. 

Potential motivators of girls’  
participation in physical activity  
and sport
Dudley and colleagues conducted a 
study which looked at factors which 
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affect adolescent girls’ participation in 
school sport.4 Based on their findings, 
the investigators designed and 
implemented an intervention program 
and looked at the impact of the school- 
based physical activity intervention on 
physical activity enjoyment and self- 
perception. According to their findings, 
girls reported the following as ways to 
encourage participation and improve 
enjoyment in physical activity and sport4:

•	Ensure	that	coaches/teaching	staff		
 are trained and knowledgeable  
 about the various sport and activities.
•	Coaches/teaching	staff	provide		
 motivation and participate with  
 students.
•	Focus	on	more	opportunities	for		
 recreational activities rather than  
 competition (although, balanced  
 competition was well received by  
 the girls).
•	Avoid	activities	which	focus	on		
 individual performance (in other words, 
 performing a skill in isolation in front  
 of their peers).
•	Offer	more	activities	outside	school		

 grounds (i.e.: make use of external  
 facilities).
•	 Include	more	activities	which	involve		
 music. 
•	 Involve	students	in	the	decision		
 making process about concerning  
 the selection of activities and duration.
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What have we 
learned?
•	 More boys participate in 

sport compared to girls.
•	 Girls are more likely to 

participate in non-contact 
sports (e.g., netball and 
volleyball), and were more 
likely to exercise at the gym 
compared to boys.

•	 Girls who exercise at a gym 
are more likely than those who 
do not to have higher levels 
of body dissatisfaction and 
disordered eating patterns.

•	 Girls were more likely than 
boys to report being teased 
while participating in sports 
and physical activity. They 
were also more likely to 
report being teased by the 
opposite sex.

•	 Teasing was associated with 
higher levels of poor body 
image and self-objectification 
among both girls and boys. 
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