
GETTING GIRLS ACTIVE

Developing inspiring PE and sport 
through research and innovation



Foreword

OUR COMMITMENT
 
Since its inception in 1994, the Youth Sport Trust has  
worked with schools to find ways of increasing girls’ 
participation in PE and sport.
 
Following extensive research, Nike and the Youth Sport 
Trust established the Nike Girls in Sport programme, which 
equipped PE teachers with the skills and ideas to develop  
girl-friendly PE. The Norwich Union Girls Active initiative  
built on this work, empowering teenage girls to enjoy PE  
and sport by having a stronger student voice and greater 
choice. This produced significant changes in girls’ attitudes  
to participation in PE and after-school sport.

However, despite these successes and excellent practice  
in some schools, insight from the Women’s Sport and Fitness 
Foundation (WSFF) found that while ‘sporty girls’ benefit from 
PE and school sport, ‘less active’ girls still find it unappealing. 
Building on this WSFF report, the Youth Sport Trust established  
a pilot to investigate how to make PE and sport more relevant 
for all girls, to encourage them to participate more and feel  
that being physically active is a positive part of who they are. 

Girls Active is based on well-recognised principles of student 
engagement, such as student voice and leadership, alongside 
innovative approaches to marketing. It recognises that girls’  
needs differ and change as they mature so girls themselves 
are uniquely positioned to ‘sell’ PE and sport to other girls. 
Therefore, Girls Active offers a flexible action-planning 
framework to help teachers and girls work together to  
address their particular issues. 

The Youth Sport Trust is excited by the potential Girls Active has 
to enable every school to make a positive difference to girls’ lives.  

OUR MISSION
 
The Youth Sport Trust is passionate in its belief that 
physical education (PE) and sport enhance young people’s 
confidence and self-esteem, improve their attitudes and 
behaviour and so raise levels of educational achievement,  
as well as helping to make young people fitter and healthier.  

Unfortunately, as girls move into their teenage years, many 
state that PE and sport are not relevant to their lives and stop 
being physically active. The Youth Sport Trust believes that all 
girls should have a positive experience of PE and school sport. 
This contributes to their emotional wellbeing, helps them 
to develop a positive body image, and empowers them to 
engage in physical activity and sport throughout their lives.

Baroness Sue Campbell CBE 
Chair of the Youth Sport Trust

We undertook more 
research to establish 
how to make PE and 
sport relevant to all girls, 
to encourage them to 
participate more and 
feel that being physically 
active is a positive part of 
who they are.



Why getting girls active is important 

The physical health benefits of regular physical activity are well documented: a reduced risk of 
coronary heart disease, some cancers, obesity, hypertension and diabetes. Equally important for 
teenage girls are the benefits to emotional health and wellbeing: overcoming low self-esteem, 
reducing levels of anxiety and decreasing the incidences of teenage pregnancy. Increased 
participation in physical activity can also help to improve educational outcomes and develop  
life skills such as self-management, leadership and team work.

CHALLENGES
 
Engaging girls in physical activity is a challenge.  
The 2010 PE and School Sport Survey of schools in  
England showed an alarming drop in participation  
as girls become teenagers:  

Regular participation in physical activity among children and young 
people provides immediate and long-term benefits for physical and 
psychological wellbeing.  
 
Department of Health (2011)

SOLUTIONS
 
Girls Active builds on this research and experience of previous 
programmes to help teachers make PE and sport more relevant 
to girls. Significantly, it empowers girls — through leadership 
and innovative marketing — to increase participation by 
developing them as positive role models who will ‘sell’ PE  
and school sport to their peers. It recognises girls as the  
source of the solutions.  

15% 68%

The Youth Sport Trust’s research investigated barriers to 11–14 
year old girls’ participation as well as exploring international 
best practice. It was identified that, despite the success of 
previous programmes for girls and some excellent practice  
in schools, two key issues remain:

�� Girls do not see the relevance of PE and sport to their lives.

�� PE and school sport meet the needs of ‘sporty’ girls but are 
often unappealing to less-active girls.

Only 15 per cent of girls aged  
17–18 took part in at least three  
hours of PE and school sport each 
week compared to 68 per cent  
of girls aged 10–11. 

Research also shows that, by age 14, 
just over 10 per cent of girls achieve 
the recommended 60 minutes of 
physical activity per day. 60 minutes



Girls Active — the way forward

PROCESS
 
The process depends on teachers and girls working together to understand the girls’ preferences and motivations for taking part 
in PE and school sport. Having jointly devised an action plan to address these needs, a group of girls — the girls’ leadership and 
marketing (GLAM) group — takes a lead in promoting opportunities to their peers.  

Girls Active draws on the highly effective Mission 2012 review, planning and evaluation framework 
used by UK Sport to generate sporting success at the London Olympic and Paralympic Games.  
Using an adaptation of this framework, Mission Analysis, and a combination of marketing principles 
and youth leadership, it helps schools to review their existing culture and practice and to deliver  
an action plan tailored to their girls’ needs.

Review girls’  
PE and sport

SUPPORT

School’s  
Process

Establish girls’ 
motivations

Develop an action plan 
to address priorities

Deliver  
changes

Form girls’ leadership  
and marketing  
(GLAM) group

Girls’ 
Process

Help to shape 
the action plan

Establish girls’ 
motivations

‘Sell’ PE and  
sport to girls

Develop  
a brand

—  ‘My Preferences’  
 questionnaire
—  Discussion hooks

Girls Active schools are provided with a  
pack of resources for both the teachers  
and the GLAMs. This builds on best practice  
case studies, stimulates discussion through 
still and video images, enhances 
understanding of girls’ participation, 
and considers effective marketing. 
Teachers start by attending a one-day 
workshop where they share challenges,  
successes and ideas with each other. 
Back in school the teachers share the 
process with senior leaders, to ensure 
Girls Active is sustained, and recruit and 
support the GLAMs.  

—  Workshop (1 day)
—  Mission Analysis
—  Inspiration via   
 case studies
—  Peer-coaching

TEACHER
—  ‘Make it Yours’   
 brand toolkit

GLAMsBOTH



IMPACT
 
Girls Active has already made a positive difference to girls 
in the pilot schools. Schools report that it has:

To find out more about Girls Active visit: www.youthsporttrust.org/Girls-Active

It’s all about boosting self-esteem and confidence and making them 
want to go out and enjoy the activities themselves.
 

PE Teacher

With the bleep test, since doing Zumba,  
I have improved quite a bit, like, more 
than a full sub-level.
 

Teenage girl

Lots of times I have woken up and gone, 
‘I don’t want to go to school today. Shall 
I tell my mum that I’m ill?’ Then I have 
thought, ‘No, I have got Zumba’.
 

Teenage girl

Because if you fall over in a normal 
group, the boys laugh and when you  
are in girls’ club they don’t. I am not 
worried about it now. I have got my 
confidence up now.
 

Teenage girl

Improved girls’ attitudes to school generally

Raised girls’ confidence and self-esteem

Improved pupil behaviour

Extended girls’ friendships

Increased levels of participation

Improved girls’ physical literacy

Improved girls’ levels of fitness

Changed how both staff and pupils view  
PE and sport for girls.



Girls’ PE and sport — The Youth Sport Trust Journey

Nike Girls  
in Sport
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1998–2004
— PE teachers from 2,271 secondary schools gained skills and ideas  
 to develop girl-friendly PE for 11–14 year olds

— 83% of teachers perceived improved participation in PE or school sport

Norwich Union  
Girls Active2006–2011

— Empowered 13-16 year old girls from 150 school sport partnerships  
 to enjoy PE and sport through greater choice and student voice  

— Produced significant changes in attitudes to PE and after-school sport

Fit for Girls  
(Youth Sport Trust 

and sportscotland)
2008–present

— 359 Scottish secondary schools implemented action plans to  
 promote physical activity among low-active 11–16 year olds

— Created more opportunities for girls to be active in and out of  
 school, facilitating change in individuals

Girls’ PE and 
Sport Innovation 

Research
2012–2013

— Two-year research project investigated the motivations of 11–14 year old  
 girls; created international best practice in engaging girls and marketing 

— Students and teachers reported improved girls’ participation, physical   
 literacy, attitudes and confidence with more students participating

Girls Active 
Project 2014–onwards

— Training and resources for teachers to review the PE and sport for  
 girls culture and practices in their schools, and empower 11–14 year old  
 girls through leadership and peer-marketing



It’s good to get your point 
across about what sports are 

fun and what aren’t and how it can 
actually affect your con� dence, 
depending on what you do.

 — young female leader participating in Girls Active

25% 56%

Girls who are happy 
with the way their 
body looks more 
than doubled

#GirlsActive

16% 37%

Girls feeling very 
unhappy about the 
way their bodies look 
have reduced by 
more than half

#GirlsActive

38% 71%

The number of girls 
who look forward to 
their PE lessons has 
nearly doubled

#GirlsActive

24% 78%

The percentage of 
girls that felt positive 
about school rose more 
than threefold

#GirlsActive

73% ‘like the way they 
feel’ after physical 
activity compared with 
41% previously

41% 73%

#GirlsActive

The percentage of 
girls who ‘look forward’ 
to extracurricular 
sport has risen

35% 66%

#GirlsActive

Almost two thirds of 
girls say they have an 
improved view of how 
physical activity is an 
important part of their life

62%

#GirlsActive

70%

70% of young female 
leaders felt they were 
able to in� uence their
PE teachers

YOUNG
LEADER

#GirlsActive

90%

90% of young female 
leaders felt they were 
able to in� uence other 
girls’ behaviour

YOUNG
LEADER

#GirlsActive

 — PE teacher involved in Girls Active

It’s all about boosting self 
esteem and con� dence and 

making them want to go out and 
enjoy the activities themselves.

Girls’ PE and sport — The Youth Sport Trust Journey
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