
Getting and Keeping K-12 Girls in 
Sports and Physical Activity

Evidence-Based Best Practices and Keys 

Over a six-month period, a research team from the Departments of Kinesiology at Cal State East Bay and Saint Mary’s College 
of California, with support from the Positive Coaching Alliance Gender Equity Initiative, examined best practices and 
breakthroughs for getting girls* into the game and advancing gender equity in youth sports programming. The team, all of 
whom are lifelong athletes and coaches dedicated to advancing gender equity in sports, convened to review over 150 research 
studies and reports to highlight what works for helping girls engage in K-12 athletics. These top 10 evidence-based tips 
summarize the findings to empower youth sports coaches, families, school staff, community leaders, and all stakeholders to 
level the playing field for girls and women in sports.

Recommendations

Promote Girl-Only and/or Girl-Centered Programming

Having girl-only and/or girl-centered programming1 2 3 is a key part of many effective programs, oftentimes relating to   
culturally and gender-responsive programming as a whole.4 5 Rethinking a co-ed model as the primary way to include  
girls in sports is needed due to many girls’ challenging experiences sharing sport spaces with boys and the lack of   
interpersonal safety that girls report in this environment.7 8 9 10 Girl-only and/or girl-centered programs help.

Ask Girls What They Want

When asked what they want in sports, most kids (including girls) say fun and an opportunity to try their best.11  
Specifically, provide opportunities for girls to voice their opinion in program design and delivery of athletic/physical   
activity.12 13 14 15 Share approachable methods of open communication and record feedback to facilitate the desired goals of  
participants. Maintaining relevant, culturally-appropriate material that responds to the girls’ perceptions of program   
success will result in a more enjoyable, fun experience and will help lessen disengagement.16 17  

Develop Skills Then Introduce Healthy Competition

Developmentally appropriate and cooperative skill development in fun, low-pressure environments give girls the   
opportunity to build confidence for future organized sport. This can help foster an interest in competition and enhanced  
enjoyment of physical activity if not already present.18 19 20 21 22 A mixture of non-competitive and competitive programming23  
meets the needs of more girls and can be a key retention strategy for girls who opt-out of competitive sports while   
simultaneously engaging other girls through healthy competition.24 25

Emphasize Social Support From Family and Friends

Peer and family support, especially from mothers, increases girls’ feelings of competence, enjoyment of activities, and  
persistence with sports.26 27 28 Families also serve as role models through both direct involvement (e.g., enrolling girls in 
leagues, buying equipment, coaching) and indirect involvement (e.g., spectatorship, fandom, and role modeling   
participation).29 Conversely, teasing and taunting by coaches and non-sport playing peers, particularly related to   
insecurities around physical appearance, “attractiveness” to peers, and loss of “femininity,” were cited as strong   
concerns among girls who left sport.30 31 Social support is key. 
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Support Women Coaches

Recruiting, training, retaining, and mentoring women coaches positively impacts girls’ experiences in sport and   
retention in sport.32 33 For African American and Latinx girls, it is additionally impactful to have coaches with racial and  
ethnic identities that connect with the girls they serve.34 Women coaches importantly provide girls with similar-identity  
role models, helping girls of all intersecting identities to grow their confidence, be inspired, share their experiences, and  
feel seen and supported.35 36 Women coaches are highly effective for any and all kids.37

Train All Coaches How to Coach Girls

Require or support coaching education for all coaches that includes information related to recognizing and eliminating 
gender inequity, sexism, stereotypes, gender bias, and racism.38 Coaches directly influence the experiences of 
participants,39 play a critical role in supporting girls’ engagement with and enjoyment of sport,40 and can significantly impact 
girls’ initial receptivity to try activities.41 Negative experiences with coaches are more likely to cause girls to drop out of 
sports than boys.42 Invest time and resources into coaching education as a strategic way to improve the experience of girl 
participants.

Make Uniforms More Accessible

Provide functional, practical, culturally-aware,43 and comfortable uniforms. Uniforms can have a negative impact on girls’  
participation due to cost44 as well as issues related to body concerns, size, and fit,45 46 especially as girls progress through  
adolescence. Well-fitting, girl-oriented uniforms facilitate girls’ play.

Design Culturally-Responsive Programs

Provide translated materials through multiple communication channels,47 create low-cost opportunities,48 and build   
connections with families in order to effectively recruit and retain girls from underserved communities.49 50     
Socio-economics, ethnicity, immigrant status, and language were found to be major factors to consider with    
girl-centered programming.51 

Create Accessible Opportunities

Program factors such as transportation and facility safety, as well as cost in general,52 should be addressed to meet the 
needs of participants. Scheduling consistent practices and games at desirable times optimizes the availability of safe 
transportation53 therefore increasing the likelihood of participation. Access to facilities with supervision and proper lighting 
establishes an environment for girls (and their caregivers) to feel comfortable and safe while playing.54

Add Intentional Girl-Centered Policies and Procedures

Solidify girl-centered practices through clearly articulated policies and procedures aimed at increasing and retaining   
girls’ participation in sport.55 56 Monitor and evaluate policies on a regular basis in order to assess whether girls’ needs are 
being met. Title IX and applicable state laws should also be monitored and evaluated when relevant.57 These efforts are  
especially important in mixed-gender environments.  

Based on our literature review and parameters imposed, the following stood out as gaps in research around best
practices related to girls’ participation in sports, for further exploration and study among other topics: 

⁍ What roles do recess and P.E. play in introducing and reinforcing physical activity and sport for girls and what best   
   practices can be leveraged to encourage girls’ participation?
⁍ What additional, specific gaps in access and equity do girls and women of color, especially in low-income communities,  
   face in sports and how can gaps be addressed and removed? 
⁍ How can boys, men, and others (family members, peers, and/or colleagues) positively impact girls’ and women’s   
   experiences participating in physical activity, sport, and coaching? 
⁍ What role does women’s sport spectatorship play (e.g., viewing and attending women’s school, college, and professional  
   sporting events) in driving girls’ interest in participation?

    *Girls, women, and people referenced of any gender herein are broadly defined and we support full equity and inclusion along 
the spectrum of gender identity.  

2



Endnotes

1 LaVoi, N. M. (2018). Developing physically active girls: An evidence-based multidisciplinary approach. Tucker Center for Research on Girls & Women in 
Sport. z.umn.edu/tcrr-r3
2 Kyles, C., & Lounsbery, M. (2004). Project Destiny: Initiating physical activity for nonathletic girls through sport. Journal of Physical Education, Recreation 
& Dance, 75(1), 37-41.
3 Women’s Sports Foundation. (2016). Go Girl Go! Educational program leaders’ guide for preteen girls. Appendix F: Tips to get girls active. 
http://www.womenssportsfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/tipsgetgirl.pdf
4 Portillo, A., & Cerpas-Bernal, N. (2014). Together we are stronger: A landscape study of girl-serving organizations. Alliance for Girls. 
https://www.alliance4girls.org/a4g-research-reports/research-on-the-girls-service-sector/
5 LaVoi, N. M. (2018).
6 Hull, R., Zaidell, L., Mileva, K., & de Oliveira, R. F. (2021). This Girl Can, can’t she? Perspectives from physical activity providers and participants on what 
factors influence participation. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 57, 102043. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.102043
7 James, K. (2000). “You can feel them looking at you”: The experiences of adolescent girls at swimming pools. Journal of Leisure Research, 32(2), 
262-280. https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2000.11949917
8 James, K., & Embrey, L. (2001). “Anyone could be lurking around!”: Constraints on adolescent girls’ recreational activities after dark. World Leisure 
Journal, 43(4), 44-52. https://doi.org/10.1080/04419057.2001.9674248
9 Kyles, C., & Lounsbery, M. (2004). 
10 LaVoi, N. M. (2018). 
11 Farrey, T. (2015). Sport for all, play for life: A playbook to get every kid in the game. The Aspen Institute.
https://www.aspenprojectplay.org/youth-sports/playbook
12 Farrey, T. (2015).
13 Hull, R., Zaidell, L., Mileva, K., & de Oliveira, R. F. (2021). 
14 Kientzler, A. L. (1999). Fifth- and seventh-grade girls’ decisions about participation in physical activity. Elementary School Journal, 99(5), 391-414. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/461932
15 LaVoi, N. M. (2018). 
16 Portillo, A., & Cerpas-Bernal, N. (2014). 
17 Powers, S. R., Hirsch, H., Zarrett, N., & Ng, A. (2020). Communities at the forefront: Elevating girls’ sports through local programs. Women’s Sports 
Foundation. https://www.womenssportsfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Communities-at-the-Forefront-FINAL.pdf
18 Farrey, T. (2015). 
19 Zimmer, J. (2009). Getting girls in the game! Physical & Health Education Journal, 74(4), 30-31.
20 Kyles, C., & Lounsbery, M. (2004). 
21 Powers, S. R., Hirsch, H., Zarrett, N., & Ng, A. (2020). 
22 Wright, E. M., Griffes, K. R., & Gould, D. R. (2017). A qualitative examination of adolescent girls’ sport participation in a low-income, urban environment. 
Women in Sport & Physical Activity Journal, 25(2), 77-88. https://doi.org/10.1123/pes.2019-0252
23 Zarrett, N., Cooky, C., & Veliz, P. T. (2019). Coaching through a gender lens: Maximizing girls’ play and potential. Women’s Sports Foundation. 
https://www.womenssportsfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/coaching-through-a-gender-lens-report-web.pdf 
24 Christiana, R. W., West, S. T., & Davis, M. (2017). The role of competition in leisure-time physical activity among middle school youth: Implications for 
park and recreation professionals. Journal of Park & Recreation Administration,
35(3), 65-80. https://doi.org/10.18666/JPRA-2017-V35-I3-7418
25 Eime, R., Harvey, J., & Charity, M. (2018). Girls’ transition from participation in a modified sport program to club sport competition - A study of 
longitudinal patterns and correlates. BMC Public Health, 18(1), 1-7.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-5609-0
26 Scheerder, J., Taks, M., & Lagae, W. (2007). Teenage girls’ participation in sports: An intergenerational analysis of socio-cultural predictor variables. 
European Journal for Sport and Society, 4(2), 133-150. https://doi.org/10.1080/16138171.2007.11687800
27 Atkins, M. R., Johnson, D. M., Force, E. C., & Petrie, T. A. (2013). “Do I still want to play?” Parents’ and peers’ influences on girls’ continuation in sport. 
Journal of Sport Behavior, 36(4), 329-345.
28 Craike, M. J., Symons, C., & Zimmermann, J. A. M. (2009). Why do young women drop out of sport and physical activity? A social ecological approach. 
Annals of Leisure Research, 12(2), 148-172. https://doi.org/10.1080/11745398.2009.9686816
29 Zarrett, N., Veliz, P., & Sabo, D. (2020). Keeping girls in the game: Factors that influence sports participation. Women’s Sports Foundation. 
https://www.womenssportsfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Keeping-Girls-in-the-Game-FINAL-web.pdf
30 Zarrett, N., Veliz, P., & Sabo, D. (2020). 
31 Craike, M. J., Symons, C., & Zimmermann, J. A. M. (2009). 
32 Kraft, E., Culver, D. M., Din, C., & Cayer, I. (2021). Increasing gender equity in sport organizations: Assessing the impacts of a social learning initiative. 
Sport in Society. https://doi.org/10.1080/17430437.2021.1904900
33 LaVoi, N. M. (2018). 
34 Powers, S. R., Hirsch, H., Zarrett, N., & Ng, A. (2020).
35 Hull, R., Zaidell, L., Mileva, K., & de Oliveira, R. F. (2021). 
36 Kraft, E., Culver, D. M., Din, C., & Cayer, I. (2021). 

3



37 Zarrett, N., Cooky, C., & Veliz, P. T. (2019).
38 Larsen, L. K., Fisher, L. A., & Moret, L. (2019). The coach’s journal: Experiences of Black female assistant coaches in NCAA Division I women’s 
basketball. Qualitative Report, 24(3), 632-658. https://doi.org/10.46743/2160-3715/2019.3742
39 Farrey, T. (2015). 
40 Zarrett, N., Cooky, C., & Veliz, P. T. (2019). 
41 Kyles, C., & Lounsbery, M. (2004). 
42 Zarrett, N., Cooky, C., & Veliz, P. T. (2019). 
43 Erickson, K. J. (2017). Understanding Minnesota Muslim girls’ experiences with current sports uniforms and their preferences for the design of culturally 
sensitive sports uniforms (Publication No. 10623329) [Master‘s thesis, University of Minnesota]. ProQuest Dissertations Publishing.
44 Powers, S. R., Hirsch, H., Zarrett, N., & Ng, A. (2020). 
45 Lauer, E. E., Zakrajsek, R. A., Fisher, L. A., Bejar, M. P., McCowan, T., Martin, S. B., & Vosloo, J. (2018). NCAA DII female student-athletes’ perceptions of 
their sport uniforms and body image. Journal of Sport Behavior, 41(1), 40-63.
46 Steinfeldt, J. A., Zakrajsek, R. A., Bodey, K. J., Middendorf, K. G., & Martin, S. B. (2013). Role of uniforms in the body image of female college volleyball 
players. The Counseling Psychologist, 41(5), 791-819. https://doi.org/10.1177/0011000012457218
47 LaVoi, N. M. (2018). 
48 McGovern, J. (2021). Are Latinx youth getting in the game? The effects of gender, class, ethnicity, and language on Latinx youth sport participation. 
Latino Studies, 19(1), 92-113. 
49 LaVoi, N. M. (2018). 
50 Powers, S. R., Hirsch, H., Zarrett, N., & Ng, A. (2020). 
51 McGovern, J. (2021). 
52 McGovern, J. (2021). 
53 Cooky, C. A. (2009). “Girls just aren’t interested”: The social construction of interest in girls’ sport. Sociological Perspectives, 52(2), 259-283. 
https://doi.org/10.1525/sop.2009.52.2.259
54 James, K., & Embrey, L. (2001). 
55 Powers, S. R., Hirsch, H., Zarrett, N., & Ng, A. (2020). 
56 Zarrett, N., Cooky, C., & Veliz, P. T. (2019). 
57 Staurowsky, E. J., Watanabe, N., Cooper, J., Cooky, C., Lough, N., Paule-Koba, A., Pharr, J., Williams, S., Cummings, S., Issokson-Silver, K., & Snyder, 
M. (2020). Chasing equity: The triumphs, challenges, and opportunities in sports for girls and women. Women’s Sports Foundation. 
https://www.womenssportsfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Chasing-Equity-Full-Report-Web.pdf

Turner, K., Rodriguez, C., Souto, K., Vital, S., Williams, C. W., & Wright, E. M. (2022, June). 
Getting and keeping K-12 girls in sports and physical activity: Evidence-based best practices and keys. 
Positive Coaching Alliance. 
https://positivecoach.org/gender-equity-initiative/

4


