
If you are the parent of a girl, you  
will want to pay some serious  
attention to this; there is significant 
gender inequality when it comes to 

girls and physical activity. In fact, girls 
are not keeping up with the boys when 
comparing their participation rates in 
physical activity and sport. There are, 
however, lots that parents can do to 
break down barriers to physical 
activity and sport participation for 
their daughters.

The recently published Canadian 
Health Measures Survey reveals that 
among Canadian children and youth, 
only 4% of girls (vs. 9% of boys)  
actually achieve the recommended 
levels of 60 minutes daily of  
moderate-to vigorous-intensity  
physical activity. Given the many 
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known health benefits of physical 
activity, the low rate of activity among 
children and youth is alarming,  
particularly among girls, who according 
to a recent study had lower rates of 
physical activity compared to boys.1 

Barriers to Physical Activity for Girls
Several studies examining barriers to 
physical activity show that, in general, 
girls report higher scores for overall 
teasing, here described as being 
laughed at because of their appearance 
and or lacks of coordination, being
criticized because of their size or 
weight, and are more likely to feel that 
others were watching them while  
participating in sport. The above findings
suggest girls may shy away from  
organized sport activities and participate 
in more non-contact activities such as 
volleyball or fitness center classes. 

Ways to Keep Girls Moving
So what can a parent do to make  
sure that their daughter stays  
physically active? Here are some 
helpful tips1 to keep your daughter on 
the road to a lifetime of physical activity.

Emphasize fun not competition!  
One of the best ways to get more girls 
to move more is to move the focus 
away from competition and emphasize 
the fun aspects of sports and physical 
activities. Girls and young women like 
to have fun and hang out with their 
friends while being physically active. 
Include music, let them choose  
activities that they like to do, and place 
more emphasis on skills development.   

Introduce a variety of physical activities. 
Avoid assumptions about girls and boys 
abilities and what kinds of activities are 
right for girls and boys. Educate girls 
on the diversity of activities they can 
engage in to get physically active. 
From dance clubs, to hiking in the 
park, house-league hockey teams 
to recreational swimming, there are 
many fun and healthy activities girls 
and young women can engage in to 
stay healthy and active. 

Don’t focus on physical appearances 
outcomes, and let girls know that 
health is not defined by body size. 
While physical activity is an important 
part of health, being skinny is not. 

Create and support a positive  
environment. Create an environment 
where participants feel safe and  
supported. This will help to engage 
girls and young women of all ages  
and cultural backgrounds. 

Consider hosting female-only group 
activities. According to the research 
cited above, some girls may not want 
to participate in physical activities in 
front of the opposite sex because  
they are afraid of being teased or 
are self-conscious. Provide girls and 
young women the opportunity to  
participate in activities in their own way.

Teach the basics and educate! 
Teaching girls the basics about the 
importance of physical activity and 
helping them to develop their skills will 
increase their confidence and interest 
in pursuing life-long physical activity/
active living.

Be a positive role model. Try new 
activities and demonstrate your own 
zest for active living. Make sure that 
you respect your daughter’s needs, 
interests, and experiences. Go for a 

walk together or enroll in a class that 
appeals to both of you.  

Also, whenever possible don’t forget 
to take the opportunity to talk about 
healthy eating, the relationship  
between food and physical activity, 
and healthy development.   

1 Colley et al. (2010). Physical activity of  
 Canadian children and youth: Accelerometer  
 results from the 2007 to 2009 Canadian  
 Health Measures Survey. Statistics Canada,  
 Health Reports. Vol. 22(1).

2 Tips were adapted from the recommendations 
  developed by the Canadian Association for 
  the Advancement of Women and Sport and  
 Physical Activity. http://www.caaws.ca/e/ 
 resources/pdfs/rec2004.pdf

  


