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Foreword 
Parks and green spaces are among the greatest assets in any community.  They can be a focal point for organised 
events that bring many people together at once, or an area where people can walk their dogs or bring their children 
to play. Most people would say that parks ought to be for everyone.

In July 2021, we first spoke with Make 
Space for Girls, a charity set up to 
campaign to make parks and public 
spaces more welcoming to teenage girls. 
They told us there was little research to 
understand if parks were truly inclusive 
spaces, and somewhere teenage girls felt 
they could visit and be active. According 
to the most recent Sport England 
Children and Young People Active Lives 
Survey girls enjoy sport and exercise far 
less than boys. This means it is therefore 
vital to understand what more can be 
done to increase activity levels among 
girls.
We commissioned Women in Sport 
as the external research partner and 
have worked with them over the last 
ten months to understand the use of 
three parks across South Yorkshire and 
West Yorkshire among teenage girls. This 
research has found that twice as many 
girls as boys feel unsafe exercising in 
their local park with many being worried 
about harassment and  

anti-social behaviour. This report details 
the research that Women in Sport 
carried out in the three areas with 
teenage girls and boys and the data 
reflects the young people in those areas 
and their views. It also shares the insight 
and recommendations that they have 
pulled from the research. We would like 
to thank them for their time in doing 
this work.
Alongside Women in Sport and Make 
Space for Girls, we are calling for park 
providers to give teenage girls a voice 
and a choice by engaging them in 
shaping the parks and communities they 
live in. Parks need to be designed better; 
to create exciting, innovative and safe 
spaces to support more teenage girls 
to be active; to enable a life-long love of 
exercising outdoors and empower them 
to lead happy, healthy lives.
We’d like to thank the girls, community 
groups, schools and students who 
participated in this research and all 

the organisations who contributed to 
this project through the immersion 
and innovation workshops. We would 
also like to thank Kirklees Council, 
Rotherham Metropolitan Borough 
Council and Sheffield City Council for 
their support with this research and 
hope that the findings are useful in the 
future development they are seeking 
to do in the local parks, which we will 
support in any way we can.
We are excited to see how this research 
is used to shape parks of the future 
because if we can make them more 
inclusive for teenage girls, we can make 
them more inclusive for everyone. Parks 
can play a greater role in improving the 
physical and mental health of the nation 
as they can inspire and encourage girls 
to be more active and experience the 
joy and freedom of being outdoors.
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This research is an important first step to 
understanding how teenage girls feel about being active 
outdoors in their local parks and green spaces. 

Girls use parks less and face many barriers to exercising. 
This comes from a lack of understanding of their needs in 
park design and the way society sees and treats them when 
they get there.
These stifle enjoyment and limits their right to enjoy the 
wealth of health and wellbeing benefits of being active in the 
great outdoors. 

We have a great chance to engage more teenage girls in 
outdoor activity post-pandemic. Girls value the importance of 
being fit, active and outdoors more than ever for their mental 
health and wellbeing.
But we must design spaces through their eyes, and inspire and 
support them to discover the potential of their local parks.
This research provides key insights into their barriers and 
needs to drive change if we want to create more inclusive 
parks and green spaces, where every girl can experience the 
joy and freedom of outdoor exercise.

Executive summary

1 First and foremost, parks need to provide a 
clean, cared for and attractive space with at 
least basic facilities for girls to feel comfortable.

2
Promoting physical and emotional safety in 
parks is particularly important for girls as engaging 
in physical activity significantly increases their 
emotional vulnerability.

3
Developing spaces in which harassment, 
scrutiny and judgement are minimised will 
support more girls to feel comfortable when 
exercising in parks.

4
Equalising and promoting usage of specific 
exercise spaces for girls will create a more 
inclusive environment where both girls and boys 
feel they are welcome.

5
Actively promoting purposeful activity and 
organised opportunities for girls to exercise in 
parks, with more guidance on how space/equipment 
can be used is essential to encourage girls.

6
Creating more playful, exciting and 
adventurous ways to get active, and involving 
girls in shaping activities and designing spaces will 
increase relevance and appeal.
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Understand if and how teenage girls use 
parks and green spaces for physical activity 
in the Yorkshire area, based on three parks 
in Sheffield, Rotherham and Kirklees.

•	 Identify the barriers and challenges teenage girls face to 
being physically active in parks and green spaces.

•	 Uncover untapped opportunities to encourage greater 
park and green space use, and ways to better engage 
teenage girls in physical activity in these spaces.

•	 Understand the need for youth voice and consultation on 
parks and green spaces.

Research objectives

Ellesmere Park, 
Burngreave, Sheffield

Greasbrough Park, 
Greasbrough, Rotherham

Holroyd Park,  
Ravensthorpe, Kirklees
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Methodology

1

Research in parks and 
park observations and 

stakeholder engagement
November – December 

2021

2

Quantitative survey of 
teenagers’ attitudes

January – April 2022

3

Qualitative exploration 
of teenage girls’ 

experiences

February – March 2022

4

Stakeholder immersion 
and innovation 

workshop

May 2022

*All quantitative data is representative of this sample size and those who ‘agreed/strongly agreed’, unless otherwise stated. All qualitative data 
represents the voices of teenage girls.

•	 Observations of three parks 
in Sheffield, Rotherham and 
Kirklees

•	 Three sets of interviews with 
park stakeholders

•	 Outcomes workshop with 
key stakeholders

•	 Online survey with girls 
and boys aged 13-15 to 
understand attitudes and 
perceptions of parks

•	 Distributed via three schools 
in Sheffield, Kirklees and 
Rotherham

•	 456 respondents (221 boys, 
235 girls) representative 
of local community in 
surrounding park areas*

•	 Deep dive into girls’ 
experiences of being  
active in parks and  
barriers/opportunities 

•	 Five sets of face-to-face focus 
groups with 24 teenage girls 
aged 13-21 representative 
of local park communities 
(three community and two 
school groups)

•	 Mix of engagement with 
physical activity (seven very 
active, 12 fairly active, five 
inactive)

•	 Immersion session into 
research findings 

•	 Innovation/ideas session 
to explore untapped 
opportunities to create 
active parks for teenage girls
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The problem:  
Girls are not taking part in regular  
physical activity

I just hate it…I’ve never really gone into sports. I like 
watching and stuff but like, never doing it.

 

 -

  

 

20%

7%

Activity Levels
56%

48%

24%

45%

I used to play football with boys…  
that’s why I dropped out. It was good 
then when I was younger.

When we compare their activity levels 
to girls nationally*:

Only 2 in 
10 girls are 

‘very active’, 
compared to  
3 in 10 girls  

nationally.

Avoid activity -  
only when I have to 

Some activity -  
not regularly

Very active -  
regularly every week 

2 in 10 
girls avoid 
activity, 

compared to  
1 in 10 girls 

nationally.

*Source: Nationally representative survey data - Women in Sport (2022) Reframing Sport for 
Teenage Girls: Tackling Teenage Disengagement

In the park areas for this research, girls are less physically active than boys. Only two in ten girls are very active compared to 
four in ten boys and girls are twice as likely as boys to avoid physical activity. 
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The opportunity:  
7 in 10 girls want to be more active

of girls would like to be 
more fit and active

(83% of boys)

76% 

‘sporty’ 
Only 3 in 10 girls say they are

compared to over 5 in 10 boys.

compared to 3 in 10 boys.

5 10in
girls say they

‘used 
to be 

sporty’

I used to do volleyball, dodge ball and netball in primary. I lost all my 
confidence… I just don’t like going in front of those people anymore.

19% 

51% 

30% 

9% 

34% 

57% 

Never  
sporty

Used to be 
sporty

Sporty  
now

Our opportunity Opportunity 
to engage in 
more physical 

activity

Girls are much more likely to stop feeling sporty after primary school than boys and 
this influences how active they are. We have a significant opportunity to re-engage 
these girls, as they have positive experiences of, and attitudes towards sport and 
exercise, which we can leverage to encourage them back into activity.



Park usage,  
attitudes and perceptions
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Parks are popular spaces for girls 
and boys, but girls use them less 
regularly
For girls, parks/green spaces ranked second in the places they frequent in 
their spare time. 48% of girls use them regularly compared to 63% of boys.
Girls are often encouraged not to venture too far from home by family. 
A lack of other fun, teenage friendly activities and spaces in the local area makes 
parks a free, accessible choice for many girls.
Boys are almost twice as likely as girls to spend time in more formal sport 
and exercise settings such as sports clubs, leisure centres and gyms.

Where do teenagers spend their spare time?  
(most days/weekly) 

Girls Boys

Shops/shopping centres 61% 50%

Parks/green space 48% 63%

Friends’ houses 43% 41%

Restaurants/cafés 34% 33%

Sports club 17% 35%

Gym/leisure centre/pool 16% 30%

Cinema 10% 8%

Youth club 4% 15%

Opportunity 
to engage in 
more physical 

activity

The park is not known for 
being fun…nothing for 
teenagers.

Local is better. Walking about 
20 minutes is fine to me, but 
not to a different area. 

We just walk around the 
area…you just go together 
with your friends and walk 
around.

Nothing to do…except hang 
around at parks and stuff.  
That’s literally it. I don’t think 
there is owt else.
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Parks more suited to younger children and less 
relevant in teenage years
A high proportion of girls and boys used parks more when they were younger. 
Just under half of girls and boys perceive parks as places for younger children, as these spaces have not grown with 
them and evolved into exciting and appealing spaces for teens.
Girls have positive childhood memories of enjoying activity with family and friends in parks, but play for its own sake 
feels too childish and less acceptable in their teenage years.

When I was smaller, I played out 
more. I was more social in my area. 
That’s when I played outside in the 
parks. Now, I don’t play as much.

I just used to enjoy jumping outside 
and be with all my mates and stuff. It 
used to be great fun, but obviously, 
now, none of my mates really want to 
do that.

89%

79%

48%

44%

Parks are for  
younger kids

I went to parks more when 
I was younger

You just grow out of it [going to 
parks]. It just doesn’t seem fun 
anymore. 
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15%
16%

By myself

59%
43%

Family

Girls use parks for socialising and more 
accessible forms of physical activity
In parks, girls mainly engage in walking and playing on 
park equipment.
Boys engage in more vigorous activity (playing games, 
riding bikes, running) and organised sport than girls.
While boys and girls both frequent parks to socialise 
with friends, girls are more likely to do so with 
family than boys, as this gives a greater sense of 
security in these spaces.

67% 
45% 

67% 
61% 

45% 
32% 

28% 
19% 

24% 
21% 
23% 

49% 
21% 

40% 
17% 

25% 
19% 

15% 
7% 

29% 
8% 

5% 
4% 
4% 

Walk with family/friends

Meet friends/socialise

Play on park equipment

Walk by myself

Take dog for a walk

Play organised sport

Skateboarding/roller skating

None

Passing through

Play games

Ride my bike

Run/jog

68%
79%

Friends

People they go to parks with

Activities teenagers engage in regularly in parks

Opportunity 
to engage in 
more physical 

activity

You don’t know anyone there, you have no one to 
protect you if anything happens.
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What affects girls’ enjoyment of being 
physically active in parks? 

Perceptions  
of parks as
inclusive,
active  
spaces

Lack of 
belonging and 
confidence to 
claim space

Lack of basic 
facilities and 
maintenance

Fear of physical 
and emotional 

safety

Lack of 
knowledge 

and 
opportunities to 
get active with 

others

of girls enjoy doing sport 
and exercise in parks, 

compared to 
63% of boys

34% 

Almost twice as many boys enjoy doing sport and exercise 
in parks than girls. Girls don’t perceive parks as inclusive, 
active spaces due to a number of barriers. With only a 
third of girls saying they enjoy doing sport and exercise 
in parks compared to 63% of boys it is important to 
understand why. 
To do this we need to consider what influences girls’ 
perceptions and use of parks and green spaces more 
holistically. Outdoor spaces amplify existing barriers that 
we know prevent teenage girls from engaging in and 
enjoying being active.
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Lack of basic facilities and upkeep makes parks 
undesirable spaces for girls to be active
Parks that lack basic facilities and that are not well 
maintained:

•	 Fail to engage the wider community, leading to space being 
dominated by certain groups.

•	 Encourage antisocial behaviour.
•	 Reflect negatively on the community.
•	 Don’t feel inviting, welcoming and safe for teenage girls.

•	 Weather is a stronger inhibitor to park exercise for girls 
(80%) than boys (66%), which could be navigated with better 
facilities, spatial design, and messaging around the benefits of 
outdoor exercise in all weathers.

*Source: Women in Sport (2022) Reframing Sport for Teenage Girls: Tackling Teenage Disengagement

There’s no playgrounds for little kids over there. In the courts, there’s literally 
nothing for kids. Seating areas…there’s literally nowhere to sit, there’s no picnic 
area.

7 in 10 girls avoid being  
active when on their period.*

Self care during puberty and 
teenage years is also critical 
for girls – a lack of toilet/changing 
facilities to manage their needs is 
a significant barrier to outdoor 
exercise in parks for 78% of girls. 

67% 

62% 

66% 

47% 

Barriers to park usage

80% 

78% 

65% 

63% 

Barriers to park exercise

No toilets 

It isn’t clean/ 
looked after

No fun when 
the weather is 
cold/wet

Lack of toilet/
changing  
facilities
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Lack of things to do and exercise knowledge limits 
girls’ opportunities to be active
At this life stage, teenage girls are seeking new, fun and exciting experiences and 
social connection, which should be embedded in physical activity.
Parks don’t meet these needs for the majority of girls, with 68% saying there is nothing 
for them to do and 50% reporting there are no sporting activities for them. 
Perceived capability is a significant barrier to outdoor exercise for girls - 68% lack 
knowledge of what exercise to do in parks, an environment with very little, if any, guidance.
Park space and equipment tends to cater to boys’ physical activity behaviours, and 
they are able to make better use of space/equipment than girls. 

Because there’s like nothing…just 
sit, and then when people are 
sitting, they usually stare at you 
too… When there’s not much in 
the park you stand out.

68% 

38% 

53% 

33% 

Barriers to park exercise

50% 

68% 

37% 

49% 

Lack of opportunities/knowledge

There is 
nothing there 
for me to do

There is more 
for boys to do in 
parks than girls

There are no 
sporting activities 
for people like me 

I don’t know what 
kind of exercise to 
do in parks

I hate parks in general. It’s just 
boring and there’s nothing to do. 
I’d rather stay inside.
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Safety concerns and the presence of boys 
prevents girls from using parks more
Just under a third of girls say not feeling safe stops them from using parks. Girls are also more likely to be concerned 
about harassment. 
The presence of boys increases girls’ safety concerns significantly to 51%, with 41% of girls worried about harassment 
from boys. This stems from girls’ experiences with boys in school and the wider community.
Though being active and outdoors is encouraged by parents, personal safety is also heavily reinforced. A quarter 
of girls are discouraged from going to their local parks compared to just 13% of boys. Girls feel safer to use parks when 
accompanied by family but this can also conflict with their need for greater independence in teenage years.

The park outside our 
house…every few days there 
was police cars there. There 
was kids loitering… it’s very 
dodgy.

You can do stuff at home but it’s 
not the same as being active. I 
really want to go to the park on 
weekends, after college…if I 
don’t have my mum or anyone 
with me, I can’t.

Safety concerns

Girls Boys

Boys shout at me 41% N/A

I’ve seen anti-social behaviour 30% 35%

My parents don’t like me going 25% 13%

I get harassed and people 
bother me/my friends

20% 13%

31%
don’t feel safe 

17%
don’t feel safe 

don’t feel safe if 
there are lots of 
boys in the park

51%
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Exercise amplifies girls’ 
concerns, due to emotional  
safety and fear of judgement I don’t 

feel safe 
exercising in 
my local park 

49%
26%

I feel watched 
by others when I 
exercise in parks

73%
45%

People 
often shout 
things/make 
embarrassing 
comments

32%
22%

Barriers to park exercise

Exercising outdoors increases girls’ perceived vulnerability, with half of 
girls (49%) saying they don’t feel safe to exercise in parks compared to just a 
quarter of boys (26%).
Fear of being watched, scrutinised and targeted are common and 
significant barriers to exercise which are amplified outdoors – 73% of girls say 
that other people watching stops them from being active in parks.
Girls feel highly monitored and judged in outdoor spaces by boys, girls and 
adults in the wider community. Judgement is rooted in:
	 ●	� Socio-cultural expectations of the behaviour of young women and girls (e.g. 

staying indoors is being a ‘good girl’).  
	 ●	� Gender stereotypes around sport and exercise (e.g. girls are less capable/

shouldn’t be doing it, and notions of femininity/masculinity associated with 
being active).

	 ●	� Lack of clear, purposeful physical activity leads to judgements around why girls 
are in park spaces (e.g. loitering, attention seeking, antisocial behaviour). 37% of 
girls feel judged for hanging around in parks, compared to 25% of boys.

Outdoor exercise provides more opportunities for girls to be scrutinised and 
judged. Activities such as walking with family and friends are deemed more 
acceptable, ‘safe’ and less open to scrutiny.
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Scrutiny and judgement
I don’t like being watched

Other people are going to see. Our family 
members out in the park might see you around 
and they might assume. It’s the whole everyone’s 
looking…looking eyes.  

I wouldn’t really go for parks because it’s more of 
a public space. If it was a class indoors, the kind 
of class I go to with the teacher and it’s inside, it’s 
indoors...I’d choose that option as opposed to 
parks.

I’d do basketball 
inside. You can 
control who 
watches you.

In a park, it’s more open. Everyone can see 
you doing [exercise]. It’s like, kind of an 
embarrassment.

I don’t like the fact 
of people watching 
you…I don’t like 
that.

I feel judged

When you go to secondary, there’s way more people 
watching…you grow up and there’s just people that 
you’ve like never met before, never seen…they’re just 
going to judge you. Especially boys…they say that you 
can’t do it, because they say it’s boys’ sports.

I feel like people just judge. 
They’re seeing a girl play sport, 
it just…it feels wrong.

They look at us like we’re going there for 
attention…to be looked at and stuff because 
there’s so many boys in that area all the time.

I used to ride the bike a lot when I was younger. Now, 
it’s like, girls shouldn’t be riding bikes…I want to ride a 
bike so badly right now!.

You know the 
stereotypes with parks…
like, “teenage delinquents 
go there.
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Many girls feel they don’t belong in parks and are 
unable to claim space for exercise
Almost half of girls feel excluded from their local parks as they are too often dominated by particular groups, especially boys.
Active spaces and exercise equipment within parks typically cater to boys’ needs. Girls lack female role models to suggest 
otherwise, and they rarely see anyone else using these spaces other than boys, or men.
59% of girls don’t feel welcome in parks because the spaces are dominated by boys. Given their concerns around 
harassment and judgement, it is unsurprising that 56% of girls don’t feel comfortable and confident to claim space for themselves 
for exercise.

Me and her know them 
all quite well because 
we grew up in this area 
and we still can’t go and 
say, “Can we claim the 
space back?”

of girls feel pushed out  
of park spaces
(33% of boys)

49% 

Boys claim space

If boys are playing 
sport, they usually 
make space for stuff 
girls want to do

Boys take over park 
spaces and I don’t feel 
welcome

I feel uncomfortable 
asking boys to make 
space for me and my 
friends

59%

56%

32%

 The [Multi-Use Games 
Area] is mostly boys 
that are there. If you go 
up, they’ll just start 
shouting at you, not in a 
horrible way, but it gets 
irritating.
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Using the COM-B model of behaviour change to 
help girls get active in parks

Source: Michie, S., M van Stralen, M. and West, R. (2011) ‘The Behaviour Change Wheel: A new method for characterising and designing behaviour 
change interventions’, Implementation Science, vol. 6, no. 42, 1-12

Barriers and/or facilitators

Resilience
For teenage girls to change their behaviour 
and become more physically active in 
parks, they must have the capability, 
opportunity and motivation to do so. 

Capability, opportunity and motivation can act as barriers or 
facilitators to physical activity. Key barriers must be tackled and 
converted into facilitators to build resilience.

Behaviour

Capability

Opportunity

Motivation
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Targetting the main barriers

Psychological
Lack knowledge/
experience of how to 
exercise outdoors.

Don’t identify as ‘sporty’. 

Physical
Don’t feel good enough. 

Don’t feel fit/physically 
capable enough.

c Social
Socio-cultural expectations and 
gender stereotypes stifle their 
behaviour: 

Don’t feel they belong in parks. 

Don’t feel able to claim space. 

Don’t feel they belong in sport/
exercise. 

Physical
Weather and lack of basic facilities.

Nothing enjoyable for girls to do.

Lack of organised opportunities.

Lack of prompts/guidance for exercise.

Space dominated by boys. 

Antisocial behaviour/harassment.

Automatic 
Parks are childish 

Everyone will judge me

Fear going alone

Don’t feel safe

Won’t enjoy it

Too tired/too busy 

Reflective 
But engaging is high risk - associated 
with negative feelings and fear for 
physical and emotional safety

Desire to be more active and spend 
more time outdoors

Understand physical/mental 
health benefits of being active and 

Girls have multiple challenges when it comes to being active in parks. Park design should focus on addressing the main barriers.
We need to minimise barriers and inspire and support girls to discover the potential of outdoor spaces in their area to really 
enjoy being active. 
The barriers that are limiting their enjoyment are:

Capability Opportunity Motivation
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Tensions for  
girls in parks
It it is important 
to think creatively 
about how park 
design and innovation 
can navigate some 
tensions that exist 
for girls.

Don’t want  
to stand out
(blend in).

Don’t want to 
feel crowded/
overwhelmed.

Don’t want 
to feel  

watched
(private  
space).

Don’t want 
to feel unsafe 
(open space).

Want age  
appropriate 

opportunities 
and activities.

Want  
freedom  

to be
spontaneous, 

play and
have fun.

Want 
things to  
do with  

family (parents, 
younger  

siblings).

Want things  
to do with 

friends.


