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As demonstrated in this report, a considerable 
amount of work remains to be done for girls 
and women to realize all the benefits that 
participation in sport offers. CAAWS continues 
work to create opportunities for girls and 
women to be actively engaged as participants 
and leaders in sport and physical activity in 
Canada. With support from the Government 
of Canada, CAAWS focuses on developing 
and supporting women in leadership 
positions, working with provincial/territorial/
national sport organizations to increase their 
commitment to creating gender-equitable 
environments where girls and women, and 
the organization, can reap the benefits of 
having more females involved as participants 
and leaders at all levels. As well, CAAWS 
works to make the sport environment more 
welcoming to sexual and gender diversity. 

From the Canadian Association 
for the Advancement of Women 
and Sport and Physical Activity.

Fuelling a Lifetime of 
Participation was developed 
by an integrated team including 
authors Michelle K. Brunette, 
MHK, PhD Candidate & 
Norman O’Reilly, MBA, PhD, 
CGA/CPA, along with the 
complete Advisory Group and 
CAAWS with contributions by 
Tanya Scarapicchia, MA, PhD 
Candidate & Rachel Micay, 
MSc Candidate.

It is great to see Canada’s dairy farmers 
stepping up through their Fuelling Women 
Champions initiative. It is a positive step 
to have initiatives like this publication shine 
a light on the current hurdles impacting girls 
and women in sport in Canada, and what 
role the media play in their participation and 
success. The next step will be the need for 
action to address these findings. Please read 
this publication and circulate it amongst your 
network. It is important that each of us looks 
at ways we can contribute to making a 
difference for girls and women in sport. 
Please join us in answering the call to action.

Jennifer Fenton - CAAWS Chair
Karin Lofstrom - CAAWS Executive Director
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Across the country, Canadian women 
are clearing hurdles to balance personal, 
professional, social and volunteer 
commitments. Women play leading roles in 
work and family life, but fewer and fewer 
Canadian women are maintaining lifelong roles 
as sport participants and leaders.  

In this report, researchers situate the status 
and challenges of Canadian girls and women’s 
participation and leadership in sport, and 
identify actions to fuel lifelong participation. 
This collaborative report led by Canada’s 
dairy farmers, the Canadian Association for 
the Advancement of Women and Sport and 
Physical Activity (CAAWS), and a sport leader 
advisory group is part of a commitment to 
research about the state of female sport 
participation in Canada. 

This work is informed through analysis of 
extensive academic work, media data, National 
Sport Organization reports, industry studies, 
sport stakeholder surveys, Census data and 
consultations with experts in the field. 
A primary survey of Canadian sport leaders 
added important context and helps define 
a roadmap to improve the state of Canadian 
girls and women’s sport participation. 

For girls and women to reap the benefits of sport, they must continue to play across their lifespan. 
Girls and women need to overcome the many hurdles that impede their sport participation in 
Canada. And few girls and women do.

Through this report, and the Fuelling Women 
Champions initiative, Canada’s dairy farmers 
aim to inspire girls and women, regardless 
of age or ability, in local communities across 
Canada to realize the universal benefits of sport 
and provide action-oriented recommendations 
to advance female sport in Canada.

The Benefits of Sport 
Across all demographics, Canadian females 
consistently participate in sport at lower rates 
than males, with a continual decline observed 
generation over generation. Yet, the girls 
and women who do continue to participate 
reap abundant benefits.

Girls and women who participate regularly in 
sport are defined as those who participate in 
sport at least once a week during a sport season 
or throughout the year.2 Participation in any of 
the many types of sports, from individual sport 
pursuits, recreational team sports and physical 
activity pursued for pleasure, can contribute 
to building and maintaining healthy and active 
lifestyles. Girls and women who participate in 
sport realize significant physical, psychological 
and social benefits, as detailed in Table 1.1

INTRO

PHYSICAL BENEFITS PSYCHOLOGICAL BENEFITS SOCIAL BENEFITS

• Improved bone mass density 

• Overall health benefits from  
 increased physical activity

• Decreased risk of developing  
 depression and anxiety 

• Improved psychological  
 well-being

• Improved mood

• Increased feelings 
 of empowerment

• Greater sense of identity and 
 ownership over one’s body

• Promotes self-exploration,  
 self-esteem, and self-concept

• Provides a sense of being 
 in control

• Provides opportunity for  
 leadership and achievement

• Undermines traditional 
 gender norms 

• More likely to attain higher  
 levels of education and 
 academic success

• Greater involvement in 
 extracurricular activities

• Opportunities for cross 
 cultural exchange 
 and learning38

Table 1 - Benefits of Sport Participation
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METHODOLOGY
DATA SOURCES 
& ANALYSIS
In order to describe the landscape of 
Canadian girls and women in sport, the 
researchers used secondary and primary 
sources to identify and articulate the 
numerous hurdles that girls and women 
face in sport participation and leadership.  

Secondary research included a review of over 
75 academic articles, and 25 industry reports, as 
well as an analysis of media data, National Sport 
Organizations’s annual reports, sport stakeholder 
surveys and Census data. A review of traditional 
and new media, including television, national 
print media and event viewership/attendance 
added data about the attention and exposure 
of women’s sport in Canada.

To help contextualize and add to the secondary 
analysis, the researchers initiated a bilingual 
online survey that was broadly distributed to 
a network of female sport leaders. Reponses, 
in English and French, were received from 
657 female sport leaders with wide-ranging 
experience in contact and non-contact sports 
across Canada, in roles as athletes, officials, 
coaches, board members and administrators 
from the grassroots, high-performance and 
professional sport world. 

Quantitative analysis of the survey results, 
via the statistical software (SPSS), helped the 
researchers identify trends, relationships and 
comparisons among variables. A qualitative 
analysis of open-ended questions added depth 
to the findings, and identified core themes, 
based on the female sport leaders’ perceptions 
of the major challenges that girls and women 
face in initiating and maintaining sport 
participation and leadership roles in Canada.  

CAAWS and the advisory group helped clarify 
and contextualize the findings, with particular 
attention toward identifying and prioritizing 
action plans at the system-wide, community 
and individual levels.

OUR

“There are old 
fashioned attitudes 
of established sports 
organizations that 
favour boys over 
girls, and perceptions 
of certain sports not 
being ‘feminine”
– Female Leader in Sport, survey respondent
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“Girls still believe 
sports are for boys.  
Coaches pay way 
more attention to 
boys than girls”
– Female Leader in Sport, survey respondent

TOP 10 
ORGANIZED SPORTS 
CANADIAN GIRLS 
PARTICIPATE IN3

 1 Swimming (20%)

 2 Dance (17%)

 3 Soccer (10%)

 4 Ballet (9%)

 5 Gymnastics (9%)

 6 Skating (7%)

 7 Running (5%)

 8 Basketball (4%)

 9 Volleyball (4%)

 10 Trampoline (4%)

STARTING 
THE RACE: 
GIRLS’ SPORT 
PARTICIPATION 

For young females, participating in sport brings 
positive physical, psychological and social 
benefits. Girls who play sports are also more 
likely to continue to be physically active as adults. 

In Canada, 59% of girls between the ages of 
3 and 17 years participate in sport. A small 
proportion of all girls, 22%, participate in team 
sports.3 Yet, girls choose different types of sport 
compared to boys; they are three times more 
likely to prefer individual and creative forms of 
sport, as illustrated in Table 2, such as dance, 
ballet, gymnastics and trampoline, which are 
often identified as “good for girls” by parents.3 

Although a majority of girls participate in 
sport in their early years, evidence points to 
significant declines in sport participation in 
the transition to adolescence, with a sharper 
decline in girls’ participation rates than boys at 
this stage of life.2,3,6 Girls are often discouraged 
from participating when they feel they lack 
competence or fundamental skills in sport, or 
when they do not find value in the sport.40 

Adolescence is a pivotal time for predicting 
whether or not a girl will continue to participate 
in sports as she grows older. Alarmingly, as girls 
enter adolescence, their overall participation 
rate drops by 22%,3 and school sport 
participation drops by almost 26%.7

Despite the wide-ranging evidence of the 
benefits of sport, the decision for girls to play 
sport, and continue playing, is frequently 
influenced by social pressures from parents, 
guardians and peers.4 Specifically, peer 
influence, lack of social support, encouragement, 
positive role models, self-confidence and 
money are the top reasons why adolescent 
girls say they stop participating in sport.8, 9, 10 
Sadly, even though sport has been found to 
bring social benefits, for many girls the social 
pressure to drop out of sports can outweigh the 
encouragement many girls are getting.11  

Increased support is imperative in getting 
girls to play. Looking to role models, such as 
female athletes, can help demonstrate to girls 
that success in sports is attainable, and can 
provide girls the confidence and determination 
they need as they seek to overcome these 
hurdles.11 Female sport leaders noted a lack 
of inspirational role models for girls, and an 
overall lack of social acceptance of women/girl 
sport. Female role models are important, but 
the encouragement of girls in sport needs to 
come from both females and males. 

Both female and male coaches impact girls’ 
decisions to play and keep playing. 

A female sport leader emphasized that coaches, 
both female and male, play a huge role in 
creating a welcoming and safe place for girls. 
Coaches who understand emotional, psycho-
social, physical and hormonal changes that 
girls are experiencing can be instrumental in 
retaining girls in sports. As one female sport 
leader described, “my biggest concern is the lack 
of attention on male coaches” who can be key 
supporters of positive sport experiences for girls.

By fostering beliefs about the benefits and 
importance of sport, role models and coaches, 
both female and male, may help inspire girls 
to continue participating in sport beyond high 
school.11 Girls need this encouragement. 

Because, once girls stop, 
they may never play again. 

RE
SU

LT
S SPORT PARTICIPATION 

from GIRLS to WOMEN 

By 10 years of age,

if a girl has yet to participate 
in sports, there is only a 
10% chance that she will be 
physically active as an adult.5
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FACING 
THE HURDLES: 
WOMEN’S SPORT 
PARTICIPATION
Over the past 20 years in Canada, female 
participation in sport has continued to decline. 
As girls reach adulthood, more and more stop 
playing sports with only 16% of adult women 
reporting sport participation.2  Both males 
and females are participating in sport less than 
in the early 1990s, as depicted in Figure 1, but 
the rate of sport participation among females 
over 15 years or older has steadily decreased 
to record lows.2 

In Canada, the top ten sports played by 
female adults, detailed in Figure 2, include 
golf (15%), soccer (12%), swimming (10%) 
and volleyball (9%). Of these sports, female 
participation rates only exceed that of men 
in swimming and volleyball.2

The hurdles that females face, starting most 
often in adolescence, bring a legacy of continued 
decline in female sport participation. Survey 
results indicate that the most commonly 
reported hurdles to sport participation among 
Canadian women include lack of time (29%), lack 
of interest (28%) and no particular reason (17%).2

As female adults balance multiple roles 
as partners, mothers, sisters, daughters, 
caregivers, community and business leaders, 
volunteers and more, their interest in sport 
sometimes fades. A female sport leader, also 
a new mother, identified time and family 
roles as major hurdles to her participation. 
She described it this way: “even as a former 
athlete with strong beliefs about the 
importance of sport, I have to say I struggle 
just to find the time, more than my husband…
This goes deeper than sport. It’s about women’s 
roles and responsibilities needing to change.” 
The stresses of life sometimes get in the 
way of sport participation, yet paradoxically, 
participating in sport brings benefits 
including relieving stress.41

SPORT PARTICIPATION 
from GIRLS to WOMEN 

“Sport means 
balancing a career 
with sport, family life, 
having kids, the time 
commitment, giving 
up a social life…”
– Female Leader in Sport, survey respondent

“Most girls & 
women will be 
more tempted 
to join a sport 

if they see other 
females involved”

– Female Leader in Sport, survey respondent
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Figure 2 - General Participation Rates by Gender 
 for the Top 10 Sports in Canada2 

Figure 1 - Trends in Sport Participation 
 in Canada by Gender and Year2
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WOMEN
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BEYOND THE HURDLES: 
COACHING & OFFICIATING
Many Canadian females hold leadership positions across the sport world as administrators, 
executives, coaches, officials, volunteers and board members of sport organizations.  
The number of females holding coaching or officiating/umpiring roles in amateur sport 
has gradually increased over time, but their rate of involvement has historically been less 
than one-third that of males, as in Table 3.2

AS LEADERS 
IN SPORT

0 20 40 60 80 100

Head Coach Female Teams 

Head Coach Male Teams 

Asst. Coach Female Teams 

Asst. Coach Male Teams 
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32%

1%

49%

1%

18%

27%

24%
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26.3%

38%

17.5%

14.3%

33.3%

33%

FEMALE ROLES 
IN COLLEGIATE, 
NATIONAL 
& MULTI-SPORT 
ORGANIZATIONS
The key components of Canada’s sport system 
include its post-secondary institutions, National 
Sport Organizations (NSOs) and Multi-Sport 
Organizations (MSOs).

In Canada’s post-secondary athletic landscape, 
the majority of Athletic Directors and 
Presidents of the Canadian Inter-university 
Sport (CIS), the Canadian Collegiate Athletics 
Association (CCAA) and their respective affiliate 
organizations are men, with only 16% of these 
positions occupied by women. Of all Athletic 
Directors of all member schools within the 
CCAA, only 27% of these positions are occupied 
by women.10 There is only slightly greater 
gender equity among Coaches and Athletic 
Directors in CIS, with female leaders similarly 
underrepresented. 

The leadership gender gap is narrowest when 
the sport itself is female-oriented or includes 
females (women’s or mixed teams), as in Figure 
3; however female leaders come closer to the 
rates of male leaders only in assistant-level 
positions (e.g., assistance coaches of female or 
mixed teams). Females are more likely to be 
involved in administrative and managerial roles 
in sport, as in Figure 4. At both NSOs and Multi-
Sport Organizations (MSOs), there is a stronger 
presence of female leaders.10

Figure 4 - Percentage Breakdown 
 of NSO and MSO Leaders by Gender10

Figure 3 - Percentage Breakdown 
 of CIS Coaches/Leaders by Gender10

MALES FEMALES

Table 3 - Participation in Leadership Roles in Sport by Gender
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WOMEN
AS LEADERS IN SPORT

PERSPECTIVES 
FROM FEMALE 
LEADERS IN SPORT

EVIDENCE OF 
THE CHALLENGES 
TO FEMALE SPORT 
LEADERSHIP 
The proportion of female leaders in Canadian 
sport is low, and this small presence in relation 
to males in comparable roles may impact girls 
and women’s sport participation. A number 
of studies have addressed the drivers of this 
gender imbalance in sport leadership, reporting 
that it is influenced largely by social factors with 
women facing gender discrimination as they 
progress in leadership and coaching roles.13

Despite many advances in recent decades, 
a number of structural factors still exist in 
sport. One survey sport leader was dismayed 
at the persistence of structural differences in 
secondary school sports; specifically, the leader 
pointed to the distance differences in girls’ and 
boys’ cross-country running. Having shorter 
distances for girls’ events could contribute to 
girls being “perceived as weaker and not equal,” 
which, the leader emphasized, showcases the 
need to address the structural differences that 
remain in boys’ and girls’ sports.

Previous research supports that the social 
culture of sport leadership is often a male-
dominated environment.14 There are both 
historical and structural reasons for this, 
but the learning is clear that improvements 
need to be made. Notably, organizational 
strategies appear to have a negative effect on 
women in the sport environment, making it 
harder for women to move through to elite 

levels of coaching.13 Women also perceive 
less opportunities for coaching, developing 
or training in sport compared to their male 
counterparts,16 and believe they need to adapt 
their behaviours in order to succeed.17 

Further, previous findings suggest that even 
with more education, training and relative 
experience than male counterparts, women 
experience lower recognition of success and 
slower career progressions than men.18,19 
Previous research faults women’s lack of 
involvement in coaching roles on their previous 
experiences of harassment and bullying,14 and 
the impacts of their family responsibilities.15

Despite the many hurdles, there are examples 
across Canada of women who have “made it” 
in sport as elite athletes and leaders. These 
female sport leaders have cleared major 
hurdles and overcome tough obstacles to 
continue their own sport participation beyond 
adolescence, and to become leaders across 
the sport world. Yet, still few women, relative 
to men, lead sport organizations or hold elite 
coaching positions, which limits the level of 
impact these leaders can have on girls and 
women in sport in Canada.

HURDLES WOMEN 
EXPERIENCE 
BECOMING LEADERS 
IN SPORT FROM 
THE LITERATURE
Throughout the report, quotes and input from 
Canadian female sport leaders help emphasize 
some of the important findings of this research. 
The quotes and insights were drawn from a large 
survey of Canadian female athletes, executives, 
coaches, volunteers, officials and administrators 
who were invited to share their perceptions of 
the challenges to female sport participation and 
leadership, and actionable solutions. 

SURVEY 
DEMOGRAPHICS 
The survey data collection resulted 
in the following sample: 
• 657 female respondents (55% English and  
 45% French as primary language) 

• 18 to 65+ years old (Mean age = 40.5 years old)

• 61% had more than 20 years of experience 
 in sport (Mean experience length = 17 years)

Female leaders identified as follows: 
• Athletes (33%)

• Coaches (20%)

• Managers/Administrators (18%)

• Other, including officials, board members 
 and academics (18%) 

Sport involvement types: 
• Non-contact, individual sport (33%) 

• Multiple sports of different types (29%) 

• Developmental sport (43%)

• Grassroots - youth (38%)

• Grassroots - adult (37%) 

• High performance - Olympic/amateur (32%)

“We are a multicultural 
country… but many cultures do 
not understand or value women 
in sport, the benefits that are 
provided or understand how 
to become involved. We need 
to promote benefits of all 
sports for women. We need 
to say girls need sport!”
– Female Leader in Sport, survey respondent

“ If you can keep girls in sport, between the ages  
 of 10 & 16 some amazing things can happen.”
 – Leanne Nicolle, Advisory Group Contributor



18 19

PERSPECTIVES 
FROM FEMALE 
LEADERS IN SPORT

PRIMARY 
SURVEY RESULTS: 
IDENTIFYING 
THE HURDLES
The female sport leaders’ perspectives carry 
much weight in identifying the presence and  
level of challenges that Canadian girls and 
women face in sport. 

Specifically, female leader respondents were 
asked to identify challenges to women’s sport 
participation from a list of hurdles and asked 
to prioritize where future resources should be 
allocated. On a scale of 1 (little/no impact) to 5 
(extreme hindrance), female leaders identified 
the perceived impact of each hurdle on girls  
and women’s sport participation. 

Overall, the hurdles identified by the 
sport leader respondents were compared 
against those identified in an online survey 
undertaken by Research Management Group 
of a representative sample of 400 regionally 
diverse Canadian 25- to 54-year-old women 
commissioned by Canada’s dairy farmers in 
April 2015. The women in the latter group 
responded yes or no when asked if they 
perceived the listed hurdles as impactful 
to the participation of females in sport. 

The comparative results are very illustrative 
of the leading hurdles facing female sport 
participation. Most importantly, the perceptions 
of female sport leaders and the perceptions of 
the female public each positioned insufficient 
funding as the top challenge to female sport 
participation, with funding ranked as the 
number-one priority area.

HURDLE
IDENTIFY ONE AREA 

TO FOCUS
AVERAGE RESPONSE 

(ON 1-5 SCALE)
PUBLIC PERCEIVES 

AS A HURDLE

Score (%) Rank Score Rank Score Rank

Insufficient funding 19.7% 1 3.47 3 49% 1

Lack of female-led instruction 
and refereeing 10.6% 2 3.16 8 25% 8

Lack of media interest/coverage 9.1% 3 3.48 2 37% 4

Lack of exposure to women's/girls' sport 7.8% 4 3.44 4 39% 3

Lack of awareness among the public 7.6% 5 - - 28% 6

Not enough quality facilities 
for staging events 6.2% 6 2.83 13 19% 11

Other (please specify) 6% 7 - - - -

Lack of opportunity to participate 6% 8 3.05 9 27% 7

Lack of knowledge of how to get involved 6% 9 3.25 6 23% 9

Lack of social acceptance 
of women/girls in sport 5.7% 10 2.84 12 23% 9

Lack of financial incentive 
to pursue a career in sport 4% 11 3.69 1 46% 2

Lack of interest among the public 3.2% 12 3.24 7 36% 5

Fear of social criticism 3% 13 2.82 14 17% 12

Lack of inspirational role models 2.8% 14 2.98 11 16% 13

Sexism/Discrimination against women 2.3% 15 2.65 15 - -

Friends Do not Participate in sport - - 3.32 5 - -

It is not fun - - 2.16 16 - -

There are many sedentary alternatives - - 3.02 10 - -

THE CHALLENGE 
OF EXPOSURE
Female sport leaders and the female public have 
both pointed to media interest and exposure of 
women’s sport as key priority areas to promote 
girls and women’s sport participation. 

Based on the current type of coverage that 
women’s sport receives, Canadian female 
leaders in sport are divided on whether current 
media coverage hinders (43%) or helps (44%) 
support sport participation, as shown in Figure 
5. Only a small percentage of respondents 
reported that media exposure has no impact 
on sport participation (13%).4

Current coverage, which does not always frame 
women’s sports in the best light, draws mixed 
reviews from sport leaders. However, 96% of 
female sport leaders report that an increase in 
quality media exposure, which does not trivialize 
athletic achievement of women, could contribute 
to an increase in participation levels among 
females in sport. 4

43%

HINDERS
PARTICIPATION

13%

NO
IMPACT

44%

SUPPORTS WOMEN
& GIRLS IN SPORT

Table 4 - Identifying Hurdles

Figure 5 - Leaders’ Perspective: The Impact of Current Media Coverage of Female Sport on Sport Participation
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PERSPECTIVES 
FROM FEMALE 
LEADERS IN SPORT

The impact of quality media exposure can also 
help female athletes attract more sponsorship 
and endorsement from the corporate sector. 
As one female sport leader noted, “the lack 
of media coverage/exposure plays a key role 
in finding new corporate and private-sector 
sources of funding.” However, the importance 
of quality in media coverage needs to be 
stressed; media exposure or sponsorships/
endorsements that perpetuate existing female 
stereotypes are as harmful, or more harmful, 
than a lack of media exposure.

With the rise in social media, athletes and 
their messages have the opportunity to 
reach millions of followers through Facebook, 
Twitter, Instagram and other platforms. 
There is tremendous opportunity for the media 
to improve in both the quantity and quality 
of female coverage. With quality coverage, 
the media can help position female athletes 
as positive role models and help champion 
female sport in Canada.

THE LEADERS’ 
PERSPECTIVE
In the survey, a series of open-ended questions 
provided deeper insight into the perspectives 
of female sport leaders. A theme analysis of 
more than 22,000 words uncovered eight core 
themes related to the greatest hurdles to  
sport participation among girls and women, 
as identified by the female sport leaders. 

The eight themes of challenges to female sport 
participation and leadership, as detailed in 
Table 5, included the following:  

1. Predominant culture of sport (23.1%)

2. Financial implications (20.4%)

3. Access to sport on their terms (18.1%)

4. Alternate demands on time (14.3%)

5. Sharing the sport experience (11.6%)

6. Public perception (5.9%)

7. Peer/parental influence (3.8%)

8. The media (2.9%)

The theme analysis further positioned 
“the culture of sport” and “financial 
implications” as the top two overarching 
hurdles. The culture of sport, especially 
female sport, does not convey an overall 
public interest in female sports. Further, 
financial implications are a continued 
pressure for female sport participation.  

“Financial costs - sport is 
expensive. Time costs - sport 
requires time for training. The 
perception is that sport is not 
important and that it distracts 
from work/academics”
– Female Leader in Sport, survey respondent

THEME EXPLAINED % of Responses

Predominant 
Culture 
of Sport 

There is a prominent culture of sport that is male dominated and highly 
competitive, which contributes to female athletes not recognizing sport as a 
socially accepted practice and to viewing sport as hyper-competitive and not 
a fun part of everyday life. This culture leads girls to have low self confidence, 
a fear of failure, and body image issues. 

“The types of activities offered are not suited to women’s needs and interests. 
Sports are often associated with men. Not enough emphasis is put on having 
fun. There is a gender gap in sports education.”

23.1%

Financial 
Implications

The high cost to participate in sport combined with little or no perceived 
opportunity to future earning potential. 

“The lack of compensation because it’s hard to justify the enormous time 
commitment, the sacrifices, etc., for no money.”

“The cost (because families aren’t willing to spend as much as they are on a boy 
who plays hockey, for example.”

20.4%

Access to 
Sport on 

Their Terms

Particularly for younger girls, athletes benefit from organized sport 
opportunities with other female athletes, properly designed and fit equipment 
and available facilities to play. 

“Access to sport - ability to join a league/sport at their level of ability/skill”

“People need to ask girls what they want (not every girl wants to wear pink 
and hang with only other girls). The fact that women/girls are often segregated 
and mixed play is not always available.”

“Rigid unadaptive programming”

18.1%

Alternate 
Demands 
on Time

In the 21st century there are myriad alternate demands for personal time 
(i.e. for women - family obligations, for girls - screen time, etc.) that are 
occupying more time and drawing girls and women away from sport. 

“Managing household/family responsibilities seem to fall on women more 
than men, causing the women to drop out of sporting activities”

14.3%

Sharing 
the Sport 

Experience

Girls and women value the opportunity to participate in sport led 
by women, and to see strong female athletes as role models as motivation 
to continue involvement.

“Role models... we need to fund and encourage high performance athletes 
to get back out there and fire girls up at the development levels”

11.6%

Public 
Perception

Women’s sport is too often overshadowed by men’s sport and is subsequently 
pitted one to one against men’s sport, often leading to an under appreciation 
of women’s sport for its own unique attributes. Diminishing women’s sport 
compared to men’s also contributes to this dichotomy.

“Old school mentality. I can’t believe in high school xcountry the girls run 
shorter distances than the boys... still! Until this changes, girls will always 
be perceived as weaker and not equal.”

5.9%

Peer/Parental 
Influence

The time and energy that is required on behalf of busy parents to support their 
daughters’ sport experience, and also the value the parents or peers place on 
the power of sport heavily influences the involvement and connection to sport. 

“Parents not supporting participation in sport in terms of: 

- commitment of the time required to get girls in sport

- because of low enrolllment travel for girls sports is extensive

- not learning the sport so not applying value to what a team sport provides in 
terms of life and work skills”

3.8%

The Media
The quantity and quality of women’s sport coverage in popular media 
shapes the collective perception of women athletes to the public. 

“Imbalance of sponsor and media support of male sport”
2.9%
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Canadian Coverage 
of Female Sport 
An analysis of Canada’s primary national 
sport networks in 2014, in both French and 
English, showed that men’s sport coverage 
significantly outweighed that of women’s 
coverage. Of approximately 35,000 hours of 
sports programming, only 4% featured women’s 
sports, with approximately 11% of the coverage 
devoted to sport that featured both genders. Of 
note, over half of the 4%, illustrated in Figure 7, 
was coverage of women’s events at the Sochi 
Winter Olympics or women’s tennis events,  
as the two dominant sources of women’s- 
only programming.32

The media analysis also assessed the coverage 
of female sport on US television. Results from 
the US analysis were congruent with the low 
rates of Canadian media exposure of female 
sport, with only 24% of American sports media 
coverage being dedicated to women’s sport, 
despite that 40% of American (registered youth) 
athletes are female.29 

Print Media
A review of Canadian national print media 
coverage of women’s sports was conducted via 
an analysis of the front pages of the Saturday 
Sport section in two of Canada’s highest-
circulation national newspapers. The results 
revealed significantly low media attention to 
women in sport. Notably, in the periods from 
June 2008 to May 2010, and June 2013 to 
May 2015, there were infrequent instances of 
coverage of women’s sport (24%) and an overall 
small portion of total coverage dedicated to 
women’s sport (5.1%).33,34 The percentage of total 
page area dedicated to women’s sport increased 
slightly  from 4.85% to 5.3%  from the first review 
period (2008 to 2010) to the next (2013 to 2015); 
however, the percentage of pages featuring 
at least one piece of female sport content 
decreased from 27.8% to 20.1% over the same 
two time periods.33,34 The coverage that female 
sport received was low, with the majority of 
coverage focused on tennis and golf, followed 
by soccer, figure skating and curling. 

EXPOSURE & 
ATTENTION

THE 

FOR WOMEN’S SPORT

MEDIA ANALYSIS 
RESULTS
Drivers of Female  
Sport Coverage 
Women’s sports receive lower levels of 
attention and exposure relative to men’s sports, 
but as concerning is the type of coverage 
that female athletes and events receive. The 
representation of women in sport in the media 
commonly centres on femininity  trivializing and 
underrepresenting female athletes, rather than 
honouring their athletic abilities.20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25

Women’s sports are more frequently featured 
in media when they are considered “socially 
acceptable” for women, including diving, 
gymnastics and swimming, but coverage 
excluded women sports that prioritized 
strength or physical contact.26 

Furthermore, factors often unrelated to sport 
performance, such as mental or physical 
weakness during competition, physical 
appearance and attractiveness, are consistent 
predictors of the amount and type of coverage 
female sport receives.27, 28

Implications 
of Low Coverage 
of Female Sport 
The lack of exposure and of media coverage 
of women’s sport contributes to the absence 
of awareness about women’s triumphs and 
a concerning lack of role models for young 
female athletes. Lower levels of exposure 
also result in low perceived sport competence 
and a high level of gender role conflict, which 
can contribute to higher levels of withdrawal 
from sport by females.35

When female athletes and events are 
continuously put on the sidelines in the type 
of media coverage they received, and as the 
media continues to embrace a “woman first, 
athlete second” attitude, female athletes’ 
achievements and esteem are questioned, 
which can lead to discouragement in future 
sport participation.36

Both Genders

Men’s Sport

Informational

News/Highlights

Women’s Sport

Misc.

“There is not 
enough celebrating 
great [female] 
athletics to the 
masses. I have 
to go looking for it ”
– Female Leader in Sport, survey respondent

ENGLISH

FRENCH

36% 47%

11%

4%

39% 43%

10%

4%

1%
2%

1%
1%

Figure 7 - Canadian National TV Sport Networks Programming 
 Breakdown (2014)32
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Impact of Media 
Exposure: Case Study 
on Women’s Hockey 
in Canada
Coverage of women’s hockey in Canada is a good 
example of the impact of showcasing elite women’s 
sport on participation rates. In the case of women’s 
hockey in Canada, an elevated profile of the game 
through broadly distributed women’s hockey 
events results in significant increases in grassroots 
hockey registrations in the year following each of 
the covered events, as in Figure 10.10  

After the 1990 broadcast of the first-ever IIHF 
Women’s Hockey Championships, female 
hockey registration grew by 39%. Additionally, 
media coverage of the 1998 inclusion of 
women’s hockey in the Olympic Games in 
Nagano resulted in a 30% increase in Canadian 
girls and women’s hockey registration. 

EXPOSURE & ATTENTION
THE 

FOR WOMEN’S SPORT

Public Attention 
- Attendance 
Concerns that women’s sport is not engrained 
in the Canadian culture of sports are not 
unwarranted. For the most part, female 
athletes and female sport do not capture the 
interest of the mass population to the same 
extent as male counterparts. 

To further articulate this point, the attendance 
relative to venue capacity at recent major 
sporting events hosted in Canada was 
measured. Male competitions consistently 
attracted higher rates of attendance than 
comparable female events, as in Figure 8. The 
notable exception was attendance at Canada’s 
national women’s curling event, the Scotties 
Tournament of Hearts, which surpassed the 
attendance (relative to venue capacity) at the 
men’s Tim Horton’s Brier.10

Public Attention 
- Viewership
Major women’s sporting events, like the 
Scotties Tournament of Hearts, draw huge 
numbers of spectators to their venues, and 
can also attract high levels of viewers who 
tune in to watch the competitions on Canadian 
televisions. In Canada, as noted in Figure 9, 
curling events draw similar levels of viewership 
for both women’s and men’s events, while the 
women’s international basketball championship 
drew even more viewership than the men’s 
basketball event.10, 37  

Notably, of Canada’s highest-viewed sporting 
events in recent years, female events claimed 
spots as the third and fourth most watched 
(i.e., FIFA Women’s World Cup Quarter Final 
Match Canada versus England: 3,200,000; and 
Sochi Women’s Hockey Final Canada versus 
USA: 3,079,700). These events were only 
surpassed by the men’s gold medal hockey 
game in Sochi (8,500,000) and the men’s 
2014 FIFA World Cup Final (4,930,000).10, 37

MALES FEMALES

Figure 8 - % Attendance vs Capacity of Venue10 

Figure 9 - Major Women’s Sports Events’ Canadian TV Viewership, as a Percentage of the Equivalent Men’s Event 10, 37 
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A ROADMAP 
FOR FUTURE ACTION
Girls and women of all ages and backgrounds 
face prolific structural and behavioural hurdles 
to maintaining roles as sport participants and 
sport leaders. Across all demographics, there 
is a substantial volume of evidence that points 
to concerning declines in girls and women’s 
participation in sport in Canada. 

Quite simply, from a sport participation point 
of view, we’re nearing crisis mode.

And this is why Canada’s dairy farmers, CAAWS 
and our advisory group have embarked on this 
research, aiming to identify the hurdles and, 
most importantly, provide a roadmap in the 
form of recommendations for future action. 
This report aims to inspire actions that support 
every girl and woman in Canada in getting 
and staying active in sport!

Priorities to Increase 
Female Sport 
Participation 
& Leadership
The challenges that girls and women face 
in sport participation are organized in three 
areas, distinct in the level of the challenge, 
stakeholders and regional responsibility.  

First, system-wide hurdles are identified at the 
structural or cultural level, with challenges that 
exist across the country and beyond. Second, 
hurdles are identified at the team, organization 
and community level with responsibility residing 
locally and opportunity to directly connect 
with sport participants. Finally, individual 
challenges consider hurdles that could be faced 
by individual girls and women in Canada. The 
challenges, of course, are interrelated, with 
structural challenges impacting teams, local 
initiatives and decisions to participate in sport.

CLEARING 
THE HURDLES

Structural 
/Cultural Hurdles: 
Many structural and cultural forces impede 
girls and women’s sport participation and 
leadership, including the following: 

• A predominate culture and history of sport  
 that is male dominated

• Negative perceptions and stereotyping of girls  
 and women in sport

• The quality and quantity of media coverage 
 of women’s sport

• The exposure of female sport via all  
 sources of media

Sports Team, 
Organization & 
Community Hurdles
As teams, organizations and communities are 
faced with declining participation of girls and 
women, they may cease to offer opportunities.  
With fewer opportunities comes even fewer 
participants and even fewer sport leadership 
opportunities for women. The hurdles that 
teams, organizations and communities face are 
interrelated, including:

•  Declining rates of girls and women 
participating in sports

•  Limited female-specific sports and 
opportunities which meet the needs or 
interests of girls and women

•  Limited access to coaching, training, 
equipment and facilities which embrace girls 
and women’s specific abilities and skill levels 

•  Lack of opportunity to share the sport 
experience with positive female role models 

•  Lack of opportunity to celebrate female 
athletes and women’s sport driven by low 
levels of quality media coverage

Individual Hurdles:
Four particular hurdles are individual or 
personal in nature, including the following: 

• Competing demands on time2

• Lack of interest in sport among girls 
 and women2

• Lack of parental and peer support 
 and encouragement4,8,9

• Lack of financial resources4
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CLEARING 
THE HURDLES

Persona 1 – Geneviève 

Geneviève is a 12-year old girl who resides on a 
farm in rural Quebec, taking the bus 45 minutes 
each way to attend school. She speaks only 
French and lives with both of her parents who 
work full time on the family farm and also care 
for her three younger siblings (two boys and 
one girl). Her family is able to pay for summer 
camps, membership to clubs/teams and 
purchase equipment/fund travel. Yet last year, 
Geneviève quit the volleyball team at school 
when she didn’t get a lot of playing time (she 
said it was “boring”). 

Persona 2 - Simone 
Simone is a working mother of three kids 
(ages 8, 10 and 12) who lives in a large home 
in Calgary. Each morning she commutes 
downtown with her husband, who works in the 
oil industry. The trip takes about 55 minutes 
and is a combination of driving to a nearby bus 
depot, parking and taking the bus downtown. 
They repeat the commutes home each night, 
usually arriving after 7pm, then try to keep the 
next few hours open for family time. They have 
a nanny who takes care of the kids after school, 
drives them to activities and does laundry. 
Simone used to be an active runner and ran 
a half-marathon about five years ago, but no 
longer finds enough time in the day to add 
running to her schedule. 

Persona 3 - Veena 
Veena, nine, lives in downtown Mississauga 
in a comfortable and safe neighbourhood. 
She and her mom (her dad left when she was 
little) live on the 34th floor of a condo not far 
from a large mall and busy streets. Although 
she lives just a few minutes’ walk from her 
school and a local community centre, due to 
the safety concerns of her mom, Veena can 
only go to the community center, to school 
or to play outside when her mom is with her. 
Her mom is quite worried about her being 
outside alone. She played girls’ hockey last year 
but quit this year as her mom didn’t want to 
travel to tournaments for nearly 15 weekends 
during the season. She also overheard her 
mom complaining about the costs of hockey. 
Typically, Veena spends her evenings watching 
TV and playing video games until her mom gets 
home (around 6pm), then does homework and 
hangs out with her mom until bedtime. 

Persona 4 – Anka
Anka is a 31-year-old woman living in St. John’s. 
She used to be very active, playing basketball 
right through until college. She recently 
stopped playing sports as there were no active 
women’s basketball leagues in her area. 
She tried playing in the men’s league, but didn’t 
feel welcome and lacked confidence to go back. 
Her life is busy and she hasn’t found the time 
or energy to start considering other sports.

Persona 5 - Tana 
Tana is a 16-year-old living in Winnipeg. 
Her mom runs her own business and is very 
successful, but has little extra time (she works 
60+ hours/week) so Tana usually goes to 
her grandparents after school and hangs 
out there. Tana’s mom and grandmother 
encourage her to focus on her studies 
and do not consider sport important. 

Persona 6 - Chenguang
Chenguang is an 11-year old girl living 
in Burnaby, a suburb of Vancouver. Both 
of her parents work but neither is overly 
active. Chenguang played soccer and swam 
until a couple of years ago when she didn’t 
think she would make the high school teams. 
She switched her focus to guitar and singing 
lessons, inspired by her role model Taylor Swift. 
Chenguang and her friends are very active on 
social media and are huge music fans, but none 
have much interest in sport at all. 

FACING 
THE HURDLES: 
PROFILES 
OF CANADIAN 
GIRLS & WOMEN
Canada is a diverse nation and women are 
a diverse group, with varying needs, wants 
and orientations, living in different situations 
and representing many demographic profiles. 
The hurdles that girls and women face are 
as unique as they are, based on a myriad of 
personal factors and influences. Consider the 
following fictional “profiles” to illustrate the 
nature of the identified hurdles in the lives 
of girls and women across Canada.
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CLEARING 
THE HURDLES

A ROADMAP 
FOR FUTURE ACTION
The following section provides a series of 
specific recommendations to increase girls 
and women’s sport participation in Canada. 
The identified hurdles must be addressed 
through multi-level, national and individual 
efforts, championed by organizations like 
CAAWS and Canada’s dairy farmers who are 
committed to seeing more girls and women 
actively engaged in sport.  

The recommendations are pointed, based on 
the evidence shared, and seek to inspire actions 
system-wide; at the team, organization and 
community level; and in individuals. 

TIME 
FOR ACTION!
From coast to coast, including Northern 
regions, Canadian girls and women are 
incredibly diverse, representing unique regions, 
cultures, linguistics, sexual orientations, skills 
and abilities. Diversity is a strength as we look 
for creative solutions to help clear the hurdles 
for all girls and women across the country.

Based on our survey results, nearly 65% of 
female leaders agree that the landscape 
of female sport is better now than in their 
earliest involvement in sports. The landscape 
is getting better; some leaders even report 
observing remarkable improvement in the 
level of participation, exposure and awareness 
of female sport. 

The sport landscape for girls and women in 
Canada is improving, but work still needs to 
be done. And the time for action is now.

SETTING PRIORITIES: 
WHERE DO WE GO 
FROM HERE?
To advance Canadian girls and women in sport, 
we need broad participation from stakeholders 
to help clear the hurdles. Due to the immensity 
of the hurdles, we need to prioritize and 
consider what can be done to directly support 
women and girls in sport in Canada. 

System-Wide 
Action
Across the Canadian sport system, we need 
to inspire a positive culture for girls and women 
in sport, which includes the actions below.

TO DO: 

•  Champion female elite athletes 
as spokespersons and ambassadors 
in corporate Canada

•  Highlight and value more female athletes’ 
achievements and women’s sports by 
increasing the percentage of media content 
(e.g., television, radio and online) devoted to 
female sport, by establishing CRTC rules and 
guidelines for women’s sport representation

•  Create incentives for sport clubs and facilities 
to balance their allocations of time available 
for both boys’ and girls’ sports, and incentives 
for longer-term sponsorships, endorsements 
and/or funding of female sport

•  Re-assess government funding for sport 
participation to support women-specific sport 
programming targeted to underserved 
and high-need populations

•  Establish a recognition platform to incentivize 
corporate Canada’s support of women in 
sport with financial contributions, promotion 
and in-kind donations

•  Advance women’s equal participation 
as decision makers by encouraging diversity 
in Board of Directors and other sport 
leadership roles, aiming for approximately 
50/50 gender parity on boards and 
eliminating the “glass ceiling” 

•  Support women in transitions to coaching 
and officiating roles through female-
specific training opportunities and inclusive 
interviewing processes

•  Encourage the “next generation” of female 
enthusiasts by supporting a sport environment 
that is diverse, welcoming and fun

TO DO: 
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CLEARING THE HURDLES A ROADMAP 
FOR FUTURE ACTION
Across the country, as individuals, teams, 
organizations, local and national communities, 
and as females and males, we all have a role 
to play in the advancement of the girls and 
women in the Canadian sport landscape.  

As the rates of girls and women who participate 
in sport continue to decline, we need actions 
to improve the landscape. Many structural, 
social and demographic hurdles still impede 
participation and women’s transitions to sport 
leadership roles. Together, across the country, 
we need to start tackling these hurdles, through 
the specific actions we provide, to help girls and 
women on their path to healthy living.

By embracing the diversity of Canadian girls 
and women and supporting this project, 
Canada’s dairy farmers and the research team 
aim to tackle the challenges that females face 
to inspire them to get active and stay active 
in sport to help all girls and women reap the 
benefits of sport.1

We can help females clear the hurdles and 
inspire a lifelong commitment to sport. When 
we fuel female sport, we fuel a healthy and 
active Canada.

A ROADMAP 
FOR FUTURE ACTION
Sports Team, 
Organization 
& Community Actions
Teams, organizations and community 
associations need to take a role in efforts to 
improve female sport participation in Canadian 
sport, including the actions below.

TO DO: 

•  Embrace diversity by consulting with girls 
and women to understand local realities that 
may hinder participation, and to develop 
programming that meet their needs, interests 
and experiences

•  Provide training and mentorship 
opportunities for women to advance in 
leadership roles

•  Educate organizations and communities to 
view diversity as an asset in the selection 
of coaches for representative teams, 
professional positions and related roles

•  Expand and enhance policy and programming 
to support quality coaching of female athletes 
by both women and men with attention 
to creating safe and inclusive spaces and 
reducing bullying

•  Launch and promote free and low-cost 
community female-only sport opportunities 
such as open houses or try-it days to expose 
diverse females to new sports in a safe and 
supportive environment

•  Implement equitable rules for female and 
male sports (e.g., distances, duration, depth 
of field, prize money, etc.) 

•  Focus on fun, pleasure and challenge of 
participation, considering the age and abilities 
of participants

•  Encourage the “next generation” of female 
enthusiasts by supporting a sport environment 
that is diverse, welcoming and fun

Individual Actions
At the individual level, we encourage girls and 
women to prioritize sport in their own lives, but 
we advocate that individual responsibility for 
advancing female sport in Canada resides with all 
of us. We all have roles to play in recognizing and 
celebrating the diversity and uniqueness in girls 
and women in sport, including the actions below.

TO DO:

•  Schedule time for sport, recognizing the 
importance of sport participation for physical, 
mental and social health

•  Help build girls’ confidence in sport by 
focusing on fundamental movement skills 
such as kicking, running, jumping, catching 
and throwing, before introducing fundamental 
sport-specific skills

•  Prioritize financial resources to start and 
continue personal and family commitment to 
sport, taking advantage of free and low-cost 
community sport opportunities and national 
fitness tax credits

•  Encourage girls to join and continue to play, 
coach and officiate a variety of sports from 
youth into their teens and adulthood

•  Support elite female athletes by attending 
and watching events, and following athletes 
on social media

•  Promote and share female sport news stories 
that focus on athletic skills, healthy living 
champions, accomplishments and profiles of 
positive role models

•  Encourage the “next generation” of female 
enthusiasts by supporting a sport environment 
that is diverse, welcoming and fun

A MESSAGE 
FROM CANADA’S 
DAIRY FARMERS
Through our Fuelling Women Champions 
program, Canada’s dairy farmers are committed 
to investing in the advancement of women 
and girls’ sport for years to come. In 2015, 
we took action by

•  Providing financial support to national sport 
organizations’ women’s programs (Rugby 
Canada, Swimming Canada), women’s 
professional hockey (CWHL) and CAAWS

•  Purchasing and distributing thousands of 
tickets to major women’s sporting events, 
allowing more Canadians to witness the talent 
and intensity of elite women’s sport

•  Creating events and opportunities that allowed 
young girls across Canada to meet, interact with 
and be inspired by their role models (Jennifer 
Jones, Kaillie Humphries, Chantal Petitclerc, 
Desiree Scott and Natalie Spooner)

In 2016 and beyond, Canada’s dairy farmers 
will continue to financially support women’s 
sports organizations across Canada. We take the 
findings of this report very seriously, and based 
on these findings, we will direct additional efforts 
toward addressing some of these key priorities 
as identified by the authors, the advisory group 
and CAAWS so our collective efforts are most 
effectively targeting the greatest areas 
of opportunity for impact. 

We look forward to continuing to support girls 
and women in sport in Canada, to see more 
greatness realized and the benefits of sport 
universally enjoyed!

TO DO: 

TO DO: 
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