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Introduction 
 

 
This report presents our findings from our initial work with our case studies as well as 
additional interviews with project managers. We have re-organised it along themes 
designed by UsGirls as the basis for workshops on running successful projects. The 
organisation is different from other research reports in that we have reported findings and 
brief summaries of the literature together. Hopefully, this will be more useful for 
delivering sessions on good practice as the themes are grouped together and the link 
between the UsGirls activities and the literature is more apparent. We could also create 
‘fact sheets’ or discussion papers for the Usgirls website on the subcategories within the 
themes. We consider this report a work in progress as we are continuing to add in 
interview and case study data as well as relevant research. 
 
Rather than an executive summary, at the end of the report we have outlined what we 
have learned about the characteristics of successful projects. We are very excited by the 
possibilities this work has for informing projects and developing a good practice handbook 
as well as for contributing to research.  
 
The next phase of the research will focus more on the participants’ perspectives. In 
addition, we will have further data from project managers and case studies. We will be 
adding to this report on a regular basis, extending the examples of what projects are doing 
as well as adding to the literature as issues emerge within the research. 
 
The whole team would like to thank you for the opportunity to work on the project and 
for your support. We very much enjoy working with the UsGirls staff and with the 
different project teams who have all been exceptionally helpful.  
 
 
 
Laura Hills 
Amanda Croston 
Alison Maitland 
Laura Green 
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Catering for Participant Needs 
 
The young women involved in within the UsGirls projects represent a heterogeneous group 
of young women who are often in transitional periods in the life cycle. The projects that we 
have researched, therefore, typically are designing projects to meet the needs of specific 
subgroups of participants within the broader spectrum of 16-25 year olds. While many 
women represent more than one group (i.e. working mothers) key target groups are: 
 

 Young mums 

 Students 

 Women in work  

 School leavers 

 Unemployed women 

 At risk women 

 Muslim women were the only BME group specifically targeted by the projects in our 
research 

 
Age/lifecycle 
 
The 16-25 year old age bracket represents a number of potential key transition periods for 
young women. They may be becoming more serious about school/college, leaving school, 
developing serious relationships, starting a family, beginning fulltime employment or 
addressing issues relating to unemployment, getting pregnant, and/or living on their own for 
the first time. According to Finch and White (1998) these changes can serve as both barriers 
and incentives for participation in physical activity. Times of shifting priorities, lack of 
routine, and personal change may influence young women’s ability to get involved in a 
regular programme of activity. As women reach their late 20s they become a bit more 
settled and more routinized and may feel more able to incorporate regular physical activity 
into their everyday lives. This may partly be explained by the fact that this age group tends 
to have a more structured lifestyle. Groups have varied in the ability to attract young women 
from the target age groups; however, there have been successes in every age bracket.  
 
Students 
 
Some of the most successful programmes for attracting 16-18 year old women have been 
conducted in partnership with schools and colleges. For example, one FE college has added 
an activity session to the curriculum of young women on a hair and beauty course. This 
programme successfully attracted young women to a 6 week badminton programme that 
was scheduled as part of their weekly curriculum. Therefore, all of the girls on the course 
attended the sessions. There are also several examples of voluntary afterschool programmes 
that are consistently attracting participants. (See section on time) 
 
The programmes that focused on students that we researched were primarily based at the 
school which can maximise the convenience for students. Time of day is also important and 
the most successful programmes that we studied took place after school. Lunchtime 
activities were sometimes viewed as less desirable as they were not long enough and 
students did not wish to go to other lessons when they were ‘sweaty’. (more examples in 
section on time) 
 
Previous research suggests that, for some girls school/college commitments and work may 
be perceived as more important than physical activity participation. As young women get 
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older academic demands may increase and be balanced with other work and domestic 
commitments (Biddle et al, 2005; Finch and White, 1998). Convenience, therefore, may be a 
priority for this group who perceive themselves as having many competing demands on their 
time. Also, having activity at a time when it is perceived as a break in the day or at the end of 
the school day may be useful. 
 
Mums 
Mums may be the group that have the most specific needs as they must manage child care 
and other domestic chores as well as finding time and energy to engage in physical activity. 
There are a number of examples of projects that struggled to recruit participants until 
provision for child care was offered. For example, one programme offered a midmorning 
activity and failed to attract numbers. They changed the venue to a local nursery and were 
able to attract their target group. 
 
One project manager highlighted that mums can be reluctant to leave their children, 
particularly if the child is perceived to have some type of special needs. It may be that mums 
need to be reassured about the quality of childcare, or programmes need to have childcare 
in the same place as the activity sessions, or offer activity sessions for mums and children 
together. Projects have structured activities for young mums in different ways: in a space 
where childcare is provided, mums and children together, separate activities for mums and 
children at the same time. For example,  
 

 In partnership with a local child care centre 

 Mixed toddler/mum dance group at a community centre 

 Football sessions alongside activity sessions for children 
 
Not all projects have prioritised the provision of crèche facilities. One project manager said, 
‘I’m just trying to think if any of them have a crèche facility available…no, no they don’t.’ 
Another project manager was advised in consultation with community groups that most 
women could find family or friends to provide childcare during sessions. Both of these have 
been rated as successful projects that are on track for meeting their targets suggesting that a 
knowledge of the population is crucial for planning activities and priorities for funding. 
 
At-risk women 
One of the charities in our research works with at-risk young women. They have added 
activity participation at their facility. This works on a drop-in basis so that women are 
offered opportunities when they are at the facility rather than having scheduled sessions 
which they believe would be unsuccessful. In this case the activities are offered in a non-
traditional fashion in conjunction with other activities. Another project manager has 
established links with a local shelter for homeless youth and is planning to provide a multi-
sport session at the shelter. Some young people in this group are less likely to initiate 
engagement in traditional sport settings/venues and may be disenfranchised by school. 
Creative approaches to introducing sport may be required. (see section on delivering 
activities for examples) 
 
Emotional and physical safety is often a priority for young women at-risk. Hirsch et al. (2000) 
suggest that some clubs serve as a second home for young women and a safe space for 
developing friendships and engaging in activities. In these contexts stability of projects, staff 
and social group and the formation of relationships are important for success but difficult to 
sustain as staff turnover is often high. The qualities of staff are crucial and incorporate the 
capacity to be perceived as a good role model, supportive, and able to provide guidance.  



6 
 

Age/lifecycle challenges for UsGirls projects 
 
Attracting women outside the target age group 
One of the issues that groups are facing is that they are attracting girls and women outside 
of the target age group. Leaders are often not sure about the best strategy for addressing 
this as they have to balance the need to use their resources to engage the target group yet 
do not want to prevent or discourage other women from getting involved in physical 
activity. We found a couple of different ways that this issue is being addressed: 

 

 Simply include all ages but only count target group attendance 

 Offer subsidies to target group and fees for those outside the target age 
 

‘I think the key thing is that they’ve opened up their sessions to all ages, they 
haven’t really closed it off to 16 to 25, but then they’ve put a sort of price banding 
on people who are not 16-25.’ 
 

Some projects in our research have found that their programmes are attracting more 
women over 25 than women in the target age group.  One project manager said,  
 

‘we have noticed with Zumba that it tends to be…25 plus that actually are enjoying 
Zumba, and we don’t have a lower age range for Zumba….so that’s why we did 
streetdance as well in some of our centres, that was brilliant….’ 
 

Other activities may attract young women: 
 

‘…we do tend to hit the younger age range with the basketball, so I think our oldest 
person is 17.’ 

 
Some individuals that we interviewed felt like they would like further advice on this issue.  
 
Programmes in colleges and schools are often attracting women younger than 16. Again, 
none of the project managers or coaches wished to exclude these young women. In fact, one 
project manager highlighted that she thought it would be useful to include 14-15 year olds 
as they represent the ages that are directly prior to the drop off in participation. 
 
Women in work 
Some of the project managers that we interviewed felt that it was difficult to attract young 
women in work. They felt that they would like some more support in this area. It may be 
that establishing partnerships with employers might be a possibility. This model is used in 
more corporate schemes and possibly a version might be adapted in places where sufficient 
numbers of the target population are employed. 
 
Religion/Culture 
Our research indicates that the only BME group that has been specifically targeted are 
Muslim women. The specific needs that are typically addressed are:  
 

 Female only staff 

 Private facilities 

 Flexibility with dress 

 Partnerships with community/national groups 
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One particularly successful programme established a connection with the Muslim Women’s 
Sports Foundation who facilitated the recruitment and marketing process as well as the 
design of programmes. There have been successful swimming and multi-sport projects. The 
swimming programme stands out as there are so few opportunities for Muslim women to 
have access to a swimming pool that is not overlooked and has sessions with female only 
staff, lifeguards, and coaches. 
 
Another group has organised cycling and badminton sessions for Muslim women as these 
allow flexibility in dress. 
 
Not all projects are targeting the needs of Muslim women. One project director stated that 
she was not specifically targeting Muslim groups as she perceives that they are well-catered 
for in her area with a range of available programmes and provision. However, many Muslim 
women are involved in the projects in the ethnically diverse region where she is based. It is 
also clear that some non-Muslim women may also appreciate having a female instructor or a 
space that is not overlooked by others. (see facilities below) 
 
Ability/Confidence 
Young women also differ with respect to their sports experience and sport-related 
confidence. Girls who have had positive experiences of sport, who feel confident about their 
abilities, and have positive images of sporting femininity will feel more able to be involved in 
a range of activities. Young women who have had negative sport experience and have less 
confidence in their abilities will have a narrower range of activities that they will perceive as 
desirable.  
 
 Research on Physical Education suggests that curriculum is one of a number of issues that 
can impact girls’ motivation and enjoyment of lessons. The key factors that appear to be 
important about the type of activity are: competitiveness, confidence of young women, 
social elements, associations with adult femininity, potential for enjoyment, and image of 
activity. 
 
Many individuals perceive that competition is a central element of sport. For girls who are 
less confident about their sporting abilities competition can be uncomfortable and 
embarrassing. In schools, many of the activities in physical education are delivered as 
competitions this can include relays for warming up, gymnastic routines, and team games. In 
fact, in one study girls identified that in physical education success is most clearly 
represented by helping your team win (Hills, 2007). Some girls never actually experience this 
feeling of success and, instead, are more worried about the embarrassment of causing their 
team lose or making a mistake. So, while they recognise that competition is exciting, for 
them personally it is stressful. This causes some girls to avoid team games. Therefore, for 
young women who are new to an activity minimising the element of competition may be 
crucial. However, even less confident young women can enjoy competition in a supportive 
context after they have had an opportunity to develop some skills and knowledge of the 
activity.  
 

In one programme, girls expressed a desire for a competition and a very successful 
tournament was introduced at the end of one of the programmes and prizes were 
awarded. Individuals who have been involved in skill development do want to 
challenge themselves and competition is one way to do it. 
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Femininity 
Some young women may prefer activities that are more stereotypically associated with 
femininity and may be more comfortable in these settings. Research consistently indicates 
that some young women wish to avoid muscularity and worry that sport activities can lead 
to the development of muscle mass. For example, Allender et al (2006) found that some girls 
experienced tension between their beliefs about appropriate forms of female physicality and 
the image of sporting women such as links to muscularity, being sweaty or even sexuality. 
For this group activities associated with cultural standards of beauty and idealised forms of 
femininity such as being slim and toned will be more appealing. However, there is evidence 
that sometimes environments that focus on female fitness can reinforce narrow notions of 
femininity and reinforce anxieties about weight/appearance rather than more empowering 
feelings of self-confidence and achievement. Again, the delivery of the programme and the 
context of the lessons are crucial for developing confidence and independence while 
avoiding over-emphasis on narrow notions of acceptable body image. 
 
Youth Culture 
Cultural associations of activities may also play a role. Some young people may prefer to try 
more alternative sports that fit with their social identities. i.e. young people involved in 
more alternative youth cultures may prefer less traditional activities. Streetdance has proved 
popular with young women in the streetgames target group and this may relate that the 
activity resonates with their cultural interests (Hills,  2008). 
 

The programme Dare to Dance offers hip hop in part because it fits the cultural 
background of the young women in addition to being because it is popular, allows 
the women to have agency, is low still at entry, fun, expressive and highly physical. 
 

One programme manager suggested that one of their challenges was that the young women 
were ‘worrying about being cool. I can actually see some of the girls thinking yeah, lets do a 
round of [a table tennis activity]…but because none of the girls are saying, ‘oh yeah I want to 
do that, none of them will say it. So I think it’s apperception it’s not a cool thing to do.’ 

 
The ‘Leanne’ pen portrait 
 
The concept of 'Leanne' appears to be relatively unpopular with UsgIrls project managers as 
it fails to address the diversity of interests, needs, and experiences of the target population. 
For example, it does not recognise ethnic, cultural or religious diversity or age related 
differences in young women. Research would suggest that the concept of a 'Leanne' with 
specific needs could obstruct an appreciation of within group differences, local knowledge, 
and community-specific needs. Programme planning in UsGirls, however, has worked 
around this concept and are typically providing individualised, community-specific initiatives 
for young women. 
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Designing programmes and delivering activity to women and girls 
 
UsGirls programmes have typically been designed with the needs of specific communities of 
young women. Key issues that have emerged in planning and delivery are: timing, types of 
activities, costs and incentives. Leadership and style are also part of programme planning. 
Location/facility information is discussed in the section on engagement with different 
sessions. 
 
Timing 
Successful times for sessions vary considerably by both day of week and time of day.  
Decisions about when to offer sessions vary according to the perceived needs of particular 
target groups. One project manager said that they offer activities at ‘lunchtime, Saturdays, 
evenings sort of 7:30, and then we’ve sort of got mid-afternoon, sort of 5:00.’ She added 
that there was no one time that worked better, ‘it’s more tailored to the community’. A 
number of project managers were surprised by times that they thought would be convenient 
and did not work. A number of successful projects, therefore, have had to modify the times 
of sessions as initial predictions did not work out. Often the revised sessions were very 
successful. Some project managers felt that consistency was important so that participants 
knew when to expect sessions. One project manager stated, ‘I think it’s the regularity of 
keeping a Wednesday night session, there’s always, always been a Wednesday night 
session’. 
 
Mid-Morning sessions 
Mid-morning sessions have worked very well in some areas. These are particularly 
convenient for women who need to take children to school and have time for activity 
afterwards. Often childcare is a key consideration for this group.  
 

One particularly successful session is offered in partnership with a local nursery. The 
UsGirls project provides a coach and the nursery provides childcare and space (in 
kind). 

 
During/After School 
Projects targeting colleges typically schedule activities during lunch or directly after school. 
Lunchtime activities have had mixed success and some projects have had to abandon this 
time as attendance was too low.  
 

One project introduced both lunchtime and afterschool sessions. The afterschool 
session was extremely popular even though it did not start until 1 hour after the end 
of school. Girls who lived close to the school said they went home and changed and 
girls who lived further away said that they worked in the library until time to start. 
The lunchtime sessions were perceived as too short and girls did not like going to 
their lessons after lunch when they were sweaty. The project manager decided to 
offer two after school sessions instead. 

 
However, this is not always the case. One college incorporated an activity session as a 
required part of the students’ curriculum. The activity occurred in a sports hall during 
lunchtime and all of the girls on the course attended together. The sessions were perceived 
as a break in the day. 
 

One girl said that she liked the time – after ‘dinner’ and before ‘theory’ as ‘it’s a 
release of energy’ after dinner. (Student) 
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Evening 
 
Many sessions are offered in the evenings and young women who work, go to school or 
have families seem to be able to attend. The day of the week varies greatly. One project 
decided to offer Friday night sessions to accommodate young women who have to balance 
domestic chores, schoolwork, and religious commitments during the week. 
 
Weekend  
 
The case studies suggest that there are few weekend sessions. However, some of these have 
proved very successful and some women feel that this is a good time for them to get time 
for themselves. 
 

The swimming has worked very well with the groups on a Saturday, and I think 
they’ve done that one is a lot of the Somalian women. They have a session with their 
children just before our session, and then they star for the ladies only session. But 
prior to us putting our ladies only session, there was already a ladies only swimming 
session happening anyway, so we just kind of attached ourselves to that one….the 
group that were there have come on board our one, but there has been an increase 
of participants as well, new ones, yeah. (Hammersmith) 

 
Another project manager said that they avoid Saturdays as many girls work then. 

 
Drop-in 
One charity chose to offer drop-in sessions rather than scheduled activities. This allowed 
them to involve girls more informally in activity. Another programme which focuses on gym 
work started with fixed times but have changed to anytime now. 
 
Research 
There is little research specifically on time of day for activities. The most relevant themes are 
in the literature on women and leisure and focuses on time as a perceived barrier and the 
demands of balancing leisure, domestic, and work commitments. Finch and White (1998) 
found that the 16-24 year old women in their study identified time as a perceived constraint 
to activity participation. Interestingly, inactive women in the study did not perceive physical 
activity as a way of relaxing or reducing stress and therefore were more likely to pursue 
other avenues for unwinding in leisure time. 
 
Overall Considerations 
 

 Convenience 

 Fitting in with other commitments 

 Recognition of the different demands of members of the target population  

 Willingness to adjust times and days in accordance with participants’ needs  
 
 
Types of activities 

 
The first 6 month UsGirls report indicated that half of the sessions offered within 
programmes involved fitness and dance activities. There were, however, a broad range of 
other activities encompassing traditional team sports, individual exercise-based activities, 
and more alternative sports such as climbing, cycling and roller sports. Within our cases 
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studies, each project is offering a number of different activities designed to meet the needs 
of different groups.  
 
Dance/Exercise There is no single guaranteed successful activity for the diverse group of 
young women that comprise the category of ‘Leanne’. Dance and fitness activities may, 
however, have particular appeal for girls and women who do not identify as sporty or who 
would like a change from activities more associated with PE and childhood.  Dance/fitness 
activities are often perceived as appropriate activities for women and may provide a way of 
being active and meeting the requirements of adult femininity. They are also less 
competitive and not associated with games or some of the aspects of PE that girls may 
perceive negatively. (Allender et al, 2006). 
 
Strategies for deciding on activity type 
 
Project managers identified a range of strategies for selecting activities. These included 
consultation with target groups and/or partners and decisions by project teams based on 
previous successes, available coaches, and resources.   
 

 Pre-planning consultation with target group 

 Introduction of multisport or taster sessions 

 Building on previous successful projects 

 Relationships with NGBs 

 Consultation with partners 

 Organisation has a specific  focus 

 Coach availability and expertise 
 
Many of our case studies are offering a range of activities that are designed to meet the 
needs of different participants and partnerships. For example, one programme is offering 
Cycling and Badminton to BME groups as they feel that those activities will meet the need to 
wear full kit. Judo was chosen and marketed as a way to learn self-defense. Young mums 
have been targeted through a toddlers dance group. They also offer competitive football and 
urban fit in partnership with the police. The capacity to offer this range of activities typically 
relies on the accessibility of quality coaching, having sufficient facilities, and developing 
partnerships. 
 
What participants like 
 
Participants are enjoying a range of activity experiences and the type of activity is only one 
of the factors that must be considered when planning programmes. Dance-related activities 
such as Zumba have been popular at different age levels.  
 
 

With our Zumba, I think it’s because it’s so popular at the moment. It’s a real craze 
and everyone just wants to do it. Admittedly the teachers did as well but I think 
there craze has been there… 

 
One student said that she liked Zumba because it’s fun and ‘everyone looks silly. You 
don’t worry about what you look like.’ Another student in the same class stated that 
you feel good after doing it. And another student said that she thought it looked 
‘good on college applications’.  
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One young woman attends both Zumba and basketball sessions. She stated that, ‘I 
really like being [able to] achieve in basketball, and…I am progressing every week, 
whereas Zumba I’m kind of turning up and just getting fit which is quite nice….[in 
basketball] we play in a league as well, which is great.’ 

 
Key factors in the popularity of Zumba within the UsGirls projects is that fact that it is trendy, 
it is seen as an ‘adult’ type of activity, it is not embarrassing, it’s low cost, and it makes you 
feel good. One young women is involved in both basketball and Zumba and identifies 
different reasons for enjoying each. The key in relation to activity type is that the actually 
activity is only part of the package as leadership, style of delivery, opportunities for fun and 
development are also part of the attraction.  
 
One interesting note was the students’ perception that it would look good on college 
applications. This is the only time we have heard it mentioned but it may be a potential 
thought with respect to recruiting participants and encouraging volunteering. 
 
The perceptions of participants will be extended within the next phase of the research. 
 
Challenges 
Project managers have discussed the need to meet participants’ expressed interests and also 
to encourage girls to try a range of activities that they may either not be familiar with or 
have not enjoyed previously. Multi-sport sessions are being used as a way of introducing 
young women to a range of activities.  
 

One project manager stated that badminton had proved to be a particularly popular 
activity within multi-sport sessions. However, attendance dropped when other 
activities were offered. Her solution was to offer incentives for attending all 
sessions. This encouraged the young women to try new activities and increased 
participation in all activities. 

 
 
Overall 

 Most projects offer a range of activities that meet the needs of different groups 

 Dance/fitness activities are very popular for young women but activities across the 
spectrum are being offered and enjoyed. 

 There is some indication that young women who are involved in team sports are 
more likely to have enjoyed playing sports in childhood.  
 

Cost 
 
Offering free activity sessions does work as an incentive for young women to participate. 
Many projects have successfully introduced small fees in order to build sustainability into 
the project. 
 

One Zumba participant said, ‘I first started Zumba and then a girl in this class gave 
me a poster [about] basketball…so I started going to that as well. Because it’s free 
and I am a cheapskate basically….the Zumba classes are normally about in the region 
of £10’. 
 

For this Zumba class the first four sessions are free and then after that it is £2 for the target 
population and £3.50 for over 25. Participants are given a water bottle after attending 4 
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times. One of the volunteers observed that quite a few people do come for the 4 free 
sessions and stop but there is a core of about 8 that come each week. The volunteer heard 
about the sessions in a young mums group where someone came and did a taster session.  
One project provided free taster sessions followed by sessions with nominal fees. She stated 
that having some cost meant that the young women would values the sessions more. 
 
Some programmes have initiated low cost crèche facilities alongside their activity 
programmes. For example, one Zumba class was offered with the provision of low cost 
creche facilities (£2.50 per session). One of the participants felt that this made it much easier 
for her to get involved. 
 
One of the issues for project managers is whether they will be able to build in charges for 
activities in the future to keep them running after the funding ends. This is discussed more in 
the section on sustainability. 

 
Incentives 

 
Many projects have used incentives. There are 5 main ways they have been used so far: 
 

1. Freebies at information tables/festivals.  
2. Reward for attending a particular number of sessions. 
3. Prize for competition. 
4. Offering free sessions  
5. Offering initial free sessions followed by paid sessions with or with/out subsidies 
for the target group. 

 
One project offered a free UsGirls bag at an information table during an international 
women's day event. Six young women turned up at the centre the next day after finding out 
about the programme and being given a bag. 
 
Types of incentives 

 UsGirls gear 

 Shopping vouchers 

 Trips 

 Programmes own branded items 
 
The Usgirls kit is reported to have been well-received by young women in the projects. It 
provides girls with a sense of belonging to a national programme.  

 
‘It gives the project a little bit more identity, you know, there’s visual branding 
associated with UsGirls, and there’s obviously that support from their marketing 
team as well…where’s the project before was very much localised, there was no 
wider branding so you didn’t feel necessarily that [you were] contributing to 
anything on a bigger scale.’ 
 

In addition, nonsport-related incentives have been used including shopping vouchers. We 
asked one project manager whether they had used the UsGirls merchandise: 
 

‘the [UsGirls] T-shirts, which has worked quite well. So we’ve used them as 
incentives, so if you did eight sessions or you wrote in a story for us, just did a little 
case study about your experiences, we rewarded them with a t-shirt or a sweatshirt.’ 
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‘Another thing that we’ve learnt and that we didn’t factor into the project as much is 
what females respond to best. And it was decided that… a lot more investment has 
gone into marketing and incentives, so T-shirts and trophies and competitions, 
giving them more of an emphasis on why they are doing the activity, or it’s leading 
up to a competition, or if they’ve done x number of sessions over a period of time 
then they get a t-shirt or a bag or something that is a reward for their commitment.’ 
 

A number of clubs have used rewards for participation. For example, one group offers young 
women a watch or t-shirt after they attend for 6 weeks. 
  
Research 
Incentives can be useful for initiating and sustaining involvement, particularly for hard to 
reach or reluctant groups who need extra encouragement to get involved. If rewards are 
over-used there is a danger of them being perceived as controlling and resulting in de-
motivation.  In this case intrinsic motivation is reduced as participants require external 
motivators to be present. For example, young people who were given rewards for drawing 
over time experienced decreasing motivation to draw in free time where there were no 
rewards. 
 
 
Group Size 
 
Many of the programmes that attract regular numbers of participants are relatively small in 
group size. This can create a tension between the drive to increase participants and the 
challenges in recruiting larger numbers and the fact that many young women enjoy the 
smaller group size. Within our research a number of young women identified small group 
size as a positive aspect of the activity. 

 
‘[in Zumba] the classes are small enough that you’re like…people notice if I don’t 
turn up and I feel sort of, you know, motivated to keep coming.’ (Zumba, community 
centre participant) 
 
They like the numbers of the class, they are all year 11, and there is plenty of space. 
The first week there were more girls and it was too crowded. They like that they 
know everyone.(Zumba, coach in college programme) 
 

 
Leadership 
 
Leadership is key to success. Key issues that were raised included gender, style and role 
model qualities.  
 
Leadership is one of the most crucial elements of the programme and is recognised as a key 
to the popularity and participation levels of sessions.  
 

‘I think the coaches have been one of [the main reasons participants keep coming to 
sessions]. We’ve got a great boxer fit and circuits coach who has been a real source 
of inspiration to the girls that she’s been working with. And UsGirls have done a little 
piece on her. So just with the sort of the background that she came from…sort of 
like drug and alcohol abuse… and how she’s brought herself up into you know being 
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where she is now… …She’s quite open about her background because she knows 
that that can be an inspiration for young girls…I think that she’s been able to keep 
the young girls there because of who she is.’ (Project Manager) 
 
‘I’d say our main think is the skill of the staff we’ve got on board….it’s their ability to 
engage with young people. Yeah, so it’s the quality of the relationships, their skills in 
developing quality relationships’ (Project Manager) 
 
We chose friendly and approachable staff, but they also have to be suitably 
qualified. (Project Manager) 

 
KEY is to have excellent role models.  Use women to teach the classes who are the 
best in the hip hop dance industry. (Project Manager) 

 
One coach was described as talking with the girls about following their dream and 
“she had 100 girls eating out of her hand” the teacher must be “the real deal”.  
Teacher must be able to link to the student and be down to earth. Girls are often 
interested in the backgrounds of the teachers. (Project Manager) 
 

In general, good leaders were thought to be skilled at the activity and to have the capacity to 
be role models for the young women that they coached. Bain, Wilson, and Chaikind (1989) 
explored overweight women’s experiences of exercise programmes. They found that the 
participants valued instructors who were qualified and nonjudgemental.  
 
Many programmes are prioritising the use of female coaches; however, there are a number 
of examples of male coaches. The use of female coaches is seen as particularly important for 
women who require female only sport sessions. Dance-related activities have been offered 
frequently and are typically delivered by women.  
 

‘What we’ve tried to do is, although you didn’t have to, we did, because they were 
all women’s session, we tried to keep our instructors female as well, just so that it 
made them all feel a bit more comfortable. And, maybe that’s one of the reasons 
our sessions have worked, because our instructors are all female.’ (Project manager) 

 
In another project, women leaders were used as it was felt they would be more responsive 
to young women’s needs and interests and would be able to respond more quickly if there 
programme was having problems or participants were not attending. 

 
Hirsch et al (2000) suggest that the presence of females in leadership roles and as staff can 
be motivating to girls and provide them with role models they can identify with. 
 
One badminton programme was coached by a male who was very experienced and coached 
from grassroots to elite levels. The girls responded well to his coaching style which was, in 
this context, very relaxed and supportive. 
 
Some of the participants discussed their preferred leadership style. When asked about their 
Zumba instructor students said: 
 

She’s clear, makes sure that you ‘get’ it. (student, zumba) 
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She’s nice, she’s good, you can speak, she repeats so you can catch up. 
(student, zumba) 
 
She’s nice, not critical, teaches you how to do it, breaks it down and repeats, 
she also makes mistakes. (focus group, zumba) 

 
Overall, leaders were valued as role models and were appreciated for their skill, relaxed 
approach, helpfulness, ability to facilitate fun and learning, and ability to listen and be 
responsive to participant’s needs. While there are some benefits to having a female coach, 
male coaches can also be effective – particularly if they adopt these preferred styles of 
leadership. 
 
Style/Environment/Climate 
 

 Collaborative 

 Inclusive 

 Informal/flexible 
 
The environment of the sessions is typically flexible and accommodating to the needs of 
girls. They are clearly not managed in an authoritative, directive style of leadership. Young 
women often have input in the organisation including time, choice of music, and style of 
delivery. There were numerous examples of the different ways that activity sessions were 
styled to appeal to young women, particularly young women who might be less sporty or 
confident or who might be less attracted to traditional sports programmes. The sessions are 
often packed full of activity with limited instruction. Competition is often minimised at first. 
 

Relaxed rules 
One project manager told us that he relaxed the college’s kit policy to accommodate the 
girls as he didn’t want to put them off with too many rules. 
 
Everyone is late, including the teachers – that’s just the culture of hip hop.  (project 
manager) 
 
Modification of activities 
The coach served during the activity and one girl observed that this kept things moving 
quickly as not all of the girls could serve very well. They did another game with prisoners 
– again fast moving – two teams with players coming and leaving until one team was 
out. (field notes) 

 
‘just trying to make it a little bit different with table tennis. They’ve done all sorts of 
things. One time the workers pulled both table tennis tables together so you had a 
much bigger table to play on….just silly…but things that are mixing it up a bit so it’s 
not just like table tennsi as they know it…it’s very removed from competitive sports 
in the minds to start with…before you know it your’re trying to get them to volley…’ 
(project manager) 

 
with the swimming…they have targeted actually a lot of women from BME 
backgrounds, so it has been adapted in the sense of, you know, the clothes that they 
wear, the music that is played, all that kind of stuff…’ (project worker) 
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Atmosphere 
There were numerous examples of ways that leaders tried to make the activities keep 
moving while remaining fun and relaxed. Most sessions we observed were characterised 
by an informal atmosphere that allowed for socialising while maintaining very high levels 
of activity. Girls were not chastised or over-instructed but were engaged and 
encouraged. 
 

The atmosphere was relaxed with lots of laughing and joking. (field notes)  
 
I mean the dance sessions are quite sort of chilled and relaxed, so if there’s 
something you can’t do, you know, the session’s adapted (project manager) 
 
laid back not too serious. If it’s exercise I don’t want to do it. (student, Zumba) 
 
Both the project manager and the coach felt that the key was ‘getting people active’. 
With this in mind he purposely moved away from a more traditional ‘PE’ style 
approach and focused on ‘fun’ and ‘activity’.  (field notes) 
 
Not embarrassing as some good and some not.(Student, Zumba) 
 
‘no rules’, if you do it wrong it’s ok, no shouting at you, no one is watching you. You 
get sweaty, you get your stress out, no one stares. Do if for self, doesn’t matter if 
you go wrong… (student, Zumba) 
 
It’s different, good music, fun, (Exercise is treadmills) (student, Zumba) 
 

 Initial finding from participants indicates that this style is working. The only problem we 
observed was in one session in a college where a girl felt that she was left out and there 
was no intervention by the coach to find out why she was participating or to make sure 
that she felt included. This could be a potential issue if the organisation is too casual or if 
the leader is not in tune with the social dynamics of the group they are working with 

 
Social 
Awareness of the importance of socialising and positive peer relations is crucial. In one 
of the case studies the session was organised in a way to maximise social interaction and 
activity rather than in a more traditional format that would have separated and perhaps 
isolated the participants. 
 

One badminton coach told us that although he had the option of using all of the 
badminton courts in the sports hall, he had decided to keep them all of the 
participants together on one court. He felt that if they went off on their own they 
might find themselves paired with someone they didn’t like and not enjoy it or they 
might get bored and not sustain the activity levels or involvement.  He didn’t know 
them well enough to be sure how to pair them best and he felt that they liked the 
social element. The coach fel that for these college students coming together as a 
group with friends was crucial and that when they saw their friends do it they were 
more likely to have a go themselves.  

 
Another club which deals with at-risk young women has said that they add the sport into 
other activities that the young women are more used to doing. 
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 ‘the mix of sporting and nonsporting is a good strategy…the flexibility of being able 
to introduce some of the young women to sports when they’re taking part in 
another project.’ (Project Manager, Charity) 

 
The research suggests that peer relationships are a crucial factor in young women’s 
decisions to become involved in activities. This is particularly salient for girls who need 
reassurance about their involvement in sport. Strategies for encouraging socialising and 
engagement with others within sessions can help sustain interest and perceptions of fun. 
  
Challenges to Planning and Delivery 
Planned sessions and activities were not always successful. One of the characteristics of 
successful programmes is the ability to decide when to stop a project that is not working and 
maintain the determination to try something else. The monitoring and evaluation of sessions 
is a crucial part of making decisions about what and how to make changes. 
 

‘I mean there are sessions that we have closed down. We have been quite ruthless 
in the sense that if people didn’t get their monitoring forms to us we said no 
monitoring, no funding. So last year we closed down two sessions, nto that they 
weren’t going well, numbers were good, but we just didn’t get the monitoring in to 
prove that those numbers were good.’ 
 
‘And we have been quite adaptable to our sessions, so if something’s not worked, 
we’ve stopped it and thought of something else. So, we’ve not just stuck to it…we’re 
not just sitting on something…’ 
 
‘It can be demoralising for staff when there just isn’t take up by young people, you 
know, if we planned quite a good sports session. But the quality and professionalism 
of the staff involved means that they don’t let that spill over into showing 
disappointment to the young people.’ 
 

Opportunities for participants to engage in planning 
Although this has not been addressed in detail within the findings, research suggests that 
involving young people in planning is a way to maintain their motivation and engagement as 
well as developing their personal knowledge and skills. They also valued flexibility in the 
running of activities and the modification of activities if they were too challenging. 
Therefore, they preferred a collaborative approach that allowed adjustment of the sessions 
to their needs.  
 
 
Hirsch et al (2000) presented a model for developing programmes for young women. One of 
the factors they suggest is central to both programme planning and youth development is 
‘giving girls a voice’. This involves more than simply asking girls what they want: ‘Providing 
girls, or anyone else for that matter, with an effective voice is not a simple task. Girls, 
themselves, often have little experience or skill in articulating their desires with powerful 
adults’ (Hirsch et al: 223). For this to be effective then some training may need to be offered 
in decision-making and planning alongside activities. 
 
 
Previous Research 
Previous research would support many of the issues that UsGirls projects are considering in 
their planning. The findings suggest that women who are less confident in activity settings 
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benefit from supportive, nonthreatening environments that are adjusted to their needs. For 
example, Bain et al. (1989) found that the overweight women in their research appreciated 
social support, stable group members and no spectators. Similarly, Allender et al (2006) 
identified the importance of a safe, non-threatening environment for young women. Biddle 
et al. (2005) suggest that social support is important and recommended strategies for 
involving family involvement and support as well as encouraging peer support.   
 
For many women, spending time with a partner or friends may also be prioritised over 
physical activity sessions (Allender et al, 2006; Coakley and White, 1992). Again, this can 
pose a challenge to recruiting young women but linking it to social or family-based activities 
may help young women to feel they are spending time with others and making time for 
activity. Some of the programmes are exploring activities for mothers and children and 
friendship groups; however, we are not aware of any that are offering activities for young 
women and their partners. (There is no evidence to suggest that this would be an effective 
way to deliver activity but it might interest some women – particularly those in the older age 
band. ) 
 
Bain et al. (1989) also found that women valued flexibility in the running of activities and the 
modification of activities if they were too challenging. Therefore, they preferred a 
collaborative approach that allowed adjustment of the sessions to their needs. Similarly, 
Biddle et. al found that programmes for adolescent girls are most effective when they have 
opportunities for girls to have choices in what they do. 
 
There are a range of psychological variables associated with activity in adolescent girls 
include feelings of confidence, enjoyment, body, appearance (Allender, 2006; Biddle et al, 
2005). Young women benefit from opportunities to develop confidence and to increase self-
perceptions of ability within activities. This has implications for the ways activities are 
structured. Within our findings there is a sense that girls want to learn but they do not wish 
to have too much instruction. This can pose a challenge to coaches as they find ways to 
foster skill development without over-teaching.  The successful coaches in our study did not 
really appear to be teaching, but led by example with occasional reinforcement of girls’ 
successes and repetition of difficult moves or tasks. In addition, activities were modified so 
that difficult skills could be introduced when the girls’ were ready. 
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Community outreach/engagement 

 
 

Partnerships 
 

Partnerships were crucial to successful projects. Many of the project managers are working 
with a small staff and minimal facilities. For these projects partnerships are a valuable way to 
increase resources, stretch funds, and recruit participants. For example, one project 
manager has a target of 2000 young women and is reliant on developing a large number of 
sessions through partnership work. In this case no activities are actually offered in the 
facility where the project manager works. Her partnerships typically entail providing a coach 
for intact groups including young women in college, a homeless shelter, and a range of 
community groups. There is a huge network of partnerships being developed throughout the 
country.  
 
There are a number of styles of partnership in our research including: 

 

 Offering services to intact groups 

 Offering coaching in exchange for childcare and/or facilities 

 Community centres 

 Assistance with consultation, recruiting and marketing 

 Groups with specialist interests 

 NGBs 
 
One of the projects was able to start their UsGirls programmes very early. The programme 
manager said,  
 

‘It’s been plain sailing I have to say…I don’t know whether it was because of our 
consultation prior to the project starting, which I don’t think a lot of other projects 
did, whether we already had a good relationship with our community centres prior 
to this project happening. I don’t know, but it just seems to have worked out well.’ 
 
The community centres ‘did an initial sort of consultation process with their users of 
what activities they wanted, why they wanted it, had they done these activities 
before. So, they came back to us with the activities that they wanted…we got a vast 
amount of activities wanting to be done: boxer fit, netball, dance…Zumba… we just 
looked at what they came back with and what we could offer, then went back to the 
community centre and said look, out of these sports/activities this is what we can 
offer.’ 
 

Another project manager stated: 
 

We took some existing relationships that we had with either Children Centre’s or 
Community Centres, Sport Centres or sports clubs, we took existing relationships 
and we sort of expanded on it further. So rather than just say “yes, we’re working 
alongside you to deliver and activity in your venue”. It was, “right, you know all of 
the females that access your facilities, you send them the poster”. So, rather than us 
sending the poster out saying come to our session, if it came to them directly then a 
bit more trust and a bit more knowledge associated with what they can provide. So, 
it’s a bit more heavily relying on those partnerships. 
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Consultation is not just something conducted in the planning stages. Consultation can occur 
throughout the project. This allows project managers and coaches to make continual 
adjustments that can help to insure success. 
 

‘if there was two or three females attending regularly, that’s really good for them 
and so it’s about encouraging them, would you still attend if it was a changed day or 
a changed location? So making the females or making the partners part of the 
decision-making process has helped sustain the numbers.’ 
  

The young women who got involved were typically already engaged in the community 
centres for other reasons and the activities were added to the range of programmes offered 
at the centres. This advice was echoed by another project manager who said that it is very 
important to make sure that there is a clear plan before delivery and to ensure that club can 
deliver the activity.  
 
Consultation 
Consultation was deemed as crucial to matching activities to participants’ interest; however, 
it is not always successful. For example, one project manager visited a local college and 
consulted with girls about their interest in participating in activities. The girls expressed 
interest and the activities were started; however, the girls did not attend. In this case, the 
project manager has expressed her intention to return to the college for a second phase of 
consultation.  
 
Consultation must be wide ranging and include information about time and place, leadership 
and clothing as well as examples/discussion of what a session might be like in the UsGirls 
programme in order to alleviate fears and concerns that some young women have about 
sports sessions (i.e. what you might do, how it might differ from PE…) If possible, it might be 
helpful to have target participants participate in a planning session which would allow them 
to provide input into programme design. This might be choosing activities, discussing music, 
adding in social elements, or choosing what to wear to the session. 
 
 
Recruitment and marketing 
 
Recruiting participants is a huge challenge for all projects. There have been a range of 
successful approaches. Probably the most successful way of recruitment has been 
developing partnerships with intact groups as discussed above.  
 
Marketing is conducted in a range of ways:  

 flyers 

 community groups and leaders  

 word of mouth,  

 local newspapers, magazines and newsletters,  

 information booths at community events,  

 taster sessions... 

 local radio shoes 

 work through existing clubs and organsiations 

 schools and colleges 

 social media (facebook, urban dance project has a graffiti poster) 

 word of mouth, friends 
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 banner in front of the centre 

 telephone and email 

 providing coaches with contact information with participants 

 Commitment from borough (the commit £2000 to the charity) 
 
There are a number of examples of the ways that projects approach marketing/recruitment. 
 
One highly successful project which is working in partnership with community groups said 
that, ‘each centre promoted their own classes….and then we did a generic leaflet as well 
with all of our classes on there. It was an UsGirls leaflet saying this is what is on offer’. 
 
Another project said that their recruitment came solely through taster sessions. Colleges, 
schools and 6th forms have been identified as an excellent place to recruit as there are often 
a relatively large number of the target population to draw from. One group says that they 
gain access to 600-900 young women through colleges each term. They use a stand and a 
banner during open days/fairs. 
 
Quite a few projects find facebook is quite useful; however, some projects are not allowed 
to use face book and other social media and have identified this as a challenge. 
 
A number of projects rely on the coach to maintain contact with participants and ensure that 
the coach as participants emails and phone numbers. 
 
One project uses a large banner in front of their centre which generates attention. 
 
Word of mouth can work well as young women often bring their friends or tell others about 
programmes that they are enjoying. 
 
Overview 
Recruiting strategies vary and their success may partially depend on the characteristics of 
participants. The success of taster sessions may partly relate to the fact that young women 
can get an idea of what they are getting involved in. This may be particularly important for 
young women who have had negative experiences of sport in the past. Word of mouth may 
also work in a similar way. Involving intact groups has also been very successful as it can 
involve consultation prior to planning and delivery. A number of participants mentioned 
seeing posters for free sessions and coming to sessions. There is a clear sense that 
community groups are very helpful for recruiting members of BME groups. 
 
Previous research has identified three guidelines for promoting sport to young women. 
These include: avoiding a directive approach or association with authority figures (too much 
like school), age-relevance, and addressing key barriers. Finch and White (1998) found that 
young women are more interested in the immediate benefits of participation (feeling 
better…) than long term health-related information. Participants in their research suggested 
slogans like ‘put more fun in your life’ or ‘make a lot of friends’ as a way to recruit. They also 
felt that discussing social benefits and appearance benefits linked to looking better or losing 
weight would be more effective than more general health related issues. 
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Engagement with different sessions 
 
Key issues associated with location are convenience, cost, familiarity, and flexibility. A 
number of projects have had success by offer activities in less equipped facilities that are 
familiar to participants. Strategies include offering tasters within sport centres, offering 
sessions in other locations, offering initial sessions in other locations before introducing 
sessions at the sport centre. 
 
cost  
 
Facility hire can be a significant cost for programmes. Some groups have their own facilities 
but others must hire space. A number of projects have been very effective in gaining access 
to space in kind, i.e providing coaching in exchange of space and participants. One 
programme has made an extremely cost effective relationship with a local nursery which 
provides child care and space for a mid morning Zumba class.  
 
Accessibility 
 
The location of facilities appears to be a crucial element of getting programmes started. For 
example, some project managers believe that some programmes have failed because of the 
location of the programme on offer and have had success when moving to a new space. A 
number of organisers have strategy of providing initial sessions in local, convenient spaces 
before moving to leisure centres. This strategy entails making it easy for new participants to 
access and learn about programmes on safe territory before moving into an unfamiliar place.  

 
‘just saying it has to be there and then, expecting people to go is a lot easier said 
than done. So, by slightly changing that emphasis on providing activities in venues 
where people already go, it engaged them a lot better.’ 

 
Leisure centres 
 
A number of organisers feel that leisure centres or other sports facilities can be perceived as 
intimidating to participants. Therefore, using local facilities such as church halls has been 
proposed as a strategy for involving new participants. Taster days and festivals can also be a 
strategy for encouraging young women to come to a local leisure centre in a nonthreatening 
atmosphere.  

‘…a lot of activities are not in designated sports facilities; they’re in general 
community facilities that these young women have already been accessing. And 
again, if they’re new to activity, that has been found to be very important, because 
previously they would have only done maybe activity at school, whether they had a 
positive or negative experience would depend on whether they would actually ever 
go to a sport centre.’ 

 
Allender et al. (2006: 831) found that ‘anxiety and a lack of confidence about entering 
unfamiliar settings such as gyms were the main barriers to participation in GP referral 
schemes’. Finch and White (1998) found that sports facilities can be intimidating to young 
women. This feeling was exacerbated by a lack of confidence or knowledge of sports skills. In 
addition, many young women linked sports facilities to more traditional delivery of 
traditional sports which was perceived as unappealing.   
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There is as sense that after young women become more committed to a programme they 
will be willing to travel. This phenomenon was apparent in one successful programme for 
Muslim women. Once the programme was established young women from a range of areas 
were willing to travel outside of their local community to participate. Swimming is deemed a 
popular activity; however, there are few spaces that offer complete privacy and female only 
staff. Participation increased through word of mouth as young women invited friends to 
participate. 
 
  



25 
 

Underpinning Themes 
 

Volunteering 
 
Many programmes feel that recruiting volunteers is a challenge. Some feel that young 
women who sustain involvement in programmes will be more likely to want to become 
volunteers. 
 

One project manager in a college described the volunteer process as difficult partly 
because the requirement of 10 hours of volunteering time which he thought would 
be challenging for some of the girls as they could not simply sign on and complete 
the process all at once. He didn’t feel that he would get volunteers on the strength 
of the 5 sessions of badminton they were offered. The leadership award requires 
more commitment and so far mostly males have volunteered for the programme. He 
had one girl express interest but they missed the deadline and she will not be able to 
try again until April [4 months away] 

 
We’ve been a bit slow on our volunteers but we’ve just, for this sort of quarter, 
managed to id[entify] about four or five volunteer champions who are also 
interested in doing courses, so getting themselves qualified…they now want to 
qualify as Zumba teachers and boxerfit. 

 
The literature on volunteering in sport (summary below) does not really capture the 
experiences of young women in the UsGirls target group. The types of benefits that young 
people can experience when they volunteer, however, would be extended to the UsGirls 
participants. Therefore, it can be expected that volunteers have the potential to develop 
self-confidence, increase skills related to activity planning and delivery, increase their social 
capital or interconnectedness and strengthen their ties to the community.  
 
We would suggest that UsGirls develop a brand of volunteering suited to the UsGirls 
population – young women who may not have a sporting identity and may not view 
themselves as having the capacity to lead sporting activities. Young women initiating 
participation in activities for the first time may feel that volunteering is daunting, requires 
too much commitment, and potentially too much paperwork. A version of volunteering that 
provided a bit less initial commitment might serve as a transition or ‘lead in’ to more 
substantial commitment in the future that could be more linked with the sustainability of 
programmes. So maybe helping set up 3 sessions and plan two sessions could lead to a 
‘UsGirls volunteer’ designation/t-shirt… 
 
 
Research 
There is little research on volunteering in sport within the target UsGirls population. This is 
probably because this group has low levels of volunteering within the sport context and, are 
therefore, not represented in the limited existing literature on youth volunteering in sport. 
Approximately 28% of sports volunteers are in the age 16-24 category and approximately 
twice as many are male (LIRC, 2003). Women are most likely to volunteer because of their 
children or if they have an interest or affiliation with sport. It is reasonable to assume that 
the typical UsGirls participant will have had little experience in being a sport volunteer. 
 
Volunteering is linked to a number of government agendas around ‘big society’, ‘civic 
engagement’ and ‘citizenship’ and is thought to be an important way to encourage young 
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people’s engagement with society, their connectedness to other people and networks, and 
to increase skills and knowledge.  The concept of ‘social capital’ has received particular 
attention within discussions on volunteering and has been an increasingly popular way to 
discuss benefits of volunteering for young people. There are a number of theoretical 
frameworks for conceptualising social capital. Within the context of policy the most common 
definition is from Putnam, ‘the networks, norms, and trust that enable participants to act 
together more effectively to pursue shared objectives’ (Putnam, 1995:56). He suggests that 
there are two forms of social capital: bonding social capital refers to strengthening 
connections between homogeneous groups of people where connections are already in 
place (friends, family, neighbours); and, bridging capital refers to making links across diverse 
groups of people. Enhancing social capital therefore refers to increasing individual’s 
engagement with others and the creation of formal and informal social networks. According 
to Putnam (2000:327), ‘social connectedness is one of the most powerful determinants of 
our well-being’.  
 
The institution of sport has been linked to social capital by policy makers. For example, 
SportEngland has suggested that ‘sport contributes to strengthening community cohesion, 
engagement, and capacity building’. These discussions, however, often neglect to address 
the needs of young women who may not feel ‘engaged’ or ‘connected’ to sporting 
communities. 
 
Engaging in volunteering in the context of sport has been linked to enhancing social capital. 
A study by Kay and Bradbury (2009) found that young people engaged in a sport 
volunteering  programme felt that they had developed a range of personal and social skills 
including organisational skills associated with event planning and, increased confidence in 
working with others and leading others in activity sessions. In addition, young people 
increased their interaction with a range of other people. Staff felt that young people 
interacted more with others and young people enjoyed helping others and making a 
contribution. However, as in other work this study focused more on middle class young 
people with a strong interest in sport. 
 
The literature on volunteering in sport does not really capture the experiences of young 
women in the UsGirls target group. The types of benefits that young people can experience 
when they volunteer, however, would be extended to the UsGirls participants. Arguably, 
they could make even more impact on groups that have been more likely to experience 
exclusion and disengagement. 
 
 
Sustainability 
 
Some project managers are considering how to address the sustainability of their activities. 
One strategy is to begin to introduce paid classes so that the participants cover the fees of 
the coaches. For example, one club is introducing fees but will insure that the coaches is paid 
in full even if the fees do not cover the costs.  
 

‘We’ve already looked at the process of sustaining our classes, so we’re already sort 
of talking to our coaches about how they can sustain their classes. So come the end 
of this sort of sort of this ten weeks of classes, two of our classes, the Zumba will 
sustain themselves. So she’s already had a chat with the women who came to her 
class saying that she will have to put a charge on it, and they all seem to be quite 
happy….she’s got about 18 girls coming to her class. What we did say is we’ll support 
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her, so at the moment she gets charged, she charges us £35 an hour. We’ve said to 
her, look what we will do is whatever she doesn’t make on the 35, that we will for 
the first ten weeks support her…’ (The charge is £4.50 but there will be a reduced 
fee for 16-25.) 

 
One project manager highlighted that they were initiating activities that would allow 
participants to gain awareness of clubs: 
 

‘…they’re running taster and/or competitions …just making people more aware of 
what else is out there, because there are clubs that are associated with the activities 
so, therefore, they don’t have to just do it as part of the UsGirls session, there are 
clubs associated with it, and they can continue that, what they’ve learnt or what 
they’ve enjoyed more in the community as well.’ 
    
‘What we’d like to see is people ultimately mainstreamed, you know, so taking part 
in these things in the community, or taking part in some of these activities 
completely independent of us…a step below that is just young women asking can we 
play tomorrow? So, for the young women we are working with there’s some small 
steps that we would take as success.’ 
 

The project managers we spoke to were in various stages with their thinking on 
sustainability. However, there are some very good examples of the ways that sustainability is 
being incorporated within the delivery process in early stages. 
 
Working with UsGirls 
 
We asked project managers about their experience of working with UsGirls. They were all 
quite positive about the team and the support that they had received. The appreciated the 
flexibility, responsiveness, and practical knowledge/advice. 
 

The Usgirls team has been fantastic, and I don’t know whether it’s because it’s been 
all women. I’m not sure. 
 
I think it’s been very well organised. …I did the conference last year… and you know 
good workshops, excellent workshops. I mean you quite often go to a workshop and 
get nothing out of it, but…most of, the majority of the ones I attended you came 
away with something. 
 
In terms of supporting the project the’ver been really great…they’ve been there sort 
of every time you’ve needed them…they’ve been at the end of an email and the 
response has been really, really speedy. 
 
Very accessible and good at sharing knowledge. Leave them to manage the projects, 
but will signpost other people who can help if needed. 
 
I think our experiences of StreetGames with this initiative is that there is a lot of very 
practical, useful support available. There’s people to meet where some very 
practical things get offered, whether it’s resources, whether it’s ideas for where to 
get some more funding, whether its event and initiatives we can join in.’ 
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Project managers in London highlighted that having an UsGirls contact who visited the 
project had been very helpful. One of the positives that was highlighted was that it made 
projects feel part of ‘something bigger’. 
 

‘She’s able to go to sessions and you know ask about success stories, and make them 
aware that all the things that you feed into are going to be sort of promoted or 
published on a national scale. So, they feel that they are contributing to something 
much bigger than just a swimming lesson at [a local] leisure centre on a Saturday 
morning let’s say. And, I think it gives them a bit more pride.’ 
  

One of the project managers outside the London area suggested that it would be helpful to 
have someone who could visit them as well: 
 

Could improve by having more area managers so there is someone to come and see 
me.  

 
Clearly the UsGirls team is perceived as helpful , supportive and responsive. It is probably 
quite positive that project managers appreciate rather than worry about being visited. 
However, there were examples of project managers who are worried about their targets and 
are struggling to recruit the target age group.  This research has focused more on 
‘successful’ groups and it might be useful to explore some of the groups that are struggle in 
order to extend the picture of the issues clubs are experiencing. 
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Characteristics of Successful Programmes 

 
This is an outline of the characteristics of successful programmes with some examples of 
elements that have worked within UsGirls projects. 
 

Partnerships  
o Delivery to intact groups 
o Sharing of resources 
o Marketing within communities 

 
Flexibility in delivery 

o Relaxed, friendly coaching style 
o Socialising 
o Allow participants to dip in and out 
o Modifying activities 

 
note: young women do value skill development, high activity levels, learning and 
fitness but many prefer less pedantic, more informal organisational styles 

 
Willingness to change when something is not working 

o Moving times and locations  
o Changing activities 
o Stopping unsuccessful activities and trying something new 

 
Continuous evaluation of projects 

o Strategies for knowing when something is not working as soon as possible 
o Informal and regular consulting with young women, coaches, volunteers  
o Monitoring participation and interest levels 

 
Effective coaches and leadership 

o Open to non-traditional styles of leadership 
o Role models who young women relate to 
o Knowledgeable 
o Supportive, low key, attuned to girls’ feelings 
o Nonjudgmental 
o Allow young women to input ideas 

 
Consultation - creating a good match 

o UsGirls programmes work in a range of ways (different activities, times, 
styles…) 

o Avoid assuming what young women want to do, when they want to do it, 
and where they want to do it – you might be surprised 

o If young women have a say in planning it will help motivate them to attend  
o Resilience – you might do everything ‘right’ and it still might not work. Re-

consult and try again. 
 

Convenience for participants 
o Location, time, balance with other demands and priorities 
o May combine priorities with other activities at community centres or 

spending time with friends and family. 
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Regularity of sessions 
o Knowing that a session is on every week at a particular time helps young 

women who may not keep a diary or calendar or who may have a busy 
schedule and limited free time 

o Building a stable, supportive group can be motivating to young women 
 
Incentives are working 

o UsGirls merchandise/brand popular 
o Identifying with a national project can inspire coaches, volunteers, and 

participants 
o Consider nonsporty incentives – vouchers, trips, activities 
o Consider tournaments once groups feel more confident 
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