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Abstract
Dropout from physical activity during adolescence is a public health problem, especially 
for girls. The aim of this study was to analyse the scientific literature in order to identify 
the factors that encourage sustained participation in physical activity habits and 
those that lead girls to dropout of sports practice. A search of articles published in 
the Web of Science database from 2010 to December 2022 was conducted using 
the keywords: (Physical activity OR Physical exercise OR Sport) AND (Adolesc* OR 
Children) AND (Female OR Gender OR Girl OR Wom*) AND (Barrier* OR Facilitator*). 
The PRISMA declaration was adopted for the development of the study. Inclusion 
criteria were: i) the age of the participants in the studies (up to 21 years of age), ii) 
the language (Spanish, Catalan or English) and iii) the type of document (article). 
A total of 597 papers were obtained, from which 29 articles were selected for this 
review. The results revealed different internal and external factors influencing girls’ 
dropout or sustained participation in sport activity during adolescence: motivation, 
self-perception, self-presentation, sport identity, changes during adolescence, sport 
environment, educational environment, social support, role models and stereotypes. 
At the end of the study, strategies are proposed to reverse the trend for adolescent 
girls to dropout of the practice of physical activity and sport.
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Introduction 
Regular physical activity (PA) is an important protective 
factor for the prevention and treatment of non-communicable 
diseases, such as cardiovascular diseases, type 2 diabetes 
and several types of cancer (WHO, 2020a). In addition to 
the benefits it provides for physical health, its effect on 
academic and cognitive performance has been evidenced 
(Chacón-Cuberos et al., 2020), proving beneficial for 
maintaining mental health and preventing cognitive decline 
and symptoms of depression and anxiety, and contributing 
to general well-being. The WHO guidelines on PA and 
sedentary habits (2020a) indicate that, during adolescence, 
an average of at least 60 minutes of PA should be carried 
out daily, including vigorous-intensity aerobic activities 
and activities that strengthen the musculoskeletal system 
at least 3 days a week. However, according to global health 
statistics (2020b), 4 out of 5 school-aged adolescents aged 
11-17 years (81%) do not meet PA recommendations, with 
the proportion of girls (84.7%) not meeting this threshold 
being higher than that of boys (77.6%). This demonstrates 
that the trend of physical inactivity and, consequently, its 
associated diseases, continues to increase in adolescence, 
creating an alarming public health problem (Escalante, 2011).

According to the scientific literature, among girls, 
sedentary and unhealthy lifestyles are a trend that becomes 
significant from adolescence onwards (Troiano et al., 2008). 
A number of studies have also investigated factors affecting 
PA habits among adolescent girls and have highlighted 
various influences. Therefore, in order to understand their 
reduced participation in PA and sport, the factors that 
influence this situation should be analysed.

One of the biggest social influences is the media. Gómez-
Colell (2015) argues that women’s sport is invisibilised by 
the media because it is considered less important. This is 
a further difficulty in encouraging adolescent girls to take 
up sport. There are a lack of female role models at this 
stage of life, which reinforces the message that sport is 
for men. Moreover, in many sports media, the few women 
who do appear in the coverage do so not because of their 
leading role as athletes, but as male companions. They 
are what Sáinz de Baranda (2010) refers to as “guests”: 
women who are not athletes but appear in sports coverage 
as partners, celebrities or amateurs accompanying the male 
protagonist (2010, p. 130). These women are featured in the 
media on account of their beauty or for being romantically 
involved with athletes, sending adolescent girls stereotypical 
messages and insights into their place in sport. For their part, 
Rodríguez and Miraflores (2018) account for the reduced 
participation of women in sport through the influence of 

myths that are preserved in the public perception and which 
defend, on the one hand, that PA masculinises women and, 
on the other, that girls are less interested in sport than boys. 
It is also important to note that the social sexism that has 
traditionally defined adolescent girls as weaker and less 
skilled in sport also permeates through the hidden curriculum 
of secondary school Physical Education (PE) classes, which 
further encourages the development of negative attitudes or 
indifference towards PA among adolescent girls (Granda-
Vera et al., 2018). Finally, adolescent girls are additionally 
unable to find support in their immediate environment, 
especially in their families, so girls in this age group begin 
to prioritise types of activities other than sport. For all these 
reasons, the sporting sphere remains linked to masculinity 
not only in public perception, but also in practice. This leads 
adolescent girls to consider it to be a space that not only does 
not belong to them, but also one where they feel less valued, 
less competent and which presents fewer opportunities for 
participation and development (Flores-Fernández, 2020). 

In light of these studies, it is clear that the factors 
influencing adolescent girls’ sustained participation in PA 
and sport are abundant and increasingly subtle and difficult 
to detect, making it more costly to design and implement 
interventions to improve the situation. For all of the above 
reasons, the aim of this systematic review (SR) is to identify 
the factors that influence adolescent girls to remain in or 
dropout of PA and sport.

Materials and methods
In order to guarantee the methodological rigour of this SR, 
the 27 items included in the updated PRISMA (Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) 
statement (Page et al., 2021) were applied.

Search strategy
In order to carry out the review, a search was conducted 
for scientific articles indexed in the Web of Science 
(WoS) database, which guarantees the impact index of 
the information sources and, therefore, their quality and 
scientific rigour. The search strategy aimed to identify 
articles that examined factors associated with PA and sport 
participation and dropout among adolescent girls. A search 
was carried out for articles in which a combination of the 
following keywords appeared in the abstract: (Physical 
activity OR Physical exercise OR Sport) AND (Adolesc* 
OR Children) AND (Female OR Gender OR Girl OR Wom*) 
AND (Barrier* OR Facilitator*). 

http://www.revista-apunts.com
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Articles assessed for eligibility 
(n = 55)

Articles excluded because of title and 
abstract  
(n = 346)

Articles excluded:
• Age of participants (n = 3)
• Reading of full text (n = 23)

Figure 1
PRISMA 2020 flowchart for Systematic Reviews
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Eligibility criteria
The inclusion criteria were: i) original, experimental 
articles addressing factors associated with adolescent girls’ 
participation or dropout from sport, ii) articles published 
between January 2010 and November 2022, iii) research 
with a sample of individuals up to 21 years of age, and 
iv) articles published in English, Spanish or Catalan. All 
research that: i) was not an original, experimental study; ii) 
was published prior to 2010, and iii) included participants 
outside the indicated age range, was excluded. 

Procedure 
In line with the PRISMA statement (Page et al., 2021), 
three stages (identification, screening and inclusion) 
were established in the article eligibility process. The 
identification phase resulted in a total of 597 items. In 
order to narrow the search and limit access to only sources 
of information of interest according to the purpose of 
the study, articles were filtered by areas of knowledge 
(Psichology, Behavioral Sciences, Educational Research, 

Sport Sciences, Social Issues, Women Studies). Following 
this, 11 studies were eliminated for being duplicates and 
17 for being in a language other than English, Spanish 
or Catalan. The 3 review authors participated jointly in 
the screening phase, filtering by title and abstract, and 
55 articles were selected. In order to comply with the 
participant age criteria, 3 participants were excluded. In 
the inclusion phase, relevant articles were selected through 
reading the full texts and determining their eligibility for 
the study. As a result, 29 articles were finally included. 
Subsequently, to extract the key information from the 
selected sample (n = 29), a content analysis was carried 
out by the three review authors in order to obtain the 
resulting data table (Table 1). Each of the authors entered 
information independently and the information was then 
cross-checked and contrasted in order to ensure that there 
was no bias in the information collected. Finally, after 
analysing the research, the essential variables on which 
to base the synthesis method were determined. Figure 1 
shows a flow chart reflecting the process of searching for 
and selecting research for inclusion in this SR.

http://www.revista-apunts.com
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Factors that influence the physical and sports participation of adolescent girls: a systematic review 

Table 1 
Characteristics and results of the selected studies (in alphabetical order)

Author (year) Factors 
Sample 

Population
N1 Design Instrument Relevant Results

Ahmed et al. (2020) 1-2-8 
Athletes between  
the ages of 11-21

382
Quantitative 

Cross-sectional
Sport Motivation Questionnaire

The motivational factor “health” is ranked higher for girls 
and the factor “social status” for boys.

Amado et al. (2015) 1-2-8-9

Athletes  
between the ages 

of 10-16

Parents

321

321

Quantitative 
Cross-sectional

NPB2, Parental Support, Motivation 
and Enjoyment of Sport Questionnaires

Parental pressure is negatively related to NPB satisfaction. 
NPB is a positive predictor of intrinsic motivation. 
Motivation is a predictor of enjoyment of PA.

Beasley & Garn (2013) 1-2-7
Girls in Year 8, 9 

and 10
34

Quantitative 
Cross-sectional

Motivation and Self-perception 
Questionnaires

Extrinsic motivation is directly related to physical 
self-concept, but not to PA.

Bevan et al. (2021) 6-7-8-9-10 

Girls involved in 
“male sports” 

between the ages 
of 13-17

34 Qualitative Focus Group and Interview 
The reasons behind adolescent girls’ participation in PA 
can be summarised as: social connection, club mentors 
(elite representatives) and female role models in the media.

Bevan & Fane (2017) 2-7-8-9-10
Female athletes 

between the ages 
of 13-17

34
Qualitative 
narrative

Focus Groups and Interviews

Increasing lack of role models for girls. Gender 
discrimination is apparent in the nature of the language 
used and the organisation of school sport. Girls perceive 
themselves as “less competent” than boys.

Budd et al. (2018) 7-8 Girls in Year 6 1,721
Quantitative 

Cross-sectional

Accelerometer and Enjoyment of 
PA, Social Support and School 
Environment Questionnaires

Girls’ enjoyment of PA was significantly impacted by: 
teachers, boys, family and neighbourhood. Only the social 
support of friends has a direct effect on PA.

Castro-Sánchez et al. (2016) 1-7-8 
Adolescents 

between the ages 
of 15-18

2,134
Quantitative 

Cross-sectional
PA, Family PA and Motivation 
Questionnaires

Girls gear PA towards leisure and recreation and boys 
towards the competitive factor. Girls exhibit higher scores 
in the task-oriented environment and boys in the ego-
oriented environment.

Cowley et al. (2021)
2-3-5-6-7-8-
9-10 

Girls between the 
ages of 13-17

48 Qualitative Questionnaire and Focus Groups
Girls’ PA is influenced by intrapersonal (being judged and 
changing priorities), interpersonal (pressures and social 
support) and organisational (sport environment) factors.

Davison et al. (2010) 1-2-5-6-10 Girls aged 13 151
Quantitative 
Longitudinal

Accelerometer, Stethoscope and 
Enjoyment and Sport Motivation 
Questionnaires

Lack of competence is the most common reason for 
disliking PA, followed by perceived effort or fatigue. The 
least common are physical impact, identity and lack of 
opportunities.

Note. 1Sample size; 2Basic Psychological Needs

http://www.revista-apunts.com
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Factors that influence the physical and sports participation of adolescent girls: a systematic review 

Table 1 (Continued) 
Characteristics and results of selected studies (in alphabetical order)

Author (year) Factors 
Sample 

Population
N1 Design Instrument Relevant Results

Dawes et al. (2014) 1-2-6-7 Young Europeans 986
Quantitative 
Longitudinal

Value of Sport, Self-perception and 
Sport Participation Questionnaires  

Men participate more in organised sports and have 
higher scores for self-competition. Gender does not 
predict informal participation. Perception of competence 
influences participation.

Diaconu-Gherasim & Duca 
(2018)

8  
Adolescents  

between the ages 
of 12-15

120
Quantitative 

Cross-sectional
Attachment and Interpersonal Relations 
Questionnaires

Girls perceive themselves to be more prosocial than boys. 
Secure attachment with parents has an impact on the 
quality of friendships and social competence in the team 
environment.

Drummond et al. (2022) 1-2-5-6-7-8 l

Secondary School 
Students

Faculty

Parents

2,189

11

5

Explanatory 
Sequential Mixed

Focus Groups, Interviews and PA, 
Motivation, Resilience, Self-esteem, 
and Body Appreciation Questionnaires

Changing priorities during adolescence, lack of time 
and financial cost limit PA participation. Fun, friendship, 
empowerment and competition are motivators for girls’ PA. 
The role of coaches and parents is very important.

Eime et al. (2015) 2-5-6-7-8 
Students in Year 

7 and 11
440

Quantitative 
Longitudinal

Questionnaires on Perceived 
Competence, Self-efficacy, PA, 
Support, Environmental and Socio-
economic factors

Lack of time and energy as factors, as well as the 
importance of the educational environment, increase 
with age. Support from family and friends and perceived 
competence have a decreased importance over time.

Eime et al. (2016) 2-4-5-6-7-8-9
Students in Year 

7 and 11
729

Quantitative 
Longitudinal

PA Questionnaire and Diary 
With age, non-competitive-organised sports environments 
have an increased importance (lack of time). Support from 
family and friends has a decreased importance over time.

Frömel et al. (2022) 1-2-3-7 Girls and boys 1,558
Quantitative 

Cross-sectional
Motivation and PA Questionnaires 

Boys are more motivated than girls in all respects, except 
when it comes to aesthetic appearance. Enjoyment, 
competition and appearance as motivators increase PA 
participation the most.

Gil-Madrona et al. (2014) 7-10
Girls and boys in 

Year 6
250

Quantitative 
Cross-sectional

Questionnaire on PA at school

28.5% of girls feel that they are neglected when playing 
with boys. Many girls feel that they are chosen last. 25% of 
the participants differentiate between sports exclusively for 
boys and girls. 

Note. 1Sample size; 2Basic Psychological Needs

http://www.revista-apunts.com
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Factors that influence the physical and sports participation of adolescent girls: a systematic review 

Table 1 (Continued) 
Characteristics and results of selected studies (in alphabetical order)

Author (year) Factors 
Sample 

Population
N1 Design Instrument Relevant Results

Gil-Madrona et al. (2017) 7-10
Girls and boys in 

Year 6
1,094

Quantitative 
Cross-sectional

Questionnaire on PA at school
Girls feel that boys do not let them play and feel more 
neglected than boys. Boys are more likely to agree that 
there are different games for boys and girls.

Kirby et al. (2012) 6-7

Girls in Year 2 and 
4 CSE

School principals

1,978

123

Quantitative 
Cross-sectional

Girls’ and School Survey on school PA
PE is the predictor that most increases PA participation in 
adolescent girls. Adolescent girls in schools with a greater 
variety of clubs are more likely to be physically active.

Knowles et al. (2014)
1-2-3-4-5-
8-10

Adolescent girls 14
Qualitative 
narrative

Narrative Interviews

During adolescence, perception of competence decreases 
and there are changes in motivation and a loss of sense of 
purpose regarding PA. Body shape is of greater concern 
when boys are present. Dominant social values contradict 
the active identity.

Kopcakova et al. (2015) 1-2-8
Students aged 11, 

13 and 15
9,018

Quantitative 
Cross-sectional

PA Questionnaire and Motivators for 
PA

Social and health motivators (body image and weight 
control) are ranked more highly by girls; and being a “good 
male” and achievement motivates boys.

Lawler et al. (2022) 3-8 
Adolescents 

between the ages 
of 12-17

995 Quantitative
PA Diary and Support, Pressure, Social 
Acceptance and Teasing Questionnaire

Support from friends is more influential than parental 
support. Girls feel more parental pressure than boys. Girls 
are more likely to be teased than boys.

Mac-Pherson et al. (2016) 2-4-6-8
Athletes between 
the ages of 13-17

8
Qualitative 

Narrative Enquiry
Photocompetition and Interviews

Positive influence of interactions with peers in the 
sport context on the development of the psychological 
(commitment, self-esteem, etc.), social (extroversion, 
humour, etc.) and physical (body image) self.

Mateo-Orcajada et al. (2021) 8-10
Students between 
the ages of 12-16

Parents

965

1,599

Quantitative 
Cross-sectional

PA Student Questionnaire and PA and 
Stereotypes Parent Questionnaire

The educational level of mothers is related to the PA of 
their sons and daughters. Fathers’ PA is related to their 
children’s PA. Gender stereotypes of mothers are related 
to girls’ PA.

Note. 1Sample size; 2Basic Psychological Needs

http://www.revista-apunts.com
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Factors that influence the physical and sports participation of adolescent girls: a systematic review 

Table 1 (Continued) 
Characteristics and results of selected studies (in alphabetical order)

Author (year) Factors 
Sample 

Population
N1 Design Instrument Relevant Results

Mitchell et al. (2015) 1-2-3-7-8

Girls 
“disengaged” 

from PE between 
the ages of 12-13

5
Qualitative 

Longitudinal
Interviews

Existence of psychological factors (lack of motivation, 
low perception of competence), environmental factors 
(equipment, changing rooms, etc.) and social factors (PE 
teachers, male peers). Lack of choice is the main reason 
for girls dropping out of sport. Girls participate more in 
single-sex settings. 

Morano et al. (2020) 2-3-5-6-10
Female athletes 

between the ages 
of 14-21

261
Quantitative 

Cross-sectional

Self-perception, Anxiety, Sport 
Performance and Bio-psychosocial 
States Questionnaires 

Athletes who play individual sports score lower on 
confidence and higher on worry than athletes who play 
team sports.

O’Reilly et al. (2022) 2-3-5-7-8-10
Girls between the 

ages of 12-15
104 Qualitative Focus Groups

Importance of gender stereotyping, choice of activities, 
empowerment and inequalities in PA and sport in 
increasing adolescent girls’ PA.

Owen et al. (2019) 1-2-5-6-7-8 Adolescent Girls 110 Mixed
PA Questionnaire and School PA 
Perception and Focus Group

Factors hindering sport participation: lack of time, 
motivation and options. Increased fun and motivation when 
participating with friends. Importance of non-competitive 
PA. Adolescent girls perceive favouritism in PE classes. 
Importance of autonomy and teamwork.

Zook et al. (2014) 2-5-6-8 Students in Year 8 561
Quantitative 
Longitudinal

Accelerometer, Survey, Scale, 
Measuring Table and Geographic 
Information System

High physical self-concept, social support (family and 
friends), and a shorter distance between home and a park 
increase the likelihood of maintaining active habits. Early 
pubertal development (menstruation) may decrease PA.

Zucchetti et al. (2013) 1-2-6-8
Female athletes 

between the ages 
of 10-14

127
Quantitative 

Cross-sectional

Motivation, Sport enjoyment, Social 
Self-efficacy and Coaching Behaviour 
Questionnaires 

Enjoyment is positively associated with motivation. Social 
support and coach leadership styles increase motivation. 
Autocratic styles negatively affect motivation.

Note. 1Sample size; 2Basic Psychological Needs

http://www.revista-apunts.com
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Results
Of the 29 articles reviewed, seven were qualitative research, 
two were mixed studies and the rest were quantitative 
research with very different designs.

Ten influential factors for the physical and sports 
participation of adolescent girls were identified and 
classified into internal or personal factors, with personal 
characteristics mainly related to self-determination and self-
awareness, and external characteristics to environmental 
or contextual factors (Accardo et al., 2019). The internal 
factors appearing in the SR articles were: motivation (1), 
self-perception (2), self-presentation (3), sport identity 
(4) and changes associated with developmental stage (5); 
while the external factors were: sport environment (6), 
educational and PE environment (7), social support (8), 
role models (9) and gender stereotypes (10). Table 1 also 
lists each of the factors addressed in the articles included 
in this SR. 

Discussion
The aim of this SR was to analyse the factors that influence 
participation in PA and sport among adolescent girls. A 
review of the 29 studies revealed multiple factors explaining 
girls’ sport involvement during this stage of life. Because 
of their large number, they are grouped into internal and 
external factors. In addition, for each factor or variable that 
conditions or hinders the participation of adolescent girls 
in PA and sport, proposals for improvement are provided 
that seek to reverse the trend of girls dropping out of sport 
during adolescence. 

Internal factors
One main internal factor is motivation. Lack of motivation 
is a major barrier to sustained participation in PA and 
sport for adolescent girls. Some studies demonstrate that 
adolescence leads to a loss of motivation for PA (Knowles 
et al., 2014) and that boys are more motivated than girls. 
This situation is recurrent except when the motivation is 
linked to aesthetics (Frömel et al., 2022), where girls score 
higher, perhaps due to the social pressure that adolescent 
girls face in relation to their physical appearance. In this 
regard, Budd et al. (2018) demonstrate how intrinsic 
motivation, independent of external stimuli and related 
to one’s own enjoyment of the activity, is an important 
predictor of participation in PA (Frömel et al., 2022). 
However, girls are more extrinsically motivated, for 
example, by social and health-related issues (Kopcakova 
et al., 2015). Therefore, to prevent girls from dropping 

out, motivational differences between the sexes should 
be considered and interventions should be implemented 
that take into account the factors that motivate girls and 
boys, in order to provide them with PA experiences linked 
to their interests (Zucchetti et al., 2013). In addition, it 
is vital to conduct further research into why girls do not 
perceive the practice of PA as an end in itself.

A second internal factor is self-perception in sports 
practice. Self-perception is a person’s appreciation of 
him/herself and it is formed through experiences with 
the environment (Shavelson et al., 1976). Negative self-
perception and lack of confidence in one’s own abilities 
are barriers to adolescent girls’ participation. Cowley et al. 
(2021) explain that girls feel a greater lack of confidence 
and also embarrassment doing PA in public. Conversely, 
a sense of competence and a higher physical self-concept 
have been shown to increase the likelihood of maintaining 
and acquiring active habits (Zook et al., 2014). In order 
to avoid dropout, it is therefore necessary to promote 
a sporting context that focuses on developing positive 
self-perception in adolescent girls, where they obtain 
positive results that improve their self-perception, and to 
design activities that are centred around them (Beasley 
and Garn, 2013). 

Another factor to consider is self-presentation, the 
process by which people try to influence and control 
others’ impressions of them. Knowles et al. (2014) report 
that girls are more concerned about self-presentation when 
doing PA with boys. When they compare themselves with 
their male peers, they feel that they are not as skilled as 
them (Bevan and Fane, 2017) and experience discomfort, 
insecurity and worry (Knowles et al., 2014; Cowley 
et al., 2021; O’Reilly et al., 2022), which can be an 
added difficulty for them, especially in co-educational 
PE classes. Recent studies focusing on adolescent girls 
have found that girls often prefer to take PE lessons 
separately from boys (Cowley et al., 2021), so this should 
be seriously considered. It is not a question of reverting to 
the segregation of students by gender, but of considering 
the establishment of certain tasks or sessions in different 
groups working on the same content, so that all students 
have the possibility of participating with peers who do 
not have a physical starting advantage, creating situations 
that offer them positive experiences in relation to the 
possibility of success. 

On the other hand, sport identity, defined as the degree 
of strength and exclusivity with which a person identifies 
with the role of athlete, is another factor influencing 
sustained participation in PA and sport. In their study, 
Eime et al. (2016) explain how for boys it is relatively easy 
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for their sport identity and their masculine identity to align, 
while for girls this relationship is not straightforward. This 
mismatch between female stereotypes and the traditional 
sport model is a further obstacle to their participation and 
adherence (Bevan et al., 2021). Adolescent girls must 
negotiate between gender norms and their enjoyment of 
sport. Therefore, future studies should address this issue 
and work towards the eradication of gender stereotypes, 
as well as promote a sporting model different to the 
hegemonic one, in which girls find their place and with 
which they can identify.

Finally, another internal factor detected in several of 
the articles is the physical, emotional and social changes 
that accompany adolescence (Davison et al., 2010). During 
puberty and adolescence, significant bodily changes 
occur. In the case of girls, these include the widening 
of the pelvis, accumulation of fat in the legs and hips, 
breast enlargement and the onset of menstruation. In 
this regard, Zook et al. (2014) demonstrated how early 
pubertal development and menstruation can decrease 
PA practice. Pubertal physical changes pose an added 
difficulty for girls, as they have to expose themselves 
in public spaces where they believe that their bodies are 
looked at, commented upon and evaluated (Fredrickson 
and Roberts, 1997). In addition to bodily changes, this 
period brings new commitments linked to leisure, work 
and study, which also lead to a change in priorities. Thus, 
during adolescence a distancing from sport activities 
takes place (Eime et al., 2015, 2016), and girls are more 
prone to this (Dawes et al., 2014). This shift in priorities, 
understood as an internal factor, can be explained by taking 
into account external factors, such as gender expectations 
and social norms. In line with Ana de Miguel, at the 
adolescent age, cultural gender norms, with their different 
associations for boys and girls, are very effective. Among 
the contradictory messages that girls receive socially in 
adolescence, those related to the practice of PA are not a 
priority or relevant. On the other hand, they are bombarded 
with notions of pleasantness and beauty and, in recent 
years, particularly with hypersexualisation (De Miguel, 
2016, p. 65). Advertising recreates images of stereotypical 
women committed to always looking beautiful, made-up 
and well-groomed, which is incompatible with sport. 
These representations hinder their potential, whilst boys 
are encouraged to develop their personality and identity 
(Valcárcel, 2008, pp. 192-198). It is vital that schools work 
on these aspects in PE classes. Teaching adolescents to 
be critical is fundamental in order to free them from the 
gender norms that constrain and limit them, particularly 
in the case of girls.

External factors
Among the external factors influencing participation in 
PA and sport, society is a determining factor. Generally, 
girls’ contribution to sport is often underestimated in all 
respects, leaving them feeling less valued (Cowley et al., 
2021). Sport is a phenomenon that was designed by and 
for men, so women have had to adapt to a model which, in 
many cases, they do not feel aligned with and in the design 
of which they did not participate, nor were they taken into 
account. In this sense, girls feel “invited” to participate in 
a field that does not belong to them, and which represents 
a handicap when it comes to establishing stable and deep 
ties with the activity. 

Along these lines, Eime et al. (2015) argue that adolescent 
girls should be fully involved in decisions about their sporting 
lives and should do so in an environment where they feel 
respected, empowered and have a voice, key strategy for 
keeping them physically active. This environment should 
provide alternatives to traditional and competitive sports, 
and incorporate other activities that enhance social aspects, 
as well as be a space in which the level of skill is not set by 
males (Davison et al., 2010; Owen et al., 2019). 

Despite advances in feminism, gender stereotypes 
continue to be a factor that negatively influence adolescent 
girls’ PA (O’Reilly et al., 2022). Social and cultural pressures 
instil in girls perceptions of activities “more appropriate to 
their sex” (Gil-Madrona et al., 2017), inhibiting them from 
participating in sports traditionally considered masculine. 
Bevan and Fane (2017) explain that girls turn away from the 
sporting pathway because they feel the need to conform to 
gender norms and social expectations, as they observe that 
those who oppose these norms are marginalised and linked 
to masculinity, aspects that have a deterrent effect on their 
participation (Bevan et al., 2021). It is therefore absolutely 
necessary to include gender and feminist education in the 
training programmes of all sport professions. Only in this 
way will adolescent girls find it easier to maintain their 
sporting careers and reduce the dropout rate from PA.

Another external factor identified is the lack of role 
models, which also leads girls to accept sport as a male 
domain (Bevan et al., 2021). Research by Cowley et al. 
(2021) looks at how differences between female and male 
athletes in all aspects mean that girls see no chance of 
progressing in sport. In addition, Bevan et al. (2021) highlight 
the need for the media to be used to promote role models, as 
having role models at a high level is one way for adolescent 
girls to realise that they have the possibility to grow within 
the world of sport (Drummond et al., 2022). Therefore, 
teachers in schools should be committed to counteracting the 
negative influence of the media by providing socially male 
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and female role models in equal quantity and frequency, 
and eliminating stereotypes so that girls also have their 
own role models and see examples of successful women 
in the field of sport.

In this regard, the school is an ideal environment for 
the promotion of PA, as the structured nature of the school 
day provides numerous opportunities for its practice (PE, 
active transport, extracurricular sport...) (Owen et al., 2019). 
Specifically, Beasley and Garn (2013) consider that PE is 
the subject that most influences sustained participation in 
PA, although its presence in the school curriculum does 
not guarantee a lifestyle (Castro-Sánchez et al., 2016). 
This subject has historically been considered a male space 
dominated by boys for physiological reasons (Gil-Madrona 
et al., 2014). Given the predominance of traditionally 
male-dominated activities and their androcentric approach 
(Ahmed et al., 2020), PE may be another contributor 
to adolescent girls’ lack of interest. In PE classes, girls 
experience a lack of encouragement from teachers, greater 
bias and favouritism towards their male peers (Owen et al., 
2019), the use of sexist language (Bevan and Fane, 2017) 
and an emphasis on sports that are considered masculine 
(O’Reilly et al., 2022). Therefore, in order to increase 
girls’ interest in PA inside and outside the classroom, 
recent studies have demonstrated the importance of the PE 
teacher (Flores-Rodriguez and Alvite-de-Pablo, 2023). The 
educational institution and teaching staff play an important 
role in the eradication of gender stereotypes in PA and sport 
(O’Reilly et al., 2022). It is therefore up to them to help 
put an end to stereotypical beliefs and sexist behaviour 
in sport by motivating adolescent girls further and, above 
all, more effectively. However, without the necessary 
training, this progress is impossible and several studies 
have analysed the scarce or non-existent feminist teacher 
training in the curricula of Physical Activity and Sport 
Science degrees (Serra et al., 2018). This is an aspect that 
should be taken into account by teacher training centres, 
where the feminist perspective and the study of women 
should be cross-cutting content in all subjects, as adolescent 
girls make up half of the student body.

In addition, adolescent girls do not report high levels 
of support for PA from their families, friends and teachers 
(Eime et al., 2016). According to MacPherson et al. 
(2016), social interactions that take place in the sports 
environment have a decisive impact on the sustained 
participation of adolescent girls, so it is essential to promote 
the development of groups of girls who have positive 
psychosocial experiences in sport in order to facilitate 
their adherence. Social connection with peers is vital and 
maintains adolescent girls’ interest (Bevan et al., 2021). 
However, in the early stages, the family is a key agent in 

helping girls to develop sport habits that will last during 
later stages (Castro-Sánchez et al., 2016). In this sense, 
adolescents with active parents are more likely to engage 
in regular PA (Mateo-Orcajada et al., 2021). In addition, 
Diaconu-Gherasim and Duca (2018) demonstrate that 
support from mothers and fathers increases the interest 
and motivation of adolescent girls. 

Conclusions
This SR summarises the evidence collected on the factors 
that influence the sustained participation or dropout from PA 
and sport among adolescent girls. Internal factors include 
motivation, self-perception, self-presentation, sport identity 
and integral changes associated with adolescence and 
puberty. External factors include the sport environment, 
the educational context and PE teachers, social support, 
role models, and gender stereotypes and roles in sport. 
Taking into account the influence that these factors have on 
the physical and sports participation of adolescent girls, a 
multifactorial response that addresses these psychological, 
social and environmental components in a holistic way is 
necessary, in order to create sports policies focused on 
maintaining adolescent girls’ sustained participation in PA 
and for sport to be effective.

Limitations
This study does have some limitations. One of these is 
publication bias. The available research may not be a 
thorough representation of existing research, given that a 
single database has been used and studies that do not obtain 
optimal or significant results are not included. On the other 
hand, in studies with participants of both sexes, some factors 
mentioned in the review may not only affect girls. This may 
pose difficulties in targeting future interventions that take into 
account the sex/gender system. Finally, another limitation 
is the great heterogeneity of PA populations, methodologies 
and contexts reflected in the papers included in the review, 
which may affect the results of the study.
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