


TODAYS SESSION

This session shares research conducted by Sports Marketing Surveys which 

looked at the participation journeys of women taking part in sport across 

their life stages. The session covers: 

• The opportunity to keep 8.3m women engaged in sport

• Findings from our research

• Key takeaways

• Actions for change



The 
situation:

48% of women take a 

break from their sport.

8.3 million women are 

likely to take a break 

from their sport.

The 
opportunity:

13.9 million women are 

not active enough.

Women are less active 

than men.

Women’s activity levels 

decrease with age.



“I wish I’d 
returned 
sooner!”

“I came back as 
soon as I was 

ready!”

Sport needs to help 

change the narrative from:

to



Findings



This section summarises a few of the key 

findings. To download the full report visit 

our Research Store: 

www.sportsmarketingsurveys.com



Q1. Who was more likely to take a 
break from their sport, 

female team or individual sports 
participants?



This research found that women were more likely 
to take a break from team sports than individual 
sports.

The data suggests that it is common for women to 
start individual sports in middle-aged adulthood 
(36-55yrs) and for more women to continuously 
participate without a break with individual sports.



Q2. During which life stage was the 
motivation of meeting new people 

most important to women?



This research found that 
the motivation to meet 
new people was 
noticeably more 
influential for women 
aged 18-35yrs compared 
to the previous life stage 
and compared to men of 
the same age.

The motivation to spend 
time with friends and 
family remained 
important to women from 
age 18yrs onwards.



Q3. True or false 
Confidence was a bigger barrier for 
female occasional participants than 

regular participants?

Occasional = at least once every few weeks
Regular = at least once a week



This research found that 
there was no clear 
evidence that confidence 
barriers impacted women 
more or less based on 
their frequency of 
participation.

The research found that 
all women were impacted 
by confidence barriers 
across their life stages.



Key takeaways



Normalise and embrace 

squiggly sporting 

journeys.
No two women’s sporting journeys were the same. They are 
squiggly: irregular, interrupted and unique to each woman. 

The research found that more than a quarter of women 
predicted that their participation will decrease after age 35. 
Active Lives data shows that women’s participation decreases 
with age. This indicates that society is predicting and accepting a 
decline in women’s sports participation with age.

Therefore, we need to normalise squiggly sporting journeys to 
break this self-fulfilling prophecy.
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Frame sport as a 

valuable, life-enhancing 

tool for wellbeing.
2
“My sport has given me a lot in my life. It’s taught me about 
teamwork, commitment, discipline, how to win/lose with 
humility/pride, how to come back from defeat. It’s given me 
confidence and built my self-esteem.”

It is well-known that sport helps improve physical and mental 
health. But it also adds value beyond this with benefits that 
women cited as life-changing and that gave them a strong 
sense of belonging to their sport. 



Average

This research found that when starting their sport, 6 in 10 women who were 

motivated by improving their wellbeing and to meet new people continuously 

participated in their sport, compared to an average of 4 in 10 women. 

This suggests that if we re-frame the value of sport as a valuable, life-

enhancing well-being tool that brings meaningful value, more women are 

likely to remain engaged in sport. 



Actions for 
change



Do the groundwork early to 

reduce break length

• Celebrate the diverse range of women who return to sport to 
challenge embedded assumptions and raise the profile of returning 
women as role models for others. 

• Create a supportive environment that is compassionate, non-
judgmental, and inclusive that says “we are here when you are 
ready”. Women will then know before they take a break that they 
will be able to return when they are ready.

• Plan to stay connected (or very early after for unplanned breaks) so 
women feel valued, connected, and wanted back as soon as they 
are ready (e.g. give women a different role such as a photographer 
or include them in group chats/socials).



• Rather than trying to persuade women back using normal health 
benefits, re-ignite women’s passion for sport using nostalgia to 
remind them what they loved about the sport. 

• Showcase that sport is for people like them. Role models seen in 
both mainstream media and local marketing are important so 
that women know they don’t need to meet typical stereotypes to 
return (e.g. be as fit as they were, have the latest kit/equipment).

• Don’t be afraid to be deliberately targeted with your marketing 
for engaging lapsed women. It’s better to be something to 
someone rather than everything to everyone – those you do 
resonate with are more likely to remain engaged. 

Innovatively re-engage lapsed 

women



• Injury was the second most common reason why women stopped 
and a key reason why 17% of women took a break from sport, 
affecting women from just 18 yrs. Sport needs to support all women 
to maintain their ability to continue participating, not just 
performance or injured participants.

• Enjoyment was why around 90% of women participated in sport 
across all life stages. Many women accepted that their participation 
would shift from performance to recreation with age. But women 
lost their enjoyment of their sport when the opportunities available 
to them in later life did not meet their needs. Sport needs to remain 
fun and high-quality for all women irrespective of age. 

Nurture long-lasting sporting 

journeys



This video demonstrates how the findings and recommendations 
highlighted in the report can be put into action.

https://youtu.be/KxhbTgL7i1E

https://youtu.be/KxhbTgL7i1E


If you wish to find out more about this research 
please contact:

Hannah Sprake
Senior Sports Development Insights Manager
hannah.sprake@smsinc.co.uk
Or via Linked In 
https://www.linkedin.com/in/hannah-sprake/

Thank you 

mailto:hannah.sprake@smsinc.co.uk
https://www.linkedin.com/in/hannah-sprake/
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