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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Participation of Australian women and girls in traditionally 
male-dominated sports 2016-2018
Rochelle Eime a,b, Jack Harveya, Melanie Charitya and Hans Westerbeekb

aInstitute of Health and Wellbeing, Federation University, Ballarat, Victoria, Australia; bInstitute for Health and Sport, 
Victoria University, Melbourne, Victoria, Australia

ABSTRACT
There have been increased opportunities for women and girls to play 
traditionally male-dominated sports. However, we do not know the 
impact of these opportunities on participation. The study aim was to 
investigate the changing sport participation trends of women and girls, 
and in particular the increasing rates of participation in traditional male- 
dominated sports. Australian community-level registered sport partici-
pant data from five sports (three male-dominated, one female- 
dominated, and one gender-neutral) was tracked over the three years 
2016–2018. There were 513,270 participants in year 1, 160,178 female and 
353,092 male. Over the three years there was considerable increase in 
number of female participants, a rise of 15,646, compared to a decrease of 
13,397 in male participants. The study shows that in year 1 (2016), women 
and girls in the male-dominated sports were most likely ‘new’ to sport and 
not transitioning from other sports. Of women and girls transitioning into 
male-dominated sports many came from playing the female-only sport. In 
all years, many women and girls transitioned from female-only sport to 
male-dominated sports, reflecting increased opportunity and choices. 
However, men and boys more likely to be retained. The female transition 
trends raise the need for further growth and development strategies by 
the female-only sport, but also capacity and gender issues for the male- 
dominated sports. More broadly, sport organisations should consider 
retention strategies across both genders and age groups, as male reten-
tion rates still remain higher than female retention rates, and there 
remains a large drop-off in participation during adolescence.
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Introduction

Sport is a predominant form of leisure-time physical activity with a wide variety of sports being 
played both nationally and internationally. However, participation in sport is neither consistent 
between sports nor across various demographic variables such as region, age and gender (Eime 
et al. 2016, 2018, Kokolakakis et al. 2017). Historically, women and girls have not been afforded the 
same opportunities as boys and men to be involved in sport and there has traditionally been, and still 
remains, vast gender inequality in sport (Spaaij et al. 2015, English 2017). Whilst this relates to various 
roles played in sport as a player, board member, chief executive officer, coach, or official (Burton 
2015, Adriaanse 2016), the focus of this paper is on community-level players, those who play sport – 
the community ‘sport participants’.
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Sport is widely understood to be organised around the discourses of hegemonic masculinity. 
Hegemonic masculinity relates to the way that ideas about gender are embedded within society. It is 
described as a practice that legitimises mens’ dominant position in society and has historically 
played a central role in sport, partly due to the excessive focus on winning (English 2017). Further, 
societal norms have dictated which sports were deemed appropriate for participation by men and 
women (Pavlidis 2018, Glenn and King-Watkins 2020). Until a few decades ago, individual sports 
were deemed more appropriate for women and girls play as they did not involve bodily contact or 
applying force to a heavy object (Methany 1965). As a result, sports such as rugby, football and 
wrestling, were not considered suitable for women and girls, due to the aggression and force 
required to compete (Riemer and Visio 2003, Glenn and King-Watkins 2020). Some sports were/are 
considered gender specific. For example sports such as football and wrestling were supposed to be 
for men and boys, sports such as aerobics and gymnastics were deemed more appropriate for 
women and girls. Other sports, such as basketball, golf, soccer and tennis, came to be deemed 
suitable for both genders (Riemer and Visio 2003).

The game of netball was designed specifically for women and girls and originated from the sport 
of basketball (Eime and Stewart 2018). As such the game of basketball was modified to accommo-
date gendered social standards regarding female participation in sport. At the time, in 1891 
women’s’ dress conventions of ankle length skirts and wrist length shirts hindered their physical 
movements, which meant that playing basketball with dribbling and throwing long passes was 
difficult. Therefore, changes were made so that women and girls could play within accepted 
feminine cultural practices such as accepted conventions of clothing attire. These rule changes 
included dividing the court into three zones, increasing the number of players, and using a smaller 
ball. Further, netball was an alternative to womens’ field hockey and was perceived as an ideal 
female game as it did not require excessive strength, aggression or physical exertion. It was also 
thought that netball was not overly competitive, and was played with a cooperative and ‘ladylike’ 
spirit which reflected the accepted notion of femininity of the time (Eime and Stewart 2018).

Although there have been developments for societal acceptance of women and girls playing 
a wider variety of sports, there still remain beliefs that whilst some sports are now considered gender 
neutral or acceptable for women and girls to play, that does not necessarily mean that women and 
girls are socially accepted when they choose to play so-called masculine sports (Oxford and 
McLachlan 2018, Zipp et al. 2019, Fowlie, Fowlie et al. 2021).

The development of cultural and societal acceptance of women and girls playing sport varies 
widely across the globe. For example, until very recently, Iranian women and girls were not allowed 
to attend sporting events, and even today their attendance remains limited (Bureau 2015, Evans 
2019). Women and girls were allowed to attend a World Cup qualifier (football) in Iran, but only in 
response to pressure by a woman setting herself on fire protesting against her arrest for trying to get 
into a match as a spectator (Evans 2019). In other countries women and girls are allowed to play 
sports, but in some countries like Samoa, cultural norms still restrict what sports they can play, with 
rugby not allowed for women and girls (Thorp 2014).

Countries such as Sweden, Finland, Norway, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and Australia are 
further advanced in terms of gender equality in sport participation, with a range of gender equality 
frameworks, investments and policies which have resulted in opportunities for women and girls to 
play the sport of their choice (Sport England 2016, Ministry of Education and Culture 2018, Council of 
Europe 2019). In Australia, various levels of government and other sport and health agencies have 
developed and implemented a range of gender equality strategies, policies and investments 
(Australian Government Department of Health 2017, VicHealth. 2017, NSW Government 2019). For 
example, Sport England developed the ‘This Girl Can’ initiative which has been adopted in Australia 
(VicHealth and Latrobe University 2020). The campaign was designed to inspire, energise and 
empower women to be more active regardless of their ethnicity, size or sporting ability (VicHealth
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and Latrobe University 2020). In the State of Victoria in Australia, the ‘Change our Game’ initiative has 
also been developed which aims to ‘level the playing field for women and girls in sport and active 
recreation’ (Victoria State Government undated).

Recent research in Australia and abroad highlights the gender inequality in sport participation 
rates, with boys and men participating at much higher rates than women and girls (Eime et al. 2016, 
2018, 2019a, Luiggi et al. 2018, Strandbu et al. 2019, Shull et al. 2020). Luiggi et al. (2018) conducted 
surveys with adolescent students (n = 3218, aged 16 years) in France, and reported that only 57% of 
girls reported playing sport, compared to 78% of boys (Luiggi et al. 2018). In Australia, a longitudinal 
study involving all registered club participants (n = 844,992) in 10 major sports across the state of 
Victoria reported overall population participation rates of 10% for women and girls and 17% for boys 
and men, aged 5–100 (Eime et al. 2020). This study also reported that the largest differences in 
participation rates by gender were for the 5–9 and the 10–14 year age groups. For ages 5–9 years, 
63% of boys played sport compared to only 45% of girls, and for ages 10–14 74% of boys played 
sport compared to 55% of girls (Eime et al. 2020).

Studies show that there are many barriers to participation in sport for women and girls (Sport 
Scotland 2008). These included practical barriers, personal barriers, and social and cultural barriers. 
Practical barriers include the lack of time/childcare, lack of money, lack of transport, personal safety, 
less funding than male sport, and access to female friendly facilities. In regard to personal barriers, 
issues included body image, type and cost of clothing and equipment, lack of self-confidence and 
parental and adult influence (Sport Scotland 2008). And in regard to social and cultural barriers, the 
list seems the longest. These barriers include male domination of sport culture in general, attitudes 
and prejudices about sexuality, disability, ethnicity, sexual harassment and abuse, female invisibility 
in media representation of sport, and lack of female role models.

These barriers to some extent explain why marketeers for decades have overlooked or under-
estimated the commercial attraction of the female elite sport platform. Barriers such as male dominated 
sport (governance) culture and poor media representation of female elite sport may have led to an 
unfounded assumption that consumers (men and women) were not interested in playing and watching 
professional/elite level female sport. As noted, women and girls have faced and continue to face more 
barriers to participation in sport and physical activity than men and boys (Oxford and McLachlan 2018, 
Portela-Pino, López-Castedo et al. 2020) and with fewer women and girls playing, their representation in 
elite sport also suffers. And whilst the barriers include individual, organisational and environmental 
barriers, the societal and cultural barriers to partichttps://federation.edu.au/libraryipation in sport 
remain significant (Oxford and McLachlan 2018, Hanlon et al. 2019, Fowlie, Fowlie et al. 2021).

In recent times there has been an increase in female participation in sport and this is also 
reflected in the media coverage of emerging and expanding professional sporting leagues for 
women and girls which is slowly correcting this gender imbalance (English et al. 2019). Women and 
girls are still marginalised in sports media coverage (English et al. 2019). However, the question 
remains, why did it take so long for a wide range of sport and media decision makers to realise the 
potential of properly providing for and marketing sport to women and girls? The overriding 
popular argument is summarised by Symons et al. (2021) and remains an economic one – where 
those who run media outlets assume that media consumers (supposedly) are less interested in 
viewing female sport, hence the value of media and commercial rights is lower, which in turn 
impacts the ability to pay female athletes equal to their male counterparts. With less or lower 
quality media coverage there is less exposure, fewer role models and hence, the vicious circle 
continues. As a matter of fact, Symons et al. (2021) conclude that ‘the major contribution of this 
study is its demonstration that the ongoing dominance of men’s sport media coverage does not 
emerge as a result of weekly, seasonal coverage of live sport, but is founded on deeply entrenched 
notions of commercial value and upheld by newsroom work routines and social rituals’ (Symons 
et al. 2021).
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It remains to be seen if the creation of professional sporting leagues for women and girls has 
started to break this cycle, leading to changes in sporting culture and broader societal attitudes 
about women and girls’ participation in sport. If nothing else, the new leagues have resulted in sport 
policy development, strategies and investments aimed at increasing representation of women and 
girls throughout sport.

This study focuses on participation in community club-based sport. Over the past decade in 
Australia, there has been an increase in opportunities for women and girls to play sports that were 
traditionally male-only or male-dominated, for example sports such as cricket and Australian 
football. The competitions are still gendered in that women and girls play together and not with 
boys and men. However, it is not clear whether these increased opportunities for women and girls 
to play ‘all sports’ now results in new people coming into sport, the same participants playing 
multiple sports, or the same participants transitioning into traditionally male-dominated sports 
from other sports. Therefore, we are seeking to investigate whether the new opportunities for 
women and girls to play traditionally male-dominated sports actually increases overall participa-
tion numbers of women and girls playing community club-based sport. The primary aim of this 
study is to investigate the changing sport participation trends of women and girls, and in 
particular the increasing rates of participation in traditionally male-dominated sports in the 
Australian state of Victoria. The secondary aim was to provide a comparative analysis of sport 
participation rates and patterns of men and boys.

Methods

In this study an innovative approach to the tracking of transitions of individuals from one sport to 
another was made possible by the research team having access to a comprehensive database of 
annual membership registration data from the state sporting associations (SSAs) that administer five 
of the most popular community/club-based sporting codes in the Australian State of Victoria. This 
study investigated the registration history of all female and male players under the age of 30 
registered in these five popular Victorian sports over a 3-year period. The methods for this study 
have been approved by Federation University Human Research Ethics Committee.

To illuminate the motivation for our approach, it is worth briefly considering the more conven-
tional approach of conducting a sample survey of players, in which survey respondents directly 
report their sport participation histories and transitions. Well documented problems of this approach 
include the logistics and associated expense of gaining access to the relevant segment of the 
population and the difficulty of recruiting a representative sample of respondents. The response 
rate is likely to be low, and unless resources are sufficient to conduct such a survey at large scale, the 
sample size is likely to be moderate at best, and as a consequence the sampling error is likely to result 
in large ranges of uncertainty for estimates of transition counts. This uncertainty is likely to be 
exacerbated by non-sampling errors (biases) due to unrepresentativeness and particularly by self- 
selection bias. Furthermore, surveys involving minors require protocols for consent to be given by 
guardians, which constitutes another barrier to comprehensive data collection.

In comparison, advantages of our ‘census’ approach include: low cost; no recruitment issues; 
a large dataset comprising a near-complete enumeration (census) of the players of each sport in 
each year; very little sampling error or representation bias (limited to that caused by missing, 
incomplete or inaccurate organisational records); and no reliance on retrospective self-reporting. 
The countervailing disadvantage or limitation is that there is no direct information about transitions; 
records for an individual cannot be linked across sports, because privacy and confidentiality con-
siderations require that the data made available by the primary custodians (the SSAs) is anonymised. 
Consequently, while an individual can be tracked longitudinally within one sport using the unique 
member ID issued by the SSA, the records from different sports cannot be directly linked. Given the 
comprehensive scope of the datasets the statistical analysis was descriptive rather than inferential. 
STATA software was used for analysis and table-building.
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To overcome this limitation, numbers of transitions between sports were instead estimated using 
demographic matching; registrations in different sports with the same date of birth (DOB), sex and 
residential postcode (PC) were assumed to be the same person. In the small proportion of cases 
where there were multiple instances of the same combination of DOB, sex and PC within a sport, only 
the first instance of the combination was used for matching players across sports. This procedure 
results in a small over-estimation of transition counts, due to different individuals in different sports 
who are matched on all three characteristics being regarded as one person. This method has been 
described in more detail elsewhere (Eime et al. 2020).

The sports required that they remain anonymous in terms of identification of their individual 
sports data and results. Therefore, the five sports have been coded as follows, on the basis of the 
proportion of male participants in the study population in the first year of the study (2016):

● Three male-dominated sports: Male1, Male2, Male3 (92%, 93%, 81% respectively)
● One relatively gender-neutral sport: Neutral1 (67%)
● One female-dominated sport: Female1 (3%)

Given that our central aim was to investigate female transition into traditionally male-dominated 
sports, our analysis is structured with a focus on transitions INTO each of the five sports. Each pair of 
columns in Tables 1 and 2 summarises the transitions into a particular sport. We refer to this sport as 
the ‘target’ sport. For each of three study years (2016, 2017 and 2018), participants in each target 
sport were tracked retrospectively to determine their playing history across all five sports (the target 
sport and the other four sports, termed ‘feeder sports’) in the previous year. Players new to the group 
of five sports were also identified; these were players who did not play any of the five sports in the 
previous year. For each sport in each study year, the outcomes were the numbers of players who: 
continued in the target sport; transitioned from the other four feeder sports; or commenced in the 
target spot but did not transition from any of the four feeder sports. Each of these numbers was 
expressed as a percentage of players in the target sport in the study year. We also note that because 
our analysis is focused on transitions INTO each of the five sports, those who transitioned OUT OF the 
group of five sports altogether were outside the scope of the analysis and are not shown in Tables 1 
and 2.

Results

In 2016 across the 5 sports there were 513,270 participants with 160,178 women and girls and 
353,092 men and boys. This increased slightly to 515,519 in 2018. There was a considerable increase 
in female participation, a rise of 15,646 compared to a decrease of 13,397 in male participation.

The results of the analysis of transitions are shown in Table 1 (female players) and Table 2 (male 
players).

In each table, for each year, the number of transitions into each sport (rows 2–7) is expressed as 
a percentage of the number of players of the sport (row 1). Because some players transition from 
more than one of the other sports in the previous year, the total number of transitions (row 12) is 
greater than the number of players, and so the corresponding percentage is greater than 100%.

The three rows of total numbers of transitions for each sport (rows 8, 10, 12) are each summed 
across the table, with the total number of transitions for all five sports being shown in the final 
column of the table. The percentages in the following rows (rows 9, 11, 13) are percentages of these 
totals.

For female players the key features of the 2016 transition data were that the Female1 and 
Neutral1 sports had the highest number of female players. For two of the Male-dominated sports, 
Male1 and Male2, nearly half of the female players were new to sport, i.e. they were not players of any 
of the five sports in the previous year. The next highest proportions of participants in these sports 
were players retained from 2015. For Male3, the Neutral and Female1 sports, players retained from
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the previous year predominated, followed by new players. The proportions of women and girls in 
male-dominated and neutral sports in 2016 who transitioned from the Female1 sport in 2015 ranged 
from 10.6% to 18.9%.

The patterns of transition in 2018 remained broadly similar to those of 2016, but there were some 
differences in the detail. For all sports, the inward transitions were mainly from the Female1 and 
Neutral sports, and the proportions generally remained similar to previous years, but were higher for 
transitions from Female1 into the two male-dominated sports (21.2% and 24.1%). For the Female1 
and Neutral sports there were very similar proportions of new players in 2018 compared to 2016. For 
Male3 the proportion of new players rose whilst the proportion of retained players dropped 
considerably (15 percentage points) from 2016 to 2018. All other sports had higher proportions of 
retained players in 2018 compared to 2016.

Overall, a substantial number of women and girls have transitioned from the Female1 sport into 
the male-dominated sports and/or the neutral sport. Further, a substantial number of women and 
girls have been retained in the new sport in subsequent years, with retained players into the two 
most male-dominated sports representing an increasing proportion of all players in 2018 compared 
to 2016.

Compared to the female transition patterns, men and boys (Table 2) were less likely to be new to 
sport in both 2016 and 2018. They were also much more likely than women and girls to be retained 
in all of the male-dominated sports, but not in the neutral or female-dominated sports, in both 2016 
and 2018.

The age profile of players (Table 3) shows that the peak age of participation across each sport and 
gender was clearly 5–14 years which represented 60–70% of all participants with the exception of 
male players in the Female1 sport, where the age distribution was spread more widely into the older 
age ranges. The proportion of younger players (4–9 years) was higher in 2018 for Male3, however for 
Male1 and Male2 the proportion of young players was higher in 2016, which aligns with a higher 
proportion of players in these sports being retained in subsequent years.

Discussion

This study provides unique details of sport participation patterns across time (3 years) and across 
sports with a large study sample of over 500,000 sport participants across 5 major Australian sports.

There are five main points to highlight. Firstly, female participation increased considerably over 
the 3 years (by more than 15,000), whereas participation for men and boys decreased with more than 
13,000 fewer participants. It is positive that female participation has increased substantially over 
a relatively short period. It would seem that the policy, strategies and investments for female 
participation in sport and the subsequent opportunities for women and girls to play traditionally 
male-dominated sports has increased demand for women and girls to play those sports (Casey et al. 
2019). In the context of the Australian sporting landscape, this also has to be seen against the 
backdrop of significant media exposure for the newly established professional leagues for females in 
cricket and Australian football. Understanding why participation of men and boys is decreasing 
requires further attention.

Secondly, it is clear that women and girls in the male-dominated sports in 2016 were most likely 
‘new’ to sport and not transitioning or ‘code-hopping’ from other sports within this dataset. This may 
relate to a sense of empowerment that the newfound opportunity to use the male-dominated sport 
context as a platform to resist gendered stereotypes provides. Many of these players were retained in 
these sports over the 3 years. It is positive to see that retention of women and girls in two male- 
dominated sports increased from around 33% in 2016 to 45–49% in 2018. There are many reasons 
why women choose to play male-dominated sports and keep playing these sports, but in doing so 
they also need to link their participation to their sense of identity and their sense of belonging in the 
sporting context (Oxford and McLachlan 2018, Fernandez-Lasa et al. 2020). Whilst women and girls are 
increasingly playing male-dominated sports there are still many barriers to overcome (Oxford and
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McLachlan 2018, Bevan et al. 2020, Fernandez-Lasa et al. 2020, Portela-Pino, López-Castedo et al. 
2020). For example, in a recent Spanish study some women and girls stated that they felt ‘different’ 
when they played traditionally male-dominated sports, because of the dominance of male players and 
few female players (Fernandez-Lasa et al. 2020). Women playing male-dominated sports have an 
opportunity to resist gendered social norms and are provided with an escape from stereotypes – it 
(may) empower(s) women and girls to play sport on their terms (Fernandez-Lasa et al. 2020). Various 
studies have highlighted the need for family support and broader social support for women and girls 
in traditionally male-dominated sports (Bevan et al. 2020, Elliott, Elliott et al. 2020, Fernandez-Lasa et al. 
2020). It is clear that parental support is very important for children and adolescents to be able to 
engage in specific sports (Elliott and Drummond 2017). A study of women and girls playing male- 
dominated sports discussed the issue of lack of family support, with a grandmother stating ‘that’s 
a boys sport, what are you doing?’ (Bevan et al. 2020). An Australian study of girls playing Australian 
rules football noted that what attracted them to play male-dominated sport was a desire to play 
professionally, and this was often supported by their parents, including fathers (Elliott, Elliott et al. 
2020).They also enjoyed the thrill-seeking of physically expressing themselves in a sport that required 
physical contact (Elliott, Elliott et al. 2020). The concept of an optimal club environment was also noted 
as important in that the clubs were warm, welcoming and friendly (Elliott, Elliott et al. 2020). It is 
worthwhile noting in that regard, that the capacity of the sports to cater for increased numbers on an 
ongoing basis may be limited (Eime et al. 2020). Literature that addresses female participation in male- 
dominated sports is limited, however a recent study reported that community-level sport faces 
challenges to accommodate growth of female participation (Eime et al. 2020). This relates to the 
capacity of clubs to provide infrastructure, playing space availability and volunteers willing and able to 
take on additional roles to support increased female participation (Eime et al. 2020).

Thirdly, women and girls in the female-dominated sport constituted a substantial proportion of 
those who transitioned into male-dominated sports or the neutral sport, and the proportions of 
these transitions within two of the male-dominated sports increased from 2016 to 2018. In 2018, 21% 
and 24% of female participants in the two most male-dominated sports came from the female- 
dominated sport in the previous year. There is some research to suggest that women enjoy some of 
the physicality of male-dominated sports. For example, a study of elite Canadian rugby players 
explored their experiences and many chose to play rugby due to the physicality and aggression and 
it being physically challenging (Kerr 2021). It was a sport suitable to their body type and it offered 
alternative social aspects with teammates and the rugby community, as well as being non- 
conformist. It is important that women and girls get to choose for themselves what sport they 
play, and without others providing negative input (Fernandez-Lasa et al. 2020). There is now more 
choice of activities for women and girls, and many are moving away from the female-only sports, but 
the long-term implications of this on female-only sports is unknown. Perhaps many women and girls 
like playing a sport that includes both boys and men as well as girls and women and there may be 
more family and social support for such sports. However further research is required to investigate 
this. It is known that parents often place greater value on sport for their sons than for their daughters 
(Heinze et al. 2017). This study found that the more progressive parents’ gender role beliefs were, the 
more likely they were to have daughters who played stereotypically masculine sports (Heinze et al. 
2017). Such cultural and social change leading to parents more willing for their daughters to play 
traditionally male-dominated sports in turn will lead to broader societal acceptance of women and 
girls playing these sports. In a recent study, the participants recognised that the sporting culture is 
shifting, with more accessibility and opportunities for women and girls than ever before; the three 
main factors for continued involvement identified were social connectedness, mentors within the 
club and media ‘normalising’ women in sport (Bevan et al. 2020).

Fourthly, compared to women and girls, men and boys were less likely to be ‘new’ to sport in both 
2016 and 2018, and they were more likely to be retained than women and girls. The first point most 
likely relates to the fact that men and boys were historically more enabled to play these sports and 
that sport participation is higher amongst men and boys than women and girls, but the fact that men
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and boys were more likely to be retained is something that requires further consideration. Why are 
the women and girls playing male-dominated sports less likely to be retained? The opportunities to 
play these sports are apparent, and there has been much sport policy directed towards these 
opportunities, for example by developing more female-friendly infrastructure (Australian 
Government Department of Health 2017, VicHealth. 2017, NSW Government 2019). Perhaps there 
are other factors that are related to skill and competency, social support, and club culture that hinder 
their continued participation. Research into women and girls playing cricket has highlighted that the 
adolescents often lack confidence in their cricket skills, and that there was an absence of pathway 
opportunities (Fowlie, Fowlie et al. 2021). These issues are beyond the scope of this paper, but future 
research may delve deeper into them. Other barriers, such as having to play with men and boys 
because of a lack of female-only competitions which Fowlie et al. identified in cricket (Fowlie, Fowlie 
et al. 2021), have now largely been eliminated. A recent study of women and girls playing Australian 
rules football stated that for retention, the girls needed to take an active role in trying to grow the 
game (Elliott, Elliott et al. 2020). Another Australian study of women and girls playing male- 
dominated sports also articulated the importance of young women mentoring girls new to the 
sport and providing support for their colleagues and peers (Bevan et al. 2020).

Lastly, the age profiles of participants clearly show that sport participation is highly dominated by 
children and young adolescents, with 60–70% of sport participants aged between 5–14 years. Whilst 
sport participation is often depicted as a life-long activity, and whilst there are sports that cater for 
older adults specifically, the dominant representation of children in sport is a consistent finding (Eime 
et al. 2016, 2021). Many studies report that participation is highest for children, before declining 
rapidly towards late adolescence (Woods et al. 2018, Eime et al. 2019b, Shull et al. 2020). The unique 
census-based methodology of the present study demonstrates a consistent participation peak within 
a 10-year age range across five sports, more clearly than is possible with survey-based methodology. 
The significant decline in participation specifically from 15–19 years has been previously highlighted 
(Eime et al. 2019b). In the context of this study, it is critical to note that retention of women and girls 
continues to be lower than that of men and boys, which should become another focus for sport policy 
makers. Retention is important so that individuals continue to benefit from the physical, mental and 
social health benefits of participation in community sport. It is fair to assume that on the back of 
increasing opportunities for women and girls to play sport and an activewear driven move towards 
becoming physically more active (O’Sullivan et al. 2017) older women and girls will find their way to 
the sport club. Jenkin et al. (2021) also found that sport organisations may become more open to cater 
for participation across the lifespan (Jenkin et al. 2021). This view was expressed further in their 
Physical Activity and Sport Participation (lifespan) framework (Westerbeek and Eime 2021).

We acknowledge some limitations to this study. Firstly, the sports request that their name is not 
identified to the specific sport results. Secondly, it is limited to five-sports and only includes 
organised, competitive sport and not other forms of physical activity.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study examined, separately for men and boys and women and girls aged 5– 
29 years, participation in five popular community sports in Australia over a 3-year period, including 
the retention of players within each sport and the transitions of players between the sports. This 
study was specifically focused on the fact that women and girls have only recently gained broad 
access to participation in traditionally male-dominated sports. Initially, many of the women and girls 
were ‘new’ to sport and not transitioning from another of the five sports. However, in the later years 
many women and girls transitioned from female-only sport to male-dominated sports. This trend 
requires consideration of further growth and development strategies by the female-only sport, but 
also raises capacity and gender issues for the male-dominated sports, as female demand continues 
to increase, while conversely the participation rate for men and boys declines. Furthermore, sports
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organisations still needs to consider retention strategies across genders and ages, as it is still the case 
that men and boys are more likely to be retained than women and girls, and that a large drop off in 
participation occurs from peak in participation at ages 5–14 years.

As sport policy and practice continue to evolve, it is recommended that longitudinal studies are 
conducted so that the sector can understand how the changing practices and policies influence 
participation trends, and to inform future strategic directions.
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