Throughout the history of sports and physical activity, gender disparity is a persistent issue. Data consistently shows higher participation rates in men and boys compared to women and girls. Even though the gender gap in physical activity is getting smaller, males are still more likely to be physically active than females according to Sport England (2022). The imbalance between male and female participation is most prevalent during adolescent years when many females drop out of sport. Using women football as a case study, this essay will critically examine the causes of the imbalance and offer evidence-based recommendations to increase female participation in sport and physical activity.
According to several studies and surveys, there is a persistent gender gap in participation in physical activity. According to the Sport England (2022) Active Lives Children and Young People Survey, just 44% of girls compared to 54% of boys met the recommended physical activity guidelines. The imbalance starts in childhood and becomes more imbalanced in adolescence and adulthood.
Societal and Cultural Imbalances have a major impact on participation. Traditional gender roles and societal expectations contribute majorly to the imbalance. From a young age boys are encouraged to be competitive and do physical activities whereas girls are guided towards more passive or aesthetic activities (Coakley and Pike, 2014). These perceptions are reinforced by the media, school environments and parental attitudes. Flintoff and Scraton (2001) carried out a study that found school PE settings accommodate “masculine” sports like football and rugby, which can marginalise girls and lower their engagement. 
Additionally, there is a lack of female role models in sport, this has contributed to low levels of participation and interest in girls in sport. There has been undeniable progress in raising the profile of women in sports, high profile events such as the FIFA Women’s world cup shows this. However mainstream media still devotes significantly more time to men's sport (Cookey et al., 2015). The imbalance in media coverage implements the idea that sports is a male domain.
Women’s football in the UK is a prime example of how gender barriers and restrictions have limited female participation. Between 1921 and 1971, the Football Association (FA) banned all women from playing on FA affiliated grounds, using unproven claims that football was “unsuitable” for women (Williams, 2003). This ban halted the development of football for women and created a long-lasting inequality in the sport.
Although women are allowed to play football again, they still face challenges that male players don't have such as a lack of funding, subpar facilities and limited access to coaching and professional development opportunities (Lough and Geurin, 2019). Despite this the England woman's team has been very successful, especially their victory at the UEFA Women’s Euro 2022. This has altered the public perception of women's football and inspired new generation of girls to play football.
After their victory in the Euros 2022 the FA reported a 12% increase in girls football participation (The FA, 2023). Following this the government responded by pledging £600,000,000 over two years to provide equal access to sport in schools for girls and boys (Department for Education, 2023). Although these initiatives are showing progress in the right direction, there is a lot of work still required to close the gender gap.
Psychological factors also contribute to lower levels of participation in girls. Body image concerns, fear of judgment and lack of confidence are common reasons that girls give for dropping out of sport throughout adolescence (Women in Sport, 2022). Also, competitive environments might push away girls that prefer collaborative or fun-based activities.
Girls who are self-conscious about their bodies are less likely to patriciate n physical activity according to research by Slater and Tiggerman (2010), which highlights the connection between self-perception and involvement levels. This research emphasises the importance of creating a welcoming and inclusive setting that promotes self-enjoyment and self-image over competition.
[bookmark: _Int_5W5n0Vdi]The impact of overlapping identities on participation such as, socioeconomic position, ethnicity and disability must be taken into account. Girls who cone from lower income households, ethnic minorities and those with disabilities face more barriers such as lack of equipment or transport and cultural constraints (Sport England 2020).
Programmes ran by grassroots organisations like the FS’s “Let Girls Play” have been crucial in helping to alleviate barriers in participation. As an example, the Wildcats programme offers fun and non-competitive football sessions in girls aged 5 to 11 in community settings, which has increased access to football in underrepresented areas (The FA, 2022)
Increasing female participation in sport is essential to create a diverse sporting world where women and girls feel comfortable participating. Schools should provide equal access for sport for boys and girls. This should include offering diverse activities for both boys and girls. Although the Government’s 2023 pledge for equal PE time in schools is a vital step, it’s important to remember execution and funding need to be ensured (Department of Education, 2023).
The media should report on female athletes in a more positive way. They often focus on the person rather than their achievements. If female athletes were represented better this would promote women's sport and inspire people to participate.
Community based initiatives and investments in grassroots sports clubs, especially in less afluent areas, is critical to the future development of sport. Building a love of sport from a young age with positive female role models involved can help to create a lifelong love of sport. 
The gender imbalance in physical activity is a complex problem, its influenced by social, cultural, structural and psychological factors. A prime example of this is women's football, due to the historical challenges and the recent progress in resolving the inequality. Due to the success of the Lionesses’ there have been significant steps taken to reduce inequality, but barriers remain. To guarantee equal chances for girls and women in sport a mix of inclusive policies, targeted funding, role model promotion and community engagement are all needed. Bringing the gender gap to a close isn't just a matter of fairness, it's a major public health priority with long term benefits so individuals and society.


In physical activity and sport, there are many barriers that young people with disabilities can encounter that make it harder to patriciate. These obstacles include physical, social, psychological financial and a lack of inclusivity, often leading to reduced engagement compared to their non- disabled peers. Addressing the barriers and promoting inclusivity in sports for all children requires a thorough understanding and focussed interventions.
The lack of accessibility that many sports facilities have is one of the main obstacles that prevents young people from disabilities from participating in sport. Research shows that there are many venues that do not have the appropriate modifications such as ramps, adapted changing facilities and wide doorways, this makes it harder for those with mobility impairments to participate (Darcey et al., 2017). 
Some sports may require specific equipment to be modified to work with wheelchairs, this is unfortunately a higher cost and a lower demand than regular equipment. Households with low income or with limited support from local authorities can’t pay for the equipment, making the inequalities worse. (Smith et al., 2016).  Along with the cost of specialised equipment, families with disabled children often have extra financial challenges such as additional medical care and reduced employment opportunities due to caregiving responsibilities, which can restrict their ability to encourage participation in sport (Emerson., 2007).
Another physical barrier to sport for disabled children is transportation. According to a survey by the English Federation of Disability Sport (EFDS, 2013), many families of disabled children find it difficult to access affordable and reliable transportation to and from sports venues. The issues are prevalent in rural and less developed areas, where there are fewer public transport options and transport services specifically designed for disabled people are infrequent or unavailable.
Negative attitudes and misconceptions within society can contribute to social exclusion. In mainstream sports settings, children with disabilities may feel unwelcome or face bullying, in turn lowering their motivation to play. Additionally, a lack of awareness and training among coaches and peers can enhance feelings of isolation (Sheilds et al., 2016).
Children that compare themselves to their peers can experience psychological frustration and lose confidence especially if there is a clear gap in abilities. This negative self-perception may discourage and deter participation in sports and physical activities (Sheilds et al., 2016).
A lack of inclusive policies, inadequate staff training and poor communication tactics are examples of institutional challenges that may affect younger people with disabilities. If in schools and at grass root levels inclusive sports aren't promoted disabled people will have less opportunities to be included in sport. Furthermore, a lack of knowledge about accessible initiatives may occur due to poor communication from stakeholders, making participation even less likely for disabled children (Sheilds et al., 2016).
Research conducted by the charity Activity Alliance shows the participation rates in physical education for disabled pupils within the United Kingdom. Only 25% of disabled children consistently attend Physical Education (PE) lessons compared to 41% of classmates without disabilities. This discrepancy highlights the importance of institutional changes that will require a strong focus on teacher preparation and include a greater focus on physical education in the national curriculum to address the needs of disabled children in PE (The guardian., 2024).
Comprehensive and inclusive strategies are needed when addressing the obstacles that prevent children and young adults with disabilities from doing sport and physical activity. The following strategies aim to create more equal opportunities within physical activity. 
Adapting facilities to make them accessible is imperative in boosting participation levels. This includes adding ramps, lifts, accessible toilets and changing rooms. Sport England (no date) provide through guidelines for creating and running inclusive sports facilities, emphasising the importance of meeting the diverse needs of communities and upholding the Equality Act 2010’s requirements.
Offering more financial supports such as grants and scholarships for sports to families with disabled children can increase participation levels.  Financial assistance programmes ensure that economic barriers don’t prevent participation. However, there is the issue of where the funding could come from.
Implementing new policies that enforce inclusivity within schools and community programmes is imperative. ParalympicsGB’s Equal Play campaign (2024) highlights the need for systemic reforms to incorporate a stronger emphasis on physical education in the national curriculum, improve teacher training and promote inclusivity.
Providing teachers and coaches with the correct training to effectively support young people and children with disability is essential. Disability sport Wales (no date) offers Disability Inclusion Training courses tailored towards teachers and sports coaches; it focusses on inclusive practices and adaptive coaching methods.
In conclusion there are significaantly more barriers making participation for young people and children with disabilities in sport more challenging. Challenges such as a lack of the appropriate facilities, correct equipment and a lack of trained staff create obstacles that prevent equal opportunities for engagement. However, these obstacles can be substantially reduced through the correct targeted solutions like adapted facilities, equipment and trained staff. Implementing these changes is imperative to not only promote inclusions but to also promote confidence, physical well-being and mental well-being of disabled children and young adults. To create an inclusive culture, policymakers, school and community organisations must work together to ensure that physical activity is available and enjoyable to all children regardless of their disabilities.
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