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About Us 
 

Volunteer Scotland is Scotland’s national centre for volunteering. 

We believe that volunteering should be an enjoyable, rewarding and 

fulfilling experience for the volunteer; that volunteers have the right 

to be safe and protected in delivering their volunteering roles; and 

that to derive health and well-being benefits from volunteering 

requires regular and meaningful contributions of time.  

 

Should any queries arise from our response, please contact our 

Policy Officer by emailing sarah.latto@volunteerscotland.org.uk   
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Introduction 
 

When considering the participation of women and girls in sport and physical activity, 

it is impossible not to also consider the role of volunteering in this field. For 

community-based sport and physical activity in particular, the reliance on volunteers 

is existential. Elite level sports may not have the same reliance on volunteers as at 

community level, however, it does rely on community sport and physical activity as a 

vital pathway for burgeoning athletes. As such, volunteering is a cornerstone upon 

which Scottish sport at all levels is based.  

 

Despite this, we see similar barriers to participation for women volunteering in sport 

and physical activity as we do for those taking part. Caring responsibilities, 

stereotypes and lack of representation present significant challenges which need to 

be both better understood and addressed by sports organisations and groups. In 

addition, the intersection of gender with other protected characteristics presents 

additional challenges for participation in volunteering which require a person-centred 

approach.  

 

Question Responses 
 

1. What issues, if any, affect women and girls taking part in community sport 

and physical activity? How might these challenges be overcome? 

Community sport and physical activity have an existential reliance on volunteers, 

meaning that volunteers play a vital role in supporting the participation of women 

and girls in community sport. The Scottish Sports Association represents 

Scotland’s 13,000 sports clubs, and reports that these clubs engage 195,000 

volunteers (‘Why Sport Matters to communities and social cohesion’, 2021, 

Scottish Sports Association). They also state that sport ‘empowers communities’ 

and can increase social interaction.  

In addition, participation in volunteering itself can have significant benefits for an 

individual’s physical and mental health. In a report published by Volunteer 

Scotland in December 2018 we found that regular volunteering can alleviate 

depression, anxiety and stress, and reduce loneliness and social isolation.. 

Volunteering can also have a significant impact on physical health by promoting 

healthy behaviours, helping to maintain a level of physical activity that promotes 

independence and improving volunteers’ ability to cope with illness 

(‘Volunteering, Health and Wellbeing’, 2018, Volunteer Scotland). As such, 

participation in volunteering can have many of the same benefits as participating 

in sport and physical activity. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-ojt0FghwzdWmXV-QBk98aUXw2EF_KwE/view
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1436178/volunteering__health___wellbeing_-_full_report.pdf
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One of the key barriers women and girls face when participating in community 

sport and physical activity is a lack of representation from volunteers who support 

or lead it. The adult formal volunteering participation rate is fairly balanced 

between men and women, however this changes with sport and physical activity 

volunteering. In 2018, 21% of male formal volunteers supported organisations 

focussed on physical activity, sport and exercise, whilst the equivalent rate for 

female volunteers was only 11% - almost half.  

In 2021, UK Coaching called for more women to enter the coaching workforce, 

with the ultimate goal of gender parity (‘UK Coaching calls for gender parity within 

the coaching workforce’, 2021, UK Coaching). Emma Atkins, Director of 

Coaching at UK Coaching, said:  

“Our research shows that it’s really important that when starting to get active, 

women and girls are more comfortable if their coach is the same gender. With the 

levels of inactivity amongst women and girls at a high, it is vital that we can 

encourage more females to join the coaching workforce.” 

Given that a significant majority of coaches at the community level are 

volunteers, and that many women and girls start their sport and physical activity 

journey at this level, it is important that measures to improve gender parity take 

into consideration the barriers facing female volunteers.  

In a report by Sport England in 2018, it was found that that women with children 

are far less likely to carry out coaching and refereeing roles (‘Spotlight in 

Volunteering and Gender: Active Lives Adult Survey’, 2018, Sport England). Adult 

males with children are more likely to volunteer as coaches than their peers 

without children (47% and 44% respectively), whilst adult females with children 

are significantly less likely to participate than their peers who do not have children 

(22% and 33% respectively).   

Women in Sport published a report in 2017 which found that a key challenge for 

female volunteers participating in sport is the lack of flexibility around time and 

commitment (‘Good Sports – Engaging Female Volunteers’, 2017, Women in 

Sport). Coaching roles in particular are seen as inflexible and ‘present challenges 

to women with children who may not be able to meet the demands of these 

roles’. They also found that gender discrimination and stereotyping is a key 

barrier to female participation in sports volunteering, particularly in leadership 

roles. This is reinforced with evidence from Sport Ireland, which reports that 66% 

of female coaches had a female coach themselves, and 50% said this coach 

positively effected their decision to start coaching (‘Women in Sport Coaching 

Research’, 2020, Sport Ireland). One respondent to Sport Ireland’s survey said:  

“I suppose that it is hard for my sport, there isn’t that many females involved in 

the coaching element of it and there isn’t as much out there for the girls to see as 

https://womeninsport.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Good-Sports.pdf
https://www.sportireland.ie/sites/default/files/media/document/2021-03/women-in-sport-coaching-research-report.pdf
https://www.sportireland.ie/sites/default/files/media/document/2021-03/women-in-sport-coaching-research-report.pdf
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in other sports where obviously, the females are a lot less than the males are. It’s 

about seeing things being publicised for them to actually say, “I could be like 

them.” 

The Women in Sport report also found that motivations for volunteering in sport 

are often different for women (‘Good Sports – Engaging Female Volunteers’, 

2017, Women in Sport). Whilst men are more motivated by their interest in sport 

and the opportunity to support their community, women are more motivated by 

‘intrinsic’ factors such as developing social networks or supporting their children.  

This is reflected in feedback from Street Soccer Scotland, which provides free 

football-themed training & personal development opportunities for socially 

disadvantaged groups across Scotland (Interview with Sophie Hill, Street Soccer 

Scotland Grants and Trusts Fundraiser, 2022, Volunteer Scotland). For men, 

football is the primary hook to get them engaged in the service. Conversely, for 

women, football is often the secondary motivation behind the personal social 

benefits and sense of ‘community’ or belonging that comes with participation.  

This highlights the importance of a tailored approach when recruiting women and 

girls into sport. Community sport organisations need to recognise the tendency 

for women to have less time to volunteer, particularly when they have children, 

and that they are likely to be motivated to participate for different reasons.  

Another emerging barrier for community sport more broadly is the cost of living 

crisis. Most of the data cited so far is from before the Covid-19 pandemic, and 

none of it reflects the recent challenges presented by rising inflation and 

increasing energy prices. In a report published in September 2022, Volunteer 

Scotland explored the potential impact of the crisis on volunteering (‘Testing our 

Resilience’, 2022, Volunteer Scotland). It found that whilst the demand for some 

services will likely increase, demand for services not directly linked to the cost of 

living crisis, such as sport, might decrease. This is because people can no longer 

afford travel costs, equipment costs or other fees.  

Sophie from Street Soccer Scotland reinforced this with another particular barrier 

for women which could be exacerbated by the cost of living crisis – fashion. Men 

are more likely to own leisure wear, such as trainers and tracksuits, because it is 

fashionable to wear day to day. Fashions are slightly different for women and 

girls, meaning that they might have to make additional purchases for appropriate 

sports attire to participate or volunteer in sport (Interview with Sophie Hill, Street 

Soccer Scotland Grants and Trusts Fundraiser, 2022, Volunteer Scotland). In the 

current climate that could be challenging.  

In addition, the cost of living crisis is placing significant pressure on community-

run venues where sports and physical activity might take place. On the 3rd 

November 2022, UK Active warned that 40% of leisure centres are at risk of 

https://womeninsport.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Good-Sports.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1794252/cost_of_living_report_-_volunteer_scotland.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1794252/cost_of_living_report_-_volunteer_scotland.pdf
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closure in the coming months due to the energy crisis, and some are already 

restricting certain services or facilities (‘Forty per cent of council areas at risk 

of leisure centre and swimming pool closures and restrictions before April 

without immediate support’, 2022, UKActive).  

Finally, the evidence related to the detailed contribution of voluntary sports clubs 

in improving participation of particular demographic groups in sports remains 

unclear. Dr Fiona Reid, in a recent article in the International Journal of Sport 

Policy and Politics, stated that:  

“Given that current government policies place sports clubs run by volunteer 

members at the centre of strategies to increase sports participation and therefore 

rates of physical activity in the Scottish population, an enhanced understanding of 

the level and nature of volunteering and participation associated with sports clubs 

is critical.” (‘Increasing Sports Participation in Scotland; Are voluntary sports 

clubs the answer?’, 2012, Reid, F., International Journal of Sport, Policy and 

Politics. 4(2), pp. 221-241)  

Community-based organisations, and the volunteers who support them, have an 

important role to play in increasing participation of women and girls in sport and 

physical activity. To maximise this, the government needs to take steps to 

better understand the interplay between, and barriers to, volunteering and 

participation in sport and physical activity by gender. It is also vital that 

community sport organisations are provided with the resource and 

guidance required to tailor responses which increase female participation.  

There is a glimmer of hope presented by the figures for community-based sport 

volunteering participation in the younger generation. In 2019, the same proportion 

- 39% - of boys and girls volunteered in sports (Young People in Scotland 

Survey 2019, 2020, Volunteer Scotland). Similarly, Sport England reported in 

2018 that 58% of female students volunteered as a sports coach or instructor at 

least twice in the past year, only 2% less than the equivalent figure for male 

students (‘Spotlight in Volunteering and Gender: Active Lives Adult Survey’, 

2018, Sport England).  Whilst this gender parity is encouraging, we do not yet 

know if this uplift in female participation will be sustained as this generation ages. 

It is vital that particular investment is targeted at transitory life-stages, such 

as leaving school or further education, to ensure that female participation 

on sport, and sport volunteering, does not fall.  

2. What issues, if any, affect women and girls taking part in elite sport? How 

might these challenges be overcome? 

We believe that the issues detailed above related to female volunteer 

participation in community sport and physical activity will likely have an impact on 

women and girls taking part in elite sport. This is because many elite athletes 

https://www.ukactive.com/news/forty-per-cent-of-council-areas-at-risk-of-leisure-centre-and-swimming-pool-closures-and-restrictions-before-april-without-immediate-support/
https://www.ukactive.com/news/forty-per-cent-of-council-areas-at-risk-of-leisure-centre-and-swimming-pool-closures-and-restrictions-before-april-without-immediate-support/
https://www.ukactive.com/news/forty-per-cent-of-council-areas-at-risk-of-leisure-centre-and-swimming-pool-closures-and-restrictions-before-april-without-immediate-support/
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/young-people-and-volunteering-in-scotland-2019/
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/young-people-and-volunteering-in-scotland-2019/
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start out in community sport which has an existential reliance on volunteers. 

Indeed, Laura Muir – Olympic silver medallist and 1500m British record holder – 

said recently that:  

“The two athletics clubs (Dunfermline and Dundee) I joined as a kid were both 

run by volunteers. They were the clubs which I trained and competed for from 11-

18 years old, so a big part of my development and enjoyment of the sport prior to 

moving to university and progressing to professional level. Volunteers are such a 

huge part of sport, they need the recognition” (Quote sourced directly from Laura 

Muir, 2022, Volunteer Scotland) 

Without community sport, and the volunteers who sustain it, participation of 

female athletes at an elite level would be far less prolific. As such, it is vital that 

women and girls are encouraged to volunteer in sport and physical activity 

in community settings, thus providing the representation required for 

greater female participation. It is also important that elite female athletes 

are encouraged to reflect publicly on their pathways into elite sport, thus 

providing inspiration and encouragement to the next generation of athletes 

and volunteers.  

3. What additional issues, if any, affect women and girls from marginalised 

groups taking part in sport or physical activity? How might these 

challenges be overcome? 

Women and girls face intersectional barriers to volunteering in sport and physical 

activity, meaning that women and girls from more marginalised groups will 

experience distinct and compounding challenges. As such, it is important that 

sports organisations and groups are encouraged to take a holistic and person-

centred view of volunteer motivations and barriers to best promote participation.  

 

The voluntary sector provides a range of opportunities, often volunteer-led, for 

people from marginalised groups to get involved in sport or physical activity. For 

example, Paths for All host volunteer led accessible ‘health walks’ in locations 

across Scotland, and have taken steps to ensure that they are ‘dementia friendly’ 

by providing specialist training to volunteer walk leaders (‘Dementia Friendly 

Walking’ webpage, 2022, Paths for All). Similarly, The Welcoming – a charity 

dedicated to supporting asylum seekers, refugees and migrants in Edinburgh – 

host a ‘gym and swim’ group which is supported by volunteers (‘Volunteer Role 

Description: Gym and Swim Volunteer’, 2022, The Welcoming).  

 

Despite this, there is clear evidence that people who are resident in the most 

deprived areas of Scotland are far less likely to participate, or volunteer, in sports 

clubs. In her research from 2012, Dr Fiona Reid reported that residents of the 

most deprived areas are half as likely to be members of sports clubs as those 

from the least deprived areas (‘Increasing Sports Participation in Scotland; Are 

https://www.pathsforall.org.uk/dementia-friendly-projects
https://www.pathsforall.org.uk/dementia-friendly-projects
https://www.thewelcoming.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Volunteer-Role-Description-Gym-and-Swim-The-Welcoming.pdf
https://www.thewelcoming.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Volunteer-Role-Description-Gym-and-Swim-The-Welcoming.pdf
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voluntary sports clubs the answer?’, 2012, Reid, F., International Journal of 

Sport, Policy and Politics. 4(2), pp. 221-241). These figures are mirrored in sports 

volunteering participation, with 18% of sports volunteers resident in the most 

deprived areas compared with 28% in the least deprived (Ibid). This presents a 

significant challenge, especially given that the health and wellbeing benefits of 

volunteering are more pronounced for people who are experiencing disadvantage 

(‘Volunteering, Health and Wellbeing’, 2018, Volunteer Scotland). There is also 

evidence to suggest that marginalised groups are likely to face increased 

pressure as a result of the cost of living crisis (‘Testing our Resilience’, 2022, 

Volunteer Scotland).  

 

As such, it is vital that the impact of gender, and how this intersects with 

other forms of disadvantage, is better understood in the context of both 

participation and volunteering in sports or physical activity by the 

government when setting policy, but also by the groups and organisations 

which promote sport and physical activity in communities.  

 

Conclusion 
 

Sport and physical activity, particularly at a community level, is reliant on the 

contribution of volunteers. In addition, increased participation of women and girls in 

sport is reliant on female representation in the volunteers leading and delivering 

these activities. There are early signs that the next generation of women are more 

inclined to participate in sport, and to volunteer for organisations that promote sport 

and physical activity. However, the cost of living crisis presents a significant threat, 

particularly for those women and girls from marginalised groups. As such, it is vital 

that the groups and organisations supporting sport and physical activity take steps to 

ensure that women and girls can both participate and volunteer more easily.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1436178/volunteering__health___wellbeing_-_full_report.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1794252/cost_of_living_report_-_volunteer_scotland.pdf
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Volunteer Scotland 

Jubilee House, Forthside Way, Stirling FK8 1QZ 

T: 01786 479593 E: hello@volunteerscotland.org.uk 

W: volunteerscotland.net 

 

 

 

 
@volscotland 

 
@volscotland 

 
@volunteerscotland 

 

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/
https://twitter.com/VolScotland
https://www.facebook.com/volscotland
https://www.instagram.com/volunteerscotland/
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