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Executive summary
There are increasing levels of debate about how different partners can collaboratively 
tackle the critical issue of physical inactivity amongst girls. Crucially, this is coupled 
with a recognition that innovative public, private and third sector partnerships can 
play an important role transforming girls’ participation in sport and physical activity.

The AttrActive Project, a collaboration between Virgin Active, Women in Sport and 
Handsworth Grange Community Sports College, asked the question: how do we 
engage girls to design, deliver and communicate a programme of physical activity 
which inspires them to be more active? The AttrActive Project worked with over 100 
girls aged 11-16 to tackle the issue of girls’ physical inactivity within their school and 
helped them to create solutions for themselves.

This paper details the process used and lessons learned from The AttrActive Project 
as an example of how we can engage girls in transforming sport and physical activity.

In only 10 weeks the project had a significant impact on the girls, particularly in 
building confidence and self-esteem:

The proportion of girls who take part in physical activity for at least 60 minutes or more at 
least 3 days a week has increased from 68% to 74%;

96% would like to see the AttrActive Project continued;

91% have been inspired by the AttrActive Project to be more physically active;

86% said that taking part in the AttrActive Project has made them feel more confident 
about themselves; and

The number of girls who self-classify themselves as confident has increased from 70% to 86%.

Background
Physical inactivity is a critical issue for girls. The Health Survey for England 
2012 showed that only 14% of 8-10 year old girls and 8% of 11-12 year olds met 
the recommended guidelines for physical activity in 20121. This survey has 
also highlighted a persistent gender gap in activity levels since 20022.

Girls perceive more barriers to being active than boys3. Key barriers include: 
feeling self-conscious about being seen exercising; not having anyone to be 
active with; and viewing other school work as more important. For the least 
active girls the range of activities on offer is also a key barrier - 46% say they 
“don’t like the activities we get to do in PE”4. Girls and boys also both 
perceivethat boys are given more encouragement to try sport and 43% of 
girls report that there aren’t enough sporting role models for girls5.

Specifically at Handsworth Grange Community Sports College only 17% of 
girls self-reported that they met the recommended guidelines for physical 
activity. As the girls at Handsworth Grange get older they are significantly 
less likely to take part in sport outside of school. Moreover, with age the girls’ 
enjoyment of PE also decreases. We also know that as the girls get older 
having a say in the type of activities on offer becomes more important 
– rising from 35% in Year 7 to 59% in Year 10.

1 NHS Information Centre, Health Survey for England (2012) 
2 NHS Information Centre, Health Survey for England  
3 Changing the Game for Girls (Women in Sport) 
4 Changing the Game for Girls (Women in Sport) 
5 Changing the Game for Girls (Women in Sport)

14% 
Of 8-10 year old girls met the 
recommended guidelines  
for physical activity in 2012

8% 
Of 11-12 year old girls met the 
recommended guidelines  
for physical activity in 2012

46% 
Of girls don’t like  
the activities they  
get to do in PE

43% 
Of girls report that there  
arent enough sporting role  
models for girls
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The AttrActive Project:  
An Overview of the Process

The Co-creation Workshops

Programme Design Workshop 
The aim was to understand what activities the girls wanted to be included 
as part of the 10-week programme and understand how to create an 
environment that gives the girls the confidence to be physically active.

Role Models Workshop 
The aim was to understand who the girls wanted to lead their programme 
of activity. In order to do this: we explored what makes a good and a bad 
role model/leader; who their role models are; and explored existing active 
local role models. 

Communications Workshop 
The aim was to introduce basic principles of marketing to the girls and 
understand how to effectively market and communicate the 10-week 
programme of activity to their peers. 

Physical Activity Taster Sessions 
Using existing insight from the school, we delivered a number of sessions 
for the girls to try out during the co-creation day. These were used as stimuli 
to explore what the girls did and didn’t want from the 10-week programme. 
This included several official Virgin Active classes, including Punch7, Fierce8 
and Nova9 as well as football, delivered by the County Football Association.

Active Inspiration Newsroom: Empowering girls to 
spread the word about the programme for themselves
Members of the Girls Get Active group were given the opportunity to take 
part in a day of marketing and communications training. Workshops included 
copywriting and editing, video blogging, social media and interviewing skills. 
The purpose of these workshops was to enable the girls to promote the 
programme of activity and create online buzz. The content produced by  
the girls has been shared via the dedicated Active Inspiration blog: 
http://www.activeinspiration.info/blog/  

The AttrActive Programme: For girls, by girls
Using the findings from the co-creation day Women in Sport and Virgin 
Active shaped a 10-week programme that ran from July to September 2014. 
Launched in National School Sports Week, the girls received a taster session 
in curriculum time as well as a 10-week after school programme. Over the 
10 weeks the girls took part in a series of fitness classes delivered by Virgin 
Active instructors on the school site. To ensure familiarity for the girls, the 
same Virgin Active instructor and a volunteer from the local university 
supported every session.

Normalising physical activity: Exposing the  
girls to positive female role models
During the co-creation day the girls were given the opportunity to meet and 
discuss experiences of sport and physical activity with positive female role 
models including Active Inspiration campaign ambassador, Helen Skelton, 
as well as volunteers from the local university and Virgin Active staff. The 
university volunteers were not only involved in the co-creation event but  
also sustained their engagement throughout the 10-week programme.

“ The enthusiasm around that 
day was amazing. I think the 
enthusiasm really got brought 
back into the school. The girls 
were really buzzing.” 

(Teacher, Handsworth Grange  
Community Sports College)

Through a partnership between Virgin Active, Women in Sport and Handsworth 
Grange Community Sports College, The AttrActive Project aimed to build on the 
work that the school is currently undertaking through the – Department of Health 
funded – Changing the Game for Girls: In Action pilot. This included developing the 
work of Girls Get Active, the girls’ voice for sport which had been set up as part of 
Changing the Game For Girls: In Action. 

The AttrActive Project aimed to explore the opportunity to have an impact on girls’ 
participation by:

• Introducing expert-led fitness instruction;

• Creating a more diverse active offering;

•  Engaging the girls in the design and the communications of the programme of activities;

•  Thinking creatively about how a partnership between the public, private and charity 
sector can add value to the issue of physical inactivity.

Key components of the process: 
The co-creation day: Engaging the girls in the design of their own 10 week 

programme of activity 

Empowering the girls to shape the programme for themselves was at the heart 
of our approach. The co-creation day provided a platform to both launch the 
partnership and allow the girls to be the driving partner in programme design. 
To empower the girls to share their thoughts and ideas we delivered a number 
of workshops. These spanned programme design, role models and marketing. 
The girls were also given the opportunity to take part in taster sessions of 
different activities to expose them to new ways of being active and to  
encourage them to think differently about what they would like their  
10-week programme to look like.

Case study 1, Fran:

My favourite subject at school 
PE

My favourite activity is  
Drama

I couldn’t live without 
Sport

I look up to 
Jessica Ennis and Jennifer 
Aniston

When I’m older I want to be 
An actress or PE teacher

“The sessions were good and it 
was people like Tiff (our Virgin 
Active instructor) that came 
along that made it really fun. It 
was good that you didn’t have  
to go every week and you could 
wear what you were comfortable 
in. We had some people that 
didn’t normally come to after 
school clubs, but because they 
have got involved in the sessions, 
they have started to come along 
to more clubs.”

Fran took on a leading role 
in promoting the AttrActive 
programme to her peers. Using 
Twitter and Facebook, she 
has been an advocate for the 
programme, leading by example 
and attending all the sessions 
over the summer. She has also 
been a positive support for those 
less confident, encouraging and 
supporting them to come along 
more regularly. Fran has been 
inspired by both the AttrActive 
programme and the Virgin Active 
instructors and her energy and 
passion has had a positive effect 
across the rest of the Girls Get 
Active group.
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Lessons from  
the process

Lesson 1: Diversify what it means to be 
physically active – there is no one size fits all
During the 10-week programme we offered the girls the opportunity to take part in 
a number of new fitness based activities delivered by Virgin Active including Punch6, 
Fierce7 and Nova8. By exposing the girls to new ways of being active we helped them 
understand that there are opportunities outside of traditional sport such as football, 
netball and athletics. This also reflected the existing local insight that tells us that as 
the girls get older they want more opportunities to take part in fitness activities. These 
activities enabled us to engage with a number of girls who wouldn’t normally take 
part. However, there was also a clear message that traditional sport still has a place.  
It is about diversifying the offer for girls - there is no one size fits all.

Lesson 2: Deliverers need to be people ‘like me’
Using an instructor that the girls can relate to is the key to success. We know from 
talking to the girls that an engaging friendly first session is crucial to ensuring the girls 
have the confidence to come back week after week. The girls also told us that providing 
consistent deliverers that the girls looked to as active role models was important.

“ She’s local, makes a fuss of the girls, relates to 
them and puts herself out there. She’s just like 
one of them.” 

(Teacher, Handsworth Grange Community Sports College)

“ She was like our buddy.” 
(Year 7 Student, Handsworth Grange Community Sports College)

“ When you come in you feel like you’re welcome 
and that you can talk to her.” 

(Year 7 Student, Handsworth Grange Community Sports College)

“ They care. They like make you want to come along. 
They like want to support you as much as they can.” 

(Year 7 Student, Handsworth Grange Community Sports College)

“ They’re friendly. So it’s not just sport. You get  
to have a chat and a laugh and everything.”  
(Year 7 Student, Handsworth Grange Community Sports College)

Lesson 3: Create a safe environment where girls 
feel confident being physically active
Before we can even start to think about getting girls moving on a regular basis, we 
need to make sure they are comfortable in the environment in which they are going  
to be exercising. The girls felt that the school was the ideal venue as its accessibility 
and familiarity gave them the confidence to take part in the activities on offer.

“ You like got to be yourself. You didn’t have to 
feel like people were watching you” 
(Year 7 Student, Handsworth Grange Community Sports College)

As part of the programme, the girls and their mums were offered the opportunity to 
take part in two mother and daughter bespoke afternoons and were given 10 weeks 
of free gym membership at a Virgin Active club. However, even with the incentive 
of free access there was little take up. The key reasons cited for low take up were 
distance to the Club; an unfamiliar environment; and a need for improved engagement 
with parents during the programme. Moreover, while there was an interest from 
mums to take part in physical activity with their daughters, this was a less appealing 
opportunity for the girls.  
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6  Punch is a contact boxing class (using pads and gloves), with ab exercises to build upper  
body strength and stamina. The bespoke sound track creates a boxing ring atmosphere and 
instructors are on hand to coach technique.

7  Fierce is inspired by the tribal rhythms and high energy moves of traditional South African 
dancing. It is all about saying ‘yes’ to the music and moving to the rhythms.

8  NOVA is a dynamic fusion of Yoga and Pilates. In one fun class, Yoga positions and Pilates 
exercises improve balance, core control, back strength, and upper body resistance. All done  
to upbeat music.



Lesson 4: Transparent and innovative working 
relationships are key to a successful partnership
Commercial partners should not just be viewed as potential funders but also as an 
expert resource. The AttrActive Project identified a number of ways to use expertise 
from within Virgin Active to add value to the programme (e.g. using Virgin Active staff 
as mentors for training delivery). 

It is also critical that the girls themselves are viewed as a genuine partner and that 
their thoughts and suggestions are reflected in the programme design - 81% of the 
girls told us that they wanted to have a say in the activities on offer. Where this is not 
possible it is crucial that the reasons for this are communicated to the girls and they 
continue to feel as though their voices are being heard. 

Engaging parents early to engender an understanding of the project, and the 
potential positive impact that taking part could have on their daughters, is key  
to both initial and sustained participation.

Lesson 5: Simplicity and support are key  
to enabling girls to talk about physical  
activity for themselves
We know that girls use social media more than boys, have more friends and share 
more content. We also know that they want online messengers to be people ‘like 
them’. Therefore it was important to give the girls the skills to communicate the 
programme to their peers for themselves. In order for this to work in practice the 
process needs to be simple and must include a comprehensive package of support  
for teachers as well as the girls, as well as taking into account the limitations of the 
school’s online capabilities and staff resource.  

Lesson 6: Sustained engagement and clear 
expectations of project ambassadors is more 
important than celebrity status  
The presence of celebrity ambassador, Helen Skelton, was inspiring for the girls. When 
asked what the girls enjoyed about the day the opportunity to meet Helen Skelton 
was the second most cited reason. It was not, however, her celebrity status that the 
girls valued but the fact that she was able to make the girls perceive that she was 
someone ‘just like them’. This suggested to the girls that the sporting activities she  
has taken part in are not out of their reach. 

However, what is more important from a project ambassador is sustained interaction 
throughout the programme. When asked who would make the ideal ambassador one 
of the girls highlighted that having someone who is ‘just like me’ is more important 
than being a celebrity. 

“ Just someone local, someone that we might  
not even know, someone that might not even  
be famous, someone like a fitness instructor” 

(Year 7 Student, Handsworth Grange Community Sports College)

Understanding impact Lessons from  
the process 

Evaluating impact in numbers

76% 
Enjoyed trying new activities

96% 
Have enjoyed the opportunity to try  
new exercise activities

97% 
Of girls want the opportunity  

to take part in more events  
like the Active Inspiration  
Co-creation Day

68%  74% 
The proportion of girls who take  

part in physical activity for at  
least 60 minutes or more at least  
3 days a week has increased from  
68% to 74%

86% 
Said that taking part in the  

Active Inspiration programme  
has made them feel more  
confident about themselves

I am confident:

pre 68% 
post 74% 

Co-creation day: 10 week programme: 

76



Virgin Active and  
Women In Sport  
– next steps

“Virgin Active has made a commitment to give half a million young people access 
to activeness over the next five years, but we know we can’t do it on our own. The 
AttrActive Project proves the power of co-creation – not just with expert partners,  
but with the young girls themselves who most urgently need the status quo to 
change. As a result of the lessons learned from the pilot, we are doing two things. 
Firstly, we are taking these key insights back into our business, so that we may 
better shape our products and services for young girls and women, and train our 
staff around inclusion with a view to addressing both perceived and real barriers to 
activeness. Secondly, we will continue to work towards our stated purpose through 
new collaborations with expert partners in youth activeness and education, growing 
this into an approach which tackles the reasons for inactivity amongst young people.” 
Matt Merrick, European Chief Operating Officer, Virgin Active

“Women in Sport is transforming sport for the benefit of every woman and girl in the 
UK. Insight and evidence drive everything we do. We research our subjects rigorously 
to build expertise and develop the highest quality information. It is from this insightled 
approach that we collaborate with like-minded people – such as Virgin Active.

“The AttrActive Project has added to our evidence that co-creation is a vital part  
of the solution to reducing inactivity amongst girls. The opportunity to diversify the 
activities on offer to girls through cross sector partnerships is something we will 
continue to incorporate in our work within education. We will seek more like-minded 
partners to open up access to taster sessions of a greater range of activities for 
schools, collaborating with key stakeholders in education and sport.

“Our work with Handsworth Grange Community Sports College will continue and we 
will build on the impact that the AttrActive Project has had, harnessing the enthusiasm 
it has engendered throughout the school with teachers and pupils alike.

“Continuing to draw on our unique insight we will champion the right of every woman 
and girl in the UK to take part in, and benefit from, sport: from the field of play to the 
boardroom, from early years and throughout her life.”  
Ruth Holdaway, Chief Executive, Women in Sport

Summary
We require further insights into a mixed economy approach for public, private and 
third sectors to contribute solutions to a genuine concern for the future generation. 
Any new work in this area would be enhanced through basing its execution on the 
following lessons. 

1  Diversify what it means to be physically active – there is no one size fits all

2  Deliverers need to be people ‘like me’

3  Create a safe environment where girls feels confident being physically active

4   Transparent and innovative working relationships are key to a successful mixed 
economy approach 

5   Simplicity and support are key to enabling girls to market physical activity  
for themselves

6   Project ambassadors should not be a one hit wonder – sustained engagement 
with the project is crucial

“ For one girl, it’s just changed her life. 
She’s been to every session. She’s 
more confident. She’s coming to 
more clubs. She’d have never done 
that before. I’ve seen a massive 
change in her.” 

(Teacher, Handsworth Grange Community Sports College)

“ I think one of the biggest things that 
I saw was the girls’ confidence grow 
over the 10 weeks. I made sure the 
sessions where fun and relaxed, but 
at the same time I challenged the girls 
to push themselves and with this they 
became more confident in themselves 
and stayed engaged throughout.” 

(Virgin Active, AttrActive Instructor)

Understanding impact 

Case study 2, Georgia:

My favourite subject at school 
PE

My favourite activity is  
Trampolining

I couldn’t live without 
My family and friends

I look up to 
Jessica Ennis

When I’m older I want to be 
A primary school teacher

“You got to be yourself, you didn’t feel like 
people were watching you. I never used to 
go to after school clubs. The instructors 
make you want to come back every week. 
We have loads of fun and get to have 
breaks where we chat about what we want 
to do in the next sessions and it’s really 
chilled out.”

For Georgia, the AttrActive programme 
has given her the confidence to become 
more active. Since Georgia’s engagement 
with the AttrActive programme she has 
become more physically active, attending 
after school clubs and the AttrActive 
summer sessions, something she wouldn’t 
have been confident in doing previous. 
Being allowed to ‘be yourself’ in an 
environment that she was comfortable in 
has helped Georgia’s confidence grow. Her 
habits around physical activity have been 
positively influenced by the instructors 
and other girls around her. At the start 
of the 14/15 school year, Georgia was 
invited to become a member of the Girls 
Get Active group at Handsworth Grange 
Community Sports College. She now has 
the confidence to stand up and positively 
contribute her thoughts to the Girls Get 
Active movement and be part of making a 
difference for girls at her school.
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