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Abstract 
This paper aims to better understand the reasons that prevent girls from engaging in sport 
by focusing on the research question: “What motivational factors affect the physical 
activity frequency of Israeli girls and female adolescents aged 6-12?” The research 
instrument is a semi-structured interview, designed to examine factors that may motivate 
Israeli girls and young female adolescents to be more physically active. The interviews 
have been conducted between July 2021-March 2022. The research participants are 
varied from girls involved in competitive sports, parents of competitive girls, women who 
have formerly been active players and decision-makers, both in academia and 
management sports positions. Three main themes in the category of motivation have been 
obtained from the interviews: 1. The parents as a role model, the parents' encouragement, 
the parents’ funding of the sports activity; 2. The Built-in / affirmative action for women's 
sports - religious, cultural, and traditional - the attitude towards women’s involved in 
sports; and 3. The exposure to sports at young age. This paper may contribute to the 
identification of the motivational factors that affect the frequency of physical activity of 
Israeli girls and female adolescents aged 6-12. Moreover, it suggests further research of 
possible efforts exerted to encourage girls (aged 6-12) to be more engaged in physical 
activity. 
Keywords: physical activity, frequency of physical activity, behavioral change, Athena 
project in Israel, motivational factors. 
JEL Classification: Journal article 
 

1. INTRODUCTION  
This paper aims to obtain a better understanding of the reasons that prevent 

girls from participating in sport activities, by focusing on the research question: 
“What motivational factors affect the physical activity frequency of Israeli girls 
and female adolescents aged 6-12?” 
 The overarching aim is to present possible meaningful implications for 
Israel's future as an egalitarian, ambitious, productive, and healthy society both 
nationally and internationally. Thus, by examining the possible impact of 
marketing and advertising (through the Athena Project as a case study) on the 
elimination of barriers, as well as promoting sport activity of female adolescents, 
girls, and women in Israeli society. Studies conducted worldwide have indicated 



that a society that is more egalitarian in many areas,  has a higher gross national 
product. That is, knowledge of this field may lead to a more egalitarian society 
and, thus, to a more productive society in Israel.  
 

2. ATHENA PROJECT AS A CASE STUDY IN ISRAEL 
Athena - the national Israeli Project for the Advancement of Women in 

Sports, has been implemented for over ten years. It is supervised by the 
supervision of the Israeli Ministry of Culture and Sport under a multi-year plan.  

The Public Council for the Advancement of Girls, Adolescents, and Women 
in Sports has operated since 2005, pursuant to the Israeli Government Decision 
3416. The Council serves as an advisory body to the government, the Ministry of 
Culture and Sport, and the minister in charge, as to the promotion and 
development of women’s sports in Israel. 

Athena offers opportunities in sports for girls, adolescents, and women 
through targeted programs in a variety of sport activities, sports organizations, 
projects at sports clubs, programs involving local authorities, and programs 
promoting female leadership in sports. Its activities involve girls and women of 
all ages in popular and competitive sports. Athena works to identify, retain, 
promote, and support girls and women in all branches of sports, from girls in 
primary school and up to female athletes about to be included in Israel’s Olympic 
delegation. “To Bring about Social and Gender Change in Israeli Sporting Culture, 
Ensuring Full and Equal Participation for Girls, Adolescents and Women in all 
Sports and at all Levels” (Ministry of Education, Sport and Culture, 2007).  

Historically, women’s sports have been at a disadvantage in terms of their 
number, status and social standing in Israel and the world. The number of girls 
and female adolescents steered toward sports, the number of competitive athletes, 
the budgetary allocations to women’s sports over the years - all of this need 
improvement, if gender equality is to be achieved. Engaging in sports is a social, 
ethical, and educational instrument, which impacts all circles, beginning with the 
individual, through to the community and, finally, to society at large, making them 
all more egalitarian and more just - when women become equal partners in the 
sporting arena. 

Despite the Athena project in Israel in the last decade, the marketing activity, 
and the awareness and sympathy for the Athena brand, there was no considerable 
change in the number of Israeli girls and female adolescents who engaged in 
sports. Their percentage has never exceeded the 22% line, although there has been 
an increase in the total number of female athletes and male athletes in Israel as 
well. Hence, the total number of female athletes has not essentially grown 
(25,311), constituting 21.2% of the total female athletes and male athletes in 
Israel. The unexplained gap between the number of competitive female athletes at 
a young age and that of female athletes reaching an Olympic level, is unclear. 



Thus, the level of government policy has been promoted as to how to work for a 
more equitable society also in the field of sports. 

Research Aim is to identify the motivational factors that affect the frequency 
of physical activity of girls aged 6-12, while the research question in our study is 
what motivational factors affect the frequency of physical activity of girls aged 6-
12. 
 
3. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
3.1 Regular exercising and gender differences 

Regular exercising has prominent benefits for the promotion of adolescents’ 
health. Exercising strengthens the body and improves physical health, such as: 
reducing fat, enhances metabolic processes and bone density. Physical activity 
contributes to the promotion of mental health, e.g., reducing depression and 
anxiety symptoms, as well as and increasing self-esteem, quality of spousal and 
familial relationship, improving cognitive and academic achievement (Hallal et 
al., 2006). 

Studies showed that greater gender equality and greater opportunities for 
women increased corporate profitability (Desvaux, Devillard and Sancier-Sultan, 
2010); improved team intelligence (Woolley et al., 2010); raised the scientific 
impact of intellectual collaborations (Joshi et al., 2015); enhanced the economic 
growth of entire countries (Inglehart, Norris and Ronald, 2003). Studies of 
competitive sports conducted in Israel, elucidated gender differences for the 
benefit of men (Lissitsa, Galily and Chachashvili-Bololotin, 2010). Gender 
differences are intensified when one looks at media coverage, i.e., no women in 
the news and articles. Moreover, women are not appointed as management 
members of sports associations (Lissitsa, Galily and Chachashvili-Bololotin, 
2010). All these reinforce social perceptions that define sports as a male issue 
(Seigelshifer, 2012).  

The results of a study, conducted by Lissitsa, Galily and Chachashvili-
Bololotin (2010), show that engaging in competitive sports works differently on 
boys' education than on that of girls. While girls involved in competitive sports 
manifested the highest educational attainments, boys engaged in competitive 
sports demonstrated the lowest attainments. This may be due to the socio-cultural 
context of youth in Israel, and the legitimacy granted to boys versus girls to engage 
in competitive sports (Lissitsa, Galily and Chachashvili-Bololotin, 2010). 

 
3.2 The contribution of motivation to sports   

The theory of self-determination (Deci and Ryan, 1985) presents three needs 
the satisfaction of which affects people’s motivational state: a. ability - the need 
of individuals to demonstrate their ability; b. autonomy - the individuals’ need for 
autonomy; and c. belonging - the need of individuals to feel that they belong to a 



place or a group. According to this theory, students’ behavior will be found on a 
continuum that, on the one hand, indicates lack of motivation, and on the other 
hand indicates internal motivation, as well as different levels of external 
motivation along the continuum. Moreover, learners will be motivated to enjoy 
activities that they can choose by themselves, that they control, and when they feel 
connected and supported by key people, such as principal, teacher, parent and 
group members (Lima and Wang, 2007; Rosenkranz et al., 2012). Based on this 
theory, studies were conducted, exploring the relationships between the 
satisfaction of learners' personal needs and motivation in physical education 
classes (Reeb and Hyungshim, 2006). 

In the context of physical education, research findings have indicated that a 
variety of factors within schools have a positive or negative effect on participation 
in classes. For example: physical education teachers, the quality of the curriculum, 
and the students themselves (Jenkinson and Benson, 2010). Furthermore, studies 
have illustrated that the learners’ level of motivation decreases with age (Gao and 
Newton, 2009). To foster motivation in physical education classes, one must be 
aware of the reasons why children and adolescents invest or do not invest in 
physical activity (Duda, 1996), and, accordingly, plan activities that will meet 
their needs (Vincent-Morin and Lafont, 2005). These researchers recommended 
creating diversity  in the curriculum while taking into consideration the learners’ 
different levels and being sensitive to the students’ goals, beliefs, values, and level 
of interest in the different activities (Duda, 1996; Vincent-Morin and Lafont, 
2005). 

There are researchers who believe it is not enough to know the motives for 
the activity. It is also important to identify the difficulties involved in physical 
education classes and the barriers to participation in these classes. For example, 
Jenkinson and Benson (2010) examined the difficulties of physical education 
teachers. One hundred and fifteen physical education teachers responded to a 
questionnaire about the difficulties in physical education primary school classes. 
The findings showed that most of the difficulties stemmed from institutional 
aspects, such as budgetary constraints, limited resources, reduction in school 
hours, lack of professional development, a busy curriculum and shortage of 
facilities and equipment. Teachers mentioned a variety of other difficulties, e.g., 
the difficulty of motivating students with low self-confidence or lack of interest, 
inability to deliver a structured and safe lesson, lack of training, lack of 
knowledge, lack of talent or expertise in physical education. Moreover, Jenkinson 
and Benson (2010) maintained that 45% of students were influenced by their peers 
while choosing an activity, and 26% of students pointed out lack of interest in 
participating. Acknowledgment of these difficulties has implications for teaching 
physical education, building a curriculum, training teachers, and creating a 
teaching environment that will encourage adolescents’ participation in activities. 



An important point of view regarding participation or non-participation in 
physical education classes at school is that of students (Couturier, Chepko and 
Coughlin, 2005). The curriculum is perceived as the most influential factor for 
participation in the activity, but it is not the only one. When students were asked 
for their opinion on the program, it became clear that most of them preferred 
choosing the activity by themselves. Furthermore, students noted that they were 
happy to choose peers for group activities and a larger variety of activities. 
Couturier, Chepko and Coughlin, (2005) found three main reasons for students' 
participation in the activity: love of physical activity and movement; love of 
competition in team sports; and acknowledgment of the health value of the 
activity. The three main reasons for unwillingness to participate in the activity 
were: the inconvenience of getting sweaty into the post-activity class, the 
oppressive need of bringing a change of clothes, as well as lack of time to shower 
and change clothes after class (Couturier, Chepko and Coughlin, 2005). Another 
study found that students who thought physical education classes were helpful, 
were more interested in the class and were more likely to use more effective 
learning strategies. Conversely, students who were not interested in classes, failed 
to identify these strategies (Gao and Newton, 2009). Hence, in order to make the 
students interested in the activity, teachers were therefore recommended planning 
more meaningful lessons.  

A major part of understanding the adolescents’ motivation to participate in 
physical education classes is related to the social aspect. The physical education 
teachers’ should be able to affect and direct important social processes. For 
example: cultivating adequate communication; caring for others (Sansock, 2007); 
establishing a relationship out of enjoyment and belonging to a group; developing 
leadership; accepting others and embracing the different; accepting the 'self' as 
part of developing self-identity; encouraging independence and creativity; and 
more (Barnes and Spray, 2013; Grimminger, 2013; Lonsdale et al., 2009; Rubin 
and Raviv, 1999; Bryan and Solmon, 2012; Rosenkranz et al., 2012; Wallhead, 
Garn and Vidoni, 2013).  

 
a. Influence of parents on adolescents’ athletic motivation 

Studies have found that there is a link between authoritative parenting style 
and adolescents’ athletic satisfaction (Juntumaa, Keskivaara and Punamäki, 
2005). Moreover, according to several researchers, parenting style that supports 
autonomy, increases self-defined motivations  (Chew and Wang, 2010; Gagné, 
Ryan and Bargmann, 2010). 

Parents’ tangible support, especially in the form of money and time, is 
particularly meaningful (Baxter-Jones and Maffulli, 2003; Wuerth, Lee and 
Alfermann, 2004). Parents consider such tangible support as a necessary 
requirement for ensuring youths’ participation and progress in sports (Knight, 
Boden and Holt, 2005).  



Recent studies have shown a direct link between the amount of money 
parents allocate to their children’s sports and subsequent perceptions of stress 
reported by child-athletes (Côté, Turnnidge and Evans, 2014; Dunn et al., 2016); 
their athletic enjoyment (Amado et al., 2015; Babkes and Weiss, 1999); anxiety 
levels (Power and Woolger, 1994); Scanlan and Lewthwaite, 1986); and 
involvement in unsportsmanlike behaviors (Leo et al., 2015). 

 
4. METHODOLOGY 

This article describes the results of the first part of the qualitative study. 
Qualitative research itself is part of a much larger research set-up from the 
research of doctoral studies. The study was conducted by semi-structured 
interviews, aiming to examine factors that could motivate Israeli girls and young 
female adolescents to engage more in physical activity.  

The interviews took place between July 2021-March 2022, and included girls 
involved in competitive sports, parents of competitive girls, as well as women who 
were formerly active players and decision-makers, both in academia and sports 
management positions. 

The data are initially based on studies of Athena, and studies conducted by 
the Israeli Ministry of Sports regarding the number of girls and female adolescents 
who have participated in sports activities. These are preliminary data that first and 
foremost helped in formulating the research question and research hypothesis. 

The semi-structured interview is the most common type of interview. It is an 
interview that combines both the flexibility of the open interview and the 
structured interview framework.  

Twelve interviewees, women and men, were carefully chosen for the series 
of interviews. All of them are connected to the world of sports in Israel and key 
figures in the Israeli national sports arena, whether currently active competitor 
athletes, past active competitors, or parents of current athletes. The questionnaire 
was administered as a semi-structured interview, involving several pre-
determined questions. However, depending on the progress of the interview, the 
order of the questions was sometimes different, and sometimes additional follow-
up questions were added as the interview progressed. 

All interviews were transcribed, and the content analysis of the data collected 
from the semi-structured interviews, yielded two main themes and 12 related 
categories. This paper focuses on the first theme, the motivational factors. 

All the participants signed informed consent forms for participating in the 
interview. Moreover, they received an explanation about the purpose of the 
research and the nature of the use of the interview contents. 
 

 

 



5. FINDINGS 
The findings gave rise to motivational factors themes and related categories.  

- Exposure 
“Give them exposure at least three times a week to any sports activity, but do 

not start adjusting them and debating the type of activity”. (Interviewee 1) 
“I think really at this age the exposure is at home and at school because there 

are not many other frameworks”. (Interviewee 5) 
- Parents as a role model 
“People who are closer to you affect you more”. (Interviewee 3) 
“In practice, what brings girls to classes are two things, either parents or 

friends”. (Interviewee 4) 
- The attitude towards women in the field of sports 
“I think that, in general, women’s sports are in a very bad situation in Israel, 

it’s embarrassing. The girls know and understand that they are not being 
considered and neither does anyone who engages in women’s sports. I see referees 
coming to the game and, like, come on let’s move on, like it does not really interest 
them to be a referee in a game of women’s basketball”. (Interviewee 6) 

- Parents’ push 
“If anyone has made sure I continued in basketball and supported me at the 

level of intervening and nagging, it’s my dad. He was most interested after I had 
already entered the field”. (Interviewee 11) 

- Parents’ funding for sports activities  
“Only his parents fund his flights, he flies almost every month,  If his parents 

could not afford it then he would not have had a chance to get where he is today”. 
(Interviewee 5) 

- The Built-in / affirmative action for women’s sports 
“There is no reason to have any activity that receives a budget from the state 

if it does not act at least in a real way for some gender equality and gender 
activity”. (Interviewee 9) 

"And let’s make affirmative action that everywhere there will be more sports 
activities for girls and women”. (Interviewee 10) 

- Religion, culture and tradition  
“A large part of the society in the State of Israel is patriarchal in its origin, 

and it is difficult for girls to live in patriarchal homes. There are two million Arabs 
and two million ultra-Orthodox out of ten million citizens.  

These 40% constitute a traditional society with very, very severe social 
restrictions, that have existed for many years.  As far as results are concerned, it 
is impossible to promote sports achievements for girls who want to engage in very 
competitive sports”. (Interviewee 12) 

 
 
 



6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
The findings showed that three main issues were obtained from the 

interviews, in the theme of motivational factors: (i) parents as a role model, 
parents’ push, parents’ funding for sports activities; (ii) the built-in affirmative 
action for women’s sports, religion, culture and tradition, the treatment of women 
in sports; and (iii) exposure to sports at a young age. 

These findings are in line with the literature about parents’ involvement in 
their children’s physical activity (Baxter-Jones and Maffulli, 2003; Knight, Boden 
and Holt, 2010; Wuerth, Lee and Alfermann, 2004; Wolfenden and Holt, 2005).   
This point in particular is reflected in the findings of interviewees such as 
interviewee number 5 who said that if it were not for the parents' funding, the 
player would not have had a chance to be placed where he is today. Interviewee 
number 9 also mentioned the essential support of the parents, especially her father 
who was her main supporter. Furthermore, the findings illustrate that the attitude 
towards women's sports suffers from discrimination in Israeli society, both in 
terms of budgetary and perceptual allocations. Israeli society holds the view that 
sport is an issue of men and there is a clear preference for men in sport activities 
(Couturier, Chepko and Coughlin, 2005; Lissitsa, Galily and Chachashvili-
Bololotin, 2010; Sansock, 2007; Siegleshifer, 2012). As interviewee number 9 
pointed out, there is no reason to allow receiving a budget from the state for a 
sports activity intended for boys when at the same time in the same sports 
institution there is no similar activity intended for girls. Interviewee number 10 
also reinforces this feeling by stating that in his opinion there are not enough 
options for sports activities for girls and women in the State of Israel. The findings 
also indicate that exposure to a variety of sports at a young age is a component of 
future motivation to engage in sports. (Couturier, Chepko and Coughlin, 2005; 
Duda, 1996; Jenkinson and Benson, 2010; Sansock, 2007; Vincent-Morin and 
Lafont, 2005). As the findings illustrate, the girls are not exposed enough to sports. 
So that in fact an important element in the motivation for sports is missing in the 
lives of girls in Israel. 

Interviewee number 4 claims that in practice what brings the girls to the 
sports circles is either friends or parents, i.e., her words indicate that motivation 
to engage in sports depends to large extent on the degree of exposure of the 
environment close to them. 

This is also confirmed by interviewee number five. In her opinion, the option 
for girls to be exposed to sports at a young age in Israel, is either at home or at 
school. This is due to the fact that there are no other suitable settings for girls. The 
findings show how critical exposure is at a young age, contributing to the girls’ 
motivation to engage in sports in the future. 

Despite the small scale of this qualitative study, the conclusion is that to 
promote the physical activity of 6-12 aged children, the parents should be 
involved. Moreover, it is necessary to generate a perceptual change in the unequal 



attitude of the Israeli society towards girls’ engagement in sports, compared to 
that of boys, as well as expose girls to sports branches at young age. 

The themes and categories are the basis for the close-ended questionnaire that 
is about to be distributed these days to the research participants. By using 
quantitative analysis methods, I will try identifying possible relationships between 
the various variables and research hypotheses. 
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