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Make Space for Girls is a registered charity which works to create better 
parks, public spaces and facilities for teenage girls. 
Currently, most spaces provided for teenagers are designed for, and 
predominantly used by, boys. This not only has an impact on the health and 
activity levels of teenage girls, it also affects their sense of belonging in public 
space, 
Our aim as a charity is to raise awareness of this inequality and to pilot 
consultations, designs and interventions which will give teenage girls the 
spaces they need.

LSE Cities is an international research centre at the London School of 
Economics and Political Science that investigates the complexities of the 
contemporary city.  
It carries out research, graduate and executive education, advisory and 
outreach activities in London and cities across the world.  
Extending LSE’s century-old commitment to the understanding of 
urban society, LSE Cities investigates how complex urban systems are 
responding to the pressures of growth, change and globalisation with 
new infrastructures of design and governance that both complement and 
threaten social equity and environmental sustainability. The Centre’s mission 
and expertise is to study how people and cities interact, focusing on how 
the physical form and design of cities impacts on society and culture.  
LSE Cities is affiliated with the School of Public Policy and the Department 
of Sociology.

Countryside Partnerships is the UK’s leading mixed-tenure developer, 
bringing together modern and efficient delivery methods to create 
sustainable communities where people love to live. 
Our placemaking approach, not only builds high quality homes, but also 
thinks critically about the social and digital infrastructure, transport 
and green spaces needed to nurture a vibrant, connected and healthy 
community. Engaging with and listening to local communities and partners 
are key to this work.
Our approach incorporates design for life principles, notably creating a 
place, which connects into the existing community. Our commitment 
to delivering sustainable communities, ensuring a better quality of life 
for everyone, now and for generations to come, is further supported 
by our social and economic programme of training, and local and wider 
employment opportunities.



While children are taken to the park by their parents or 
carers, boys and girls tend to use the facilities equally. 
The sudden shift in gender balance occurs when young 
people start to use public spaces without supervision.  
Change happens when they start to use public spaces 
on their own. A Swedish study showed that after the 
age of 8, the imbalance between boys and girls in parks 
was 80/20 (2) . Other research has shown that girls 
work around boys, avoiding areas when they are there 
and only using them when they are empty. And they 
do this for a reason. A study in Vienna showed that 
when a group of girls asked to join in a game with older 
boys, something they only dared to do half the time, 
they were rebuffed 87% of the time, often with, as the 
research puts it, ‘sexual insults’ (3). 

A lot of the research in this area comes from Europe, 
America and Australia and one of the issues is that the 
UK has so far done very little work on what happens 
here. But we do have some snapshots. Research in 
Glasgow, in 2020, found that only 20% of girls and 
young women felt comfortable in their ‘chosen’ park, 
which was, presumably, the best one they could find 
(4). A survey in York in 2021 found that 90% of girls 
aged between 10 and 17, who were into skating, didn’t 
feel comfortable in a skatepark (5). 

In addition, the facilities most commonly provided for 
teenagers present their own specific issues: 

MUGAs are one of the most common forms 
of provision for teenagers. There are hundreds 
of these fenced pitches across Britain. No one 
is sure exactly how many because despite their 
ubiquity and their cost, often £160k or more, no 
one has ever looked at how they are used or what 
proportion of the population they serve. 

However, girls can find MUGAs very off-putting: 
They are fenced, often to 3m, with narrow entrances 
and even chicanes, and they tend to be dominated 
by a group of boys. All of this means that girls often 
don’t even want to enter the space. Research in 
Europe backs this up, showing that girls play more 
actively in spaces without a MUGA (6). 

Skateparks are also often dominated by boys. 85% 
of GB skateboarders are male and 80% of skaters 
are under 18 (7). Skateparks tend to be perceived 
as male territory, which results in girls being driven 
away through exclusion and harassment (8). This 
dominance means skate parks can be a deterrent 
to girls using the public space in the area. This has 
been demonstrated by research. Despite this, skate 
parks are often promoted as ‘good provision’ for all 
teenagers. 

Feeling secure is also a key factor for girls. Research 
shows that the single most important factor in 
encouraging girls to use a park is that it is safe. 
However, in the UK, a recent Girlguiding survey 
revealed that over 40% of girls aged between 11 and 
21 feel unsafe when they go outdoors, and 2 out of 3 
girls have been sexually harassed in public places (9) .BA
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Teenage girls are a forgotten group  
in our parks and public spaces. When 
facilities are provided ‘for teenagers’, 
three facilities are by far the most 
common: 

• Multi-Use Games Areas (MUGAs), 
• Skate parks 
• and BMX tracks. 

All tend to be 
dominated by 
teenage boys. 

There are several reasons for this, including 
the behaviour of some teenage boys (primarily 
territorialisation and harassment), and the 
expectations placed on some teenage girls 
(for example, around their roles, behaviour or 
assertiveness). There can often be a tendency to ‘fix’ 
the girls so that they can use the facilities that are 
already there.

These issues are not easy to solve, but the design 
of places can make a big difference. Better spaces, 
created with their needs in mind, can radically shift the 
balance. 

This report provides the evidence base for the need 
to consult girls and young women throughout the 
design process, through to development process.  This 
report has been commissioned by Countryside, who 
have been selected by the government housing agency, 
Homes England, as the development partner for 
Spencer’s Park Phase 2. 

Spencer’s Park provides a huge opportunity to develop 
a new neighbourhood located at the northwest corner 
of Hemel Hempstead, a large town in the Dacorum 
borough of Hertfordshire, England. Hemel Hempstead 
is located 24 miles northwest of London, and is part 
of the Greater London Urban Area. Spencer’s Park 
Phase 2 will deliver 600 homes, a new primary school, 
open spaces, retail and commercial space. 

The report puts forward the case for why young 
girls should have a say in the future of their cities, 
neighbourhoods, and communities. The importance 
and impact of gender on planning and public space 
provision is only just starting to be acknowledged 
in consultation and decision making, and, arguably 
in planning in general. The ‘gender mainstreaming’ 
(1) approach was pioneered in Vienna in the late 
1990s. It looked at every aspect of planning, from 
transportation design to housing through the lens 
of gender, but only more recently is it starting to 
be adopted elsewhere. Research shows how central 
gender is to usage patterns, but even so, councils, 
developers and funders rarely consider gender 
when making their decisions. This report will review 
and summarise evidence of how boys and girls use 
parks and other greenspace and the potential health 
impacts of this. It will also consider the legal and rights 
background as potential drivers for change. 

This research will form the basis of a number of key 
areas for consideration during forthcoming workshops 
with young girls in the area of Hemel Hempstead. The 
workshops aim to engage with teenage girls about the 
barriers which prevent them from using public spaces, 
whilst simultaneously collecting baseline data on public 
space and public provision usage in the area. From 
this, the workshops will ideate interventions designed 
to increase the participation of teenage girls in public 
space.
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^ Typical MUGA.

^ Typical outdoor skate park.



The current situation is a problem  
for a number of reasons. 
It’s unfair: girls have a right to public space as much 
as boys do. They have a right to feel safe in public 
spaces as well. Without these facilities, the message 
they get from public space is that they are not part of 
the community and belong at home. 

The health impact is considerable. 36% of girls aged 
14-17 are overweight or obese, and their activity rates 
are lower than those of boys in every age group (10). 
But the connection between this and the lack of free 
to use facilities for them to be active is rarely made. 
Parks and other public spaces have been proven to 
benefit mental health (11). Again, teenage girls are 
far more likely than boys to suffer from anxiety and 
depressive symptoms, so access to parks is crucial for 
their health (12). A recent study of 15,000 secondary 
pupils by Steer Education points to a worrying new 
trend of an increasingly stark divide between the 
mental health of girls and boys. The report identifies 
that girls are 33% more likely to experience poor 
mental health than those the same age as them before 
the pandemic, while boys are just 12% more likely to 
do so showing that girls’ mental health is most at risk 
between the ages of 14 and 18 (13). Experts fear this 
could be a long-lasting result of the Covid crisis. 

Legally, teenage girls have a right to play under 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
as does everyone under 18 (14). Teenage play is 
often overlooked, perhaps because it seems more 
like loitering or chatting but it is essential for their 
development into adulthood. Public spaces are a 
crucial component of this. Teenagers are constrained 
both at school and at home, so they can only be 
autonomous in public spaces. Without this, how can 
they grow up? 

Teenage girls also have a right to be considered under 
the Equality Act (15). A specific provision in this, the 
Public Sector Equality Duty requires public authorities, 
when they make decisions, to have due regard to the 
need to: 
•  eliminate unlawful discrimination; 
•  advance equality of opportunity between advantaged 

and disadvantaged groups; and 
•  foster good relations between advantaged and 

disadvantaged groups. 
Current provision disadvantages teenage girls when 
compared to teenage boys, and so councils have to 
start thinking about how they can better provide for 
teenage girls.

TALKING TO  
TEENAGE GIRLS 
Just as the skatepark isn’t a universal piece of good 
provision, there isn’t a single way to address this 
problem. Every park and public space is different, 
every town has different problems, and girls from 
different religions and cultural groups face different 
barriers to access. 

The best way to ensure that a park will work for 
teenage girls is to consult them and, ideally, co-
design the space. They are the experts on where 
they live and know what will work and what won’t. 
The idea of ‘citizen scientists’ and ‘peer research’ 
has grown in popularity where critical inquiry is 
informed by, and responds to, the experiences and 
needs of the people involved (16). The development 
of a community’s potential is achieved through an 
approach to engagement through which citizens are 
empowered by controlling the knowledge produced 
by participation (17). While this costs money, this 
isn’t wasted, because it will result in a more equitable 
public space which is used by a greater proportion of 
the population.
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Spencer’s Park is a new development 
that falls within the Area Action Plan 
for Dacorum (18). The site sits across 
two local authorities, with St. Albans 
to the East and Dacorum to the West. 
However, as the site will physically 
form part of Hemel Hempstead town 
and is separated from the built-up 
areas of St. Albans by the M1, for the 
purposes of this report we are focusing 
on the Hemel Hempstead area only. 
The site is bounded by a large business and industrial 
complex to the West and South, private fields to the 
East, and Woodhall Farm to the North. Woodhall 
farm was built in the 1970s by a single builder in 
keeping with the ‘new towns’ ethos. Located on the 
outer edge of the town, Spencer’s Park will need to 
consider how to stitch itself into the town despite 
being wrapped mostly by inaccessible land uses. The 
town centre, centred along a pedestrianized shopping 
zone, is roughly a 15-minute bus journey from the 
southern tip of Woodhall Farm; the cinema is a 
40-minute journey [Figure One]. 

STATISTICAL 
CONTEXT 
Hemel Hempstead developed after the Second World 
War as a new town designed to house the population 
displaced by the London Blitz, since slums and 
bombsites were being cleared in London (19). Since 
then, it has largely developed into a commuter town 
with good links to central London. 

Hemel Hempstead has an ageing population, with 
a higher average age than Hertfordshire and the 
country. It also has a higher level of residents born 
in the UK than the national average and a lower 
rate of residents either born in other EU countries 
or outside the EU, suggesting it does not have 
a significant immigrant population. The rate of 
unemployment in Hemel Hempstead is both lower 
than the average for Hertfordshire and lower than 
the national average. The rate of claiming any benefit 
(which includes in work benefits) is more than 10% 
lower in Hemel Hempstead than the national average, 
suggesting residents are in well paid work. The 
percentage of residents in Hemel Hempstead rating 
their health as ‘very good’ is more than the national 
average. Also, the percentage of residents in Hemel 
Hempstead rating their health as ‘very bad’ is less 
than the national average, suggesting that the health 
of the residents of Hemel Hempstead is generally 
better than in the average person in England. As a 
borough, Dacorum has low levels of deprivation. 
The borough ranks at 261 out of 326 local authority 
areas, placing it in the 20% least deprived local 
authority areas in the country. It has no areas in the 
most deprived 10%. However, it is important to note 
that there are several small areas (LSOAs) throughout 
the borough where deprivation is very apparent (20).
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^ Figure One. Land use map, Hemel Hempstead 
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Parks. Hemel Hempstead is well resourced with 
green spaces including recreation sites, protected 
woodlands and open greens. The town benefits from 
some significant parks and playing fields providing 
structural green space. The borough published a 
Green Space Strategy (21) in January 2011, which 
outlines the existing condition and future plans to 
safeguard green spaces. Within this strategy, provision 
for youth spaces are managed by the Dacorum 
Children’s Trust Partnership which was established 
in 2007. Consultation by the partnership found that 
almost all age groups valued adventurous play, and 
that a request for an adventure playground was 
cited in almost all consultation exercises. Expanding 
skateboard provision was an almost unanimous 
request from teenagers. There was also some desire 
for more ball courts, sports pitches, and BMX tracks. 
The final consistent theme was for better access to 
woodland and nature areas. This was widespread 
across the age ranges, being reported in groups aged 
5 to 10, 8 to 12, and 13 to 16 year-olds. It is unclear 
how this consultation took place, who was consulted, 
and if the data was sex disaggregated. 

The following facilities [Table One] in Hemel 
Hempstead, Northeast, were evaluated as part of the 
development of the Play Strategy: 

As recognised in the document, this provision falls 
below the expectations of the Local Plan. It is unclear 
how the evaluation defined what a youth shelter is. 
These could have simply been a covered area. The 
provision of a basketball net, in most of these cases, is 
a small parcel of land with a hard surface and a single 
basketball net. Despite obvious limitations in terms of 
gendered access, there is no mention of the distinct 
need for girls, and genuinely accessible youth spaces 
in the Green Strategy, which identifies the following 
priorities: 

  Refurbishing targeted existing play areas, 
making sure that they provide more 
adventurous play opportunities and that they 
meet accessibility standards. 

  Increasing the number of play areas so that 
there is less distance to travel. 

  Identifying gaps in the current ball court and 
skateboard facilities, and aiming to create 
new provision. 

  Improving access to local woodlands and 
nature areas. This priority links to making it 
easier to get to the countryside. 

  All initiatives to implement these will follow 
Play England’s guidance in Design for Play: a 
guide to creating successful play spaces (Play 
England, 2008), where possible.
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Facilities Equipment Accessibility

High Street  
Green Youth shelter, basketball post 2 Severely limited

Reith  
Field Youth shelter, basketball post 8 Severely limited

Keens  
Field Youth shelter, basketball post 5 Severely limited

Grovehill  
Playing Fields Youth shelter 4 Severely limited

Margaret  
Lloyd Park Youth shelter, basketball post 15 Generally accessible

Randalls  
Park

Youth shelter, basketball post and 
goal unit and BMX track 7 Generally accessible

Woodhall Farm  
Open Space Youth shelter, basketball post 5 Severely limited

^ Table One. Outdoor facilities in Hemel Hempstead Northeast

Hemel Hempstead includes varied green assets, 
including parks, play areas, adventure playgrounds and 
nature conservation sites. The following chart [Table 
2] is based on data found on the Dacorum website 
(22), outlines youth provisions as stipulated by the 
council. The data has also been mapped [Figure Two] 
using OS maps data and Google Earth. 

The data reveals that most of the provision of outdoor 
play areas, caters for young children and not teenagers 
[Image One and Two]. These play areas are typically 
fenced in, located in green spaces, and include swings 
and slides. The second largest provision are sports 
facilities, which are not exclusively for young people. 
These vary from pitches for clubs, to football and 
tennis courts for hire and basketball courts. Sports 
venues and MUGAs are often used interchangeably, 
but for the purpose of this study, MUGA’s are 
exclusively fenced in areas roughly the size of a 
basketball court. They cater for 5 aside football and 
there are four in total. 

Leisure: Hemel Hempstead’s main leisure and sports 
facilities comprise Leisure World, Dacorum’s Sports 
Centre, Esporta (private sports centre) and The Snow 
Centre, all of which are located  around Jarman Park. 
Leisure World includes a multi- screen cinema, ice-
rink, ten-pin bowling and indoor multi-slide water fun 
park, as well as a bar and organised clubs. There is also 
an athletics track nearby, with a small children’s play 
park next to it. The track is used by local schools for 
sports days. The most recent facility, which opened in 
July 2011, is an extreme sports centre called the XC. 
It contains a skate park, caving, climbing walls, high 
ropes, a café and counselling rooms for young people. 
It is co-run by Youth Connexions and Sportspace 
[Image Three and Four]. 

^ Image One. Jocketts open 
play space. Source: 

© Google Earth 2022

^ Image Two. Barley Croft 
open play space. Source: 

© Google Earth 2022



Small theatres in Boxmoor and the Old Town host concerts and plays. However, there is a recognised need for a 
new large performing arts venue in the town centre to replace the Pavillion, which was demolished in 2002 due to 
structural problems. The town centre provides an important leisure space for young adults and particularly young 
girls who are not catered for in green outdoor spaces. However, echoing the existing youth provision, the open 
play / leisure space within the town centre caters for children and not teenagers [Image Five] leaving retail as the 
primary provision.
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Name Play  
Area

Green 
Space

MUGA Skate 
Park

Sports 
Venues /
pitch

1. High Street Green x x x

2. Reith Fields x x x

3. Durrants Hill x x x

4. Barnacres x x

5. Swan Mead x

6. Apsley Lock x

7. Wharf Road x x x

8. Chaulden Lane x x x

9. Gadebridge Park x x x x

10. Wood View x x

11. Margaret Lloyd Park x x x

12. Grovehill Playing Field x x

13. Randalls Park x x x

14. Jocketts x x

15. Malmes Croft x x

16. Barley Croft x x

17. Westwick Field x x x x

18. Coronation Fields x x x x

19. Lockers Park x x

20. Keens Field x x x

21. Jarman Park x x x (indoor)

22. Water Gardens x x

23. Marlowes x

24.  Warners End Valley 
(Upper)

x x

25. Northridge Park x x

26.  Warners End Valley 
(Lower)

x

27.  Woodhall Farm Open 
Space

x x

26 20 4 2 15

^Table Two. Outdoor play spaces in Hemel Hempstead.

^ Image Three. Climbing at 
the XC. Source:

https://sportspace.co.uk/xc/

^ Image Four. Indoor skate 
park at the XC.

Source: https://sportspace.
co.uk/xc/

Image Five. Marlows play 
space in the town centre. 
Source: © Google Earth 2022
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Research outside the UK suggests that the existing 
youth spaces in Hemel Hempstead are not welcoming 
to teenage girls and that while they are in theory, 
“open to all”, in practice these spaces exclude teenage 
girls. The emphasis on skate parks, basketball courts, 
and sports facilities offer a typical case of territorial 
spaces at the detriment of both girls and boys who 
do not fit the male sport-playing stereotype. There 
are larger structural issues, such as the need for 
better services, with access and stewardship, all of 
which would increase participation by young girls. 
Our survey didn’t find a single example of a provision 
which recognizes and delivers spaces where the needs 
of young girls have been considered. The emphasis 
on more of the same in planning documentation, 
risks reinforcing territorialisation, when as a society, 
we continue to build outdoor teenage spaces that 
are only used by boys, and where youth spaces are 
children’s and not teenager’s spaces. What message 
does this send to girls when public money and public 
resources are spent on spaces in which they don’t 
feel welcome? Spaces where they may be actively 
dissuaded from enjoying themselves? 

With this in mind, considering the need for young 
girls in the proposal of Spencer’s Park is critical. In 
a context where the specific needs of young girls is 
seemingly not catered for, more of the same would 
simply further exclude young girls from the public 
realm. Furthermore, the existing provisions that might 
work, such as the Town Centre and Jarman Park are 
located far away. Literature on equitable youth spaces 
and emerging narratives around the 15-minute city, 
suggest that if all citizens can access daily needs within 
a 15-minute distance, a sustainable and people-centric 
urban environment would be created. The theory, 
first considered utopian, gained traction during the 
pandemic, as decision-makers began to dramatically 
reconsider the premises of urban living, resulting in  a 
network of cities starting to promote the concept as 
a post-pandemic recovery strategy. The following page 
includes some references to public spaces which have 
considered the needs of young girls and offer insight 
into what kind of public provision would cater for 
young girls. 

When thinking about increasing access for young 
girls, public space more broadly should be considered 
shifting the debate beyond ‘play’. Existing evidence calls 
to see streets and the urban realm as sites for youth 
occupation, not just formally designated parks and 
squares. 

Finally, existing strategic thinking, which does consult 
young people, often does not take gendered access 
to public space into consideration. There was no 
mention in any of the documents we reviewed where 
a gendered lens was considered. However, young 
girls might themselves not understand, or be able to, 
identify the way they are excluded from public spaces. 
Consequently, care must be taken when raising such 
issues as these discussions could risk perpetuating 
un-constructive stereotyping of girls behaviours and 
preferences when shaping public spaces. Teenage 
girls, who are at the in-between age of not being 
considered children anymore and are not yet viewed 
as adult women, have rarely been studied outside of 
the context of home spaces and domestic relations. 
This report makes the case to work specifically with 
young girls to ask: what do teenage girls want from 
public spaces? And how can young people / girls be 
included in the design and delivery of public spaces 
and beyond in the context of a new development 
in Hemel Hempstead, Hertfordshire? The aim is to 
contribute to best practices for making public spaces 
more accessible to young women and further the 
knowledge and understanding of young women’s 
experiences in public spaces.
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? The key to making space work for girls, is talking to 
teenage girls, to understand their take on  their local 
spaces, the barriers they face to  enjoying these spaces 
and involving them in  the design process. So, there 
isn’t an “off the  shelf” solution. However, there are 
projects  which serve as inspiration and examples of  
what better for young girls looks like.  

Young girls love to hang out, which Rösens  Rodda 
Matta, in Malmo does so well: 

Lingering spaces, which allows for many  forms of 
socialisation also works for young  girls, such as in this 
project in Einsielder  Park, Vienna: 

In collaboration with a focus group of girls  living in the 
suburb Bredäng, Sweden, this  park was developed a 
for spontaneous dance,  play and free sport area:
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