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Earlier in the year, Soccer Mums Project Manager Jen Willmott had the below correspondence with Carol regarding her

initiative:

 

Jen: Your idea came from having no opportunity to play when growing up, which is a similar story for a lot of women across

the world. Was it hard to get buy in from the football community when you pitched the idea of football for women? If so, how

did you overcome this?

 

Carol: To be honest it wasn’t hard to get the idea up and running.  At the time I was Chair of the Crawley Town FC

Supporters’ Alliance and had good links with the Community Foundation, which is the charitable arm of the English Football

League Two Club. They were already providing sessions for girls aged 14-25, which were funded by the EFL Trust but that

appeared to be the upper age limit.   I just came up with an untried idea of wanting

to have a group of “older” women learning to play and after lots of emails between the Community Foundation and the EFL

Trust, we managed to get funding for the first 10 weeks. I just hoped that I could find enough people to attend the sessions! 

All in all, it took about 8 weeks between asking if I could set something up and receiving the funding, which was fantastic. 

 

Jen: If you had your time over when creating the program, is there anything you would have done differently?  

 

Carol: In hindsight, I wouldn’t have done anything differently, as being involved in grassroots football as well, I knew exactly

how I wanted the sessions to be delivered and that the focus should be on fun and enjoyment but learning from the

beginning. We were given a female coach for the sessions and I basically said treat us like 7s!  Lots of fun and development. 

At no time did I want it to become serious or competitive because that might deter women from attending.  To this day, we

make sure the emphasis is still on fun.

 

 

“IN THE SPOTLIGHT...”   

Crawley Old Girls 
Crawley Old Girls started with a Tweet, an untried idea to engage with the “missed

generation” and offer an opportunity to women over the age of 25 to participate when they

haven’t had the opportunity before. By using the premise of “no experience necessary,

come and have some fun” and word of mouth the Crawley Old Girls vision came to life in

2015.  Now a well-established program offering three different levels of participation –

beginners, intermediate and experienced/ex-players sessions to reach of engagement

within the community continues to grow. 

Engagement doesn’t just stay on the pitch, with a large group of women who travelled to

the 2019 FIFA WWC to support the Lionesses campaign towards gold.
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Jen: The program began in 2015, what was the reaction from the community and the buy-in to increase participation from the

start of the program until now?  

 

Carol: The reaction has just been incredible, not only in the local community but nationally, too. Because, it was an original

idea to get “older” women learning to play football, we had a lot of publicity nationally, which inspired other women around

the country to do the same thing.  We won a prestigious Award from the National Football Association, at the Women’s

Football Awards in 2016, and from then on, we were just very lucky to be involved in promoting and encouraging more

“older” women, nationally, to get them to join a session or start their own.  Word of mouth and social media were the key

ingredients in getting more women involved as well as great backing from the FA.  That, coupled with the attendees sharing

how much fun and enjoyment they were having, just escalated the attention and increased participation.  Even now, we still

have new attendees coming along, some who we chat to first and then they pluck up the courage to come on their own.

 

Jen: How do your sessions work and what structure do you have for the time you run the sessions?  How do you find

your coaches to run them?

 

Carol: Our sessions are still run by the Community Foundation but are self-funded.  They provide a coach and we use the 3G

at the Stadium.   For the Beginners’ session, we always make sure there are basics involved so that when we have new

attendees, the skills are not too far out of their comfort zone. 

We start off with a warm up for all the sessions and then learn through coaching drills for the Beginners and Intermediate

sessions and then go into a friendly match for the last part of the session.  For the Advanced/Ex-Players’ session, it tends to

be more game based as the attendees often already have a good knowledge of the game.  There may be a short drill after the

warm up but usually the players just want to play!

 

Jen: What do you think the difference is now (if there are any) compared to the first session you ran? 

 

Carol: It’s actually quite incredible how quickly some women can go from learning the basics to being able to play at an

intermediate level. At the start, we were all obviously beginners and needed to learn the very basics of kicking a ball

properly!  There are now more younger women getting involved, who previously played over 20 years ago, and they bring

with them experience which the newer players look and learn from.  The more experienced players will join in with the less

experienced players at Festivals etc. and that’s another way of learning, whereas when we first started, we didn’t have that.

 

Jen: Are there other clubs around England that have started similar programs? Are they endorsed or supported by the

federations/associations or the FA? 

 

Carol:  A year after we first started, we entered the 35+ Women’s Vets category of the FA’s National Amateur Competition

called the FA People’s Cup.  These games were our first competitive matches as COGS and at the time there were only

another 4 teams in the whole country who entered the Competition.  The majority of those were “proper” Vets’ teams who

used to play together and were a lot younger than us!  In 2019, there were 62 teams entered into the same category and

possibly could have been more but there were another 22 teams who had entered the new category of Walking Football for

the 40+ age group. The FA have been great in supporting the “missed generation” of women who couldn’t play football

growing up, especially with us, by involving us in their advertising and promotions.  Women’s Recreational Football, as it is

now known, has filtered down to some of their County FAs and some of them are now holding Women’s Recreational

Festivals and even over 30s’ Leagues, for teams just like ours. There is now a strong community between all the Women’s

Rec. teams, and we all try and inspire even more women to join in the fun.
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Jen: You now run three different types of sessions, beginners, intermediate and experienced/ex-players. When did you start

to offer more advanced sessions and how do the sessions differ to offer more challenge for the participants? 

 

Carol: It became apparent, after about 16 months, that there was a need for a second session, as we were getting quite a few

attendees and with a small 3G pitch and one coach, it starts to get a bit crowded, along with the fact that after that amount

of time, there were players who were ready to take their learning a bit further. In August 2016, we secured some more

funding to enable a second session to start.  This session became the Intermediate session and was a bit more technical than

the original session.  We then started getting women interested who had played previously and the opportunity came up for

30 weeks of funding, so we decided to run an Advanced session. This took a while to get going as there weren’t that many

women who had played before but we would then get some of the women who had been attending the Intermediate session,

coming to the Advanced session too, which was more game based.  Playing with better players is always good for players

who are at that level but you also want the session to be at a level where the advanced players want to play at, so it’s a fine

line really. After the FIFA WWC it does appear that more women have been inspired to come back into football so we have

more women to join in that session.  I think when you’ve already played the game and just want to play recreationally, you’re

more likely to just want to have more time playing a game rather than learning drills.

 

Jen: Who decides which session a player should attend and why? And how do you promote the different sessions? 

 

Carol: When someone makes an enquiry, the main question is “have you played before?”.  If they haven’t then I would advise

them to attend the Beginners’ session and see how they feel.  If the answer is that they’ve played a bit or they used to play

regularly then it’s up to them whether they go to the Intermediate session or Advanced session.  What we try and do is

structure the sessions to the level of ability that’s being offered and then it’s entirely up to the attendee to decide which one

suits them. We basically just promote them as they’re called so hopefully, the right session for them is picked, otherwise they

can just change it whenever they like.  We have an open policy on attendance, you can attend whenever, whichever session

and however many times you like. 

It’s completely up to the attendee when and which ones they come to.  They are all in the evenings so sometimes if someone

can’t make one night, they’ll come to the other session instead.  We are totally flexible, as we know that women have so many

other things going on and can’t commit all the time.

 

Jen: Do you enter any Festivals or Tournaments, or do you run any?  If not, do you envisage a time when you will? 

 

Carol: The main focus of what we do is participation and there are now a few Festivals which are held locally, where there are

no winners, just the chance for women to play against each other.  This, we have found, is the most popular type of

competitive games as we’ll put even teams in and it really doesn’t matter whether you win, lose or draw, the fact is that you

have the opportunity to play. We have run our own Festival which was the first National Women’s Rec. Festival, last year, and

we had over 200 women in 23 teams who came from all over the country to just play each other, each getting a medal. There

were Awards for the “best all round teams and players” of each group.  So, it didn’t matter whether you won or not,the

referees gave out the Awards, which worked very well.   I have also just run the Old Girls’ “World Cup”in France, along with

help from Jo Treharne of the Canterbury Old Bags and Siona Murray from the Mochdre Lionesses, in Wales, which

incorporated a Festival during the day and a competitive Cup Competition in the evening.  It was an amazing day and

evening for Women’s Rec. Football both for participation and competition.  I am just planning another COGS’ Festival for

2020 and have some plans to discuss further for Euro 2021 which is being held in England.  We have now done the Old Girls’

“World Cup” so we need to have an Old Girl’s Euros!
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Jen: We know that you positively encourage women who haven’t played before, have some experience and experienced

players. How do you promote your program to the community and recruit women from outside of the football community?

 

Carol: To be honest, we don’t actively promote the programme apart from on social media sometimes but it just seems to be

word of mouth that friends of friends hear the stories and how much fun others are having and want to try it too.  I’m a firm

believer that if it’s all about fun and it takes you away from the real world for an hour a week, then what’s not to like? You

only do what you can physically and in a comfortable environment it’s great to see women gain confidence from getting

fitter, making new friends and feeling that they can do something that maybe they had never thought about previously. We

have women who come along who have had no interest in football and then find themselves involved with this fabulous

group of women who not only encourage them but get them out to social events too!

 

Jen: How do you see Women’s Recreational football expanding in England?  

 

Carol: Women’s Recreational Football has been growing rapidly over the last couple of years and there are no signs that it’s

slowing down.  There have been some great initiatives up and down the country and these are now inspiring more women to

join in.  Women now see that they can learn to play football even though they never thought this was an option for them. 

You don’t need any experience to start playing and once you get into the comfortable environment without being judged,

that does wonders for mental health, physical health and especially confidence.  It can also help with the menopause by

getting out in the fresh air and being active with friends.  Over the next few years, there will be a lot more opportunities for

more women to play, hopefully, at the beginners/improvers’ level and that should encourage more women to become part of

a team.  With the 2021 Euros being held in England, I’m hoping that we can have a Women’s Recreational Football Day and

that more women can just turn up and play.  The FA have also launched, in conjunction with Mars, a number of “Just Play”

Centres around the country for people to just turn up and play.  No commitment, just pay and play.  There are also now a lot

more Walking Football teams being set up so, again, there are more opportunities available for women, whatever age, to play

recreationally.

 

Jen: What has been the reaction of the women who make up the “missed generation” of women who couldn’t play football

when they were growing up, as there weren’t opportunities for them to do so? 

 

Carol:  I’ve always said “Quite frankly, it’s changed my life” and I think many of the other women think the same.  In fact, we

have a list of testimonials and inspirational stories which are brilliant to read, about the women who couldn’t play when they

were younger.  One woman said she was extremely emotional when she first put on her COGS shirt because it meant that she

could finally do what she’d wanted to for years.  There are so many women who have the same story.  They wanted to play

growing up but they couldn’t as football was only for boys and the girls had to play netball.  Now they can, it means so much

to them.
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Jen: You have said that Women’s Recreational Football is a relatively new genre of football but is rapidly expanding, with

some inspiration from the FIFA WWC.  How have you seen the English FA capture the spirit of the FIFA WWC and the

Lionesses to help promote female participation at all levels and ages of the game? In your opinion, what else could be done in

this space?

 

Carol: I think the FIFA WWC, with regard to England and the Lionesses, inspired many young women and girls as well as

“older” women with the way they conducted themselves throughout the tournament, on and off the pitch.  They endeared

themselves to not only females, but the men became involved in wanting to watch them, too. The visibility of all the games on

mainstream BBC TV enabled the country to get behind them and they became role models and household names.  Many

young girls saw that there was now a pathway for them to become a professional footballer. There is still more work

to be done in relation to promoting participation levels but there are also other organisations such as Women in Football

who, for example, ran a “What If” campaign to get pledges to encourage more women and girls to be involved in all

areas of football.  Two of the pledges were from the FA and Barclays Bank PLC who, together, pledged to make sure that

every girl has the opportunity to play football at school.   This will be a game changer in bringing more girls into the game

and hopefully, will be introduced soon to capture the interest now rather than later. 

Hopefully, there will be some promotion on getting more women coaches through their FA Level 1 Awards to enable them to

run the teams that the girls want to join.  We really need a lot more women coaches involved in grassroots.

 

Jen: Finally, where do you see your programme going and where do you expect to be in the next 5 years?

 

Carol:  Over the next 5 years, I would hope that we would have another 2 sessions running, one which will encourage women

to come and play Walking Football as that will reach “older” women who don’t think they can play when running.  I would

also like to see another Intermediate session up and running for the next lot of Beginners to progress to, so that there is a

choice of which Intermediate session to attend and hopefully a lot more women around the country will be playing

recreational football.  I would also like to see all our professional football clubs running sessions for women beginners as well

as the local County FAs running Festivals for those women to play in.  And, my ambitious plan would be, to have a local 3G

hub with a social club facility that would run Festivals for women and girls and also Walking Football, all in the local area

where it’s easy to access for people to visit, then we could run lots of national Festivals too! 

 

Jen: Thanks very much Carol, we wish you good luck for the programme.  Carry on inspiring other women and we hope one

day we will get to meet you for some football fun!

 

 

If you want to know more about the Crawley Old Girls you can contact Carol Bates, carolbates66@gmail.com or check out

their website https://www.crawley-cogs.co.uk/ and social media pages.

 

Twitter: 

@CrawleyCOGS

Facebook: 

@CrawleyOldGirls

Instagram: 

@crawleyoldgirls
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