


Table of Contents

What is the future of girlhood?.................. 2
Part I: Who is she, really?............................ 6
Part Il: What’s happening around her?...16

What is being built for her?........................... 17

- Body Image and Physical Well-Being
- Where Education Plays a Role
- Digital Opportunity and Access

Who is on her side?..........cccoevevenvenevencnnenen. 28
- Physical Safety
- Stress, Anxiety, and Care Gaps
- Digital Safety and Risk

Is there joy in her journey?...........ccoeveeenens 40
- Mental Well-Being:
Connection and Belonging Are Key
- Beyond the Classroom
- Digital Connection and Creativity

Part Ill: What happens when we build
the future of girlhood together~............. 49

IN ClOSING.....cueeeeeeeeeecneeneeeaeecaeesaeenens 55

State of the Girl 2026




Introduction and Executive Summary

What is the future of girlhood?

Followers. Deepfakes. Filters. Thinspiration.

You may not be familiar with all these terms, but
it’s likely a 12-year-old girl is.

These specific terms may be outdated in six
months, or a year, replaced by words we haven't
heard yet. But the cultural conditions and pressures
that they reflect will not be.

Girls today grow up in a fast-paced, age-com-
pressed cultural landscape that consistently
frames girlhood as a problem to be diagnosed and
managed rather than a stage of becoming. She is
cast as the object of someone else’s story, not the
subject of her own.

Just look around at the headlines:
Girls are anxious.

Girls are struggling.

Girls are falling behind.

And while some of these headlines
may be true, it is not the full story.

If you ask a nine-year-old girl what she wants to
be when she grows up, she will tell you what she
dreams of, specifically, confidently, and without
hesitation.

Girlhood has never been just one thing. Her
experience shifts depending on where she lives,
what opportunities she accesses, what obstacles
she faces, and what she may be quietly carrying
that no one else can see.

What remains consistent across geographies, age
groups, and circumstances is this:

Most young girls have a sense of who they are
and who they want to become, but they often
face long-held limiting beliefs that there is
one particular way to be a girl or experience
girlhood.

“I would describe myself as a leader. Very confident,
funny, and all around a nice, kind person. The biggest
challenge I face as a girl is people underestimating

how powerful we are.”

State of the Girl 2026

Abriel
Texas



Introduction and Executive Summary: What is the future of girlhood?

Today’s girls are “yes, and girls.”

body image concerns that once
emerged in adolescence are showing
up as early as age five.

Yes, she cares about her appearance.

loneliness, once associated with the
teenage years, is now common well
before adolescence.

Yes, she wants to feel connected.

social comparison no longer waits
for the school hallway; it arrives
through a screen before her school
day even begins.

she wants to know herself on her

Yes,
own terms.

This is a generation actively navigating
and redefining girlhood in real time.

Even inside these conditions, girls are performing,
questioning, and stretching themselves to fit into

spaces that were not designed for them, and ®
the cost of that work can land squarely on their Zn

shoulders.

, girls say they have
The pressures girls face are not new. What has fel fi
changed is the speed and the age at which they not felt confident
begin. at school because
Girls are absorbing messages about perfection, of how th.ey feel
performance, and identity earlier than ever, across about their
home, school, and digital life all at once. appearance.1

This report will explore the girlhood gap
between who she is becoming and the
conditions around her.
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Introduction and Executive Summary: What is the future of girlhood?

What is she asking for?

Girls are not asking for less challenge, they are asking for more advocates and support. More spaces
where they can build confidence, skills, and a sense of belonging. More time to take risks and try new
things without the pressure to do it perfectly.

The support systems that once stabilized girls’ lives—afterschool programs, community spaces,
informal networks—have thinned or disappeared in many communities.

The girls who need those support systems the most are the ones most likely to lose them. Access to
this support truly shapes what is possible for their futures.




Introduction and Executive Summary: What is the future of girlhood?

Why does this matter now?

Today’s girls are being told who to be before
they’ve had the chance to decide for themselves.
That's why the space Girl Scouts provides is as
important as ever.

For more than a century, generations of girls and
young women have turned to Girl Scouts through
every version of girlhood.

Girl Scouts’ role has never been to define her own
experience for her. We help her define it for herself.

We do that by providing the tools, community,
and experiences she needs to recognize and
develop the power that has always been within her.
That power stays with her well beyond girlhood.
Girl Scouts helps her harness it for the rest of her life.

The 2026 State of the Girl report is for everyone
who believes girls deserve to be seen clearly and
supported well: The parents raising them, the
community leaders serving them, the journalists
telling their stories, the partners building along-
side them, and the funders who know that investing
in girls is one of the most powerful investments
we can make in our shared future.

This report is also for anyone who understands
that the future of girlhood is not some distant
idea—it’s a reality that is currently being shaped
by millions of girls who are navigating how to
become the best versions of themselves in an
ever-evolving world.

We invite you to join us in shaping the next
generation of girlhood.

Built for her. With her. Always.

“Things have changed

State of the Girl 2026

since the 1900s; it is
not old school anymore.
Girls can do anything.”

Amelia, 8
Florida



Part I

Who is she, really?

For too long, the dominant narrative around
girlhood has been one of risk and decline. We
have studied the absences in girls’ lives: What
they are missing, what they are losing, and what
is at risk for them.

Let’s meet her before the data frames her.

To know her is to listen to her. And that's what we've
done.

We listened to girls and the families raising them,
and we looked at the research that has been
quietly documenting what they are navigating.

What surfaced shows us that we need to change
the narrative around modern girlhood.

Girls are not a problem to solve. They are navigating
a world that has not kept pace with who they are
becoming. Today’s girls are remarkable. They are
ambitious, clear, contributive, and aware of what
they need.

Before any data frames her, we start with recog-
nition. With joy. Not as a reward once everything
else is fixed, but as a condition that allows her to
grow, connect, and figure out who she is.

Girlhood has never been about a single story.
It can be messy, contradictory, and expansive,
framed by each girl’s unique experience.

“My teachers see one side of me, my
friends see one side of me, and my
parents see yet another side of me.”

State of the Girl 2026

Pippi, 13
Oklahoma



Part I: Who is she, really?

Girls are not a monolith.

Girls’ experiences in the United States vary widely
across perspectives and communities. They are
shaped by many factors: Their race and culture,
their family and household, the language spoken
at home, where they live, their physical and mental
abilities and how they learn, and the full range of
identities they are exploring through girlhood. No
single portrait captures all of them.

Compared to past generations, today’s girls are
growing up in more racially and culturally diverse
communities,? in more variable household
structures, across regions undergoing rapid
population shifts, and with fundamentally different

expectations placed on them by families, schools,
and communities.

This report focuses on the dimensions national
data brings into view: Specifically racial and cultural
diversity, household structure, regional shifts, and
economic conditions. Understanding girls fully
means continuing to widen the lens through which
we view them, which is why creating better data
on every dimension of their lives is one of the call-
outs this report makes.

The girls of Gen Alpha and the teenagers of Gen Z have
been in the headlines for years. Our understanding
of how the pandemic has shaped the formation of
personal and generational identity is still emerging
alongside the data.

Today’s girls are coming of age faster than the
systems around them can adapt, in households,
communities, and economic conditions still re-
shaping in real time.



Part I: Who is she, really?

The Most Diverse Generation In U.S. History

No single racial or ethnic group makes up a majority
of U.S. children today.

Approximately 8.4% of U.S. children identify as
multiracial, reflecting the continued growth of
multidimensional cultural identities.® Over one in
five children in the U.S., 22%, speaks a language
other than English at home,* a proportion that
has remained steady for over a decade. One
in four children lives in an immigrant family.
Many girls are navigating multiple facets of their
own cultural identities while also growing up in
communities shaped by a wide range of cultures
and perspectives.

8.4"

of U.S. children
identify as multiracial.

227

of U.S. children speak
a language other than
English at home.

1in4

children in the U.S. lives
in an immigrant family.

“I, especially as a half-Indian and half-white teenage
girl, have been told that I’'m too dark to be white,
but I’'m too white to be Indian. And I think that I'm
perfect just the way that I am, and that it doesn’t
matter what other people think of me.”

State of the Girl 2026

Maya Grace, 17
Florida



Part I: Who is she, really?

The household has changed.

Today’s household is defined by smaller
family sizes and fewer children per household.
The average family today has 1.94 children,® and
the average family size is 315 people.”

Economic strain and limited caregiver-child
time are not new realities for families, but they
now collide with higher costs, more demanding
work schedules, and fewer buffers against
economic pressure.®

What was once less common has become the
norm, with both parents in the majority of house-
holds now working. As a result, girls often step
into caregiving and household responsibilities at
younger ages.

Multigenerational households—three or more
generations under one roof—are also becoming
more common, making up 7.2% of family house
holds in the 2020 census, with six million
multigenerational households nationwide.?
These structures are more prevalent throughout
the South, Puerto Rico, and parts of the West!°

The structure of family life has shifted and girls
feel it. Caregivers are balancing higher costs, longer
work hours, and fewer buffers. As such, girls are
stepping into responsibility earlier, which can build
early independence while also raising stress and
widening gaps in access to support.”

State of the Girl 2026

1.94

children per family
on average
A generational low

million
multigenerational

households
nationwide




Part I: Who is she, really?

Where Families Have Shifted

Families with young children have been steadily
moving out of big city cores into suburban, exurban
(the outer rings beyond suburban), and rural areas,
a pandemic era change that has persisted.”

The data sorts U.S. counties into seven types along
an urban-to-rural spectrum, large urban cores at
one end (the densest city centers), non-metro
rural at the other (the most remote communities).
Between them sit suburbs, exurbs, and a range of
urban and rural classifications. Since April 2020,
large urban counties’ under-five population is
down by more than 8%, nearly double the national
decline, and exurban counties are the only county
type that has added young children. Every other

Under-five Population Shift by
County Type Since April 2020

1.8%

2
Non-metro Metro

rural rural Suburban

0
Exurban
0.8%
2
3.2%

3.4%
4
6
8

Source: Economic Innovation Group analysis of U.S. Census Bureau data.’
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category has lost them, and large urban areas have
lost the most. This is significant because where
a girl grows up shapes what she has access to,
who she is in community with, and what futures
feel imaginable.

Small Mid-sized Large
urban urban urban Nationwide
3.4%
3.8%
4.6%

8.1%

10



Part I: Who is she, really?

More than

1in3

children grow up °

‘not poor, but not

secure.” Their families earn too
much to be classified as poor, yet
not enough to plan for the future.

Economic pressure is constant,
even when it’s not visible.

Nationally, 13.3% of children live in poverty under
the Supplemental Poverty Measure (SPM).

A broader lens shows how common “not poor,
but not secure” can be: 35% of children live below
200% of the poverty line, reflecting a much larger
share of families than the SPM figure*

State of the Girl 2026

These burdens are also unevenly distributed. SPM
child poverty rates are substantially higher for
Black and Hispanic children than for non-Hispanic
white children, underscoring how economic risk
and its downstream effects concentrate across
communities and across generations.®

1



Part I: Who is she, really?

Post-Pandemic:
A New Landscape of Girlhood

Six years later, the effects of the pandemic are
still shaping daily life. Families prioritize home,
stability, and flexibility’ Time is tighter, and the
support systems are thinner. Neighbors, extended
family, and after-school anchors are less available/
accessible.

The result is a new kind of household dynamic,
one where connection and balance matter more,
while stressors compound faster!” Girls today often
navigate these pressures with fewer consistent
networks around them than the children of any
recent generation.

Girlhood itself has become markedly less typical in
any singular sense. Learning environments, social
rhythms, and developmental milestones shifted
during the pandemic and continue to evolve.
The broader landscape of girlhood also reflects

State of the Girl 2026

long-running societal evolution: A more diverse
nation, a wider range of family arrangements,
persistent inequities, and mounting economic
pressures. These realities are not sources of
instability in themselves. The pandemic is not a
closed chapter. It is an ongoing force still reshaping
how girls learn, connect, and build confidence and
impacting their mental health, their friendships,
and the digital relationships that increasingly stand
in for the in-person connections that have not
fully returned.
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Part I: Who is she, really?

Who She Is Becoming

Girls are growing up in a moment shaped by
speed, expectation, and pressure that shows
up earlier and louder than it used to. Building a
world for the girls in front of us, rather than for
girls of generations past that institutions may
remember, is the goal of every funder, partner, and
policymaker reading this report. The conditions
girls are navigating are not exceptions to plan
around. They are the new baseline.

And inside this complexity, something important
is happening.

Girls are forming identity, ambition, and purpose
with a clarity, and they are doing it earlier than the
systems around them are built to support.

- When asked how she would like to be
described, she chooses smart (36%),
funny (17%), and creative (17%) over pretty®

- By ninth grade, 70% have already thought
seriously about their careers!

. Interest in STEM has risen from 45% in 2017
to 55% in 2024.%°

707

of ninth-grade girls
have already thought
seriously about their
careers.

55”

of girls are interested
in STEM.

“I made the math team this year, and I couldn’t believe it!
I had to take a really hard test, and I had one of the best
scores. When my team won the silver medal at the county
math tournament, I got to hold the trophy. It was the best!”

State of the Girl 2026

Dhanya, 12
Alabama
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Part I: Who is she, really?

Friendship is a force multiplier.

More than half of girls say having a friend beside
them helps them to try something new, talk to
someone new, and do something unfamiliar.?'

Girls are arriving at adolescence with more clarity
about who they are, what they value, and what
they want their lives to look like than the systems
around them are designed to receive.

1in2

Today’s girls are given culturally prescribed labels:
They’re “iPad kids.” They’re “Sephora tweens.”
They’re suffering from “brainrot.” But this is not
what girls are reporting about themselves.

Any institution serious about supporting girls
should invest in the conditions girls are telling us
matter: Friends beside her, time and space to be
creative, and adults who listen.

girls says a friend beside
her is what makes her
brave enough to try.

“At camporee last month, I figured out
how to create bracelets with paracord
by using a complex knot. I was happy,
excited, and couldn’t wait to show

everyone else.”

Maren, 11
California

State of the Girl 2026

14



Part I: Who is she, really?

What This Adds Up To

Girlhood today is multidimensional, shaped by
more diversity, variability, and pressure. It’s also
shaped by less consistent infrastructure.

The systems around them—schools, programs,
and policies—are still calibrated to a version of
girlhood that no longer exists.

This is the first gap between girls and the environ-
ments meant to support them.

Nearly 7 in 10 girls
ages 5-13 report
feeling lonely.

These numbers only
rise as they grow:

Girls are asking, in their own words and through
the data, for more connection.

The physical third spaces that once made building
relationships easier have eroded, so she’s left
with few choices but to turn to a screen. What
she is asking for is not complicated: It's room to
be messy, take risks, and figure out who she is
without shrinking to belong.

“The world can be really lonely. A lot of

6 4% gf_ girls

67" %"
(o) .

713" 0%

State of the Girl 2026

people don’t know the real you. You worry
that if they did they wouldn’t like you.

So sometimes you hold it back because
you never know what will be enough or
when people will think you are too much.
I was really shy for a long time but it was
also because I was scared.”

Isabella, 12
Illinois

15



Part II

What’s happening

around her?

In Part I, we met her. We listened to who she is,
what she wants, and what she’s asking for.

Instead of framing girlhood as a problem to be
managed, we need to examine the systems she

is growing up inside.

Because girls are not just becoming, they are

adapting—and adapting to environments that
were not designed for her pace, her complexity,

or her full humanity.

Whether it’s the body she is learning to live in,
the classroom she is expected to succeed in, or

the digital world she is navigating before she fully

understands it.

What follows is a closer look at those systems and environments,
organized through three questions:

What is
being built A
for her?

Asks the question:
Are the spaces she moves
through designed for how
girls actually grow?

Who is

on her ’
side?

Asks the question:

Are the adults she depends
on showing up consistently?

Is there

joy in her
journey?

Asks the question:

Are we allowing her room

to explore, grow, and enjoy
the journey of girlhood?

This covers her physical
well-being and body image,
her education, and her digital
opportunity and access.

State of the Girl 2026

This covers her physical safety,
her mental well-being, and her
digital safety and risk.

This covers her connection
and sense of belonging, her
time beyond the classroom,
and her digital connection
and creativity.

16



Part II: What’s happening around her?

v Question One: What is being built for her?

Girls need environments that let them grow into themselves with confidence, surrounded by adults
who focus on who they are becoming, not how they look or how they perform.

Body Image and Physical Well-Being

Words about girls’ and women’s bodies carry is true for 41% of girls ages 11-13.%* The cultural
significance. messaging girls metabolize is arriving through

the people they love most—their mothers,
Girls can absorb pressures and beliefs that the  grandmothers, and aunts—who are repeating what
women around them carry. culture has taught them about their own bodies.

More than half of girls ages 8-10 (52%) hear the = The words adults say around her matter.
women in their lives speak negatively about their ~ She is hearing how she should look before
own bodies at least sometimes,? and the same  she has had a chance to know how she feels.

“One of the most external pressures from
society that I get a lot of is my body image.
Society feels like you have to be a certain way
as a woman, you have to be thin and look a
certain way. And that’s not me, and I'm not
going to change for society. And other girls
shouldn’t feel like they have to either.”

Korin, 17 S,
Florida

State of the Girl 2026



Part II: What’s happening around her?

The shift in emphasis from appearance to ability
matters, and it varies with her age.

- At ages 5-7, 50% of girls say they receive more
compliments about how they look.?

- By ages 8-10, 66% of girls say people focus
more on their abilities than their appearance.®

What girls are recognized for shifts with age.

Appearance
how they look

Ages

Ages
8-10

Ages
11-13

State of the Girl 2026

- 64% of girls ages 11-13 say the same.””

Girls are clear about how they want to be seen.
They reach for attributes tied to who they are
rather than how they look.

Ability
what they do

66%
Say people focus
more on abilities

64%
Say people focus
more on abilities

18



Part II: What’s happening around her?

Girls’ physical well-being is shaped by a culture
that places constant emphasis on how they
look. Body shaming online, whispered comments
from friends, or self-deprecating put-downs from
parents fortify an internal script about what their
bodies are “for” and what girls feel they have to
do to manage or perform their beauty.

In order for girls to feel confident in their bodies
as they grow, they need adults who model body-
neutral language and environments that shift the
focus from appearance to emerging identity.

96% of girls ages 5-13 say they like the way they
look. Yet 37% already wish they could change

25"

something about their appearance, and that wish
climbs steadily as girls get older, from 21% of
5-7-year-olds to 44% at ages 8-10 and 50% among
11-13-year-olds.?®

Girls ages 5-7 receive more comments about how
they look than any other age group.® The scrutiny
arrives before girls have language for it, so by the
time they’re old enough to push back, appearance is
already their lens for understanding their own worth.

Girls are actively negotiating the terms on which
they want to be perceived. They are being asked to
be confident in who they are while being measured
by how they look.

of girls as young as 5 say their body
and how it looks is a top concern.
By ages 8-10, it is 43%."

State of the Girl 2026
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

The Impact on Physical Well-Being

When appearance becomes a central measure
of value, it does not just affect her confidence.
It influences how she eats, moves, sleeps, and
cares for herself. Physical well-being becomes
inseparable from the messages girls receive about
their bodies. When those messages center on
appearance, habits that should build health can
quietly become sources of anxiety instead.

Caregivers describe physical well-being as less of
a steady baseline and more of a variable condition
that is sensitive to small disruptions in environment
and routine. Educators describe the same pattern
from inside the classroom: More students are
arriving without the steady foundation needed
for learning and participation. Sufficient sleep,
clean clothes, and consistent meals are not a
guarantee.®

A child in 2023 was 15-20% more likely to have a
chronic condition than a child in 201132 Over half
of girls ages 12-17 report difficulty getting out of
bed and complain about being tired most days.*

Less than 40% wake up well-rested most days.**
12.3% of girls ages 12-17 describe their physical
health as “fair” or “poor,”*> and 8% report unmet
basic needs, including enough food, access to a
doctor, or a safe place to stay.*

12.3”

of girls ages 12-17
describe their physical
health as “fair” or “poor.”

8%

of girls ages 12-17
report unmet basic needs.

What Girls Need from Us

- Shift the language adults use about their own
bodies and girls' bodies, starting at home.

- Seek out first-person insights from girls
about what makes them feel confident
and self-conscious, and actually listen to
let those insights guide programming and
curriculum.

- Design the spaces she moves through—
in healthcare, schools, and afterschool
programs—to affirm who she is, not how
she looks.

20



Part II: What’s happening around her?

Where Education Plays a Role

The school she enters every day is changing.

Girls remain enrolled in school at rates proportional
to the population across K-12. They represent:

* 48.5% of preschool and
kindergarten students

* 49% of grades 5to 8

* 48.4% of high school students*

Beneath those steady enrollment numbers, the
system has fragmented.

Public school enrollment is down 2.5% nationwide
since 2020, with 1.28 million fewer students.>®
Families are turning to private schools (up 15.8%),*
homeschooling, and charter schools, which added
over 80,000 students in 2023-2024.4°

State of the Girl 2026

These shifts are changing how girls socialize,
what they are taught, and what extracurriculars
they can access. The effects land hardest on girls
who are already the most vulnerable. The type of
school a girl attends shapes not only her academic
outcomes but her sense of belonging and future
aspirations.

The pandemic disrupted learning in ways that
still linger, leaving gaps in academic progress.
For many girls, the classroom experience now
includes navigating both academic expectations
and the social-emotional fallout of years marked
by uncertainty and isolation.

The map below shows how public school
enrollment has shifted by state between fall 2020
and fall 2024. Purple marks decline, yellow marks
growth. The pattern is uneven. Most states have
lost enrollment over the period, with the deepest
declines in California, the Northeast, Hawaii, and
parts of Appalachia. Only a small group of states,
concentrated in the Plains, have gained.

Ny A
’_.p" |

Public School Enroliment
Change From 2020 to 2024

-7% +3%
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

She is learning to lead before anyone has
made space for her.

Girls excel in self-regulated learning, the suite of
skills that includes goal setting, time management,
focus, and emotional control.#! These are the skills
linked to long-term academic success, and they
correlate especially strongly with early success in
language arts (reading comprehension, writing,
and general communication).

Percent of Girls Who Are at or Above Proficiency

39%

31"

Reading
Compared to 23% of boys

Math

Compared to 41% of boys

You may have heard that girls outperform boys
in reading. And they do.* Yet the majority of girls
remain below proficient in key subject areas.
Across all students, proficiency has declined
steadily since 2019. The skill foundation is there.
The outcomes the system is producing are not.

And because girls are doing relatively better, they
are often overlooked when support is distributed.

32"

Science
Compared to 36% of boys

The decline is even clearer over time. Measured on its underlying scale rather than as a proficiency rate,
the average fourth grade reading score climbed for much of the past three decades before peaking
in 2019. It has since fallen with every assessment, dropping to 215 in 2024, which is roughly where it
stood in 1992. A generation of gains in early reading has been erased in the span of five years.

Decline In Reading Proficiency From 2019 to 2024

Assessment 228*

Girls’ proficiency
is sliding, too, even

scale score 2 215 as they continue
(0-500) to score stronger
than their peers.
This is how girls

2019 2022 2024 get overlooked

*Significantly different from 2024. Source: National Center for Education

Statistics, NAEP 2024 Reading Assessment.

State of the Girl 2026

when reading
support is
handed out.




Part II: What’s happening around her?

School is also where many girls first
learn what it feels like to be unsafe.

School is not just where she learns. It's where she
learns who she is allowed to be, safely.

199% of girls 12-18 report being bullied at school #4

Educators cite afterschool programs as equally
vital to academic time for identity exploration,
talent discovery, and peer connection. Many are
self-staffed clubs that fill gaps left by programs
that disappeared during the pandemic and never
came back.®

20

of girls 12-18
report being

“At the beginning of the school year,
I was being pushed around by a
classmate. I let it happen and ignored
it. Then I learned that I don’t have
to be liked or friends with everyone
around me. I learned to speak up and
put an end to the bullying. It made me
feel more confident about myself.”

Julia, 10
California

bullied at school.

State of the Girl 2026
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

She has already imagined her future.

By ninth grade, 70% of girls have thought “a lot”
about their careers.* Yet 58% of high school girls
do not believe they are smart enough for their
dream job, and 89% feel pressure to conform to
gender stereotypes in their career choices.*

The ambition is intact. What is missing is her trust
that the world is ready to let her grow into it.

707"

of girls have thought

seriously about careers.

STEM interest has risen from
45% in 2017 to 55% today.*®

“Through the many provided

opportunities involving friendship,
learning, skill-building, STEM, and
entrepreneurship, Girl Scouts has
helped me to become more courageous
and confident in all aspects of life.”

Brinley
Ohio

What Girls Need from Us

- Invest in learning experiences that feel
empowering, social, and joyful, where girls
build confidence and a sense of belonging
alongside their academics.

- Make school a place where she does not
have to manage harassment alongside her
coursework.

- Protect extracurricular spaces. Afterschool
care, clubs, and programs provide
opportunities to do the work of identity
exploration and peer connection, and
they have been hollowed out since the
pandemic.

- Close the gap between her ambition and
her belief in herself. Dismantle career
stereotypes, provide mentors who model
what is possible, and prepare her for the

. world she is actually walking into, not just

the next grade.
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

Girls in a Digital World:
Opportunity and Access

While most girls are using digital tools to create,
learn, and connect with others, the cultural
conversation tends to be centered on how to keep
them safe. 40% of parents with girls ages 2-15
say “too much time on devices” is their greatest
concern for their child.* For parents of girls ages
5-10, that concern rises to 489%.>°

40*

of parents with girls 2-15 say “too much time
on their devices” is their greatest concern.
For parents of girls 5-10, it rises to 48%.

Why Girls Spend Time Online:

Drivers by Age
100% -
50% 1 67% 67% 68% 67%
61% 62%
60% | 51% 51%
0,
40% - 32% 38% 31%
21% .
20% A
Stay connected to friends Learn to do new things or get Keeps me from Won’t miss out on what
and family better at things | enjoy being bored friends are talking about
Ages 5-7 I Ages 8-10 Ages 11-13

Source: Girl Scouts of the USA, “Girls Turn to Screens Out of Boredom.””'
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

She’s being handed a device before
she’s ready to navigate it alone.

A common conversation in parenting circles is
when to provide their children with a handheld
device. 96% of U.S. households have a smart-
phone and 75% have a tablet, but dedicated use
among children varies significantly by income,
family structure, and community resources.>

589% of children ages 5-8 have a tablet of their
own. 23% have their own phone by age 8.19% use
a school-issued device at home.>

For some girls, the screen is what is left when every-
thing else is out of reach, and she often navigates
the scroll by herself. Children from lower-income
households average 3 hours and 4 minutes of daily

Daily Screen Time

1 hr 52 min

higher-income
households

State of the Girl 2026

lower-income
households

screen time. Their higher-income peers average
1 hour and 52 minutes.> The difference is not a
variation in habits.

For children without access to afterschool care
in their communities, tablets and phones are
vital tools for staying connected with caregivers
and for keeping kids occupied while caregivers
are working, preparing meals, or caring for other
children or elderly relatives.> Income discrepancy
directly impacts a girl’s screen time and what other
options families can afford.

08%

of children
ages 5-8
have a tablet
of their own.

23%

have their
own phone
by age 8.

3 hr 4 min
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

But the digital world also provides opportunities
for girls to hone their creativity on their own terms.
Girls as young as 7 and 8 are managing their own
YouTube channels, building in Roblox, and using
digital tools to learn, connect, and create.>® They
are teaching themselves by finding tutorials online
and building skills the school day does not always
make room for.

Girls are developing fluency and confidence in
spaces the adults around them are still figuring
out. Their potential to shape the digital world is
already showing. Technology is not optional—it is
part of how they are growing. What they need is
support to use it wisely.

What Girls Need from Us

- Invest in digital media literacy programs

that build critical thinking skills.

- Create opportunities for girls to engage

in online spaces that promote creativity,
skill-building, and connection.

- Ensure caregiver and educator training

keeps pace with girls’ digital lives.

- Treat the income-based discrepancy

that impacts screen time as the
structural problem it is by investing
in affordable, accessible afterschool
programs that lets digital balance be
a real choice for every family.
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‘ Question Two: Who is on her side?

There is an unrealistic expectation placed on girls
today:

“Figure it out.
Manage it.
Handle it.
Be aware, but not afraid.
Be strong, but not too much.”
Most adults would struggle to hold these contra-

dictions, yet girls are expected to navigate them
every day.

Physical Safety

This section asks a simple question: Who is actu-
ally showing up for her and where are the gaps?

Because girls don’t just need opportunity. They
need consistent caregivers, role models, and
mentors in their life.

The data shares a single argument: Girls thrive
when adults choose to stand alongside them.
Right now, too many girls are doing the work
of self-protection without a consistent adult

presence.

“It’s really hard to be a girl in the world, because... you always
have to look behind you and make sure no one’s trying
to follow you or hurt you. Being a Girl Scout really helps,
because I have support from all my sisters and the leaders.
They’re really supportive, and they give you a nice, safe

feeling. It’s just a feeling of warmth.”

State of the Girl 2026

Lara, 11
Florida
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

Girls need to feel safe.

Before she can decide who she wants to become,
she must feel safe in her environment.

Rates of children ages 5-17 who have been a victim
of or witnessed violence in their neighborhood rise
with age as autonomy grows and time outside the
home increases. Rates are substantially higher
among children with disabilities than those without.

7.17

of children ages 5-17
have been a victim of
or witnessed violence
in their neighborhood.

Rates of witnessing
or experiencing
violence are up overall.

Percentage of children and adolescents aged 5-17 years
who had been the victim of violence or witnessed violence
in their neighborhood, by disability status and age group:

20%

16%

12%

8%

4%

0%
Total

12-17

Age band (years)

Total Children with disabilities

B children without disabilities

Data broken down by age band and disability status. Among children with disabilities, the rate is 14%, more than
double the 6% rate among children without disabilities. Exposure rises from 5.7% at ages 5-11 to 8.7% at ages 12-17.

Source: National Health Interview Survey, United States, 2022.58
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

The pandemic also interrupted informal commu-
nities that served as a protective layer: Elder care-
givers who provided childcare, transportation, and
neighborhood trust.>® Those support networks
have been slow to rebuild. With the absence of that
support, families have become more self-reliant
and more cautious about extending trust beyond
their closest circles. When the world outside feels
uncertain, girls often stay indoors, where screens
act as a protective stand-in.®°

) ¢

Screens become

When the world outside
feels uncertain,
girls stay indoors.

Caregivers describe a pervasive anxiety that goes
beyond neighborhood safety, like abduction.
Cyberbullying, school safety threats, and general
public unpredictability are now common fears.®
For families raising girls, these concerns often
manifest as added anxieties around body shaming,
exclusion, and harassment, shaping caregiver
decisions about independence, supervision, and
where girls are allowed to spend time.

a protective stand-in.

State of the Girl 2026
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

Where her family used to lean on neighbors,
they are leaning on programs instead.

Structured programs feel safer to families because
the adults, settings, and expectations are more
familiar, and therefore more predictable, than
the informal networks families once leaned
on. They give parents the conditions to feel
confident placing their children in new settings.
They also give girls access to the kind of safe
exploration that indoor, screen-based time
cannot replicate.

Girls need consistent, intentional environments
where they can take healthy risks. Communities
need to rebuild informal trust networks that
make safety a shared responsibility rather than
an individual burden each family carries alone.

State of the Girl 2(
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What Girls Need from Us

- Design physical spaces and afterschool

programs that allow girls to explore, take
healthy risks, and feel consistently safe
and supported.

- Invest in rebuilding community

infrastructure so that safety is not
dependent solely on what individual
families can provide.

- Provide access to external community
programs so her freedom to grow is not
dependent on her family’s resources
alone.




Part II: What’s happening around her?

Mental Well-Being:
Stress, Anxiety, and Care Gaps

“I can be really, really shy and that can be lonely.
Sometimes I would rather be quiet and not talk rather

than think about what people want me to say. But I'm
learning that what I have to say is important and people
should listen to it. But it seems to me like a lot of adults
say they want to do that, but they really don’t.”

Stress isn’t just a onetime event in her life. It's
become an ongoing atmosphere where anxiety
and sadness touch nearly every girl. Stress
for girls today rarely comes from one source.
Instead, it builds up across multiple areas—school
expectations, peer dynamics, family pressures,
and a broader cultural atmosphere of uncertainty.
When stress becomes a constant backdrop, it
narrows a girl’s sense of possibility and inhibits her
ability to connect fully to the world around her.5?

> 03"

of girls experienced
persistent feelings
of sadness or
hopelessness in
the past year,

down slightly from
57% at the height
of the pandemic,
but still a majority.

63
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Selah, 13
Illinois

29

of girls 12-17
show symptoms
of anxiety.

25%

of girls show
symptoms
of depression.
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

Caregivers and educators describe broad
anxiety—more specifically, social anxiety in
peer settings—and challenges with emotional
regulation as common post-pandemic patterns
These behavioral trends are a background state
that girls carry into classrooms, friendships, and
everyday routines.

Percentage of Girls 12-17 with Mental H

| 27%

of girls seriously considered
attempting suicide in the past
year, down from 30% at the
pandemic peak.

Progress, but not enough.

ealth Challenges:

60 57%
53%
50 Persistent sadness/hopelessness
40
30%
30 b 27%
—
Seriously considered suicide
20
10
0
Pandemic Peak Today

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Youth Risk
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Behavior Survey Data Summary & Trends Report, 2024.%

33



Part II: What’s happening around her?

Naming what she is feeling is one thing,
getting help for it is another.

At times, the mental health support systems in
place for girls are uneven at best.

Many girls have some sources of connection, but
fewer experience support consistently across
the relationships that matter most. Only 51.7% of
girls 12-17 “always” or “usually” get the social and
emotional support they need, leaving nearly half
without reliable support structures.s> 55.8% of girls
12-17 say they received parental support “a lot of
the time”: This is meaningful, but not universal.%
30.3% of girls 12-17 have unmet mental healthcare
needs.®’

Onl

Access, affordability, stigma, and long wait times all
create barriers even when distress is recognized.
15.8% take prescription medication for emotions,
concentration, behavior, or mental health.®®

When support needs are consistently unmet,
emotional distress is normalized as part of what it
means to grow up as a girl today.

half

of girls 12-17 “always”
or “usually” get the
social and emotional
support they need.

State of the Girl 2026
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

Self-esteem is also relational. It rises when girls
feel secure with adults who take them seriously.

Educators point to focused attention and being What Girls Need from Us
listened to, remembered, and responded to as

some of the most powerful inputs to a girl’s self- - Equip the adults in girls’ lives with
worth.® the knowledge, training, and tools to

recognize distress and warning signs and
respond with consistent, compassionate
support.

- Normalize having mental health
conversations so girls feel safe bringing
concerns to trusted adults.

- Ensure schools have the resources and
training to identify and respond to signs
of distress.

- Show up for her in the everyday
moments—not just the crises.

- Take her stress seriously so she doesn’t
have to carry it alone.




Part II: What’s happening around her?

Girls in a Digital World: Safety and Risk

“Grown-ups don’t quite understand that being a girl in today’s
world comes with a lot of pressure from social media, school,

and expectations.”

For previous generations of girls, bullying and

social pressures were confined to school hallways.

Now, they follow her home on her phone.

46% of teen girls say they are online “almost
constantly.”” 50% of 10-12-year-olds say most
or all their friends use social media, well before
the age 13 minimum.” The platforms where girls
spend the most time are YouTube (90%), TikTok
(60%), Instagram (60%), and Snapchat (55%).”
Social media is shaping girls’ self-belief far more
intensely than any prior generation.

46"

of teen girls

say they are Confidence
online “almost
constantly.”

Sleep |45
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Mental Health 19

Jillian, 16
California

Girls ages 13-17 are significantly more likely
than their boy peers to report that social media
negatively impacts their mental health (25%
versus 14%), confidence (20% versus 10%), and
sleep (50% versus 40%).”

Teens who spend more time on social media are
likely to score lower on reading and memory tests,
indicating that certain types of screen use may
negatively impact cognitive development and
academic performance.”

Reported Negative Impacts on:

Helps

Source: Pew Research Center, 20257
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

The older she gets, the more
cyberbullying she encounters.

Although it’s often experienced in private, cyber-
bullying can infiltrate so many areas of a girl’s life,
causing harm that hides in plain sight.

Some adults don’t know how to intervene because
they aren’t aware of what cyberbullying entails.
It can range from sending mean or offensive
Direct Messages (DMs) and spreading false
rumors to sending unsolicited images, physical
threats, and explicit photos without consent.
High school girls report experiencing the most
overall cyberbullying compared to girls of other
ages and their boy peers.® Schools and parents
often struggle to identify and mitigate these
challenges because cyberbullying is private and
yet it infiltrates girls’ most important social
networks and relationships.

Any cyberbullying
Offensive name-calling
Spreading false rumors about them

Receiving explicit images they o
didn’t ask for 10%

Constantly being asked where they are,
what they’re doing, or who they’re with 12%
by someone other than a parent

Physical threats 9% (®10%

Having explicit images shared of 5% D 9%

them without their consent

10%

) ¢

41*

of girls 13-14
experience
cyberbullying.”

By 15-17, it is 54%."

41% T 54%
25% - 36%
24% W 33%
T 25%
- 20%
20% 30% 40% 50%

Girls 13-14 ® Girls15-17

Source: Pew Research Center, “Teens and Cyberbullying 2022.”7
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Part II: What’s happening around her? '

However, girls are clear about what they want the digital world to feel like.

1in3 2in 3
teen girls teen girls
says it is more say it is more
important that important that
people are able people feel safe
to speak their and welcome in
minds freely. online spaces
than that people
can speak freely.”

Girls need developmentally appropriate online safety training, adults who can guide them through
complex digital experiences, and platforms that are actually designed with their safety in mind.

State of the Girl 2026
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

The fear of not being online and
missing out on important social
relationships is compounding as

she ages, not easing.”

The percentage of girls who feel they must be online
or they’ll miss out on things their friends are talking about:

Ages 5-7

21"

What Girls Need from Us

- Teach girls the safety skills and privacy
practices that let them move through
online spaces on their own terms.®

- Ensure caregiver and educator training
keeps pace with girls’ digital lives.

State of the Girl 2026

Ages 8-10 Ages 11-13

31 31~”

- Learn about the social platforms that she
frequents so that this part of her digital
life is discussed openly and proactively.

- Advocate for platforms and policy where
her safety is the design principle.
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

Question Three: Is there joy in her journey?

If everything about girlhood is framed as a risk,
when does she actually get to feel the joy of being
agirl?

There is a quiet assumption baked into how
we talk about girls today:

That they need to be fixed and protected.

However, while girls navigate the modern pressures
of girlhood, they are also creating, connecting,

State of the Girl 2026

imagining, and discovering the power that is within
them. So how do we help them to feel more of the
inherent joy of girlhood while understanding that
their happiness and well-being is not something
that has to be “earned?”

This section asks a different question: Are we
giving girls permission to actually experience all
aspects of their girlhood without judgement? How
do we support them in enjoying the journey of
growing up?
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

Mental Well-Being: Connection and Belonging Are Key

“Hearing that 70% of girls feel loneliness in their lives at some point, honestly
that’s not surprising to me, because I've felt loneliness myself, and I see it
every day at school with my peers. I feel like that number should be a lot
lower than it is right now, because there’s a way that we can all make each
other not feel as lonely at some point. We’re all here for each other.”

Nearly 7in 10 girls ages 5-13 report feeling lonely.#
But when they are with an ally or friend, things
change.

In fact, when peer support is present, it is
transformative. More than half of girls say having

Korin, 17
Florida

a friend beside them encourages them to try
new things (52%), talk to a new kid (52%), or join
a new group (50%).84 Belonging is built through
repeated, concrete experiences of being invited in,
being listened to, and knowing there is someone
to turn to.

Girls seek new and familiar connections from their extracurricular activities.

Top reasons girls choose activities:

Doing something I like 54%
Making new friends 51%
Spending time with friends 45%
Trying something new 42%

Source: Known, 2024 National Non-Member Survey.®

It takes one adult to show up
and change her life’s path.

78.4% of girls ages 12-17 have at least one adult
outside their household who makes a positive
difference in their lives.2® Mentors, extended family,
educators, coaches, and other community adults

State of the Girl 2026

remain a meaningful source of steady support.

A single consistent adult can shift a girl’s trajectory—
if that relationship is both reliable and accessible.
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

Beyond the Classroom

Her activities after school shape so much of her She and her family want the same thing, even
life. The hours are formative because it's when when they reach for different words to describe
she can try new things, fail safely, and discover it. Caregivers name confidence as their top hope

what she loves. for what an extracurricular will give a girl, at 46%,

followed by personal growth at 39%, and making
Girls want creative, collective experiences: friends at 349%.8 When asked why they join
- Art class (42%) activities, girls lead with connection: 54% come
« Music (33%) to do something they love, 51% to make new
« Sports teams (28%) friends, and 45% to spend time with the friends
« Swim lessons (25%) they already have.®

- Crafting or building clubs (23%)

Access to these opportunities enhances potential, O
but right now it's unequally distributed across girls.

of caregivers name
confidence as their
top hope for what
an extracurricular
activity will provide
their girls.

“I am super passionate about volleyball. It’s a family sport that
gets passed down, and I am very appreciative of my family

pushing me to try the sport.”
Keilianna, 17
Washington
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

She finds joy in doing activities with friends.

Girls want to deepen existing friendships and build
new ones in the same space. When given the
right environment, girls lead, grow, and prioritize
relationships with the people around them.

Girls want
to express
themselves,
be part of
something
larger, and
discover a
variety of
activities.



Part II: What'’s happening around her?

Access to these extracurriculars are in danger.

Afterschool programs have not returned in many
schools and communities post-pandemic.®
U.S. families spend between 8.9% and 16% of
their median income on care for one child, with
annual costs ranging from $6,552 to $15,600. Even
part-day afterschool programs run up to $9,211
per child per year®

39"

of teen girls feel pressure to
be involved in extracurricular
activities, and that pressure
is not evenly distributed.”

Factors influencing caregiver decision making
include affordability (46%) at the top, followed
by alignment with the child’s interests (44%),
proximity and location (27%), flexible scheduling
(26%), and safety (26%) %

Only 36% of parents say their children received
regular tutoring or academic support.”® Lower-
income families face compounding barriers of
cost, transportation, and program availability.

Affordability stands out as the top factor in decision making for caregivers,

followed by “aligns with my child’s interests.”

Affordable costs 46%

Aligns with my child’s interests 44%
Proximity and location 27%

Flexible scheduling 26%

Safety 26%

Source: Known, 2024 National Non-Member Survey.®®

State of the Girl 2026
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

Extracurriculars are doing more than enriching
girls’ lives: They also function as childcare and an
informal safety infrastructure. For many families,
these programs keep girls in known, supervised
environments while caregivers are working,
preparing meals, or caring for other children or
elderly relatives.®®

Inherent in extracurriculars is a safety component:
School-based programs, community centers, and
organized activities provide spaces where girls are
known, supported, and protected. Despite the
developmental and logistical needs they fulfill,
access to these spaces is still out of reach for
many families.

Caregivers are most likely to sign up for programs
that are:

- Inclusive

- Accessible

- Designed to promote leadership development®

Extracurriculars are often framed as optional when
they are actually essential to how girls develop
confidence, community, and a sense of who
they are®® Girls need flexible, affordable models
that meet families where they are—in schools,
neighborhoods, and online—and that go beyond
one-size-fits-all programming.

The need for balanced access to meaningful

opportunities is clear:

- Enough variety so every girl can explore
interests and develop skills.

+ Enough downtime for play, family time, and
mental health.

- Access that ensures extracurriculars are not
a privilege tied to income.

State of the Girl 2026

What Girls Need from Us

Invest in removing cost, transportation,
and awareness barriers so that girls from
all backgrounds can participate fully and
consistently. Open extracurricular access
to every girl, regardless of what her family
can afford.

Offer a wide range of out-of-school
opportunities that allow girls to explore
interests, develop new skills, and build
the confidence and community that
come from trying things together.

Create accessible spaces and programs
where girls can build friendships, share
experiences, and feel a sense of belonging
rooted in trust and shared understanding.

Invest in steady adult presence.
The research has shown that it changes
what becomes possible for her.

Build belonging into communities so she
does not have to build it on her own.
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

Girls in a Digital World:
Connection and Creativity

The story that girls are choosing screens over ev-
erything else misses the point. They are choos-
ing what is available, not always what they prefer.
When girls are asked directly, they say something
the dominant narrative tends to drown out: 65%
of girls ages 5-13 would rather be creative than
engage with screens, 59% would rather go out-
side and play, and 59% would rather spend time
with family.*

The narrative that this generation has been
swallowed by technology overlooks what girls
themselves are telling us. They are using the
digital tools within reach, and they are clear that
those tools are not their first choice. The pull
toward creativity, the outdoors, and time with
family has not gone away, and neither has the
value of real connection in offline settings. Girls
and caregivers alike are actively seeking exper-
iences that bring their lives back into balance.

State of the Girl 2026

Rather than engage
with screens,

girls ages 5-13
would rather:

(o)
65
Be creative

(o)
597
Go outside

and play

0)
59
Spend time

with family
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Part II: What’s happening around her?

Digital spaces are also opportunities for
connection and creativity, on her terms.

Girls are developing their own lexicon of emojis,
internet slang, and inside jokes. Digital spaces
have become central to how they communicate
and form friendships. Girls are growing into digital
builders, not just digital consumers, developing
fluency and the capacity to shape the digital
world—not just be shaped by it.

Girls are growing
into digital builders,
not just digital consumers.

State of the Girl 2026



Part II: What’s happening around her?

The pull toward screens is a family-wide reality, and
her experience of it is shaped by what happens
around her as much as by what she does herself.
Caregivers and girls alike are seeking experiences
that prioritize meaningful, in-person connection
while maintaining the ways in which technology
genuinely enriches girls’ lives. Sit with what they
are reaching for, though, and a quiet contradiction
surfaces at the center of how this generation lives
with technology.

The irony of this generation is perhaps that, at
times, they long for an analog life they never lived.

A moment to slow down. To not have to perform
an activity for an online audience. To be silly while
no one is watching. To not count the likes and
obsess over comments from someone you haven't
met. To own a physical item that’s theirs and not
be at the whim of a streaming platform’s rotating
selection.

Girls are not asking to completely opt out of their
digital life. They are asking the adults and caregivers
in their lives to set a healthy example by modeling
balanced technology use.

What Girls Need from Us

- Create opportunities for girls to form
positive peer networks and engage in online
spaces that promote creativity, connection,
and belonging.

« Invest in balanced programming that honors
both girls’ digital fluency and their hunger
for in-person community.

- Support whole-family practices that model
the balance girls are asking for, because the
joy in her journey is not something she can
build alone.

02"

of girls ages 5-7 say they
have trouble getting a
parent’s attention because
the parent is on their phone.

By ages 8-10, it is 64%.”

State of the Girl 2026
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Part III

What happens when we build the
future of girlhood together?

This report has not just documented a series of
separate concerns. It has highlighted a generation
reaching adolescence under conditions earlier
generations of girls did not face.

Body image concerns now reach girls as young
as five!®

- 7in10 girls between 5-13 report feeling lonely*
By ninth grade, 70% have already thought
seriously about their careers, yet 58%

do not believe they are smart enough for
their dream job %3

L

State o

- 46% of teen girls say they are online almost
constantlyo*

The pressures are compounding and her support
systems have not kept pace.

The girls who need help the most are losing support
the fastest. The funding needed to close the gap
isn't reaching them. Only 218% of philanthropic
giving in the U.S. goes to women and girls!®

This is the design challenge of the moment.
It is also our greatest opportunity.
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What We Know Works

Decades of research and 114 years of Girl Scout
experience point in the same direction. The
conditions that help girls grow are not a mystery.
They are knowable, replicable, and visible every-
where a girl has access to them.

What works shares a similar set

of design elements:

- Consistent caregiving

« Culturally inclusive spaces

- Intentional family engagement

- Pathways that let girls explore, fail,
and try again

« In-person community connection

- Joyful, low-pressure activities designed
for experimentation and learning

When these conditions are present, girls lead
in their own ways, take creative risks, and form
friendships that last. They imagine futures and
start moving toward them.

When barriers are lowered and access is widened,
the same girls so often labeled “at risk” show up
as exactly who they have always been: Ready to
connect and be seen. The work of shaping the
next generation of girlhood is bigger than any one
organization, any one funder, any one moment. It
involves building infrastructure that can withstand
these changing times.




Part III: What happens when we build the future of girlhood together?

Six Actions to Take

Girl Scouts has been doing this work alongside girls for 114 years, and we can’t do it alone.
The infrastructure girls need is bigger than any single organization can build. Below are six key areas
to focus on, each one connected to multiple insights. These areas are even more powerful with
combined action.

1 Collect girl data.

Girls’ needs are unique and often under-
examined. The ability to evaluate the status of
girls in this report was made possible through
proprietary research and through publicly
available data with the ability to disaggregate
by gender. Beneath the data lie important
distinctions to understand and act on.
We need more of it.

» Go to the source. Prioritize and expand
data collection directly from adolescent
girls. Girls understand their experiences
best and are best equipped to document
and convey their needs.

» Make data accessible. Curators of youth
data hold a special responsibility to make
data publicly available so that researchers,
funders, and practitioners can act on it.

« Build coalitions around research-
informed trends. Institutions and organ-
izations involved in the lives of girls must
come together around shared data and
analysis to mobilize on their behalf.

State of the Girl 2026

2 Provide safe, supportive
environments.

Girls’ physical and emotional well-being
is shaped by the systems, supports, and
opportunities that surround her. Strengthen
those systems and you will strengthen her
capacity to grow.

- Hear first-person insights from girls about
what makes her feel confident, safe, or self-
conscious, and let their perspectives lead.

« Shift adult messaging from her appearance
to her growth. Model body-neutral language.
Emphasize her strengths, her goals, and the
identity she is building.

» Design physical and digital spaces that allow
her to explore, take healthy risks, and feel
consistently safe and supported.
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Build connected
communities.

Girls’ well-being is shaped by the support
systems around her: Families, schools,
community organizations, and the caring
adults who show up for her every day.
Investing in these systems helps build the
kind of resilience she will carry with her for
the rest of her life.

« Equip the adults in her life with the training
and tools to recognize gender-specific
warning signs and respond with consistent,
compassionate support.

- Create accessible spaces and programs
where girls can build friendships, share
experiences, and feel a sense of belonging.

- Normalize hard conversations on mental
health. Make it an open, stigma-free topic
by encouraging caregivers and mentors to
talk regularly about emotions, coping skills,
and the importance of seeking help when
needed.
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Expand responsive
O extracurricular
opportunities.

The time beyond the school day is where
girls develop confidence, community, and
a sense of who they are. But whether a girl
gets that time, and what she can do with
it, depends heavily on her family’s income
and where she lives, which makes it one of
the most unequally distributed advantages
in a girl’s life. Expanding access is one of the
highest-leverage investments available.

« Open extracurricular access to every girl,
regardless of what her family can afford.

- Offer a wide range of out-of-school
opportunities that allow her to explore
interests, develop new skills, and build the
confidence and community that come from
trying things with others.

» Design programming responsive to
her unique pressures and priorities,
supporting her mental well-being, her
identity development, and her hunger for
safe, connected spaces.
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Expand digital media
6 literacy and online
safety education.

Girls are growing into digital builders—not
just digital consumers—in environments
that adults are still figuring out. Resource
and develop her digital fluency. Build the
protections she needs to live her life online
and off.

« Provide online safety readiness training
on topics ranging from privacy practices
to navigating risky interactions so that she
understands how to stay safe.

« Build her critical thinking skills through
digital media literacy programs that
help her move through digital spaces with
confidence and discernment.

- Create opportunities for her to form
positive peer networks and engage in
online spaces that promote creativity,
connection, and belonging.

« Equip caregivers and educators with
the resources they need to model healthy
digital habits and guide her through complex
online experiences without shame or fear.
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The Case for Investment

This is for the people who fund, lead, and advocate for this work.

Fund what works.

218% of philanthropic giving in the U.S. goes to
women and girls!° The evidence base for what
works has never been stronger. The conditions
that help girls grow are knowable, designable, and
measurable. Fund the initiatives and programs this
report has identified, the organizations doing the
work at scale, and the data that lets us measure
her future.

Tell the real story.

The dominant cultural narrative around girls is
one of risk and decline. The data tells a different
story. Girls are clearer about what they want, more
ambitious about what they can become, and more
articulate about what they need than the cultural
conversation has acknowledged. Cover the girls
who are already showing us how to meet this
moment. Tell their story.

Lead from where you are.

Girl Scout councils are the layer of the Movement
closest to where girls actually are, and the
closest to the families raising them. This report
calls for work that councils have been doing for
decades: Providing consistent adult support,
creating structured environments, and fostering
a strong sense of belonging in communities. Lead
with what you already have. Build with what we
know works.
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Align with what she is asking for.

The brands, organizations, and platforms that align
with what girls are asking for—that allow her room
to grow, take risks, and figure out who she is—are
the ones that will be relevant to her as she grows
up. Listen first. Build with her in mind. Earn the
place she gives you in her life.

Show up while she is becoming.

Show up while she is figuring out who she is. Show
up consistently. Show up before she has to ask
for help. The future of girlhood is shaped through
millions of girls receiving exactly this kind of support,
from exactly the people in a position to provide it.

That is you.
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In Closing

Girls are growing up in a world changing fast and
constantly asking them to produce and perform.

But what if she didn’'t have to? What if she learns
that the most important thing she will ever build
is not an audience but a relationship with herself?

What if we encouraged her to maximize her
growing-up years with joy, curiosity, confidence,
and courage? Encourage her to question, try new
things, and fully discover the power within her?

Girl Scouts understands what it means to grow
up as a girl today and is creating experiences that
are responsive, relevant, and rooted in the realities
of modern girlhood.

Built for her. With her. Always.
This is both a promise and a practice: to evolve

with girls, champion their voices, and help them
become the leaders they’re meant to be.

We invite you to join us in that promise now.




Methodology

The study design included qualitative research, quantitative surveys, and secondary data analysis
focused on girls in the United States. The first phase of research involved exploratory quantitative
and qualitative work conducted by Shine Scout Inc., including moderated discussions and interviews
with girls, caregivers, and educators, to surface emerging attitudes, behaviors, and cultural dynamics
shaping their experiences. The data from Shine Scout were collected in August-October 2023.
Quantitative data consisted of surveys with 800 caregivers with a girl child ages 5-10, balancing
for the 4 major geographical regions across the US with an oversample on Black and Hispanic
participants. The qualitative data consisted of 14 digital focus groups with 50 total participants,
including caregivers of non-member girls ages 5-12, volunteers and organizers of programs/
organizations for girls ages 5-12, and elementary school teachers (grades 1-5). Ethnographic research
included nine in-person, in-home groups with 28 non-member girls ages 7-10 across geographic
areas (rural, suburban, and urban) with an oversample on Black and Hispanic participants.

The second phase of research consisted of online surveys administered by Known and Wakefield
Research with nationally representative samples of girls and caregivers, designed to capture key
indicators related to well-being, social connection, identity, and digital engagement, with samples
balanced to reflect U.S. population benchmarks on age, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic
background. The data from Known were collected in January 2024, sampling 4,000 households in
the United States with a girl or non-binary child ages 2-15. The data collected by Wakefield were
collected across 2024 and 2025, surveying 1,000 U.S. girls ages 5 to 13 with an oversample to a
total sample size of 500 Black girls ages 5-13 and 500 Hispanic girls ages 5-13.

In addition to the above proprietary sources, the study incorporated secondary data sourced from
federal datasets, including the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), U.S. Census Bureau,
Department of Education, and Bureau of Labor Statistics, as well as leading academic and nonpartisan
research institutions. These data were used to provide historical context, identify long-term trends,
and contextualize findings within broader youth social and economic conditions. Data included in
this report reflect the most recent information available across these sources; secondary data were
sourced in 2025 and 2026, with coverage periods varying by data collection cycle.

All research components were integrated to produce an aggregated analysis of girls’ experiences,
combining lived perspectives with population-level data. Findings draw on multiple sources,
including qualitative research, national surveys, and federal datasets, to identify key themes and
patterns shaping girls’ outcomes.
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About Girl Scouts

We are Girl Scouts.

Girl Scouts discover who they are, tap into the
power inside them, and build the confidence to
let it shine.

Through programs from coast to coast and
overseas, girls of all backgrounds and abilities
come as they are and create their own paths. Each
step becomes a part of the journey, and along the
way, they explore their passions, develop hands-
on skills, and discover the tools they need to lead
with joy, on their own terms.

Challenges don't stop Girl Scouts. They discover
their strengths in science labs and on hiking trails, at
cookie booths and in front of city councils. Backed
by volunteers, mentors, and millions of alums, they
are part of a lifelong sisterhood of powerful change-
makers who are always on their side.

Girl Scouts. Because the world deserves to see their
full potential—and they deserve to experience it.
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