
Sharing The Stoke

The resurgence of Women!s participation in 

snowsports

I would like to acknowledge that our activities are held on the traditional lands of the Ngarigo people and the Traditional Custodians of 

country throughout Australia and their connections to land, sea and community. I pay my respect to Elders both past, present and 
future. 

The 2020 snow season was a turbulent one for ski instructor Bridie Rawson. 

Offbeat from the start, Bridie’s job at Falls Creek was put on hold thanks to a lacklustre 
snowfall. 

She travelled through NSW with this extra time. However, when the Victorian lockdowns 
were announced, she found herself on the other side of the border from her job, living in 
her van in Jindabyne. 

“I was at this new resort, I didn’t have my girl gang that I had in Falls Creek to ride with, 
and it took a fair bit of the season to find my people,” said Bridie.

Leonie Wohl in the Australian Backcountry — Photo: Ryan Pappas
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Bridie struggled to find an easily accessible profile of women!s communities in snowsports, 
which has been part of a broader issue within snowsports. 

Women are high achievers competitively, yet within the sport itself, they are under-
represented and under-supported. 

As the season progressed, she found her people but wondered if there was a way to ease 
this connection process.

“It came to me in a drive from Jindabyne to Sydney, I can start a community, and we can 
fast track these connections that I formed at the end of the season,” Bridie explained.

“To make it more accessible for women to meet these other girls at the same resorts, to 
connect over the Backcountry and Park, and get into it sooner.” 

Thus, Tough Tits in Mitts was born.

An inclusive community that celebrates, 
pushes and supports women on the 
snow, no matter what discipline of 
snowsport they practice. 

Organisations like Tough Tits in Mitts 
have contributed to the uptick in 
women’s participation in snowsports 
after an almost double decade lull.

It was reported in the Australian Sports 
Commission 2000 that 44% of ice and 
snowsport participants were female. 
However, that declined in 2004 when 
the percentage of female participants 
dropped to 37%. 

Consequently, exposing a trend of 
decreased participation when Australian women were some of the best in the world. 

Australian women have been very successful in international competition with Zali Steggall 
(slalom), Jacqui Cooper, Alisa Camplin and Lydia Lassila (aerial skiing) and Torah Bright 

Bridie Rawson with a chug on the rainbow box — Photo: Sam Purdie
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(halfpipe snowboarding) all achieving one or more podium finishes at Olympic or World 
Cup events.

Even after the 2018 Pyeongchang Winter Olympics, where 3 Australian men medaled in 
Moguls, Snowboard Cross and Halfpipe, Australian women still led the Winter Olympic 
medal count 7 to 6. 

Studies overseas show that the declining tendency is the same. Statistics from SIA’s 
(Snow Industry America) Snow Sports Participant Study 2012-2013 proved that an 
entrenching trend had developed over the decade. 

Female Cross Country and Alpine Skiers accounted for 40.1%, female Freeski (Park 
skiers) accounting for 36.3%, and female snowboarding only counting for 32.6%, less than 
one-third. 

In contrast, reports from SIA Snow Sports Participant Study 2019-2020 had female 
participation at 41% across all snowsport disciplines. 

Even though these are not statistics for Australian snowsport participants, they paint a 
picture of positive change. 

While female participation has appeared to float between 30 to 40 per cent since 2000, 
Bridie Rawson says she feels like there has been more female involvement than ever. 
Much more than the historical statistics may prove. 

“Personally, on the snow, I feel like it is getting stronger, especially in aspects like the 
park,” said Bridie.

“I was snowboarding and skiing with a couple of girls at Perisher and one of them turned 
to me and was like, ‘What the heck? There are more girls than guys hitting the Park today.’ 

“We were just blown away. So, maybe the numbers are not quite showing what we see on 
the floor. But, I do see more chicks out there heading Park and getting out into the 
backcountry especially.”

The popularity of the Australian backcountry experience has been ever-expanding in the 
last decade, the alpine wilderness beyond the reach of chairlifts and roads. 

Leonie Wohl felt the allure of the backcountry back in 2015 and fell in love with the 
cathartic process of earning your turns.  

https://www.instagram.com/littlewohl/


Another attraction for Leonie and many women backcountry riders is the lack of pressure 
that can be felt while riding at resorts. 

“There’s the appeal to not be in a 
crowded place. Aussie backcountry has 
some pretty easy pickings with generally 
low consequence, so it’s accessible to 
learn and start on,” explained Leonie. 

“There’s adventure and challenge 
attached to it that empowers you as a 
female rider and as a woman in 2021.”

Leonie’s avenue to Splitboarding came 
via an Intro to Backcountry course run by 
backcountry guide Dave Herring. 

She asked Herring if any organised 
groups of women went into the 
backcountry. Unfortunately, he said there 
were not.

Around this time, Leonie’s female snowboarding circle was ever-expanding thanks to 
snowboard camps and organised overseas trips, meeting other like-minded women. 

However, much like Bridie, Leonie sort to figure out how to ease the connection process 
and to strengthen the community of female skiers and snowboarders.

Consequently, in 2018, Leonie started the Facebook group Backcountry Women of 
Australia. 

“It just started off being about 20 of us in this really chill group. Then I thought I should 
open this up to all these other women out there,” said Leonie

“I  noticed a few of these women on the Australian backcountry page forums. When they 
asked questions, I noticed that they would either get a Mansplaining answer or just 
answers that didn’t help.”

Leonie Wohl touring in the backcountry — Photo: Alex Ellinghausen
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Backcountry Women of Australia grew from its modest beginning of about 20 members to 
775 as of October 2021, focusing on building a welcoming environment to support women 
in the backcountry.

“With a combination of factors enticing more women into the backcountry — from 
increased social media presence to women’s gear becoming more widely available, 
resorts being overcrowded, and the simple allure of the mountains and a self-sufficient 
adventure,” penned Leonie in an article on Le Bent’s website.

“One thing is for sure; there is a strong community of women supporting each other and 
making backcountry missions more accessible.”

One of these women is Lilly Harrower, a habitual snow chaser after she finished school 
and moved to Canada. She has since followed the seasons back and forth until Covid shut 
that down. 

When she first started chasing winters, Lilly did not notice the dichotomy between the 
genders as much. However, by the time she had become immersed in the culture, the 
differences emerged. 

“We would go to bars and watch the Winter Olympics and watch all the men’s sports but 
never really saw women’s sports. It didn’t even occur to me that there was such a gap. I 
was kind of blinded by men just being such the norm.”

Here, Lilly exposed one of the ways to encourage widespread female participation in 
snowsports: Coverage. 

With more of an emphasis on equal pay/prize money/sponsorship positions leading to 
more exposure, younger generations of female frothers will have an expansive selection of 
female skiing and snowboarding role models. 

"I wish I had that when I was 15 coming into snowsports. Knowing I could be doing all that 
sick shit, I could be working towards something like this," said Lilly.

“I don’t have to come and only ride green runs, I could do something out of this."

Leonie Wohl also spoke on how vital female representation was to her when she bought 
her first board. 

https://www.instagram.com/lillyharrower/


“I bought my first snowboard because Jess Rich rode this really cool Roxy board, so I 
went and bought it,” remembered Leonie.

“So many women want to spend money, so give them some more people to look up to.”

However, it does appear the tide has changed in part to community-based initiatives like 
Tough Tits in Mitts and Backcountry Women Australia. 

Also, programs like the Discover Freeride Ladies Weekend run by Australian professional 
freeride snowboarder Michaela Davis-Meehan.

As well as Snow Australia launching their Women in Snowsports Initiative in early 2021. 
Empowering and supporting women from volunteer and paid roles within the industry to 
women competing and coaching at a FIS (Federation Internationale Ski) level. 

Advances across the globe are already becoming present. The Beijing Winter Olympics 
2022 will be the most gender-equal Olympic games yet (54.5% men to 45.4% women) and 
the highest number of women competing in a Winter Olympics with 1,314 female 
competitors. 

A small few of the Tough Tits in Mitts crew — Photo: Sam Purdie 
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While we are seeing positive change in the number of women participating in snowsports, 
there is still plenty to be done to draw the gap closer. 

“I guess the biggest thing is support, not coming from just the chicks around you,” 
pondered Bridie Rawson.

“I think for women's progression it requires everyone’s (men and women) support because 
it’s such an intimidating thing to go to the Park. So the biggest thing at the moment is just 
sharing knowledge and support where possible.”

While it is evident that we have made strides in the last decade to bridge the gender gap 
toward equality, more equality can be achieved. 

Through building communities focused on inclusivity, positivity and celebration of women 
on the snow, we should see more gender equality on our slopes. 
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