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Abstract 

 

The Role of Parents in Early Sport Specialization: 

A Grounded Theory of Soccer Parents 

 

Tolga Ozyurtcu, MSKin 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  B. Christine Green 

 
Sport specialization is defined as a year-round, highly structured commitment to 

training for and competing in a single sport.  Children who begin the process of 

specialization at an early age are potentially susceptible to several undesirable outcomes, 

including an increased risk of orthopedic injury, psychological burnout, and limited 

social development.  Despite these inherent risks, the practice of early sport specialization 

has become prevalent in the United States.  This study uses a grounded theory 

methodology to examine the role of parents in early sport specialization practices.  

Drawing on in-depth interviews with twelve parents of adolescent soccer players, the 

study finds that parents are drawn to early sport specialization because of multiple 

perceived benefits for their children.  The two most prominent of these benefits are 

positive socialization and the use of the sport as a lever for higher education.  Parents act 

on limited information when making decisions regarding early sport specialization, 

relying on advice and information from coaches, soccer clubs, and other parents to make 

their decisions.  In this manner, the parents themselves are socialized into the culture of 

early specialized sport, adopting the established values and beliefs of the practice, and 

furthering the advancement of the practice of early specialization in youth sport.      
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Introduction 

 Organized and competitive youth sports are an increasingly prevalent element of 

life in the United States.  Sport in a variety of forms has been part of American life since 

colonial times, and sport in the organized, popular form that most American would 

recognize today has been embedded in the American culture since the mid-19th  century 

(Gorn, 2004).  Such sports have long been considered a means of positive socialization 

for children, especially for young men.  Beginning with the Muscular Christianity 

movement of the mid-19th century, sports have been expected to instill values like 

discipline, respect, and hard work in young athletes (Spears & Swanson, 1999).  These 

same ideals still characterize youth sport, but the form of youth sport is changing.  A far 

cry from the days of late-19th century informal schoolyard play and nascent physical 

education programs, youth sport has become progressively more organized, formal, and 

demanding for young athletes and the adults that support them.   

The 21st century youth sportscape is characterized by a bounty of choices: young 

boys and girls have opportunities to play a wide variety of sports throughout the year, in 

settings ranging from municipal recreation programs to public school teams to elite 

boarding academies where potential sport stars of the future live, study, and train together 

full time.  Such academies are an indicator of one of the more recent trends in youth 

sport: early specialization, which is defined as a year-round, highly structured 

commitment to training for and competing in a single sport (Hill, 1988).  Over the past 

quarter-century in the United States, the trend has been toward increasing rates of early 

specialization, at increasingly earlier ages.  Due to the lack of consistency in reporting 
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across the myriad leagues and organizations for youth sport, sports participation rates for 

youth athletes are difficult to quantify, although most estimates suggest that between 35 

and 40 million American youth participate in sports (Ewing & Seefeldt, 1996).   Figures 

are even more difficult to find for rates of sport specialization; so environmental factors 

and the context of youth sport must be considered to grasp the push toward specialization 

(Ewing & Seefeldt, 1996; Hill, 1988; Hill & Hansen, 1988).  First, the proliferation of  

"select," traveling, and/or club sports teams for youth indicates a growing market to meet 

the demand of parents and athletes seeking more structure and competition at an earlier 

age.  Second, the emerging and growing markets of personal and sport specific training 

for youth, youth sports psychologists, and elite camps for youth further indicate that sport 

specialization has substantial devotees (Kilpatrick et al., 2009).  Third, studies of attrition 

in youth sport participation commonly cite an increased level of commitment as a factor 

in children dropping out of sports (Ewing & Seefeldt, 1996). Finally, pediatric and 

orthopedic physicians point to increasing trends in overuse injuries in children as an 

indicator of the push toward specialization, because these injuries are indicative of an 

amount of repetitive motion that is unlikely to exist in the absence of specialization 

(Anderson et al., 2000).   

In the wake of these trends, the questions that may almost be too obvious to ask 

are straightforward ones: what is the point and what are the results of these practices?  

The “point” is more nebulous, and will be partially addressed by this study, but in the 

most literal sense can be summarized as follows: early sports specialization practices are 

pursued by parents trying to extract the maximum perceived benefit of sports for their 
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children.  On the other hand, the results of these practices have been studied in a variety 

of disciplines.  One reasonable argument for such intense early specialization is that there 

is significant evidence to support that elite performance in a given sport (and in other 

fields, e.g., music) requires an eventual commitment to specializing in that sport 

(Ericsson, 2003).  Elite athletes engage in thousands of hours of deliberate practice and 

training with the goal of developing and refining the skills and abilities necessitated by 

their sport.  However, it appears that eventual specialization has been incorrectly assumed 

to justify early specialization, which is the behavior this study is concerned with.  For the 

purposes of this study, early sport specialization is that which is undertaken before the 

middle school years (i.e., prior to 12).  As the literature review that follows will explain, 

early specialization practices offer little measurable benefit to children, and often carry 

high risk factors that can affect the development of the child.  The literature suggests a 

stark situation: sport specialization is generally characterized as potentially harmful to 

youth, and unlikely to achieve its desired results (e.g., the opportunity to continue the 

sport at the elite university or professional level).   

A reasonable conclusion from these findings would be that the risks of 

specializing young children in sport, combined with the lack of tangible results from the 

early specialization process, would be enough to keep most parents from allowing their 

children to specialize in a sport.  Despite this evidence from the scientific and academic 

community, youth sport specialization shows no evidence of slowing down.  

Unfortunately, there is little research on why these seemingly self-defeating practices are 

so prevalent.  Of the variety of factors potentially contributing to sport specialization, 
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only the influence of sporting organizations and coaches has been studied, and only in a 

limited manner (Baker, 2003; Butcher et al., 2002; Coakley, 1983, 1993; Fraser-Thomas  

& Coté., 2007; Green & Oakley, 2001).  While both coaches and sporting organizations 

drive specialization, it appears that they do so more out of protecting their own interests 

(in the form of player commitment) and on the myth of specialization, rather than any 

evidence in support of the practice (Wiersma, 2000).  While it has been demonstrated that 

parents play a significant role in screening and selecting leisure activities for their 

children, there is a distinct lack of literature concerning the role of parental influence in 

the sport specialization process (Howard & Madrigal, 1990).  This may be due in part to 

the now widely accepted truism that specialization and intense participation are driven by 

the child athlete’s love and excitement for the sport.  Tofler, et al. (1996) challenged this 

platitude, suggesting that it serves as a mechanism for parental self-deception and the 

defeasance of responsibility.  

This study aims to add to this small body of literature, by addressing the role of 

parental beliefs and behaviors in the push toward increasing specialization.  Utilizing a 

grounded theory approach to qualitative inquiry, the study relies on detailed interviews 

with parents of teenaged soccer players to understand the seemingly paradoxical practice 

of early specialization.  Through the words, memories, and experiences of these highly 

invested parents, the results of this study offer some evidence for why sport specialization 

is desired and pursued, and how the practice subsists, even in the presence of evidence 

that questions its utility.  These results suggest a starting point for further examination 

and interrogation of early sport specialization, as well as insights for how parents and 
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sports organizations may remain highly invested in sport without subjecting young 

athletes to undesirable risk factors.   
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Literature Review 
 
 One of the most contentious subjects in the field of grounded theory is the 

question of whether a researcher should conduct a literature review prior to the gathering 

of data.  The general consensus amongst practitioners is that a limited (if any) literature 

review is preferable; because it limits the amount of presupposition the inquirer carries 

into the research, potentially tainting the legitimacy of the emerging theory (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2007; Creswell, 2006).  While not prepared to move forward without reviewing 

the relevant literature, this researcher elected to limit and focus the approach to this 

portion of study.  Thus, this section is concerned with the literature on the effects of 

specialization, the limited literature relating to trends in specialization, and a brief 

overview of the literature regarding the ethics of competitive youth sport.  

 

Early Specialization: A Practice With Uncertain Results 

As was outlined in the introduction, the research on sports performance suggests 

that an eventual commitment to sport specialization is required for the athlete to reach an 

elite or expert level.  Over the past few years, the popular media has focused on the 

“10,000 Hour Rule”, which suggests that expert level abilities across a range of 

disciplines are achieved by those individuals who have completed in excess of 10,000 

hours of training in that discipline (Gladwell, 2008).  A logical assumption based on the 

hours of training necessary to achieve expert status may be that the earlier an individual 

begins to specialize in an activity and methodically cultivate a specific skill set for it, the 

more likely that individual will be to achieve elite status in that activity.  In the sport 
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setting, this assumption is not supported by the existing body of research, which has not 

found a relationship between very early specialization in sport and later success in sport 

(Baker, 2003; Coté et al., 2003; Hill, 1993; Ward et al., 2002).  In fact, it appears that the 

elite athletes' developmental trajectories tend to be characterized by early diversification, 

rather than early specialization (Gibbons, 2002).  In his work with elite athletes across 

several sports, Coté observes a three-stage process toward elite status, with phases he 

refers to as sampling, specialization, and investment.  In the sampling phase, children are 

not limited to any number of sports or activities, encounter less structure in sports, and 

participation while having fun is the primary objective.  In his elite populations, Coté 

notes that sampling usually lasts until the middle school years (ages 11-13), where some 

athletes may begin to specialize by foregoing some sports in favor of others, spending 

more time in structured settings, and shifting their emphasis from enjoyment to 

measurable sporting ends, like winning and setting records.  The final stage, investment, 

generally comes after one to two years of specialization, and represents a total 

commitment to the sport, with the primary objective being sporting success and the 

opportunity to compete at progressively more elite levels.  Coté's work is of particular 

significance, because his subjects come from across the sporting world, and include team 

sports and individual sports, which were long presumed to have different developmental 

trajectories (Baker, 2003).  Not alone in his findings, Coté is joined by other researchers 

who have found support for early diversification in sports and activities, with little 

evidence of a relationship between early specialization and later success  (Ford et al. 

2009; Schmidt & Wrisberg, 2007).  Another complicating factor in early specialization 
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practices is that many specialization decisions are based on selecting athletes via talent 

identification practices that have limited, if any, research based support (Colvin, 2010; 

Coyle, 2009).   

 

Undesirable outcomes.  The aforementioned work does much to refute the notion that 

early specialization is a requirement for eventual success.  Beyond the lack of a 

relationship between early specialization and later success, there are several additional 

arguments in favor of early diversification.  Early specialization has been linked to a 

number of undesirable outcomes in young athletes, including: increasing rates of 

orthopedic injuries, limiting the development of certain motor and cognitive skills, 

psychological strain and "burnout," and stunted social development (Dalton, 1992; 

Henschen, 1998; Wiersma, 2000).   

 

Physical injury.  Increases in physical activity and training stimulate growth in the 

muscoloskeletal system.  When an athlete trains correctly, this growth is gradual as the 

body adapts to steadily increasing amounts of physical stress from training.  However, 

excessive training, especially repetitive excessive training, can lead to a number of 

overuse injuries.  As Matvienko, et al. (1998) found, an increased emphasis on 

competition can in turn increase the desire of a youth coach to implement training levels 

and intensities that are inappropriate for the young athlete.    The repetitive nature of 

specialized sport practice, combined with the nature of developing young bodies, has 

been linked to increasing rates of overuse injury in children and adolescents, including 
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conditions such as stress fractures, tendinitis, and Osgood-Schlatter disease (Anderson, et 

al., 2000).  In addition to the risk of musculoskeletal injury, certain sports that place an 

emphasis an idealized body type or weight may contribute to nutritional disorders in the 

short term and eating disorders in the long term (Rosen, et al., 1988).  This behavior is 

more prevalent in young females, especially in sports where a low bodyweight is highly 

valued (i.e., gymnastics and figure skating).  However, the risk of poor childhood 

nutrition and the development of eating disorders also extends to young males, as certain 

youth sports leagues use weight as a criterion for player eligibility (e.g., football and 

wrestling).  Finally, the cumulative effects (excessive training and poor nutrition) may 

lead to a delay in sexual maturation in females.  Malina (1983) found that while the 

average North American girl will experience her first menstruation between the ages of 

twelve years, three months and twelve years, nine months, that athletes in a variety of 

sports often did not experience their first menstruation until one to two years later.   

 Thus, in the wake of these and other findings, it should not be surprising that 

several medical organizations, including the American Academy of Pediatrics, have gone 

so far as to make firm policy statements condemning the practice of early specialization 

in youth sport (Anderson, et al., 2000).   

 

Psychological.  Various psychological risks have also been associated with the intensive 

levels of participation required of children in early specialization.  Proponents of youth 

sport advocate a wide variety of psychological benefits from participation, but Weiss 

(1993) found that while early sport participation could be a source of positive motivation 
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and self-esteem, it just as frequently could adversely affect these same areas.  The two 

greatest psychological concerns in young athletes are withdrawal and burnout.   Gould 

(1993) studied psychological burnout and attrition rates in young athletes, finding that the 

chance of both burnout and withdrawal from sport were related to the level of intensity 

present in the sport, and the competitive demands that  such sport carried. Withdrawal, or 

leaving a sport, is not inherently a negative outcome, assuming the athlete elects to 

withdraw from a positive sporting environment under her own terms.  However, 

withdrawal is often the result of negative factors, such as an overly competitive 

environment or a high level of pressure to perform or win (Petlichkoff, 1992; Klint & 

Weiss, 1986).  Burnout, which may or may not lead to withdrawal, is the cumulative 

physical and mental condition that arises when a once enjoyable activity becomes 

stressful (Smith, 1986).  Causes of burnout may include elevated or unrealistic 

expectations, a continued emphasis on measureable performance, or social concerns, such 

as a lack of time to pursue other desirable activities (Gould, 1996).  Sociologist Jay 

Coakley (1992) suggests that burnout is more than a mere accumulation of stress, and 

that it characterizes the constrained and limited life options presented to children who 

specialize intensively in sport.  According to Coakley, early specialization is 

characterized by a one-dimensional personality defined by sport and a limited social 

network bound by sport-based relationships. 

 As with any psychological concern, the psychological risks of youth sport 

specialization may potentially extend beyond childhood.  Children who leave specialized 

sport early have a tendency to be less active as adults (Matvienko, et al., 1998).  Even 
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successful young athletes may face complications later in life, as Martens (1978) found 

that very successful young athletes might have a hard time coping with future athletic 

failure.  These conditions may even shorten the careers of successful adult athletes, as 

Barynina and Vaitsekovskii (1989) found in their work with former Soviet swimmers 

who had competed as adults at the national and international level.  The researchers 

found that those swimmers who specialized earlier spent the least amount of time on the 

national team or involved in elite, adult sport. 

 

Social.  Social  outcomes are also of concern in considering early specialization.  The 

specialized child likely will not have the time or energy to participate in a variety of 

activities, limiting his exposure both to the activities themselves and the individuals who 

participate in those activities (Coakley, 1993; Donnelly, 1993).  Children who grow up in 

an intensive sport setting are likely to internalize sporting norms that may limit their 

function in greater society.  These norms serve as the basis for unifying the subculture 

that young athletes create to navigate their organized sports settings.  Some of these 

norms include the sacrifice of the individual, a constant deference to authority, and the 

over-valuation of competitive success.  The inculcation of these norms and the significant 

time commitment to practice and competition can lead to the elevation of sport over other 

commitments and relationships (e.g., school, family) and result in a potentially stunted 

socialization of the young athlete (Wiersma, 2000). 

 

 



 12 

Parental and Adult Ethics in Competitive Youth Sport 

The previous section highlights the potential risks and dangers for children in 

early sport specialization.  Some of this literature also illuminates the role that adults play 

in specialization practices.  While little work has been done specifically examining the 

link between adults and youth specialization, researchers have tackled a related area: the 

role of adults in competitive youth sport.  This portion of the literature review is 

specifically concerned with the moral and ethical elements of youth sport and how 

parents navigate this terrain.  The literature identifies three key structures: competition, 

the risk of injury, and human rights.  Additionally, this literature attempts to bridge the 

gap between theory and practice, suggesting the practical implications of negotiating 

moral and ethical issues in youth sport.   

Specialization and competition are not interchangeable ideas, and it is reasonable 

to suggest that they can be mutually exclusive.  However, while competition in the 

absence of specialization is not uncommon (any recreational sports league, for example), 

specialization in youth sport is almost always pursued as a means for competitive ends.  

Thus, the following perspectives, while not specifically concerned with specialization, 

demonstrate the complex role of parents as facilitators, enablers, and guardians of 

children’s behavior in a sport context. 

Three critical structures within competitive youth sport.  The following sections 

examine research in the areas of competition, the risk of injury, and human rights within 

competitive youth sport.   
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Competition.  The first of these structures to consider is the idea of competition itself.  

Journalist Alfie Kohn represents a growing movement that seeks to remove the 

competitive element from children's lives.  In No Contest: The Case Against Competition, 

Kohn declares competition to be a destructive force in society, and advocates a complete 

shift to cooperative models of behavior in place of current competitive models (1992).  

Taking issue with Kohn's absolute position, Mitchell suggests that competition itself is 

not harmful, but that the effects of competition taken to extreme levels can be harmful 

(2004).  The harm of competition is evident with the continued increase in youth sports 

injuries, which have negative consequences in the immediate life of the child, but may 

also have lifelong consequences if the injury affects physical development, or causes 

psychological distress that could turn the child away from sport in the long run.  Mitchell 

acknowledges that injuries are not altogether avoidable, but suggests that high rates of 

serious injuries are a result of young athletes and their coaches internalizing norms from 

elite and professional sport.  These norms, placing a heightened emphasis on competitive 

success and the sacrifices necessary to achieve this success, create conditions where 

young athletes may suffer serious physical injury. 

 Mitchell is not alone in his defense of competition.  Torres and Hager state that 

reforms seeking to take the competitive element out of youth sport are misdirected and 

potentially damaging to children (2007).  They posit that removing all competition from 

sport leaves children with an incomplete and incorrect understanding of the nature and 

meaning of competitive sport.  This is unacceptable because it interferes with the 

processes through which children develop autonomy.  In the same vein, Austin (2007) 
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provides a logical series of premises, concluding that, "Children have a prima facie right 

to play sports."  This right exists because the fundamental interests of humans have 

correlative rights, and sport offers children a means of fulfilling numerous fundamental 

interests (e.g., physical and psychological well being).  This approach creates a well-

reasoned foundation from which Austin draws several implications for youth sport.  

Among these implications, the work of Mitchell (2004), as well as that of Torres and 

Hager (2007), is supported: youth sport where competitive success is the sole pursuit is 

not desirable, nor is the total absence of competition.  In both scenarios, Austin (2007) 

asserts that fundamental interests are under-served.  Winning at all costs has the potential 

to expose children to immoral behavior, while a non-competitive, fun at all costs 

approach can breed egocentrism and fail to offer opportunities for cooperative strategy, 

selfless behavior, and other positive traits bred in competitive situations. 

 

Risk of injury.  Whereas Mitchell (2004) considers injury an undesirable byproduct of 

hyper-competitiveness, Russell (2007) confronts injury within the bounds of injury and 

risk management.  In a compelling piece, Russell argues that while injury itself is 

undesirable, the movement to eliminate any and all risk of injury in youth sport is also 

undesirable.  Two viewpoints are employed to reach this reasonable, if counter-intuitive, 

conclusion.  First, the "common sense" view is offered, which dictates that an amount of 

risk is necessary in children's activities for them to fully develop rationality and agency in 

their decision-making processes.  This view appeals to most people, despite increasing 

efforts to eliminate risk in children's lives.  Second, the "uncommon sense" view is 
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presented, suggesting that sporting activities possessing a level of risk beyond the 

baseline provided by the "common sense" view should not be excluded from the 

childhood experience.  Assuming that a child is equipped to engage in these activities, 

they provide a critical opportunity for self-affirmation, providing value to the child.  Far 

from a call for the unnecessary endangerment of youth, Russell's detailed examination of 

the value of childhood self-affirmation provides ample basis for his unique argument.   

 

Human rights.  Focusing on highly competitive, elite sport participation by youth, David 

frames the issue in terms of human rights (2004).  Specifically, David expresses concern 

that youth sport appears able to avoid the scrutiny of the United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).  Echoing and supporting the work of Donnelly (1998, 

2004), David convincingly argues that the commitments required of young athletes in 

elite developmental programs (or in the process of trying to enter such programs) violate 

international child labor laws and standards.  The hours of training and competition, in 

addition to the physical and emotional demands, are exploitative of children and are a 

practice in concert with non-sport labor practices that are globally abhorred.  The 

acceptance of this model of youth sport constitutes a violation of children's fundamental 

human rights. 

 

Practical implications for adults in the maximization of the potential of competitive 

youth sport.  Throughout the discourse, it becomes increasingly apparent that the 

potential benefit of competitive youth sport is substantial enough that abandoning 
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competitive models is not only unrealistic, but also undesirable.  It follows that the goal 

for providers of competitive sport must be to offer youth sport in a manner consistent 

with maximizing the potential benefits, while reducing the potential risks.  Because the 

developing child is not yet an autonomous actor with a heightened understanding of self, 

the role of adults in youth sport is intrinsically tied to this maximized model of youth 

sport.  Thus, the behavior and decisions of parents, coaches, and administrators are the 

key components in delivering competitive sport positively.   

 Mitchell (2004), having identified the internalization of elite sporting norms as a 

cause of dangerous competition, advocates for a "healthful approach" to youth sport, 

specifically in schools.  Instead of offering a prescriptive plan of action, the "healthful 

approach" demands a reevaluation of adult behaviors in youth sport that transfer hyper-

competitive and self-sacrificial   attitudes to children.  For Mitchell, maintaining positive 

competition means the abandonment of practices like pay incentives for competitively 

successful coaches.  Torres and Hager (2007) also stipulate that the development of 

autonomy through sport is only possible if adult attitudes are consistent with fostering 

healthy competition.  To develop these attitudes they suggest that parents and coaches 

must be educated on the effects of their behavior on children's development. 

 Austin's (2007) premise and conclusion model also generates implications for the 

role of adults in youth sport, echoing the need for adult responsibility in fostering positive 

competition.  Beyond this responsibility, Austin also presents a parental obligation to 

encourage children's participation in sport.  This obligation results from the combination 

of the lack of autonomy in the developing child and the variety and number of 
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fundamental interests that sport can serve.  Clearly not advocating forcing children into 

sport, Austin's stance is that the child is not able to recognize what sport may offer, so the 

parent must facilitate a level of sport participation commensurate with the abilities and 

desires of the child.  Russell (2007) also suggests a similar obligation in his "uncommon 

sense" view of risky sport: parents are obligated to encourage activities where the child 

can gain self-affirmation.  Russell notes that this may seem counter-intuitive to the 

obligations of the parent to protect the well being of the child, however, a parent 

exercising reason can both protect the well being of the child and encourage self-

affirming moments.  Donnelly (2004) and David (2004) also call for the obligations of 

the parent, citing several provisions of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 

the Child.  The parent is the primary party responsible for upholding and overseeing the 

rights of the child, so it is essential to the fulfillment of this duty that parents aim to 

protect their children from exploitative practices in sport. 

 Finally, Dixon (2007) reasons that there are two essential issues in children's 

involvement in sport.  First, the ultimate right of children is that of an open future, and 

participating in sport is one way in which children can begin to explore the options 

available to them.  Second, the role of the parent is to protect and facilitate this right to an 

open future.  For parents in sport, the implication is not that there is a single correct 

amount or level of sport involvement, but that the parent must base decisions relating to 

the child's sport involvement on whether this involvement expands or limits future 

possibilities for the child. In a sense, Dixon's work provides the guiding theme for the 

previously discussed views and models.  Whether the area of concern in competitive 
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youth sport is the potential for injury, the threat of abuse, or something else, the critical 

issue is whether or not a child's participation in the activity prevents him or her from the 

short and long-term pursuit and fulfillment of fundamental interests.  Activities need not 

always offer clear developmental benefits to be acceptable, however, activities that 

threaten the fundamental rights of the child as a developing human are unacceptable. 

 

Early specialization, competition, and the need for the present study.  These 

preceding sections demonstrate that early sport specialization and intensive competition 

in youth sport are complex processes that carry potential risks and negative outcomes for 

the children involved.  Despite these concerns, both practices are currently prevalent in 

the United States, often in conjunction.  There is little research examining why these 

potentially damaging practices are persistent and increasing.  The purpose of this research 

study is to examine the role of parents’ involvement in early sport specialization through 

an analysis of their beliefs and behaviors regarding the practice.   
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Method 

 This study employs a grounded theory approach to examine the role of parents in 

the sport specialization process.  Grounded theory provides the researcher with a flexible 

framework for understanding complex social processes that are characterized by 

reflexivity, interaction, and dynamism (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  This 

definition of grounded theory is apt for the parental dimension of sport specialization 

because, as the following sections will demonstrate, it is a predominantly social process.  

Parents navigate a crowded landscape of opinions and examples from a variety of sources 

to determine the decisions they eventually make for their children’s sport participation 

levels.  Additionally, grounded theory is useful in analyzing situations where there is 

little or no existing research, allowing the researcher to explore the data, build upon 

previous interviews, and develop a theory throughout the entire research process. 

 

Sample Background and Context. 

This study was conducted in a suburban community of Los Angeles, California 

commonly referred to as the South Bay.  This area is one of many California beach 

communities characterized by a transition from a sleepy, post-World War II borough 

populated by young, working class families and bohemians to an affluent-casual haven of 

five bedroom houses and luxury automobiles.  The individuals interviewed in this study 

represent the last generation of families to lay their roots in the area before the massive 

real estate boom of the mid-1990s effectively priced out all but the wealthiest percentage 
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of Americans.1  Drawn to and kept in the area by the excellent climate, access to Los 

Angeles International Airport and the relevant business districts of the city, low crime 

rate, and highly regarded public schools, these individuals represent the modern idea of 

well-to-do, suburban adults.  Professionally, the subjects ranged from real estate agents 

and lawyers to stay at home mothers and caterers.  While most were active in their jobs, 

they almost all enjoyed enough seniority or flexibility (or both) to make time in their 

schedules to participate in their children’s sporting lives.  The subjects were all parents of 

soccer players on a high school boys’ junior varsity team, where all the players were 

either sophomores or juniors.  All of the players whose parents were subjects in the study 

began playing organized soccer between ages five and seven, and all had at least some 

experience playing club soccer, which this study relies on as a marker of sport 

specialization.  Club participation amongst the subjects’ children varied from one year 

through ten years, with several players joining dedicated soccer clubs by age eight.  It 

was not essential, nor desirable, that all of the subjects in the study had specialized their 

child at a young age, as the behaviors of parents who elected not to specialize their 

children can offer an added layer of understanding to the specialization process.  To 

“specialize” their children in this instance means that the child played no organized sports 

other than soccer.  To put it another way, sports parents do not exist in a bubble, and even 

those who do not pursue a behavior or practice (e.g., specialization) are still subject to, 

aware of, and embedded in the culture that produces the behavior or practice.   

                                                
1 The zip code in which most of the subjects of this study reside has been consistently ranked in the top 10 
most expensive in the country since the turn of the 21st century.  
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This sample, while not reflective of the average American family, is highly 

reflective of the demographic settings where sports specialization is being most fervently 

pursued.  This is primarily due to the very tangible requirements of early youth 

specialization: access and money.  A highly specialized youth sports experience requires 

a substantial financial investment, with a year of club soccer costing the parents in this 

study a minimum of one thousand dollars, with some club dues as high as $3,500 for the 

year.  These costs are strictly for participation in the club, and do not include the cost of 

private coaches or trainers, most equipment, and travel expenses for the family and 

athlete.  In addition to the financial burden, most parents invest 

a significant amount of time in specialized sport programs, serving in administrative roles 

and performing less formal duties, like carpooling and preparing refreshments and 

activities for the team.  Thus, it is likely that a parent whose child specialized at an early 

age (where most clubs and organizations do not offer scholarships) has a certain amount 

of time and wealth to facilitate their child’s athletic commitments.  Considering these real 

costs, the parents that form the research sample for this survey are a representative group 

of the larger population that predominantly pursues sport specialization.  

 

Procedures 

 Data collection for this study was conducted in 2010.  Twelve subjects were 

interviewed in the location of their choosing, with three interviews conducted in the 

subjects’ place of work, with the remainder being conducted in the subjects’ homes.  An 

independent consultancy firm conducting research on early specialization and 
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participation practices in youth sport collected these data.  This firm then provided de-

identified (with aliases and basic demographic information) transcripts of the interviews 

to the researcher. As per Charmaz (2006), while greater subject pools are desirable for 

data saturation, narrow and uninvestigated subject areas such as this one can be 

appropriately explored in grounded theory with a sample that includes 10-15 participants.  

 Consistent with a grounded theory approach, the interviews were conducted in an 

intensive, semi-structured format, with interviews typically lasting from 60 to 90 minutes.  

This approach begins with basic questions and prompts to facilitate the interview.  Such 

questions are generally broad and open-ended, intended to allow the subject to tell their 

experience in their own words.  For example, interviews began with a prompt for the 

subject to tell the interviewer “a little about your family”, which would then lead to early 

questions like: “Do you remember when your children began to participate in sports?”  

Most questions then focused on specific points in the family’s youth sport experience, 

such as “Do you remember at what age club soccer became an option for you child?” and 

“What were some of the reasons for choosing to play/not play club soccer when you 

did?” These questions were the basis of the interviews, but were not meant to limit the 

discussion.  The interviewer would attempt open the conversation and then shift into a 

facilitating role; encouraging the subject to speak freely about anything he or she felt was 

relevant to the discussion.  As the conversation continued, the interviewer would ask 

open-ended follow up questions or prompts on potentially salient points (e.g., “Tell me 

more about your experience with that club.” or “Do you remember discussing this 

decision with anyone?”), encouraging elaboration and descriptive detail.   
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Consistent with grounded theory, emergent ideas and sentiments from early 

interviews were revisited in later interviews, utilized in this manner to identify evidence 

as either unique to a specific subject, or potentially representative of a valuable tenet in 

constructing the grounded theory.  For example, after the earliest interviews were 

conducted, it became clear that interaction amongst parents was likely to be an important 

element in the study, and the interviews that followed made a point to specifically ask 

about such interactions.  These emergent ideas and were identified after the interviews 

were conducted, during the practice of memo writing.  As the interviewer conducted data 

collection and analysis, informal memos were written throughout the research process as 

part of the effort to understand data, discover emerging themes, and begin to construct the 

grounded theory itself.  For this study, quick memos were written following interviews, 

allowing the researcher to reflect on key ideas (e.g., “Consider the role of the parent as 

‘team manager’” or “What is the function of parent-coach relationships?”).  These 

memos served as a means of in situ data analysis, preceding the more detailed and 

nuanced analysis and coding of the lengthy interview transcriptions.  

 

Data Analysis 

Grounded theorists also offer multiple views on the role of the researcher’s 

personality and personal history in conducting grounded theory analysis.  Traditional 

grounded theorists worked under the assumption that the researcher should remove 

himself from the data, but Charmaz (2006) offers a realistic counterpoint when she states 

that, “we construct our grounded theories through our past and present involvements and 
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interactions with people, perspectives, and research practices.”  Charmaz’s approach also 

adds value to the eventual theory if the researcher has a fine-tuned understanding of the 

subject of the research.  For this study, the researcher’s extensive experience as a club 

and college soccer player, private soccer instructor, and high school soccer coach 

provided the experience and familiarity with the subject to conduct detailed research.   

Data were analyzed using a progressive series of coding techniques to identify the 

“hows” and “whys” of the parental role in sport specialization.  Broadly, this meant 

attempting to identify the behaviors (“how”), influences (usually “why”, but sometimes 

“how”), and motivations (“why”) of parents in specialized sports settings.  First, 

transcripts were coded line-by-line, noting terms or ideas that were used to describe the 

process of specialization.  A variety of terms were highlighted in this stage, such as 

“family”, “brother/sister”, “competitive”, “coach”, “fun”, and “friends”.  Next, in focused 

coding, similar and recurring codes from the line-by-line process were grouped together 

to examine the larger emergent themes, such as “influence of other adults”, “goals and 

expectations”, and “perceived benefits of specialization”.  Finally, in theoretical coding, 

links and relationships amongst the codes were examined to identify the key themes that 

encapsulate the beliefs and behaviors of youth sport parents that were used to construct 

the grounded theory.  There were three key themes that emerged from the coding process: 

the proliferation of club soccer as a facilitator of specialization, the socialization benefits 

for children of a specialized sport experience, and soccer specialization as a means 

toward a university education.  The results and discussion that follow will examine the 
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basis of these themes, as well as how the themes intermingle to offer an explanation of 

the current push toward sport specialization.   
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Results 

As it is the result of complex social processes, it is nearly impossible to present a 

linear theory of the role of parents in youth sport specialization.  That is, we cannot point 

that for input “A”, we can expect output “B”.  However, the experiences of the parents 

interviewed for this study do reveal a general theory of the role parents play in youth 

sport specialization, which may be summarized as follows: Parents’ decisions to pursue 

specialized sport experiences for their children are driven by a combination of perceived 

benefits for their children and elements of a competitive club culture that implicates 

specialization as the key to experiencing those benefits.  Three interlaced themes provide 

the basis for this theory: the proliferation of club soccer as a facilitator of specialization, 

the socialization benefits for children of a specialized sport experience, and soccer 

specialization as a means toward a university education.  For the sake of clarity and 

organization, an effort has been made to distinguish between theses major themes in the 

following sections, but it should be reiterated that these themes overlap and should 

always be taken in context with each other if the greater process is to be understood.  The 

discussion begins with an examination of interactions and influence between parents, 

coaches, and competitive soccer clubs.  This first section is unique in that in addition to 

providing insight into motivations for participation in club soccer, it also identifies some 

of the major mechanisms and influences that produce and reproduce beliefs about club 

soccer.  In addition, this section provides evidence for some of the current trends in sport 

specialization identified by the literature review in Chapter 2.  This section is followed by 

discussions on two major motivating factors.  First, the delivery of social benefits through 
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sport is discussed.  Second, specialized sport as a means toward college is discussed, both 

in terms of sport elevating the admissions potential of athletes to prestigious schools and 

in terms of sport providing scholarship opportunities.  

 

Parents, Coaches, and Clubs: The Influence and the Proliferation of Club Soccer 

 From the onset of the coding process, it was clear that the club soccer format and 

its social structures are critical to the practice of early specialization.  The following 

sections examine the specific elements of club soccer in detail.   

 

Early motivations and starting points.  While this study is concerned with the 

participation of young athletes in specialized sport programs, it is rare in team sports for 

parents to place their children directly into specialized settings.  For the vast majority of 

young athletes, organized competition begins at the community or recreational level, 

participating in municipal sports leagues, or in the local chapter of larger youth sport 

organizations, such as the American Youth Soccer Organization (AYSO).  Respondents 

in this study behaved in this manner, with all parents initially placing their children in 

seasonal, recreational competition in multiple sports.  Motivations for this level of 

participation were rather predictable, with parents citing a general desire for their 

children to engage in extracurricular activities with their peers.  Parents also noted that 

their children seemed to enjoy playing sports and that the health benefits of exercise were 

desirable.  These attitudes are commonplace in the United States and are not particularly 

salient for the purposes of this study.  However, this earliest level of involvement should 
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not be completely ignored, because it serves as the first exposure for parents and children 

to the sport and also provides the first opportunity for parents to socialize with each other 

in a common setting (Green & Chalip, 1997).  Thus, despite the ubiquity of the 

recreational sports experience in the United States, these settings have the potential to 

serve as the starting point for those who decide to participate in highly specialized sport.   

 

The influence of parents on other parents.  Early in the interview process, it became 

evident that all the subjects had dealt directly with the increasing emphasis on 

specialization that has come to characterize competitive youth sport.  Prior to describing 

the motivations present for placing children in specialized settings, it is useful to identify 

the ways in which parents, coaches, and soccer clubs exert pressures to specialize.  

 Several subjects discussed the influence of other parents in the community as the 

impetus for first considering a commitment to club soccer.  In some cases, the subjects’ 

admitted lack of early knowledge about the club system appears to have made them 

consider the suggestions of others seriously.  Alice, the mother of two teenaged soccer 

players, describes her early experience as the recipient of advice from another parent: 

I think Ryan was in second grade, when one of the parents who was from 

eastern Europe, Yugoslavia or something, he came up to me during one of 

the games and said, "You know, Ryan's really talented. "I said, "Oh, thank 

you."  He goes, "No, no, seriously, you need to, it's not enough for him to 

do this, so he needs to be doing soccer league year round."  And I didn't 

even know about the whole club thing.  He goes, "You should try finding 
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a club and signing him on."  That's how the idea came to.  It wasn't 

something that we were seeking out. Yeah, and he (the other parent) didn't 

have any involvement in the club or anything.  He said, "You know, you 

should try to channel his talents so that it will develop further because it's 

not going to be enough for him."  

Similar to Alice’s experience, others identified the social interactions that occur at youth 

sporting events as the setting of their early exposure to the idea of club soccer.  The 

increase in youth sport offerings and opportunities (both in competitive, club and less 

competitive, recreational settings) has turned the sidelines and bleachers into a significant 

social site for parents. Predictably, sport parents sharing a similar experience have ample 

opportunity to socialize and exert influence on each other.  Robert, a single father of 

three, matter-of-factly discussed one such scenario: 

You know, you go to work, you run home to spend time with the kids, 

which really means take them to practice or a game.  Even when I wasn’t 

coaching, I’d usually stick around at practice, just to be near the boys and 

watch them play.  I’d take phone calls for work, whatever, you know, 

single parent stuff.  Anyway, eventually you start making friends with the 

other parents around, mostly because they are there.  Of course, we’re 

roughly the same age, and dealing with kids the same age and in the same 

schools, etc.  So we build a little network like that.  Anyway, I don’t 

remember when, but I think Michael was around 9, and the club idea came 

from that situation.  There was no recruitment, just a sense of “A couple of 
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the boys are clearly more talented out there, what’s the next level for 

them?”  Someone ended up making some phone calls and we got this club 

idea in our heads.  Three or four of us took the boys for a tryout after that 

season, and that’s how we got involved with South Bay (a local club). 

In these scenarios, independent of any underlying motivations for club soccer 

participation, the presence and potential influence of other parents becomes evident.  

Concerned parents make myriad decisions for their children and it is unrealistic to expect 

that every decision a parent makes will be arrived at independently.  Part of the difficulty 

in fully assessing all decisions stems from the condition of modern family life in the 

United States: single parent families, families where both parents are employed full time, 

and an ever-widening array of youth activity options are all factors which strain the 

analytical resources of the parent.  Due to these conditions, parents must often act on 

limited information, and the experience or advice of another individual in a similar 

position can be a welcome source of information and a confirmation that the decision 

being made for the child is a positive one.  In these settings, parents who are considered 

better informed (about the activity in question) are likely to be most influential.  In 

Alice’s example, her explicit description of the father’s ethnicity, combined with her own 

perceived lack of knowledge, suggests the high value she placed on this man’s advice.  

As soccer remains a developing sport in the United States, parents may assume that an 

immigrant parent may be more familiar with the intricacies of the game and will thus 

derive greater value from that parent’s observations and opinions.  Additionally, stories 

like Robert’s display a group- based approach to parental decision making.  In these 
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settings, the individual’s confidence is likely bolstered by the like-minded approach being 

taken by the group and the risk of alienation by not participating is eliminated.  The 

function of the group may also serve to foster an implicit competitiveness, especially if 

the parent believes that the decision to specialize in the sport may be advantageous to 

their child or family.   

 The group influence of other parents often continues beyond the initial decision to 

specialize, with club-based parent relationships becoming a potential driver for the 

continued participation in club sport.  Steve, whose son joined a club at a young age, 

confirms the existence of a close-knit parent environment in the club setting, similar to 

what Robert described in the previous passage: 

Any adult will tell you….where do you get your friends from?  There’s the 

work pod, but then during these formative years, you ask where did most 

of your relationships come from?  You say, oh, I got it from my kids.  My 

kids introduced me to – that lawyer I was talking to is one of the parents of 

the soccer team.  She’s now my lawyer for real estate transactions, and 

we’re also friends.  So yeah, there is all kinds of other collateral stuff.  I 

think people never think about that.  With club soccer you’re spending – 

when we were ten years old, we were tens or elevens with South Bay, we 

took off two weeks at Christmas, and we took off one week only in the 

summer.  Other than that, it was all the freaking time.  You spend a lot of 

time with these other parents. 
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As Steve and Robert both describe, the club soccer system brings together the parents of 

the players as much as it brings together the players themselves.  In this setting, parents 

build adult relationships through a shared experience, with their children serving as the 

foundation for these relationships.  The social outlet of regularly seeing friends at soccer 

practices, games, team travel settings, and other events, may itself be a driver for the 

continued participation of children in the club setting, potentially overshadowing the 

child’s true level of desire for continued participation. 

 One likely reason that parents are so influential amongst each other and form a 

tight community is the sheer volume of time that club soccer requires of its participants, 

as Steve indicated above.  Others echoed Steve’s description of a non-stop, nearly year-

round involvement in soccer.  Diana, a married mother of one, lamented how club soccer 

encroached upon several holidays:  

Well, even at that time, once you joined the club, it was a year-round 

commitment.  So there were variations among the clubs.  Some would 

literally go 50 weeks a year, give you two weeks off here and there, and 

others would maybe take off a month and a half or so.  But basically, you 

played year-round, and God knows there are enough people out there 

having tournaments where you could be in a tournament every single 

weekend, including Easter, which is a pet peeve of mine, and 

Thanksgiving and every holiday, except Christmas.  But I’m sure that will 

come about sooner or later. 
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This highly committed, year-round approach to soccer is indicative of the specialized 

model that competitive youth sport is moving toward.  Even as parents are troubled by 

the time they dedicate to the activity, they accept this time as a necessary cost for an 

activity from which they perceive benefits (i.e., socialization and higher education, as 

discussed in the following sections).  This acceptance indicates a potential lack of 

knowledge about the practice of specialization, as the increased time commitment to the 

sport and training is tied to many of the potential negative outcomes of specialization 

outlined in the earlier literature review.  The all-consuming nature of club soccer in these 

parents’ accounts confirms Coakley’s (1993) assertion, that sport can strictly define the 

life of the child and potentially reduce non-sport opportunities and development in the 

growing child. 

 The club environment also creates other opportunities for parents to foster the 

drive toward sport specialization.  One such opportunity is through parental involvement 

in club administration, where parents often serve as voluntary board members and team 

managers.  Parent managers were characterized by several participants as “over 

achievers”, “alpha-types”, or “overzealous”, with descriptions suggesting that parent 

managers may use their position to exert influence to specifically benefit their own child, 

as Diana explained: 

All the parents who are really high achievers will try to get the position of 

manager on the team.  For some reason, the manager talks to the college 

coaches first.  They always know what’s happening.  They position certain 

things in benefit for their son or daughter.  So with all the jockeying that 



 34 

went around with the academy system coming about, it’s amazing how 

many managers got their sons onto the LA Galaxy team or the LAFC 

team.  And sort of packaged their son with other star players even though 

their son may not have been a star player.  But we know three managers 

who did that for their sons.   

It is not fair to speculate on the motivation for a parent to become a manager and it is 

likely that most parents fulfill the role neutrally, out of a sense of duty or because they 

have the time available to perform the required duties.  However, the parental 

gamesmanship identified by Diana is further indicative of the value some parents place 

on the competitive sport experience and that this value may be derived from their 

personal role an organization, rather than the best interest of their child. Whatever their 

motivation, parents are using a supposedly neutral, volunteer position to further advance 

their own agendas, potentially at the expense of other players and parents on the same 

team.   

 Another, more ambitious, behavior is also present in some parents who decide to 

establish new competitive clubs.  These new clubs tend to be founded by parents who are 

dissatisfied with their current club experience, likely due to the poor treatment (either real 

or perceived) of their own child.  Stacy, whose son has played for multiple clubs, brought 

up one such example: “This year he (Stacy’s son) plays for a club that was started up 

because Doug Solomon wanted his son to play soccer in a more competitive setting than 

AYSO (the all inclusive, recreational league), but his son could not make the South Bay 
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club.  So he started a club.”  Arnold, a parent who did not conceal his feelings toward the 

rise of new clubs, described the process from his perspective: 

I don’t know how it was when you were playing, but even since we started 

playing in the clubs, it seems there are more and more (clubs).  I can 

remember four clubs being founded in the area in the last few years.  I 

don’t know the story with all of them, but the story seems to be the same: 

disgruntled parent with some money finds other disgruntled parent with 

some money and a new club is formed.  I don’t think it is a good lesson for 

the boys.  Are the parents going to start a new company for their sons to 

work at every time the kid doesn’t get a job or a promotion? 

As with the agenda-driven parent manager, the parent who starts a new soccer club does 

not appear to be an epidemic in youth sport.  However, the founding of new clubs further 

indicates the value placed on providing a club sport experience for children, because the 

club soccer culture has linked the idea of the specialized, club setting to the benefits 

parents desire for their children.  The parent who commits the financial, administrative, 

and temporal resources to founding a new club team is making a clear value statement 

that they believe in the institution of competitive club sport.  The fact that these new 

clubs are able to transition from an idea to a reality is also indicative of the spread of 

youth specialization, as each of these new teams requires at least fifteen to twenty players 

per team in the club (clubs typically have at least one team at several age levels, from 

“Under-6” through “Under-18” and often have both female and male teams at each age 

level).  Even the nascent club that may not field several teams requires that additional 
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families commit their children and resources so that the club can function and compete.  

The aforementioned intra-parent networks aid in the development of these new clubs, 

with group attendance of soccer activities providing a de facto recruiting site for parents 

to form new clubs with like-minded individuals.   

 All parents indicated that they had received or observed some level of peer-group 

influence in specialization-related decisions, but it is worth noting that not all parents 

found encouragement in the advice or behavior of others.  Jenny, a married parent of six, 

has occasionally had her children play club sports, but cited other parents’ behavior as a 

major reason for limiting her children’s participation: 

I just wouldn’t put my kids through it.  Like, ____, I don’t know how he 

did it.  He would leave football, and his mom would drive him to these 

club soccer practices way far away because he played far away; it wasn’t 

close by. I don’t know how that kid did it.  And he also did all this 

community service stuff.  I mean, his mom rode him hard.  I don’t want to 

be like that.  If anything, we were unusual because we didn’t behave that 

way.  I didn’t want to deal with it and didn’t want my kids to be exposed 

to it.   

Stacy, whose son continues to play club, described how her decision to place him in club 

soccer went against advice she received in the workplace: 

Club, I don't know how club even happened.  This man that I worked with 

he told me to never get involved in club.  And this man, when he told me 

that his son was having trouble with club and was telling me how political 
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it was.  He told me never to get involved in club.  And then that reminded 

me of a man that I had worked with prior whose daughter was in 

club.  And he told me never get involved in club.  It was the club politics, 

the playtime.  But we wanted more than we were getting (in non-club 

soccer) and we decided to find out for ourselves. 

These differing perspectives reflect the complexity of the decision-making process 

parents engage in with regards to club participation.  While the influence of other parents 

is clear and significant, it is not uniformly interpreted by all parents, and is just one factor 

that influences parental decision-making.   

  

Coaches.  Specialization practices are also being driven by coaches in the club 

environment, largely via the parental internalization of the attitudes and demands of the 

coaches.  Predictably, club coaches require high levels of commitment from their players, 

which can be explained by three factors.  First, coaches (like parents) tend to be the 

product of the sporting culture in which they work and do not often have exposure (or are 

willfully ignorant) to the empirical evidence that suggests their methods may be 

counterproductive or damaging to their players.  Second, because club coaches are 

professionals, their ability to earn a living is in part dictated by their ability to make 

themselves essential to their employers, and creating an environment that emphasizes the 

primacy of soccer benefits this end.  Third, many coaches earn additional income by 

providing personal or small-group training to players in addition to their team coaching 

duties, with many of their clients being their own players.  These factors can result in 
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behavior from coaches that play on parents’ and players’ emotions and dreams to drive 

commitment to the club or the coach, as Alice recounted: 

And the coach was really disappointed.  He took the boys aside and he 

spoke with them and said he expected more from them and expected them 

to be committed to this team.  You can't skip out on a club game to go 

play with your other team.  This is a whole other level.  This will bring 

your game up, the other stuff will not.  It was a really big deal and I don't 

think Ryan will ever do it again. 

By questioning the young players’ commitment and suggesting the supremacy of the club 

environment, the coach in this scenario employed a combination of guilt and inadequacy 

that clearly resonated with Alice’s son.  Michael, a married father of three, discussed the 

serious emphasis a club placed on commitment: 

It starts at the parent meetings, after the tryouts.  The managers and the 

coaches laid out the schedule…games, tournaments, etc.  Commitment 

was the big theme.  There’s a real sense that you have to be there for 

everything, that this is more serious, that players are not guaranteed 

playing time.  It seems a little crazy, like, they are ten, you know?  But 

you don’t want your son to get left behind, so you have no choice.  You 

commit.    

Again, as Michael seems to have been aware of at the time, the coach and club create a 

sense of helplessness in the parent.  Even if they think the demands are overblown, they 
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do not want to risk compromising their son’s experience and opportunities, so they accept 

the requirements and become part of the club system. 

 The proliferation of non-club, private soccer training and coaching is another 

indicator of increased specialization.  This training appears to be the result of a 

combination factors, stemming from parents seeking an advantage for their children and 

club coaches and trainers stepping in to provide the additional training that may provide 

this advantage (an idea that they themselves may promulgate to their customers/parents in 

the club setting).  Arnold described his son’s participation in such a training setting, led 

by Martin, who also served as club coach: 

Some of the parents were hiring Martin to just work on skills, because also 

what was happening was that as they started getting in that 10-12, range, 

they were just playing two or three days a week and they weren’t drilling 

them enough on skills.  So, I think some of the parents were hiring a coach 

to help kids on skills.  I know they were having skills trainings at South 

Bay Soccer, so on Saturday, they’d do additional skills training.  We were 

never consistent with it, but did occasionally pay for extra training, 

especially when there were less games going on during the weekends.   

These outside, optional training settings are not only indicative of an increased rate of 

specialization, they are also another likely source of competitive anxiety amongst parents 

and players.  As previous statements have shown, parents display sensitivity to the 

behaviors and decisions of those around them.  Parents who may not initially perceive the 

benefits of additional, non-team training in a sport may change their opinion if the 
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practice becomes common in their club’s environment, especially if they fear risking 

their child’s potential for competitive performance. 

  

Clubs.  Perhaps surprisingly, the data collected in this study do not suggest a clear role of 

soccer clubs in directly promoting specialization.  Rather, as is shown in the previous 

passages, the coaches and parents operating within the club framework appear to exert 

the most influence.  Parents offered mixed opinions and experiences about the role of 

clubs in promoting specialization, suggesting that, as a category, clubs cannot yet be 

considered an essential component of this theory.  For example, Donna painted a picture 

of clubs as very methodical and calculating organizations that aggressively market and 

make themselves essential to parents and athletes: 

In my opinion they (the clubs) are smart.  I mean, they planned it 

perfectly.  In my opinion, this is a very competitive area and kids want 

their, and parents want their kids to play club and they need to pay top, 

they need to feed the machine.  And I mean a bronze kid is never you 

know, if you’re still bronze when you’re a freshman in high school you’re 

not going to the Academy, you’re not going to play premier.  It’s not 

going to happen for you.  And yet you’re still forking out however much 

the club dues are.   So no, I think the clubs play a huge part in it.  It was 

never like that, I said before you had to be a really good soccer player.  

That the club wasn’t this big machine that had to feed and pay everybody.  
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(“bronze” and “academy” refer to competitive levels within the club 

system) 

Offering an opposing view, Don suggested that the clubs are not particularly business 

minded, and are not a force behind specialization: 

To answer one of the questions specifically, in my experience, the club 

guys do not promote the scholarship stuff and the future stuff and all that.  

And I think the reason that they don't do it is that in my experience, most 

club soccer professionals are soccer players and are not business guys. 

They are – as a group – not – they don't focus on marketing.  They don't 

understand who the customer is.  They look at the kid and they say the 

customer is the kid.  The customer is not the kid.  The customer is the 

tennis mom writing the check for her kid to play.  And so, I’m amazed at 

how little of that there is.  What’s interesting about it is how the parents 

take that up all on their own. 

Don and Donna represent the more extreme opinions regarding club influence in the push 

for specialization, but neither represents a majority of parents interviewed.  This lack of 

consistency suggests three things.  First, there is the obvious influence of specific club 

organizations and the parents’ experience with various clubs.  Most children play only in 

one club, so it is unlikely that parents will be exposed to a variety of club cultures.  

Second, depending on their motivation for joining a club team, there is the possibility that 

parents will select a team that reflects their own goals and attitude. For example, a parent 

that hopes club soccer will provide a path to college for their son will likely seek out a 
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club that promotes this possibility.  However, this assumes a certain level of information 

and awareness from the parent that is not often present (as per the earlier discussion), so 

there are also instances where the club culture produces these goals and attitudes in the 

parents.   Third, this lack of consistency, coupled with the data about parental influence in 

club proceedings suggests that the proliferation of clubs is being driven by a desire for 

opportunities to specialize.  Thus, may explicitly push specialization, but they also 

implicitly facilitate and drive specialization through their response to the market demand 

for specialization created by a variety of factors.  This explanation is supported both by 

the parent-led formation of new clubs, but also by the increasing stratification within club 

soccer.2  Once established, clubs must then compete for the limited supply of participants, 

and this competition may be the source of differing messages about specialization that 

appeal to different types of parents and players.  Considering the club system in this 

manner, as both a factor in and a result of specialization trends, is useful in understanding 

how specialization is a non-linear, layered process. 

 

Specialization As a Means for Positive Socialization  

 For over a century, Americans have believed in the ability of sport to deliver 

numerous social benefits.  Working alongside a coach and teammates, combined with the 

challenges of developing athletic skills and triumphing over the opposition has long been 
                                                
2 Increased stratification in club soccer is demonstrated by the increase in levels of competition within club 
soccer.  For example, when the author was playing club soccer as a high school student in the late 1990s, 
there were three, skill-based levels of club competition: bronze, silver, and gold.  Based on the interviews 
conducted for this study, there are, presently, at least four more categories.  Silver and gold levels now have 
an additional “elite” grouping (e.g., silver elite), there is a new level above gold called “premier”, and, for 
the top players at the high school level, there is a level beyond premier called “academy”.   
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considered an ideal environment for developing young people (young men, especially) 

into disciplined, hard-working, cooperative, and upstanding adults (Gorn, 2004).  This 

idealized version of the socialization benefits provided by sports is unfortunately not 

supported by the academic literature on the subject.  As outlined in Chapter 2, 

competitive and specialized sport settings can produce numerous undesirable social 

outcomes in young athletes.  This literature does not suggest that sport cannot or does not 

provide benefits to many young athletes, rather, it serves to emphasize that there are 

multiple potential social outcomes (positive and negative) for youth involved in highly 

specialized sport settings.  At the risk of oversimplifying the research on the subject, the 

only thing that is certain about youth socialization through sport is that can instill 

desirable social benefits just as readily as it can lead to undesirable social outcomes.   

 Despite the inconsistencies identified in the literature, the social benefits of 

competitive sports were the most widely cited factor for respondents placing their sons 

into club soccer at a young age.  Some parents identified specific benefits, the most 

common of which drew parallels between the team setting and the workplace.  Diana 

summarized her opinion of the process as follows: 

My whole philosophy is you learn so much more from sports other than 

the skills that you learn, like soccer, I always tell my kids, you learn so 

much more from soccer than how to kick a ball.  Really there is so much 

more that’s so important to your life and especially for girls, because if 

you don’t play on a team you don’t understand what is going on there.  

When you get in the workplace and you get thrown on a team, I don’t 
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know that you really get all the little things that you need to know just to 

be a good human being. 

These sentiments were typical of most parents interviewed, such as Darrell, a business 

owner, who said, “I’ve always told the kids that participating in sports gives you 

discipline, you’re on a team, people depend on you, people tend to hire athletes because 

they’re disciplined and they’re reliable and they’re focused.”  Like Darrell and Diana, 

most parents interviewed felt there were linkages between the lessons of youth sport and 

the future challenges of business and careers.  This emphasis on future success is 

characteristic of the upper-middle class community in which the study took place, where 

college and white-collar careers tend to be an assumed outcome, rather than aspiration.  

The terms “discipline” and “teamwork” were the most commonly used, and there was a 

strong sense that these qualities were inherently acquired in the club soccer environment 

and would be sufficiently internalized by young athletes to influence their behavior 

indefinitely.  Stacy described these lifelong benefits as her original motivation for placing 

her son in sports: 

And I wanted to instill those values in him.  He doesn't have to be as 

competitive as I am, he isn't.  I think that's very important for children to 

be a team.  Even if it's an individual sport, you're still on a team, and I 

think it teaches great principles that last throughout your whole life.  

That's why initially I started getting him involved, or I wanted to, in 

sports. 
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Many parents felt that club sport could better provide these lessons than other, 

less competitive activities.  These parents stressed the meritocratic lack of guaranteed 

playing time, increased accountability, and more “realistic” nature of competition offered 

by the club system.  Parents valued these characteristics, in contrast to the less 

competitive, all-inclusive approach taken by many recreational sports organizations, such 

as the American Youth Soccer Organization, whose trademarked motto is, “Everyone 

Plays.”  For these parents, there was a distinct emphasis on dealing with adversity at an 

early age, presumably better preparing children for future challenges they may face.  

When asked if the challenges of club soccer were a positive factor in his son’s 

development, Arnold responded: 

Yeah, exactly.  My view is – same thing happens in business.  Welcome to 

the real world buddy!  It’s better that you get exposed to some of these 

challenges in your life because you’re gonna go through life and you’re 

gonna have ups and downs and challenges, and you’ve gotta figure it out 

sometime. Or how about getting fired or laid off?  I’ve been lucky it’s 

never happened to me, but I can only imagine emotionally what it does to 

somebody when that happens.  Maybe the company’s not doing very well 

and it had nothing to do with you, but man...So, I think that’s sports – 

getting exposure to that and you’ve gotta learn to suck it up and go for it.  

I think its probably really helped him out now with his confidence and 

getting to do all kinds of things now that he’s had exposure to this.  Now 

he’s going down and up with a good team.   
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Additionally, parents found it favorable that these lessons came from another source, to 

complement or fill in gaps in parenting.  Richard, who dismissed academic or collegiate 

goals as motivating factors for club participation, emphasized that club soccer could 

provide lessons difficult for parents to provide on their own: 

Here's the thing, it's worthwhile for the kid.  From my perspective, you get 

things as a little kid, sports activities and organized sport activities and 

competitive sporting activities, they're hard to duplicate in the parental 

environment. I don't look at it and say there's a future for the kid in it and 

he's gonna do it because this has something to do with academic or 

economic pursuits.  But I can look at it and say wow; there is value to this 

for the kid.  The kid enjoys it and I'm happy because it's what the kid 

wants to do…And then, as a parent, I can look at it and say, this also 

provides things to the child that I'm supportive of.  Well, socialization, 

organization, follow rules, learn to be polite.  How do you get along in 

life?  There's certain things you are forced to do. 

These parental beliefs are not only widely held, they also appear to have 

developed differently than the other factors that influence specialized sport participation.  

The previous section displayed how parental interactions can influence participation and 

shape beliefs.  The next section examines college related goals as a motivating factor; 

goals which drive decisions that can be subject to parental interactions and influence.  

Unlike these factors, beliefs about the socialization benefits of club sport do not require 

interaction with other parents to be confirmed and validated.  Parents appear to accept 
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these beliefs as self-evident, which suggests a broader acceptance of the purported value 

of sports as a tool for socialization.  As has already been mentioned, this is inconsistent 

with the evidence presented by the academic literature, but is very consistent with the 

traditional rhetoric of sport in American society.  

  

Specialization as a Means Toward College Admissions: Non-Scholarship and 

Scholarship 

 As more and more Americans attend college, college admissions have become 

more competitive, particularly at the most academically prestigious institutions.  

Successful college applicants can no longer rely solely on strong test scores and grades to 

gain admittance into top colleges and universities.  As colleges and universities deal with 

ever-increasing application rates, they have begun to emphasize candidates for admission 

who are not only strong students, but who are multi-dimensional, excelling in both 

academic and non-academic areas.  To distinguish themselves, high school students may 

participate in extensive community service projects, pursue internships, or commit to 

excellence in various extracurricular activities, such as sports.  For many young athletes 

and their parents, excelling in a given sport is expected to provide an opportunity for 

distinction, and potentially open doors in higher education.  For several of the parents in 

this study, specializing in soccer offers the potential for their child to gain admission to a 

college or university they would otherwise be unlikely to gain acceptance to (on the basis 

of academic merit alone).  For example, a soccer player whose academic record qualifies 

him for the local state university may be accepted to an academically prestigious, private 
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college if the soccer coach at the college lobbies for that athlete’s admission.  This 

opportunity should not be confused with the direct pursuit of scholarships, which will be 

discussed in the following section.  

 What is most notable in the responses of parents who identified a relationship 

between club soccer and college admissions is how early in the process college becomes 

a factor in club participation.  Diana acknowledged the competitive nature of parents and 

the college admissions process as she described her family’s focus on soccer as a means 

to a good college: 

And he did a little bit of basketball and a little bit of baseball so we kind of 

covered – but he seemed naturally good at soccer so he stayed with that.  

And we really didn’t start thinking about where soccer was gonna take 

Alex or how it was gonna help him probably until he was about 11 or so I 

would say, when club soccer really kicked in.  And all along, our goal for 

him was that soccer was gonna help Alex get into a good college.  It was 

going to open the doors for a school that maybe he wouldn’t be able to get 

into on grades alone.  So that was our overriding motivation.  So you just 

– it all comes back to being more and more competitive and more and 

more expensive to get into college so parents and students are looking for, 

“What can I bring to the table that’s going to pick my application out of 

the pile and get me some attention?”  And I would say the most popular 

thing right now is sports and then probably musical instruments after that. 
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Arnold identified 10 as the age his son was when college entered the parental lexicon in 

the club environment, “I think the under-11 team, you start saying, wow, these kids are 

pretty good. Maybe there’s something more in this? People started talking about college 

sports and what sports might be best for their son in high school.”  Once again, the 

presence of other parents is tangible as a potential influence in decision-making, with the 

discussions Arnold described being a common theme in other parents’ responses.  Stacy, 

who felt her son was in a secure position for college admittance with or without soccer, 

confirmed that the topic of college is a salient one among team parents, “I see him getting 

better and I see him taking the chances and I see him getting competitive, and the grades 

are there.  This could be a positive and help him get into college, but he’s in good shape.  

I’d say, for half of the parents on our team, I think it (club soccer) is the means to an 

end.” 

 Part of the reason for the early emphasis on soccer as a means toward college 

appears to be from the value placed on playing for the high school team, which some 

parents felt was essential for exposure to college coaches.  Donna described how that 

particular belief was common amongst her fellow parents: 

I think for most of them, the majority for sure it’s, “This is what we have 

to do.”  Before the boys get into high school, that whole age group you 

know, we all grew up together, it’s a small town.  And yeah, 

predominantly, it (the parental sentiment) was “My kid has to play club in 

order to make the high school team.”  There’s no other way.  Period, end.  

That’s the first goal, the first step for college soccer. 
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For these parents, a path toward the goal of college admission has been identified, with 

participation on the high school team serving as a necessary, intermediary goal.   Early 

childhood specialization gives these parents a perceived advantage toward making the 

high school team, in turn becoming the logical starting point for the parent intent on using 

the sport as a means toward college.  Alice echoed Donna’s observations when 

recounting her own experience, “I think a lot of them, at the younger ages, have their eye 

on getting their kids to play for the high school, number one.  And then keeping kids in 

club too, because apparently the college recruiters go to recruit their kids in both.”  

Alice’s use of the term “apparently” is also indicative of the lack of information that 

many parents deal with in making sport decisions for the children, a situation that will be 

discussed later in the this section.   

 For other parents, sport specialization is perceived as means for earning a college 

scholarship.  These parents display a set of behaviors and beliefs that include and go 

beyond those outlined above for parents who consider soccer as means for “opening 

doors” to a reputable education.  The most notable of the behaviors present in such 

parents is the additional time and energy that is committed toward promoting and 

marketing their son to colleges as a prospective scholarship candidate.  Arnold described 

the steps he and his son took to produce recruitment materials: 

We did try – when I kinda realized how the whole college recruiting 

worked, and I realized we were kinda late – but when we started going out 

in the spring last year – went out and started looking at all these colleges, I 

filmed a whole bunch of his games.  
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I saved all the press clippings and we wrote a resumé, a bio, of all his 

soccer stuff – like a marketing promotion package.  And we went to all the 

coaches.  So at that time, we were looking at BC and BU and Lehigh and 

Drexel – and for every one of the coaches I gave them the package.  And 

the boys cut all the film down and made a highlights DVD, which we sent 

out as well.    

Greg, a parent who actually played college soccer himself, offered the unique viewpoint 

of someone who has been around competitive soccer for a long time:  

And I do see it now.  I wouldn't say I see more of it now, but I think it's 

changed.  Scholarships were always out there, but you didn’t put yourself 

out there like this.  And the first thing I thought of was, now, you can 

video yourself and send it to colleges.  That's kinda the thing, right?  Send 

the tapes, make your own tapes.  So I am seeing kids – I'm hearing kids 

talk about these ways to expose themselves as players to various college 

coaches – go to this; go to that; pay for this; pay for that; put together a 

highlight video showing your skills.  So I do see more of that now just 

because I think it's more prevalent, I think it's become more common in 

the past decade or so. 

The increase in self-promotion that Greg referred to indicates two things.  First, this 

behavior confirms and reflects the competitiveness of college admissions, a trend 

reaching well beyond sport.  Second, it is very likely that this is another behavior that has 

been reproduced and repeated exponentially within the club soccer system.  It is unlikely 
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that all ambitious parents began the process of marketing and videotaping their children 

at the same time.  Rather, it is more likely that the most ambitious parents began these 

practices individually, and other parents’ fear of a competitive disadvantage for their son 

led to their replication of the behavior.  Facilitated both by the affordability of the 

necessary equipment (cameras, computers) and a nascent industry of professionals who 

create and distribute recruiting materials for young athletes, these practices have been 

normalized and are no longer considered unusual within the club soccer culture. 

 While Arnold and Greg’s examples focus on the teenage athlete who is well into 

his specialized sport career, there were indications that the potential for a scholarship was 

something parents were aware of at an early stage.  Michelle, a mother of three, 

suggested that some parents’ provincial mentality led to unrealistic early expectations: “I 

can name names of five dads who came up to me and told me that their kid was going to 

get – and this was before they were or maybe in middle school or before.  They were just 

convinced.   And you know our town is such a little bubble.”  Robert admitted that a 

scholarship was something he had been pursuing since placing his sons in club soccer, 

describing his approach to the process as a “business plan”:  

When each of them was ten, we had a meeting.  I’m a businessman and I 

wanted the kids to know that life is a business and success requires a 

business plan.  I told them that if we were going to do club sports it was an 

investment in their future and that scholarships were our goal.  They loved 

soccer and we agreed that we’d stick to soccer because it gave us the best 

chance for a scholarship.  We made a list of goals, working backwards 
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from the scholarship, and we have stuck to our plan of working toward 

and achieving each of those benchmarks: better clubs, extra training, 

making the high school team, keeping grades up, etc.  

Robert’s early commitment and planning were exceptional amongst respondents, but the 

approach he describes is better characterized as deliberate than extreme.  Robert 

represents the logical extension of the trends observed and followed by other parents.  As 

Greg’s earlier point suggests, behaviors tend to become more common over time.  

Robert’s “business plan” approach, while currently unusual, may likely become accepted 

and absorbed by the club soccer culture if parents seeking scholarships for their children 

believe it to provide them with an advantage.   

 Surprisingly, despite his calculated approach, Robert did not exhibit a very 

accurate understanding of the realities of college soccer scholarships and recruiting.  

While listing universities he had targeted for his eldest son, he included the University of 

Southern California, well known for its prolific football program.  When the interviewer 

told Robert that USC did not have an NCAA men’s soccer team, Robert responded with 

genuine surprise.  The interviewer briefly explained that, for a number of reasons, but 

especially in part due to Title IX legislation, many schools with broad athletic reputations 

have reduced their men’s sports offerings, particularly in large, team sports like soccer.  

This gap in Robert’s knowledge may have been due to the fact that his eldest son was still 

a high school sophomore, but it remains striking considering the attitude he expressed in 

the earlier quote.  In fairness to Robert, many other parents displayed a similar lack of 

knowledge of the recruiting process, as was suggested earlier when Alice stated that, 
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“Apparently…” When asked what setting they thought that college recruiting was taking 

place in, parents offered a range of responses.  Some suggested that recruiting primarily 

took place at high school games, while others indicated that club soccer provided the 

most exposure to the most college coaches.  Others felt that recruitment had to be 

initiated by the player or the parent, necessitating the aforementioned promotional system 

of sports resumes and videos. The reality of the situation is that all of these parents are, in 

part, correct.  Recruiting is a massive undertaking, requiring colleges to use whatever 

information they have available to them.  Coaches’ travel budgets, staff sizes, and school 

location are among the many factors that must be considered when recruiting players.  

College coaches recruit in all three of the ways parents described, in addition to finding 

players in community colleges, foreign countries, and from the recommendations of 

lower level coaches.  If what each of these parents believe is, in part, correct, what 

becomes interesting is that most parents felt that one single avenue was superior for 

gaining college exposure.  This commitment to a belief provides another indication that 

parents are informing their decision-making through a reliance on others within their 

soccer community.  It only makes sense that a club administrator trying to get players to 

join her club would imply to parents that club presents the best opportunity for college 

exposure.  Similarly, a high school coach trying to retain players who may be considering 

focusing on their club experience may suggest that high school provides a superior 

platform for exposure.  These messages are internalized by parents, who then relay them 

to other parents and these partial-truths become accepted as knowledge. 
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 The recruiting process was not the only area where respondents demonstrated a 

lack or incomplete amount of knowledge. When asked what the differences were between 

the various levels of NCAA competition, very few parents could accurately respond.  A 

similar lack of knowledge was displayed in responses to questions about the amount of 

NCAA soccer programs, the amount of financial support available to soccer players, or 

the general likelihood of a club soccer player making the transition to the college level.  

The results of the interviews do not offer an explanation for this gap in the knowledge of 

parents, so additional work in this area would be beneficial to further understand parental 

decision-making.  One possible reason that should be explored is the mass media 

portrayal of sports in America.  Media stories focus on exceptional, scholarship winning 

athletes, potentially creating a sense that these athletes are more common than they really 

are.  Another possible factor is that college sport is the predominant lens through which 

most Americans encounter colleges and universities, potentially creating a strong mental 

relationship between college and sports in the minds of parents.  
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Discussion 

The previous sections have displayed the layered and complex social process of 

youth sport specialization in a club soccer setting.  It is evident that despite the 

overlapping motivations and influences present throughout the study, there is no simple 

explanation for either the decisions to place and keep a child in a specialized sport 

program or the processes that lead to those decisions.  Despite this lack of an easy 

answer, the findings of this study should prove useful in better understanding youth sport 

specialization trends in the United States, particularly from the parental perspective.  The 

parental perspective, as the preceding discussion has outlined, is the result of the 

interplay of several factors.  First, parents believe that a specialized, club soccer can 

provide benefits for their child.  The most prominent of these benefits is the belief that 

the sport setting provides an opportunity for positive socialization that will better equip 

the child for later life endeavors.  A second set of highly influential beliefs revolves 

around the higher education possibilities that can be affected by club soccer participation.  

For many parents, soccer is perceived as an activity that open doors to superior academic 

institutions that their child may not be traditionally qualified for.  For other parents, there 

is a strong belief that a sport scholarship can pay for their child’s university education.  

Third, and most importantly, parents in the specialized sport setting exert a high level of 

influence on each other.  This happens for a variety of reasons; most notably the 

imbalance of knowledge (regarding the subject of competitive sport) possessed by 

parents and a sense of competition that is manifested when parents fear their child is 

missing an opportunity.  This parental influence is often explicit, as parents will solicit or 
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offer advice on a number of club soccer related matters.  More importantly, there is a 

high level of implicit parental influence present in the club soccer community.  This type 

of influence was made clear when discussions about the organizational behavior and 

policies of soccer clubs was shown to be reflective of the attitudes of the specific parents 

involved in various clubs.  This last point may seem self-evident, in that parents may be 

likely to seek out organizations that preemptively reflect their beliefs.  However, as is 

evident in the data, parents are not only influencing each other, they are creating and 

influencing club policies, and are the driving force behind current growth trends in club 

soccer. 

The combination of these preceding factors results in the current culture of 

competitive club soccer in the United States.  To reiterate a key point of this study, these 

factors reflect the entire club soccer environment, and are not all equally weighted (or all 

present) in parents’ individual decision making processes.  However, these factors are 

embedded in the culture of club soccer and will be encountered and navigated by all 

individuals involved.  For example, if parent “A” does not value soccer as a route to 

college, she will still be making decisions in an environment where parent “B” does value 

soccer as a route to college.  If parent “B” places his son in additional training to improve 

the chances of collegiate recognition, parent “A” may feel pressured to pursue additional 

training for her son so that he can continue to compete for playing time on their current 

team.   

Another important facet of the club soccer culture is that parental beliefs and 

motivations must be considered dynamically.  In part due to the reflexive nature of the 
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beliefs that form this culture, parents’ reasons for placing or keeping their children in 

club soccer can and does change over the course of the child’s time in the sport.  While 

some parents cited soccer as a means to an end as an early motivation for participation, 

others parents who saw soccer as a valuable means toward college only began to do so 

after exposure to the club soccer culture.  Thus, while the decision to specialize in soccer 

may have been driven by a combination of the social and health benefits of competitive 

sport, the decision to remain committed (or to commit more resources) to club soccer 

may be driven by the potential for scholastic gain.  This flux in influence further confirms 

the role of parental influence in driving and sustaining specialization practices, as 

surrounding parents serve as the main source of knowledge regarding the potential ends 

provided by club soccer.  As this process occurs and is repeated, this knowledge becomes 

internalized and normalized by those within the culture, serving as part of the 

fundamental belief system of the culture. 

 

Underlying Factors in Parenting 

 The above conception of club soccer culture offers one explanation for the 

behaviors this study attempts to understand.  As the literature review demonstrates, early 

sport specialization practices are linked to several negative outcomes and are unlikely to 

lead to predictable positive outcomes.  Parents interviewed throughout the study 

exhibited a belief that club soccer provided their children with a variety of benefits that 

are not clearly exhibited in the literature.  Operating under the presumption that parents 

would not be intentionally placing their children in risky activities with high costs and 
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mixed benefits, there is a clear disconnect between the academic literature and parenting 

behavior.  The lack of an identifiable conduit to deliver the findings of the academic 

community to the parenting public is likely partially responsible for this disconnect.  

However, the insular, parent-driven nature of the club soccer culture is itself a likely 

culprit.  No matter what a parent’s initial motivation for entering the club soccer world 

may be, they become subject to standards and beliefs of the club culture.  This cultural 

model that informs and influences parental decisions also explains the lack of knowledge 

regarding college recruiting and college sport displayed by many of the parents.  All of 

these factors suggest that parents in the specialized soccer setting undergo a process of 

socialization into the cultural norms and values of the soccer club.  Just as their children 

are inculcated with the values and ambitions of the club setting, the parents themselves 

learn how to be a specific kind of parent within the club setting.  Surrounded by others 

who share similar, if slightly different, ambitions, new club parents find cues for their 

behavior and beliefs in the club environment, both from other parents and the dynamics 

within the organization itself.   

The source of this desire or need for such socialization is an area deserving of 

greater inquiry, but modern conceptions of “good” parenting are a likely starting point for 

explaining the behavior.  “Good” parenting is a completely relative, if not very elusive 

idea, but one that is pursued nonetheless.  Presumably, the “good” parent is one who 

provides the ample opportunities, structure, and resources and for their child to be a 

successful adult.  Despite the obvious relativity of terms like “success” and 

“opportunities”, modern “good” parenting has come to reflect an American society that 
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has become increasingly more concerned with distinction, specialization, and quantifiable 

success.  These emphases are particularly characterized within the world of education, 

which is perhaps the ultimate marker of “good” parenting.  As the four-year degree has 

supplanted the high school diploma and post-graduate degrees are beginning to supplant 

the four-year degree, parenting has become retroactively measured by what happens to 

the child after high school.  To this end, particularly in demographics like the one 

observed in this study, “good” parenting now resembles a process of identifying and 

attempting practices and behaviors that position the child for success in the increasingly 

competitive college admissions process.  In communities with the disposable income to 

support such practices, private tutors, college admissions “coaches”, and immersive 

summer school programs (often held at prestigious domestic or foreign universities) are 

expected to provide an added advantage for students aiming for the limited spaces in top-

tier colleges and universities.  Situated in this environment, specialized youth sport 

programs provide another opportunity for the parent to subsidize an activity wherein the 

child is expected to acquire the skills and distinction perceived as necessary to succeed on 

the sports pitch, in the classroom, and in adult life.   

The notion of “good” parenting offers a partial explanation for the appeal of 

specialized sports programs to ambitious parents, but other cultural forces that influence 

parental behavior should also be considered if we are to fully understand the behaviors of 

parents in this setting.  An obvious area of interest is the high value placed on 

competitive sports in modern American life.  Sports, as both a leisure activity and 

entertainment outlet, have been part of the American cultural landscape for well over a 
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century, but the past quarter-century has seen an expansion in the ever-presence of sports 

in the daily lives of Americans.  This is particularly true of spectator sports at the 

professional and university levels, which have ridden successive waves of technological 

advancement into American living rooms, car stereos, and, most recently, portable 

communication and entertainment devices.  This technology, combined with a mass 

media that offers an increasing number of increasingly specialized information outlets, 

has made big-time sport available to Americans at any minute of any day.  This has led to 

an increasing familiarity (or the perception of an increased familiarity) with the inner-

workings of high-level sport, that we are now seeing migrate into lower-levels of sport.  

High school football and basketball games are now televised regularly to a national 

audience and newspapers profile athletes as young as 12 as “future prospects”.   As youth 

sports are taking increasingly seriously by adult administrators and coaches drawing their 

influence from professional or elite university models, youth training and competition 

programs that resemble these models have become acceptable through a flawed 

application of transitive logic.  To refer once again to the earlier literature review, this 

flawed approach possess a number of risks for the young athlete, that are somehow 

obscured by the seemingly sensible application of common adages like, “If you want to 

be like the best, train like the best.”   

 

Implications for Practice 

 This study represents a fair amount of criticism toward parenting decisions and 

behaviors that are generally pursued with good intentions.  The aim of the researcher is 
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not to castigate parents, nor to demand the suspension of competitive youth sports, but to 

raise awareness and initiate a discourse over a practice that has risen with little 

apprehension or interrogation.  For the parents of young athletes, concerned with the 

well-being and eventual success of their children, a stronger appraisal of the need to 

participate in specialized sports programs is necessary.  This is a seemingly simple 

suggestion, but it is not clear exactly how this process would take place.  Such an 

appraisal would require the parents to access and consider the information relevant to 

sport specialization processes and outcomes, but it is clear that under the current 

conditions this information (which is plentiful in the academic literature) is not being 

accessed by parents.  Thus, options for delivering this information to parents in a useful 

manner must be addressed.  With the popularity of mainstream parenting literature, is 

conceivable that an author could distill the academic literature into an accessible and 

interesting format for interested parents.  The inherent difficulty in this format is that the 

author would not be able to produce a very deliberate plan or prescription for parents 

without somehow replicating some of the structural issues in specialized sport programs.  

The author would be swimming upstream, against programs and parenting ideologies that 

clearly state “do this” or “participate in this”, when the best advice he or she could muster 

would be to “be patient and encourage diversity of activity”.  As good as this advice 

would be, it is unlikely to resonate in the action and result oriented culture of modern 

parenting.  An alternative would be to deliver such information through the school 

system, where parents could be informed of the risks and issues within specialization, 

along with the realities of elite sport access, while their children were at an early age.  
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However, this would place another demand on an overburdened education system, and be 

met with some of the inherent skepticism Americans tend to have toward institutions. 

 The best place to begin this process is within the clubs driving specialization 

themselves.  This may seem counter-intuitive, as most clubs survive and thrive off selling 

the culture of specialization to parents and athletes.  To the clubs, the issue must be 

framed as a matter of their long-term success.  With the support of the academic and 

scientific literature, it should be demonstrated to sports clubs that early specialization 

represents an unnecessarily risky investment for their organizations, particularly because 

of the dropout rates of early specializing athletes and the difficulties in pre-pubescent 

talent identification and development.  Clubs should not be expected to abandon 

programs for young athletes, as the clubs are still competitive entities with a vested 

interest in sustaining high levels of membership.  Instead, clubs should begin to explore 

ways in which to diversify the early sport experience of their athletes, satisfying their 

need for membership while creating an environment that benefits children and the long-

term interests of the club simultaneously.  This could mean that a soccer club would 

begin to a variety of sports in their youth programs, or that multiple sporting clubs (across 

different sports) could combine their younger teams into a diverse system that would 

eventually feed into specialized club play around the middle school level for certain 

athletes.  This would not be an easy process, as organizations are generally resistant to 

change, but would likely make a greater impact then adding another title to the crowded 

shelves of parental advice literature.  By framing the issue in terms of the benefits to the 

clubs, not only would the practices of the club be different, but also the information 
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received by parents would now be more accurate and valuable, without having to address 

the means in which parents are already receptive to information.  Parents who expect to 

receive expert advice from the club would be exposed to better practices, and those 

parents who serve as informal advisors to other, less informed parents would also be 

providing more accurate and research-backed advice.   

 
Implications for Further Research 
 
 Despite the attention given to the effects and practices of sport specialization, 

there has been little scholarship on why specialization is pursued or valued by those 

participating in the practice.  This study adds to this nascent literature in unpacking the 

experiences of a small number of active participants early sport specialization.  The 

results offer a complex view of the decision making process for parents, who often 

operate with incomplete or faulty understandings of the early specialization process.  

Thus, this study should be considered both in the context of specialized youth sports and 

in the broader parenting behavior literature.  If this study is to be considered in the 

context of parenting, the unique process of specialization and the role of sports in 

American culture suggest that the practice should not be considered interchangeable with 

other youth activities and pursuits.  

 More research toward understanding the role of parents in early sport 

specialization should be conducted in other sports, in different areas and demographics, 

and in specialized settings for females.  These other settings for study will likely 

demonstrate that specialization is pursued in a variety of ways, and understanding the 
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practice across the spectrum of American youth sport will provide a deeper, more 

nuanced understanding of why specialization has risen, despite the concerns and risks 

that accompany the practice.  Such research could eventually aid in the development of 

youth sports programs that best satisfy parental desires and maximize the potential 

positive outcomes for young athletes.   
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