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everal catchy television commercials produced by the

NCAA tout the thousands of college athletes who will
not play professional sport. For the vast majority of college
athletes, college participation will be the end of their com-
petitive sport years, as meaningful adult sport participation
in the US remains limited. The issue, however, starts much
earlier. The vast majority of high school athletes will not play
college sport, but will end their organized sport participa-
tion at age 18 or so. Further, the vast majority of youth sport
participants will not play high school sport, or even middle
school sport. In fact, statistics continue to show that by the
age of 13, somewhere between 60-70% of American youth
have dropped out of organized sport, with the biggest drop-
out rate belonging to girls. For me, and many others this
drastic dropout rate is alarming. Why do so many American
youth stop playing sport at such a young age?

The answers have been many. Some suggest that coaching
is a problem; undertrained and overzealous coaches take the
fun out of participation such that children burn out and no
longer want to play. Some youth pursue other interests like
music or art. Some begin working to support their families.
Indeed, a myriad of reasons have been suggested and sup-
ported. One of the most compelling explanations that has
built traction particularly in recent years goes beyond indi-
vidual-level reasons and factors and explores the design of
the US sport system itself. What about the way sport is de-
livered in the US creates a deluge of youth sport dropouts?
How could we change the design of the youth sport deliv-
ery system sport such that we could recapture young people
and provide meaningful sport participation opportunities
throughout the adolescent years?

As a former youth, high school, and college sport partici-
pant, and now as a coach, parent, consultant, and scholar, I
have examined this question from multiple angles, includ-
ing 15 years of empirical research based largely in field and
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consultant settings. While I have examined adult sport par-
ticipation as well (e.g., Lim, Warner, Dixon, Berg, Kim, &
Newhouse-Bailey, 2011), I find I am most compelled by the
issue of youth drop-out. If we cannot first recapture youth
sport participants, there may be no need to discuss the adult
delivery system. Clearly, I am not the first or even the most
well-versed to discuss the issue of the US sport delivery sys-
tem; but, having lived and worked in this space for nearly 40
years, I would like to offer a few insights and suggestions of
ways that we could adjust the sport delivery system in the US
to better serve the majority of youth, and create pathways
for lifelong sport participation. This call is in parallel to the
Aspen Institute’s Project Play call for developing more main-
stream opportunities for sport participation. To be clear,
these ideas are focused not at eliminating the elite develop-
ment system, which I would argue serves about the top 25%
of athlete in the US, but are focused on creating a system that
better serves the other 75%.

Borrowing from Europe, Australia, and New Zealand, I will
call this a “youth sport for all” model, understanding that
there is no singular or universal sport for all program or
structure, nor will “all” participate. The term is utilized to
capture a model that broadly serves youth across the country
who have an interest in meaningful sport participation, but
not necessarily at an elite level. These suggestions are a mix
of underlying philosophy, delivery system (time, place, and
people), program structure, and governance. Some are re-
search driven, and some are ideas drawn from working with
and examining existing sport programs around the country
and the world.

The first suggestion toward a youth sport for all model in
the US involves the delivery system (see Dixon & Bruening,
2014; Dixon, Burden, & Newhouse-Bailey, 2012 for chapter
overviews). Since the early 1900’s the majority of youth sport
in the US has been delivered in two separate, but parallel
systems: school and non-school. In the school sector, sport
is delivered usually beginning in middle school (6th, 7th or
8th grade) in school-based facilities, with school subsidies,
and with school personnel as coaches and administrators.
In the non-school system, sport is delivered, beginning as
early as age 2 or 3, in a wide range of formats. These range
from municipal offerings utilizing city/town facilities, with
city-paid administrators and usually volunteer (mostly par-
ent) coaches to private paid offerings using private facilities,
administrators and coaches. The coaches and administrators
may be part- or full-time, and facilities range from an indi-
vidual field or court to full-service academies, such as IMG
(See Coakley, 2010; Doherty, Misener, & Cuskelly, 2014;
Jones, Edwards, Bocarro, Bunds, & Smith, 2016, and Misen-
er & Doherty, 2009 for more in-depth discussions of the US
youth sport delivery system).

The benefit of school-based delivery is that most schools are
built with sports in mind and provide indoor and outdoor
playing fields and courts (Green & Dixon, 2012). These are
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usually paid for by public tax dollars, which implies that the
facilities should be available to those who paid the taxes. The
problem with school-based delivery systems in a youth sport
for all model is that they are typically personnel-bound. That
is, there are a limited number of coaches and administrators
that schools can dedicate to sport, as education is their pri-
mary mission (Dixon & Bruening, 2014; Green & Dixon,
2012; Newland, Dixon, & Green, 2013). Thus, most schools
offer limited participation opportunities (at most 2-3 teams
per grade), and these spots only go to the most talented in-
dividuals. In very large suburban and urban schools (where
there might be 3,000-4,000) students, only 24-36% of stu-
dents participate (Burden & Dixon, 2012, 2013a, 2013b).
While many schools have more capacity in off-seasons for
facility use, they do not have more capacity for coaches, who
are typically already overburdened with teaching and admin-
istrative duties.

The problem with a non-school delivery system is two-fold.
City-based programs are strapped for facilities, while pri-
vate offerings struggle to provide sport at an accessible cost
(Dixon & Green, 2011; Green & Dixon, 2012). According to
Project Play statistics, “Travel-team parents spend an average
of $2,266 annually on their child’s sports participation, and
at the elite levels, some families spend more than $20,000 per
year.” This private pay for play model makes private sport in-
accessible to many lower income youth, and increases partic-
ipation disparities across the nation, particularly in lower so-
cio-economic areas (Dixon & Green, 2011; Newhouse-Bailey,
Dixon, & Warner, 2015; Newhouse-Bailey, Keiper, & Dixon,
2011). I'm not suggesting that we eliminate these programs;
for those who can afford them they are a valuable and poten-
tially enjoyable experience for youth and have the potential
for helping advance athletes to the next level.

Thus, one way for providing youth sport for all is to provide
hybrid sport programming. In line with the Aspen Institute’s
Recommendations for Project Play (2016), where propo-
nents call for more “mainstream options for the moderate-
ly interested athlete,” we need to create a better and more
broadly implemented hybrid system. Jones et al. (2016) in
their review and study of youth sport partnerships argue that
inter-organizational partnerships of various forms increase
the capacity of youth sport organizations to deliver sport,
and to deliver sport that is more likely to meet constituent
needs. Thus, school and non-school sport delivery systems
need to share resources, build partnerships, and work to-
gether to provide sport that is more broadly accessible across
the lifespan. What does this look like in practice? Building
on my work and the work of others, here are some ideas and
examples.

In Austin, TX, and Steelton, PA, flag football is provided for
middle and high school girls through a private club that uti-
lizes school fields (Dixon & Green, 2011; Green & Dixon,
2012). The coaches, referees, and logistical support is pro-
vided by and paid for under the non-school league. Athletes
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pay a small fee that covers field rental, uniforms, coaching
stipends, and referee costs. Athletes are recruited within the
schools and represent their school in name and colors, and
are subject to “no pass no play” academic eligibility rules, just
like school-based athletes. Coaches and league organizers
are non-school based. The schools provide space for practice
and games for a significantly reduced rental fee. This system
combines the advantages of low cost, school affiliation/iden-
tity, and availability of coaches; the program utilizes school
fields (which are not in use during the spring), yet does not
overburden school personnel. It provides a space for partici-
pation for girls who were filtered out of the school sport sys-
tem.

In College Station, TX, the local parks and recreation cen-
ters partner with the elementary and middle schools to
provide after-school/evening volleyball and basketball pro-
grams. This allows the city to significantly expand their pro-
gramming to adolescent age groups because it gives access
to additional court space, yet it does not tax the school’s per-
sonnel to provide the sport programming. The city pays a
reduced rental fee for the courts, which also helps the schools
maintain quality facilities.

A large high school in Houston, TX, is developing a full in-
tramural program for its students. Sports offered include vol-
leyball, kickball, basketball, ultimate, and flag football, which
are coordinated with the school sport offerings with regard
to season timing and facility use. The program is financed
by local companies, who provide monetary support for a
sponsor stipend, and equipment (e.g., basketballs, kickballs,
ping-pong tables). It is run by a teacher-sponsor, but is stu-
dent-directed in all other aspects. Recruiting, coaching, ref-
ereeing, and managing are all accomplished internally by the
students. Scores are kept and records are tallied and record-
ed on the walls outside the gym. The program, open only to
those who are not on a school-based team, provides literally
hundreds of participation opportunities, at virtually no cost,
to both boys and girls. The students report that it enhances
school spirit, gives them a sense of ownership and leadership,
and provides meaningful after-school sport participation
right there at the school. Administrators say that it increases
student buy-in, reduces delinquency, and maximizes use of
school facilities (Burden & Dixon, 2013c¢).

In my research and consulting work across the US and
abroad I have observed partnerships between schools and
churches, schools and private providers, and schools and
public providers. These kinds of partnerships not only make
sense, but only work when both parties are flexible and cre-
ative about space, timing, and cost. We need to continue to
revise the boundaries between school and non-school sport;
we need to redefine what “real” sport participation means.
In doing so, we open the door for meaningful participation
to many more boys and girls who are currently not being
served.
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A second aspect of a youth sport for all mindset in the US
is an appropriately competitive atmosphere (Newhouse-Bai-
ley, Dixon, & Warner, 2015; Warner & Dixon, 2013). That
is, some sport calls for and thrives on a highly competitive
atmosphere. Selecting the best and having athletes constant-
ly compete (within and without) to be the best can cultivate
excellence. We need this type of competitive atmosphere for
at least some sport offerings in the US. But, this kind of at-
mosphere is not attractive for everyone, nor is it conducive
for building broad-based participation. In fact, by its very
design, it is conducive for narrowing.

In response to this type of atmosphere, a number of scholars
have suggested that sport opportunities should be non-com-
petitive, and focused on fun (see Graham, Dixon & Ha-
zen-Swan, 2016 for a partial review). Again, this attracts a
particular market segment. But, my work, particularly with
mainstream adolescent girls and boys, suggests that they pre-
fer a semi-competitive atmosphere. In essence, this means
they like that scores and records are kept; this makes the
games meaningful. They like that they have to try-out for
the teams and they have to attend practice in order to play
in games; this makes membership meaningful and helps
them improve and develop skill. They do not like competing
against their friends for spots on the team; they do not like
getting cut if they do not progress on a particular schedule.
They want to challenge themselves to become better and im-
prove their own skill and performance, yet not necessarily
compete against others (Dixon & Pace, 2007). Many of the
participants we worked with suggested that they had been
in the ultra-competitive system and either opted out or were
forced out of that system (Dixon & Pace, 2007; Warner, Dix-
on & Chalip, 2012). They did not, however, enjoy playing just
for fun, or in pick-up games. Instead, they wanted a way to
participate in organized competition, where they could test
themselves and improve their skills, without losing friend-
ships and feeling constantly stressed.

In my study and consultation, I have observed a number
of programs across the US, UK, Kenya, and Australia that
provide this kind of atmosphere. For example, flag football
programs in Austin, New Orleans, and Pittsburgh, as well as
the emerging basketball programs we are helping to devel-
op in Nairobi allow girls to assemble their own teams and
play against other schools in weekly league competitions.
They hold try-outs and communicate expectations, but the
skill threshold for making the team is low, so cuts are rare.
This competitive structure creates meaningful participation
opportunities, but also supports (rather than strains) friend-
ships and promotes mastery rather than ego oriented out-
comes (Dixon & Green, 2011; Dixon & Pace, 2007; Green &
Dixon, 2012).

In the UK, flag and kitted programs in the Coventry area
have been successful at attracting girls and boys who want to
play sports other than netball, soccer, or rugby. These pro-
grams fall across a range of competitive emphases; the com-
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petitive emphasis being driven by the athletes themselves
who self-select the level and number of tournaments they
desire to play in. In Australia (and most non-US sport sys-
tems), many schools require participation in sport. In these
schools, teams are created for every ability level. So, for ex-
ample a school may have a soccer program that has a first 1
team all the way through a tenth team. Those teams play a
matched team from the other school. Thus, the competition
level on the higher-level teams tends to be more intense, and
reduces in intensity as the levels progress down. Further, far
and away the most prominent sport system outside the US
is a club-based system where teams are provided for nearly
all levels of competition, relative to the available interested
pool of participants. Thus in both of these systems, rather
than cutting participants, they expand meaningful compe-
tition opportunities to accommodate the greatest number of
participants possible.

The main point I am emphasizing here is that in the US,
we have largely viewed competition and play or fun as polar
opposites. Programs, and their assumed outcomes, must fall
into one category or the other. A US Youth Sport for All
program would recognize and offer a range of competitive
emphases, and allow participants a voice or at least a choice
in the level of competition they desire (see also Aspen Insti-
tute, 2016). This goal could be accomplished by creating new
programs, or by offering more of a range within existing pro-
grams. Rather than losing those participants who do not de-
sire the highest level of competition, we recapture them at a
lesser competitive level where they can achieve the outcomes
they desire from meaningful sport participation.

A third element of a US Youth Sport for All program is a
lower investment level (compared to varsity and elite club
programs). Again, this idea aligns with the philosophy of
offering more mainstream alternatives, but is implemented
more at the structural level. While data on actual time ex-
penditures by adolescents on sport participation is difficult
to obtain, Project Play national surveys suggest that it is a
strong concern of parents (i.e., they are worried that children
and youth spend too much time in sport).

The amount of time spent on sport for highly invested ath-
letes can be quite high. Consider the example of a varsity
high school basketball player at a local school. This athlete
is required to spend one hour in school 5 days a week, and
two hours after school for practice 3 days per week. In ad-
dition, most Saturdays require 2-3 hours for shooting and
film. Games take place twice per week, and require 3-5 hours
at the gym, not including travel time. Thus, for a local high
school commitment, the time required is approximately 19-
24 hours per week. Time commitments can range even high-
er for club/select teams who may practice 3 hours/4 nights a
week, and full weekend tournaments (see Newhouse-Bailey,
Dixon, & Warner, 2015 for additional examples). For ado-
lescents, then, choosing high investment sport essentially
eliminates other activity choices. Teens must choose between
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sport and band, or sport and drama. For teens of lower socio-
economic status, they may be forced out of school athletics
because they cannot both work and play sport (Burden &
Dixon, 2012, 2013a; Olushola, Jones, Dixon & Green, 2013;
Olushola, Green, & Dixon, 2014).

We need to create meaningful sport participation opportu-
nities that call for a lower time investment. Programs that I
have worked with, designed, and/or delivered have a found
success in attracting large numbers of youth with investment
levels of about 6 hours/week. In this model, athletes prac-
tice 2 times/week for 1-2 hours, then play games either 1-2
times per week, often with multiple games on one day. For
example, a local middle school boys 7v7 football program
practices and plays on school fields, and is coached by parent
or college student volunteers. They practice 2 hours on Sun-
day, then play 2 games on Tuesday nights. In total, athletes
dedicate about 6 hours/week to the team.

In the UK, girls play flag football on hybrid club teams. They
practice 2 times/week for about 2 hours each. Then, instead
of playing in a league structure, they play tournaments only,
and typically play one weekend long tournament per month.
Parents report that this drastically reduces their time com-
mitment in driving their daughters to competitions. Girls
report that they love the weekend tournament formats for
three main reasons: 1) they are able to play multiple games in
a short period of time, which quickly enhances their individ-
ual and team skill levels, 2) they spend time together, which
builds their friendships, and 3) they have their non-tourna-
ment weekends open for other activities. Across stakehold-
ers, they prefer this model to the weekly league model found
in most US school-based sport.

The high school intramural program I mentioned before is
based on an investment of about 2-4 hours per week. Stu-
dents typically practice in the first two weeks of the season,
then play games for the remainder. They usually play on
Monday and Wednesday, or Tuesday and Thursday, and play
2-3 games in an afternoon. Students report high participa-
tion rates—they work or do other activities on their non-par-
ticipation days, and some report that they come to watch the
other teams on the days they are not playing, just because
they enjoy being around sport and their friends. In sum,
while some youth and their parents desire to and thrive on a
model of high investment level in sport, this model is not the
only one that creates meaningful participation. Any number
of examples demonstrate the success of a lower investment
model in drawing large numbers of mainstream participants
who persist in sport because they can play sport and “still be
teenagers.”

Other programs are working to maximize investments by
adding life-skills or mentoring components, such that the
time invested in sport reaps academic and social benefits as
well (e.g., Newland et al., 2013; Olushola et al., 2012; 2013).
For example, the girls basketball programs in our study
based in West Virginia found that mixing sport with mento-
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ring and academic tutoring maximized the life benefits from
both, and reduced transportation and other logistical costs
in terms of time. Girls were able to accomplish multiple goals
within one-time commitment. In Nairobi, we are developing
this same model with the added dimension of the provision
of food. Thus, in one place and time block, girls are provid-
ed sport that enhances their academics, life skills, and meets
their physical and emotional needs.

A final thought and perhaps first next step is that despite
strong (perhaps even voracious) cries to the contrary, it is
likely time that we introduce some standardization and gov-
ernance in the youth sport sector, particularly in the non-
school based offerings. As a start, I think this comes in two
forms.

First, we need to be open to more regulations within the
Youth Sport for All or mainstream offerings. That is, if pro-
grams are going to be successful in reaching the more moder-
ately invested participant, and they are going to demonstrate
characteristics of lower investment levels and appropriate
commitment levels, then the leagues or structures in which
they are offered need to be structured as such. For example,
a youth basketball program I work with only allows teams to
select any players they want (within the age range), but they
can only have 8 boys on a team, and they can only practice
one hour per week and play one game per week. This creates
parity in the league and prevents a default to higher compet-
itive and/or investment levels. The league or program offer-
ing must be clear about the rules and abide by them, other-
wise, the default will be another elite offering. The structures
may vary, but they need to create parity and an atmosphere
that will support the characteristics argued for above.

Second, we need more structured implementation of pro-
grams that work. As explained above, the US youth sport
delivery system (if one can call it that) exists as a piecemeal
puzzle of a variety of offerings across towns, cities, and states
that has little consistency or replication. One city may have
a brilliant program that was created out of a desire to serve
a particular need, or from the vision of a dedicated youth
sport champion. However, that program remains localized,
while the next city over suffers from a lack of similar pro-
gramming. We need to continue to network and share ideas
through avenues along the lines of (but not limited to) Proj-
ect Play, to share and more broadly implement the design,
structure, and implementation of excellent Sport for All type
programs across the US.

Governance of these broader programs is perhaps the most
difficult part of a Youth Sport for All vision. Some would sug-
gest that governance should be housed within USA sport—a
Federal level governance system. This suggestion has some
merit, yet often strikes at odds with the USA Sport Systems al-
ternate goal of developing elite Olympic level athletes. Some
would suggest that schools should subsume operation and
governance of non-school sport. For the reasons outlined
above, I do not think this is feasible or desirable. School sys-
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tems are already overtaxed with demands, and may also have
conflicting demands against elite sport. Thus, private organi-
zations seem a desirable option. However, rather than incen-
tivizing elite development, they need to be tasked and incen-
tivized with broad-based participation. One example of an
organization that is attempting to do this is Upward sports.
Through networks of churches across the US, they promote
a particular brand of sport participation that comes with
training, gear, rules, and governance. While I am not advo-
cating for this organization in particular, it is an example of
how a private organization could create a Youth Sport for All
program, then market it across the US and it could become
broadly implemented toward a larger participation base. It
seems likely that multiple organizations will emerge in this
space to provide a variety of sports, and that multiple organi-
zations will provide each sport (e.g., soccer will be provided
by multiple clubs or systems). I do not envision one singular
youth sport governing body or provider. But, I do think that
we can learn from each other and work to support and pro-
mote sport programs that work. We can devise ways to help
those programs become more broadly implemented rather
than waiting and hoping for a good program to come along
to each community. For example, we could strengthen some-
thing akin to the National Alliance for Youth Sport. But, in-
stead of just becoming a member of the Alliance, there could
be a directory of “certified programs” that can be replicated
in other cities or town. Members of the alliance would be
encouraged not only to certify their programs, but to actively
promote them to other cities and towns, spreading their suc-
cess at promoting Youth Sport for All
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