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OPTIMISING FAMILY INVOLVEMENT
IN YOUTH SPORT

Travis E. Dorsch
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developmental outcomes (Harwood & Knight, 2015). In their recent position
paper, Harwood and Knight proposed six skills that should be fostered in parents to
enhance interactions with children in youth sport:

1) Parents should help children select appropriate sporting opportunities. This is
best accomplished by communicating with children about their goals for sport,
providing the necessary support for participation, and placing an appropriate
value on enjoyment and performance.

2)  Parents should strive to understand and apply appropriate parenting styles in
sport. This entails creating a healthy emotional climate, allowing children an
appropriate level of autonomy, and providing a united front across both parents’
parenting styles at home and in sport.

3) Parents should attempt to manage the emotional demands of sport. Indeed,
sport is a context defined by emotive expression, but parents should not make
their love contingent upon a child’s outcomes. Instead, parents should demon-
strate and foster values such as composure, sportspersonship, and teamwork.

4)  Parents should strive to foster healthy relationships with significant others
(e.g. parent peers, coaches, and athletes). In doing so, they must appreciate the
demands associated with being a parent, coach, and athlete in youth sport, and
be willing to help when called upon.

5) Parents need to manage the demands associated with youth sport. Parents
should not overextend themselves or their children emotionally, financially,
or physically, and each family should strategically develop personal and family
strategies to manage the demands of sport.

6) Finally, parents need to adapt their children’s environments across the stages of
sport participation, Sport is marked by numerous transitions that must be nav-
igated by parents, children, and families. Therefore, parents must remain cogni-
sant of their children’s changing needs across the course of a youth sport career.

Practitioners can foster these six skills by engaging in a reciprocal process of
knowledge acquisition and dissemination. Specifically, they should work nor just
to provide knowledge to parents but also to learn from them. No two athletes, no
two families, and no two sport contexts are the same; therefore, it is incumbent
upon individuals who work in youth sport settings to avoid treating ‘facts’ as one-
size-fits-all. In short, I would encourage practitioners to adept a humanistic lens
(Gordin, 2012), continually assessing the thoughts, emations, and behaviours of

the given subculture prior to designing and delivering workshops, interventions,
or counselling.

Overview of relevant theoretical frameworks for examining
family involvement

Youth sport is a complex setting, shaped by adults, children, communities, and the
various societies in which it is enacted. Despite this, much of the research conducted
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systems of influence. Four such systems are process, person, context, and time

(PPCT), and taking each into account is the foundation of the PPCT framework
(Bronfenbrenner, 1999, 2005; Bronfenbrenner & Marris, 1998).

Within the PPCT framework, processes are the social exchanges that individu-
als experience in their immediate social setting (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).
According to Bronfenbrenner (2005), these exchanges (e.g. parent—child commu-
nication) result in gradual adaptation (i.e. development) throughout the lifespan.
Indeed, as noted by Kremer-Sadlik and Kim (2007), it is the processes that occur
during sport participation — not one’s participation itself — that have the potential
to foster positive developmental outcomes for children and families.

Person characteristics are the ascribed or achieved traits ofan individual chat influ-
ence his or her development (Bronfenbrenner, 1999). Tudge, Maokrova, Harfield, &

Karnik (2009) suggest that some person characteristics are external

(e.g. race, sex,
height), eliciting

immediate responses fiom the outside world. For example, a youth
basketball coach might have two athletes arrive at a tryout; one is nearly 2 metres
tall (i.e. 6 feet 6 inches) and another is much shorter. The external characteristic of
‘being tall’ mighr elicit excitement (and favourable bias) from the coach, whether
the taller athlete is more skilled or not. Person characteristics can also be internal
(e.g. intelligence, determination, compassion). These characteristics might be more
important to an athlete’s overall development and success, but are less accessible to
coaches and managers who make personnel decisions.

Context, the hallmark of most ecological perspectives, consists of four progres-
sively more distal systems of an individual’s environment (the microsystem, mesosys-
tem, exosystem, and macrosystem) that guide one’s development. For example, the
parent—child relationship (microsystem), the parent—coach relationship (mesosystem),
the league or community sport mission (exosystem), and society’s imperative on
youth sport participation (macrosystern) all influence a young athlete’s sport experi-
ence. Through a family lens, ic is Important to note cthat Darling and Steinberg (1993)
describe parenting as perhaps the most important ‘context’ of child development.

Lastly, the PPCT perspective emphasises the role of time in human development
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). Time is a necessary com-
ponent of development and is therefore described by family scholars as essential in
any developmental theory (Elder, 1998). Indeed, Elder and other
rists (e.g. Bengston, Elder, & Putney,
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Applying theory and research in practice

The most important aspect of working with parents or families in youth sport is
theoretical and research evidence base into practice. In this

translating our growing
my own research and application to illustrate how

section, | ?.oqam insights from
1, and other research practitioners, have attempted to do this, while sharing insights

from our angoing projects.

A case study of an American sport family

support for the impact of children’s sport experiences on other
family members (i.e. parents) across the earliest stages of youth sport (Dorsch,
Smith, & McDonough, 2009, 2015), a colleague and I are currently exploring pat-
er time. Over the past seven years, We have
s father, mother, and child, and both

Given preliminary

ents’ sport socialisation experiences oV
been conducting interviews with the famuly
parents have been regulatly reflecting on their experiences in journals. In these data,
family members are providing a umque insight into how parents’ experiences are
influenced by the child’s sport experiences over tme.

At a general level, our preliminary findings indicate that youth sport is playing
an important role in fostering the child’s relationships with both parents, 1s impact-
ing the substance and tenor of the child’s communication with both parents, and
is informing the goals both parents have for their child’s overall and sport-specific
development. These preliminary interpretations underscore the utility of adopting
a family-focused lens when working with athletes in youth spert. One example
of the impartance of doing so lies in the potential for ‘spillover’ from the sport to
home dormain. Indeed, in our work, the family’s commitment to youth sport is
greatly influencing cheir scheduling and financial decision-making.

Over the first seven years of the child’s sport participation, the parents have
developed stronger identities as ‘sport parents’, begun to view sport as a forum for
their child to learn life lessons, and become increasingly committed to the athletic
progression of their child. Tn sum, it is apparent that youth sport is influencing

the entire family system via the proximal processes afforded to this family by the
child’s sport participation. In light of this understanding, practitioners interested in
the family should not only focus on the impact of family (e.g. parent and sibling)
involvement on youth sport outcomes, but also the nuanced effects of sport partic-

ipation on family-level processes and outcomes.

Lessons learned from my experiences as d coach, practitioner,
and parent

As a sport coach and practitioner, | have learned that parents, in 1most cases, are allies
(see also Chapter 27). Too many people view ‘sport parents’ as a monolithic group
of crazed individuals, who are only involved because they want to see their children
ascend to greatness. Largely, this caricature is perpetuated by media reports that
Moveartarica vimth snort parents as a ‘problem’ to be fixed. Instead, T have learned
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In our pilot study, parents exposed to the intervention had children with enhanced
perceptions of parent support, parent—child warmth, child enjoyment, and child
competence from pre- to post-season. Further children’s perceptions of parent pres-
sure, parent—child conflict, and child stress all decreased from pre- to post-season
(Dorsch, King, Dunn, Osai, & Tulane, 2017). Given such positive findings, practitio-
ners might benefit from drawing on this intervention to structure their own work

with parents, while also crafting more culturally or developmentally specific parent
education programmes as required.

Programme 2

In the United Kingdom, Sam Thrower and his colleagues conducted initial research
to identify tennis parents’ education and support needs across contexts and devel-
opmental stages (Thrower, Harwood, & Spray, 2016a). Observational and interview
data suggested a need to provide tennis parents with education in four areas:

1) Introductory needs: Parents need to understand how their invelvement is
influenced by their tennis knowledge, financial and time demands, and their
personal reasons for involvement.

Organisational needs: Parents need to understand how the national, regional,

or local governing body’s orgznisational system works, and the ability to orga-
nise their child’s competitions.

o
~—

3)  Development needs: Parents need to understand child and talent development,

and the ability to make informed decisions with their child about her/his ten-
nis involvement.

Competition needs: Parents need to understand how to communicate with
their child and fulfil their pre-match, in-match, and post-match roles.

The authors recommended that practitioners meet these needs differently across an
athlete’s stages of development, a take-home message being that parents’ needs can
only be met if engaged in a supportive learning environment that provides them
with structured education.

Thrower, Harwood, and Spray (2016b, 2017) subsequently delivered face-to-face
and online interventions with parents of youth tennis players. Their face-to-face pro-
gramme included seven workshops designed to run over a 12-week period for tennis
parents with children between the ages of 5 and 10 years. Results of the work sug-
gest the programme was effective in enhancing tennis parents’ perceived knowledge,
effect, and skills across a range of learning objectives. A subsequent online interven-
tion showed similarly promising results, particularly with respect to improvements
in sport parenting efficacy. However, the researchers noted that the effectiveness of
any intervention is determined by parents’ motivation to learn as well as continual
support from key stakeholders such as administrators and coaches. In practice, this
means interventions are not a quick fix. Rather, practitioners should attempt to build
programmes that are sustainable and meaningful in their outcomes.
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