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ABSTRACT

The aim of the present article is to outline a heuristic model that facilitates movement toward an
integrated understanding of the youth sport system. We define the youth sport system as the set of
interdependent persons and contexts that influence and are influenced by an athlete in youth
sport. Our model builds directly from a systems perspective, and its tenets of holism, feedback
loops, and roles. Specifically, we argue that the persons and contexts that surround an athlete in
youth sport should be examined collectively, self-correct over time, and take on certain functions
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that are negotiated over time. The model extends past contributions toward integration by out-
lining how proximal and distal processes within youth sport can be studied in a more unified way.
Looking forward, research designed to capture the nuanced ways persons and contexts influence
and are influenced by one another in youth sport will be best positioned to impact theory and

practice in meaningful ways.

Youth sport is perhaps the most common extracurricu-
lar activity across the world, with most young people
participating in structured or unstructured sport activ-
ities during childhood and adolescence (Hulteen et al.,
2017). Youth sport participation has been linked to
numerous physical, psychological, emotional, social,
and intellectual benefits, but also has been associated
with negative outcomes such as risk-taking, eating dis-
orders, low self-esteem, aggression, and decreased mor-
ality (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005). The extent to which
youth experience positive or negative outcomes in sport
is influenced by their interactions with others as well as
the broader contexts in which their participation occurs
(Garcia Bengoechea & Johnson, 2001).

Despite extensive research addressing the many per-
sons and contexts that surround youth in sport, few
scholars have attempted to generate an integrated under-
standing of the youth sport system. This is surprising
because fields such as communication, human develop-
ment, kinesiology, psychology, sport management, and
others contribute to this interdisciplinary area of inquiry.
One attempt at integration was made by Garcia
Bengoechea (2002), who argued that processes (e.g.,
coaching, parenting, peer interactions), personal charac-
teristics (e.g., an athlete’s age, gender, and ability),

contextual factors (e.g., an athlete’s level of participation),
and time (e.g., the athlete’s stage of maturation, the dura-
tion of a salient relationship) influence young athletes’
developmental experiences in sport. This conceptual per-
spective aligned with calls to employ more dynamic mod-
els of reciprocal causation in sport (e.g., Brawley &
Martin, 1995), as well as broader theorizing in the
human development literature (e.g., Bronfenbrenner,
2005 process-person-context-time framework).

Although it is important to examine the dynamic and
reciprocal processes that influence youth development in
sport, it also remains essential to acknowledge the inter-
connectedness of these processes across a range of persons
and contexts. Researchers interested in family dynamics
have examined athletes’ interactions with parents and/or
siblings, those interested in team dynamics have exam-
ined athletes’ interactions with coaches and/or peers, and
others have examined the role structural factors play in
youth sport. Such work has done much to extend youth
sport knowledge, yet has not captured the interconnected
nature of the persons and contexts that may reciprocally
influence one another. A systems lens (Broderick, 1993;
Von Bertalanffy, 1972) has the potential to guide
researchers in capturing this interconnection by enabling
the examination of a broad range of social relationships
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and the ways these relationships may shape or be shaped
by the contexts in which persons interact. This affords
scholars the opportunity to highlight the extensive web of
dynamic and reciprocal relationships that define the
youth sport system.

Here we define the youth sport system as the set of
interdependent persons (i.e., parents, siblings, peers, and
coaches) and contexts (i.e., organizations, communities,
and societies) that have the potential to influence or be
influenced by an athlete’s behaviors, attitudes, experi-
ences, and outcomes in youth sport. Over the course of
a young athlete’s development, persons and contexts
interact systematically and change in relative salience
from toddlerhood through middle-to-late adolescence
(Coté & Vierimaa, 2014). The systems perspective
(Broderick, 1993; Von Bertalanfty, 1972) consists of
several tenets that can help us better understand the
youth sport system.

A primary tenet of the systems perspective is holism,
which stresses that the persons and contexts that sur-
round an individual should be viewed collectively rather
than independently (Broderick, 1993). In youth sport,
athletes’ interactions within the family and team, as well
as with the broader contexts that surround them, should
be seen as constituting a dynamic, reciprocal, intricate,
and sometimes coordinated system rather than as inde-
pendent, top-down influences on the athlete. A second
tenet of the systems perspective is that the persons and
contexts that constitute a system participate in feedback
loops, whereby self-corrections occur based on interac-
tions with other persons and contexts within the system.
For example, families and youth sport teams have the
capacity to change course (e.g., offer feedback, discon-
tinue participation, start a new team or league) if the
contexts in which sport takes place do not align with
their goals. Lastly, an important assumption specific to
the systems perspective is that the persons and contexts
that constitute a system will take on certain roles that are
negotiated over time (see Smith & Hamon, 2012). For
example, the roles that persons play in youth sport vary
across organizations, and the roles that organizations
play in youth sport vary across communities and socie-
ties. These three tenets can help researchers from a range
of disciplines better understand how persons and con-
texts may influence or be influenced by athletes’ beha-
viors, attitudes, experiences, and outcomes in youth
sport.

Given the international proliferation of youth sport
research over recent decades (see Gould, 2019), it is
fitting that empirical knowledge across multiple areas
of the youth sport literature has systematically deepened.
Given this growth of knowledge, it is not surprising that
many scholars have narrowed their focus to more

targeted areas of understanding. While this narrowing
has led to deeper consideration of the roles of parents,
siblings, peers, and coaches, as well as the organizations,
communities, and societies in which young athletes
engage, an unintended consequence has been the con-
struction of empirical “silos” that often remain indepen-
dent of one another (see Duda, 1999; Schary & Cardinal,
2015). Therefore, a need exists to establish a conceptual
framework that helps youth sport scholars move toward
thoughtful integration of the core areas of knowledge
about youth sport. The process of pursuing this integra-
tion has the potential to foster a range of interdisciplin-
ary collaborations resulting in new and important
research questions and discoveries. This is likely to
yield a more nuanced understanding of the youth sport
system.

The aim of the present article is to outline a heuristic
model that facilitates movement toward an integrated
understanding of the youth sport system. Heuristic
models are early practical and flexible frameworks that
offer a working understanding of a specific area of
inquiry and that are useful in catalyzing theory develop-
ment. In the subsequent sections, we briefly detail how
the family subsystem (comprised of an athlete, parents,
and siblings), the team subsystem (comprised of an ath-
lete, peers, and coaches), and the environmental subsys-
tem (comprised of organizations, communities, and
societies) have the potential to impact athletes’ beha-
viors, attitudes, experiences, and outcomes in youth
sport. Our model integrates these three subsystems and
highlights some novel questions that could be tested by
future scholars from a range of disciplines. Although we
identify elements within and links across the persons
and contexts in the model, we do not assume the model
is inclusive of all possibilities, unchanging, or equally
applicable across all athletes, families, teams, or
environments.

In presenting the model, we extend past contribu-
tions toward theoretical integration (e.g., Garcia
Bengoechea, 2002) by outlining how proximal (e.g., par-
ent pressure and support, sibling modeling and differ-
entiation, peer social comparison and expectations,
coach-relationships and leadership) and distal (e.g.,
organizational culture and standards, community infra-
structure and access, societal traditions and values)
aspects of the youth sport system can be studied in
a more integrated way. Our model has the potential to
inform scholars who wish to examine the intersections
of persons and contexts in youth sport. Specifically, we
hope to facilitate systemic and interdisciplinary under-
standing of the youth sport system across a range of
settings. This offers the potential to inform practitioners
who are charged with designing youth sport contexts



and shaping the daily interactions that occur among
young athletes and their parents, siblings, peers, and
coaches.

The family subsystem in youth sport

The first component of the youth sport system is the
family subsystem. The family is the most proximal—and
in many cases most salient—subsystem with regard to
athlete behaviors, attitudes, experiences, and outcomes,
especially in the earliest years of sport participation
(Coté, 1999), and has been shown to have lasting
impacts (Dixon et al, 2008). Thus, researchers from
various disciplines have targeted families as an impor-
tant reference point for understanding the development
of athletes in sport and physical activity settings (e.g.,
Brustad, 2010). Two primary family members who have
the potential to influence and be influenced by athletes
in youth sport are parents and siblings.

As co-participants and important socialization agents
in youth sport, parents are essential contributors to the
behaviors, attitudes, experiences, and outcomes of
young athletes (Babkes & Weiss, 1999; Coté, 1999;
Fredricks & Eccles, 2004). Although researchers have
extensively explored parent-child interactions in youth
sport (see Dorsch et al., 2019), few have examined par-
ents’ roles as co-participants in the broader youth sport
system. That is, much of this research has considered
parents as providers and interpreters of the youth sport
experience without fully acknowledging the many fac-
tors within the family, within the athlete’s team, and
across the contexts in which an athlete participates that
have the potential to influence and/or be influenced by
parent involvement. This is an important consideration,
given recent ecological understanding of parents” devel-
opment in youth sport (Dorsch et al., 2015a; Holt et al.,
2008). Whereas a rich literature describes the influence
of parents on young athletes across various national
contexts, it is also important for researchers to consider
the many ways persons and contexts may shape parents’
involvement in youth sport. For example, through
a developmental lens, parents’ roles in youth sport are
often driven by the changing characteristics of the ath-
lete (e.g., age, gender, ability), the organizational or
community context (e.g., missions, standards, initia-
tives, and support), and the societies in which the athlete
participates (e.g., resources and policy). These factors
are dynamic and may shape the nature and development
of parents’ goals for their children vis-a-vis the parent-
child sport relationship and how parents are involved in
their children’s participation on a day-to-day basis
(Dorsch et al., 2015b; Knight & Holt, 2014). This asser-
tion aligns with Coté and colleagues’ developmental
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model of sport participation, which highlights the
dynamic nature of parent roles and involvement pat-
terns in youth sport (Coté, 1999; Coté & Vierimaa,
2014). In addition to these external factors, parents’
person characteristics as set forth in Bronfenbrenner’s
(2005) PPCT model of human development (e.g., gen-
der, sport experiences, parenting style) also shape the
roles they assume and goals they adopt for their children
in sport (Dorsch et al., 2015a; Holt et al., 2008).

To optimize parents’ roles as socialization agents in
youth sport, scholars and practitioners have sought to
shape parent involvement in ways that limit athlete
perceptions of parental pressure and facilitate athlete
perceptions of parental support (e.g., Harwood &
Knight, 2015). In line with this work, researchers have
begun to document strategies that can be used to engage
parents in evidence-based learning (e.g., Dorsch et al.,
2017; Thrower et al., 2017). Given the multiple roles that
parents hold, they have described feeling ill-equipped to
optimally interact with their children in youth sport (see
Harwood & Knight, 2015). Accordingly, parents have
been shown to: (a) seek the help of extended family,
friends, and community members to meet the time
demands of youth sport (Burgess et al., 2016), (b) draw
on the professional and interpersonal knowledge of coa-
ches to begin to understand the needs of their children
and the technical aspects of the sport (Knight & Holt,
2014), and (c) encourage their children to model siblings
and build relationships with peers to manage the physi-
cal and emotional demands of sport (Knight & Holt,
2014). It is important, therefore, to acknowledge that
parents are an integral part of the family subsystem and
the larger youth sport system (Teques et al., 2018).

The developmental significance of siblings in youth
sport is understudied, yet holds much promise for help-
ing build a holistic picture of the family subsystem and
broader youth sport system. Although siblings have
attributes in common with many interpersonal relation-
ships, they also possess unique characteristics and devel-
opmental importance (Cicirelli, 1995). For example, the
sibling relationship is often marked by competition and
cooperation, modeling and differentiation, social com-
parison, and experiences of compassion (Furman &
Buhrmester, 1985). The potential depth and varied
experiences of this relationship can be important to the
roles siblings play in shaping each other’s social, emo-
tional, and cognitive development (Yeh & Lempers,
2004). Moreover, siblings can be developmentally salient
in tandem with other social agents such as parents and
peers (e.g., Bell et al., 1985; Fagan & Najman, 2005). This
is notable considering prevailing evidence that parents
are the primary providers and interpreters of youth
sport, and the documented increase in the salience of
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peers as a proxy for family during late childhood and
early adolescence (Duncan et al., 2005; Savin-Williams
& Berndt, 1990). Importantly, sibling interactions are
thought to foster social comparison and social-
cognitive development, providing a foundation for rela-
tionships with other peers (Dunn, 2007; McHale et al.,
2012). Given that sibling interactions are consequential
to development, siblings may influence one another’s
participation in, and affective responses to, structured
and unstructured sport (Horn & Horn, 2007).

Researchers recently have begun to explore the roles
of siblings in sport (see Blazo & Smith, 2018). Examples
of this work include the experience of having an athle-
tically gifted sibling in the household (Blazo et al., 2014;
Newhouse-Bailey et al., 2015) and socialization into and
continued involvement in sport (e.g., Osai & Whiteman,
2017; Ziviani et al., 2006). Results of this work suggest
that young athletes engage in sibling processes such as
modeling and differentiation that shape their sport-
related behaviors, attitudes, experiences, and outcomes.
As researchers seek to integrate these and other topics
via sustained lines of investigation, theoretically- and
developmentally informed studies that view siblings as
a component of the family subsystem and the broader
youth sport system are needed.

The team subsystem in youth sport

The second component of the youth sport system is the
team subsystem. The team is considered proximal to the
athlete and becomes especially important during adoles-
cence, when transitioning to sport contexts that are less
often directed by parents (Coté, 1999). Two primary
persons within the team subsystem who may influence
or be influenced by athletes are peers and coaches.

Peers are essential yet relatively underappreciated
contributors to athletes’ behaviors, attitudes, experi-
ences, and outcomes in youth sport. Whereas most
researchers exploring social dynamics in sport have
focused on coaches and parents, there have also been
efforts focused on peers (Smith et al., 2019; Weiss &
Stuntz, 2004). There is much value to examining peers
in youth sport because, as youth move into more inten-
sive participation during adolescence, relationships with
fellow participants can become a proxy for family. Peers
serve as an important reference for social comparison,
spend extensive periods of time together, fulfill various
relational functions, and often hold relatively equal
power to one another as compared to parents, coaches,
and other adults (Smith et al., 2019).

The empirical literature on peers in youth sport varies
across countries and cultures, though some persistent
streams of inquiry are evident. There is a well-established

link between competence and social acceptance in sport
(Evans & Roberts, 1987; Weiss & Duncan, 1992), and sport
can foster the cultivation and expression of friendships
(Weiss & Stuntz, 2004; Weiss et al, 1996) and social
identity (Bruner et al, 2017). At the same time, high-
performance sport contexts that are competitive in nature
can challenge the development of authentic relationships
(Adams & Carr, 2019), introduce conflict among peers that
needs to be managed (Holt et al., 2012), and even involve
the victimization of some participants (Partridge & Knapp,
2016). Thus, a young athlete’s sport involvement can serve
as a pathway to positive social outcomes or to diminished
social standing and well-being, suggesting that youth sport
is a form of social currency (Nicholson et al., 2013). The
motivational climate reinforced by peers also has been
shown to be salient in youth sport (McLaren et al., 2016;
Smith et al., 2010; Vazou et al., 2006) as have peer relation-
inferred self-efficacy (i.e., RISE) perceptions (Jackson et al.,
2007, 2014). Collectively, the extant literature offers evi-
dence of the importance of teammates and competitors in
youth sport and suggests that peers should be considered in
any broader treatment of the youth sport system.

Initial steps to integrate understanding of peers’ con-
tribution to the youth sport system can be found in
research designed to consider multiple persons simulta-
neously with respect to social motivation, well-being, or
other outcomes. Efforts of this nature have been con-
ducted that examine peers along with parents (e.g.,
Ullrich-French & Smith, 2006), coaches (Gardner et al.,
2016; Riley & Smith, 2011), and teachers (Cox & Ullrich-
French, 2010). Exploring relationships or interactions
among people is challenging and complex. However, it
is essential to pursue such work and capture the integra-
tion of persons and contexts, as is advocated in systems
theory (Broderick, 1993; Von Bertalanfty, 1972).

Coaches have the potential to influence and be influ-
enced by athletes’ behaviors, attitudes, experiences, and
outcomes in youth sport, and several conceptual models
have been developed to better understand the coach’s
role in youth sport (e.g., Chelladurai, 2007; Coté et al.,
1995; Jowett, 2005; Smith & Smoll, 2002). These models
have emerged from a range of countries and are
grounded in different literatures, including leadership,
expertise, coaching, motivation, and education. In
a review of these models and the broader coaching
literature, Coté and Gilbert (2009) proposed a succinct,
yet comprehensive, definition of coaching effectiveness:
“The consistent application of integrated professional,
interpersonal, and intrapersonal knowledge to improve
athletes’ competence, confidence, connection, and char-
acter in specific coaching contexts” (p. 316). This inte-
grative definition frames effectiveness as coaches’ ability
to exhibit professional and interpersonal behaviors that



foster positive developmental outcomes in their athletes.
Studies of coaches in various sports show an association
between coaches’ effective behaviors and athletes’ out-
comes such as enjoyment, competence, persistence,
teamwork, and initiative (e.g., Alvarez et al, 2009;
Coatsworth & Conroy, 2009; Erickson & Coté, 2016;
Pelletier et al., 2001).

Importantly, coaching requires consistent interac-
tions with others within the family and team subsystems
(e.g., parents, siblings, peers, and other coaches).
Because these interactions are embedded within organi-
zations, communities, and societies, coaching research
would benefit from efforts to generate a more holistic
understanding of the complex factors that are linked to
coaching effectiveness. This is consistent with a systems
approach, which suggests development takes place via
interactions among interrelated persons within salient
developmental contexts (Broderick, 1993).

Viewing coaches within the team subsystem and the
broader youth sport system necessitates a nuanced con-
ceptualization of coaching processes. Examples of how
to integrate understanding of coaching effectiveness can
be seen in the way coaches are expected to build and
maintain relationships. Specifically, research has been
conducted on parent-coaches (e.g., Weiss & Fretwell,
2005), the coach-athlete relationship (e.g., Horne &
Carron, 1985; Olympiou et al., 2008), and the parent-
athlete-coach triangle (e.g., Hellstedt, 1987; Jowett &
Timson-Katchis, 2005). Although this research has
been designed to capture dyadic—and in some cases
triadic—relationships, it could be extended to integrate
psychological, behavioral, and affective processes and
outcomes that occur within and across the family,
team, and environmental subsystems. This would be
similar to the recent work from Canada examining
transformational leadership among youth sport coaches
(e.g., Turnnidge & Coté, 2017). Moving forward, con-
ceptually driven efforts to pursue such extensions would
advance holistic understanding of the youth sport
system.

The environmental subsystem in youth sport

The third component of the youth sport system is the
environmental subsystem. This is considered a distal
subsystem with reference to the athlete, reflecting the
design and delivery of youth sport as well as the norms
associated with and meanings ascribed to sport partici-
pation. Three primary contexts within the environmen-
tal subsystem that may influence or be influenced by
young athletes are organizations, communities, and
societies.
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The most proximal context to athletes, and to the
families and teams in which they are embedded, is the
organization. Organizations are the entities (e.g., acade-
mies, clubs, schools, municipal entities, for-profit and
not-for-profit businesses) that design and deliver sport
to youth (Wagstaft, 2017, 2019). Perhaps the most per-
vasive line of organizational research in sport targets the
ways organizations impose numerous demands (i.e.,
stressors) on athletes and the persons with whom ath-
letes regularly interact (see Arnold et al., 2017). Many
organizations that offer sport seek to provide guidance
regarding their missions, standards, and cultures to
reduce the demands faced by athletes and others, while
developing opportunities for persons within the organi-
zation to thrive. In recent years, this has included a focus
on safe sport principles tied to prevention of injury and
abuse (Johnson et al., 2020; Mountjoy et al., 2020).

Utilizing a systems lens affords researchers the oppor-
tunity to acknowledge the presence of feedback loops, as
well as the narratives and metaphors people use to
describe their organizations. As such, researchers should
consider how organizations design and deliver sport
opportunities for youth based on their missions, stan-
dards, and cultures, as well as the ways they may be
shaped by the parents, coaches, and other stakeholders
who contribute to their operation (Legg et al., 2016;
Maitland et al., 2015). For instance, explorations of the
structure, boundaries, power, hierarchy, function,
resource and information sharing, and subgrouping
within organizations might provide valuable insights
into youth sport environments as interconnected, living
human systems. Initial attempts to conduct research in
youth sport have largely failed to attend to the impact
athletes, and the persons and contexts that surround
them, have on the organizations in which they partici-
pate and vice versa in an iterative and transactional
manner. This gap may be addressed by incorporating
organizational and systems-based thinking within more
established research lines on parents, siblings, peers, and
coaches. In turn, a fuller appreciation may be gained
regarding the important role organizations play in such
complex systems.

The interaction of parents, siblings, peers, and coa-
ches within organizations occurs differently across com-
munities. For example, research indicates that towns
with fewer than 100,000 inhabitants may possess unique
features related to community size and behavior pat-
terns of youth that are conducive to athletes’ sustained
engagement in sport (Turnnidge et al., 2014). In terms of
the physical environment, smaller communities provide
youth with more space for unorganized physical activity
and sports with peers (Balish & Coté, 2014). However,
this is balanced by the fact that larger communities often
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provide youth with increased accessibility, exposure,
and competition (Grieve & Sherry, 2012). From
a behavioral perspective, smaller cities may provide
integrated approaches to sport participation that foster
more engagement from parents, siblings, peers, and
coaches whereas larger cities may offer a broader cross-
section of activities and competitive trajectories (Surya
et al., 2012). Finally, the size of a community has the
potential to impact the value placed on positive social
norms (e.g., purposeful mentoring, prosocial behavior,
communal child-rearing) and the ways parents, coaches,
and organizations design and deliver sport (Bale, 2003;
Balish & Coté, 2014; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2010;
Turnnidge et al., 2014).

Communities establish and fortify the norms asso-
ciated with sport participation while also providing sup-
port at the group level and fostering a sense of
belongingness among individuals. This is often referred
to as sense of community, and is vital because it fulfills
an innate human need for relatedness (McMillan &
Chavis, 1986; Sarason, 1974). Because youth have been
shown to benefit in myriad ways from increased sense of
community, sport is often championed as a means to
enhance personal and community development
(Warner & Dixon, 2011, 2013; Warner et al., 2012).
Specifically, sense of community has been linked to out-
comes such as better health (e.g., Warner et al., 2017)
and fewer delinquent behaviors (e.g., Battistich & Hom,
1997). Given the potential range of characteristics (e.g.,
size, initiatives, access, infrastructure) that can impact
how communities support youth in sport, as well as
community factors that shape how sport is designed
and delivered, it is critical to understand how commu-
nities fit within the environmental subsystem and
broader youth sport system.

Societies shape the meanings that individuals, and the
persons and contexts that surround them, give to ath-
letes’ behaviors, attitudes, experiences, and outcomes in
youth sport, and how they integrate those meanings into
norms for sport participation and ultimately the design
and delivery of sport (Bowers & Green, 2013). For
example, in societies characterized by socio-economic
inequality, sports for youth from wealthier families tend
to focus on skills and future opportunities (e.g., college
and/or professional participation), whereas programs
for youth from lower income families tend to focus on
social control and personal deficit reduction (Coakley,
2002; Whitley et al., 2019). It is important to recognize
that the perceived significance of youth sport in societies
depends on popular beliefs about the connection
between sport involvement and athletes’ psychosocial
development, social acceptance, and the achievement
of educational and occupational success.

Youth sport is generally designed and delivered in
ways that reflect and reaffirm the traditions and values
that are important in a society; however, these values
and traditions can be expressed in positive or negative
ways and can be inclusive or exclusive in nature.
Importantly, it is usually assumed that the lessons
taught, and thought to be learned, in youth sport reflect
and reaffirm those traditions and values by way of var-
ious feedback loops (Coakley, 1983). As an example, in
Western societies where individualism is valued, youth
sport is generally designed and delivered in ways that
place importance on characteristics such as indepen-
dence, toughness, competition, achievement, and self-
reliance. It is also assumed that athletes who demon-
strate these characteristics will have success, and thus
confirm these characteristics as important within the
society (see Bondin et al., 2020; Fine, 1987; Goodman,
1979; Mrozek, 1983).

Whether youth sport is subsidized by the govern-
ment, its constituent communities, or individual public
or private organizations varies across societies and has
the potential to impact youth behaviors, attitudes,
experiences, and outcomes in sport. For example, the
structure of youth sport in China is shaped by the federal
government. State policy emphasizes elite sport training
among youth who are strategically selected for pro-
grams. Alternatively, the design and delivery of sport
in Japan is closely tied to physical education in the
schools. In much of Europe, Australia, and New
Zealand, youth sport is linked to school-based physical
education or sponsored by local sport clubs that are age-
integrated and focused on participation in one or more
sports around which the club and the social lives of its
members are organized. Developing countries often
have limited public or private resources for youth
sport, and the programs that do exist may be sponsored
through the outreach of non-governmental organiza-
tions from wealthier societies. Developing countries
that prioritize resources for youth sport (e.g., India,
Kenya, South Africa) tend to organize them around
externally determined solutions to perceived cultural
and socialization deficits of its youth, with limited long-
term impact (Whitley et al., 2019).

Youth sport programs in the United States have tra-
ditionally been associated with communities (e.g.,
through parks and recreation departments) and/or orga-
nizations (e.g., Little League Baseball) until age 12 or 13,
after which sport is often linked to public school sys-
tems. This model subsidizes (at least in part) the design
and delivery of sport through state or municipal tax
dollars, and highlights the inherent value of sport as
a public good. Increasingly, however, youth sport is
being designed and delivered by entities other than
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communities and schools, and thus reflects the diverse
missions of sponsors ranging from for-profit businesses
to nonprofit organizations and local youth sport entre-
preneurs. It can be argued, therefore, that youth sport is
becoming fragmented, with little continuity across orga-
nizations, communities, and societies. Additionally, it
appears that when the livelihoods of the adults who
control and coach youth sports depend on fees paid by
families, programs are organized and marketed to meet
the financial missions of organizers and coaches, and the
goals of fee-paying parents, rather than the overall devel-
opmental needs of youth (Coakley, 2002, 2010; Hyman,
2012).

Designing future research to integrate the
subsystems

Our aim is to outline a heuristic model that facilitates
movement toward an integrated understanding of the
youth sport system. In pursuing this aim, the previous
sections not only detail that parents, siblings, peers,
coaches, organizations, communities, and societies may
influence and be influenced by athletes’ behaviors, atti-
tudes, experiences, and outcomes in youth sport, but
how scholars might think of these persons and contexts
as systemic and interrelated across development. In
highlighting the key constructs and connections within
and across the family, team, and environmental subsys-
tems, we forward a heuristic model of the youth sport
system in Figure 1. It showcases key constructs related to
the persons and contexts within youth sport, but is not
intended to be a comprehensive exposition of the many
ways these persons and contexts might interact. In youth
sport, families, teams, and contexts should be viewed as
integrated and responsive to one another. We therefore
hope the model encourages a range of sport psychology
and social science researchers to design and execute
research in a more integrated way within and across
the family, team, and environmental subsystems. This
means not just seeking a greater understanding of ath-
letes and the persons and contexts that surround them,
but of the myriad processes that have the potential to
influence or be influenced by athletes’ behaviors, atti-
tudes, experiences, and outcomes over the course of
development.

Depicted by the curved outer shell of the model, socie-
tal factors are the most distal context within the youth
sport system. Much of our understanding of youth sport
comes from research conducted in Western and/or indus-
trialized countries with relatively educated and affluent
persons. These societies afford the necessary resources
(e.g., time, money, knowledge) to engage in youth sport

in an organized way. In light of this, our model calls
researchers to account for the many diverse ways sport
is enacted, interpreted, and experienced in other societies.
Societal factors are important in this regard, as they shape
the meanings we give to participation in sport. More
inclusive future research is critical to a full understanding
of the youth sport system. Our model provides a potential
starting point for scholars who wish to understand the
importance of, and the traditions associated with, youth
sport in other societies. Work in this area could target the
range of societal values associated with sport participa-
tion, and the policies that shape the socialization of ath-
letes, parents, siblings, peers, and coaches.

An important aspect of the model to be explored in
future research will be how societies impact athletes’ beha-
viors, attitudes, experiences, and outcomes. Questions ori-
ginating from this level of the model might include: (a) how
do societal traditions impact the design and delivery of
youth sport by way of community initiatives and organiza-
tional missions? (b) in what types of societies does the
creation of youth sport policy impact community infra-
structure, organizational standards, and athlete behavior
(e.g., participation rates, sport choice)? and (c) how do
societal resources (e.g., relative affluence versus non-
affluence) impact organizational opportunities for, and
demands on, athletes, coaches, and parents? Importantly,
future research questions in this domain should be devel-
oped in light of evidence that societies define and engage in
youth sport in varying ways (Messner & Musto, 2016).
Ethnographic research utilizing retrospective surveys, inter-
views, and the archival analysis of national, regional, local,
and personal records may be well-positioned to address
questions pertaining to societal effects on athletes’ beha-
viors, attitudes, experiences, and outcomes over time in
youth sport. This might be of particular interest to scholars
who are investigating the legal aspects (e.g., protections of
civil liberties, safe sport initiatives, liability concerns) that
shape youth sport in various cultures. Thoughtfully con-
structed comparative research could afford scholars the
opportunity to examine similarities and differences across
multiple societies.

Just beneath societies in the model exist commu-
nities. Empirical work in youth sport has largely
neglected to account for the roles communities play
in the norms associated with participation in youth
sport. This is surprising because communities, more
than societies at large, have the potential to shape or
be shaped by young athletes’ (and other persons’)
behaviors, attitudes, experiences, and outcomes in
sport. Typically, community-level influences are driven
by the size of a community, the initiatives and support
it offers persons who engage in youth sport, and the
access and infrastructure that define how sports are



engaged in (Balish & Coté, 2014). Community factors
therefore play an important role in the short- and
long-term developmental outcomes experienced by
athletes.

An important factor to examine in future research will
be how communities impact family and team subsystems
via organizations. Questions originating from this level of
the model might include: (a) how do community initia-
tives impact the design and delivery of sport by organiza-
tions? (b) in what ways can community infrastructure
shape the sport opportunities provided by organizations
to the athletes who participate? and (c) how do interac-
tions within the team subsystem (among, athletes, peers,
and coaches) and family subsystem (among athletes, par-
ents, and siblings) differ across organizations within
a community? Future research should be designed in
light of knowledge that communities are shaped by
broader society and also have the potential to shape and
be shaped by families, teams, and organizations. Case-
study research utilizing multiple methodologies may be
well-positioned to highlight these feedback loops.

At the center of the integrated model lie organizations,
and it is organizations that serve as an intermediary
between the distal and proximal factors that can influence
or be influenced by athletes’ behaviors, attitudes, experi-
ences, and outcomes in youth sport. This central position
in the model is a result of organizations being formed in
view of the broader roles played by societies and commu-
nities, while also being charged with creating the direct
contexts in which athletes, families, and teams participate.
Driven by feedback loops, organizations such as academies,
clubs, schools, municipal entities, places of worship, and
businesses foster opportunities for youth and serve as gate-
keepers to the missions, standards, and cultures by which
success, failure, and development are judged, while also
being shaped by the parents and coaches who contribute to
their functioning (Legg et al., 2016).

Considering extant research on organizations in
youth sport (see Wagstaff, 2017, 2019), an important
direction for future work will be to address the potential
feedback loops among persons and organizations within
the youth sport system. Questions stemming from this
level of the model might include: (a) what organizational
factors foster or limit the enhancement of coaches’ pro-
fessional and interpersonal knowledge? (b) how do the
demands placed on coaches and parents by organiza-
tions impact the team and family subsystems at various
developmental levels of sport? and (c) how is an organi-
zation’s design and delivery of sport shaped by aspects of
the community (e.g., infrastructure and access) as well as
attributes of the athletes it serves (e.g., age, gender, race/
ethnicity, sexuality, socioeconomic status, identity, abil-
ity, etc.)?
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Future research in this domain should be developed
considering that parents and coaches are largely respon-
sible for structuring the organizations that offer youth
sport, especially those that serve younger children at the
recreational level (Project Play, 2015). Program evaluation
research incorporating focus groups, surveys, observa-
tion, and daily diaries with athletes, parents, and coaches
could be especially valuable in capturing the dynamic and
reciprocal relationships persons in the youth sport system
have with sport-delivering organizations in their respec-
tive communities. Additional research targeting feedback
loops in the youth sport system could be designed to
examine the ways athletes “give back” to youth sport
when they move into new and different roles (e.g., as
former athletes, parents, volunteers, coaches, or officials).
Lerner and colleagues’ 6Cs model could contribute to the
conceptual extension of this developmental knowledge,
wherein the 6™ C represents the concept of contribution
to one’s self, family, community, and society (Lerner,
2004; Lerner et al., 2005).

The four “gears” within our model represent the most
proximal persons to the athlete within the youth sport
system: parents, siblings, peers, and coaches. The gears
contain descriptive characteristics, words, and phrases
that highlight salient concepts from an international
body of literature. These concepts, in many cases, repre-
sent proximal processes that take place on a daily basis
among these persons (Garcia Bengoechea, 2002). In line
with Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) conceptualization of per-
son characteristics, proximal processes are guided by an
athlete’s age, gender, race/ethnicity, sexuality, socioeco-
nomic status, identity, ability, and aspirations, among
other factors. Importantly, we acknowledge that the per-
sonal characteristics of parents, siblings, peers, and coa-
ches also shape athletes’ behaviors, attitudes, experiences,
and outcomes in youth sport. Although not explicitly
specified in Figure 1, the personal characteristics of par-
ents, siblings, peers, and coaches should also be consid-
ered in work informed by our model. We also
acknowledge that the same “system” is not experienced
by all athletes. As examples, family subsystem interactions
occur differently if there are no siblings in the household,
in a single-parent household, or if the athlete is living and
training away from family (Wright et al., 2019).

In line with Cote’s developmental model of sport parti-
cipation, the salience of athletes” interactions with other
persons evolves over the course of development.
Specifically, athletes experience (1) shifts in the sources of
competence information that they prioritize, (2) plasticity
in the development and maintenance of relationships, and
thus how they interact with other persons, and (3) the
dynamic roles and involvement of other persons (see Coté
& Vierimaa, 2014). These factors change from toddlerhood
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through middle-to-late adolescence and are thus high-
lighted by the athlete (depicted with a ball) moving from
left to right across the black arrow at the bottom of the
model. Despite normative trends, it is important to note
that the developmental salience of athletes’ relationships
with parents, siblings, peers, and coaches is not always
linear, predictable, or mutually exclusive. Thus, as an exam-
ple, the family subsystem has the potential to be impactful
well beyond childhood, even if it is expected that the team
subsystem might be of particular importance as a sport
career evolves.

There are a wide range of research questions that could
be addressed within this portion of the model. Of particular
interest is the interrelationship of the family and team
subsystems via the athlete. Questions situated within this
portion of the model might include: (a) to what extent are
parents’ goals for their children in youth sport associated
with coaches’ expectations, and how is this shaped by the
athlete’s age and gender? (b) how do athletes balance social
comparison to siblings and peers, and how does this change
over time? and (c) what impact does an athlete’s ability have
on the way parents and coaches engage with the athlete’s
siblings and peers in sport? Future questions attending to
the integration of the family and team subsystems should be
developed considering evidence that proximal processes are
not static and constant, but dynamic and changing (Coté,
1999), and in light of the fact that they may vary across
communities and societies. Developmentally informed
research is needed to capture the nuance of athletes’ beha-
viors, attitudes, experiences, and outcomes over time in
youth sport (Smith et al., 2012).

In examining the model, it is important to acknowledge
some of the conceptual work that preceded it. In the
bottom half of the model, we view members of the family
and team subsystems (ie., parents, siblings, peers, and
coaches) as interconnected. In doing so, our model builds
directly from a systems perspective, and specifically its
tenet of holism (Broderick, 1993). In depicting parents,
siblings, peers, and coaches as “gears” engaging in dyadic
reciprocal relationships with the athlete (and in some cases
each other), the model pays homage to work by Bell (1968)
and others who highlighted the feedback loops that drive
socialization process within close relationships. Last, our
depiction of the athlete “ball” is informed, in part, by
person characteristics as set forth in Bronfenbrenner’s
(2005) PPCT model of human development. Depicting
the ball moving from left to right, spanning a time period
from toddlerhood through middle-to-late adolescence,
aligns with Co6té’s developmental model of sport participa-
tion (see CoOté & Vierimaa, 2014) and personal assets
framework for sport (Coté et al, 2019), as well as the
time component of Bronfenbrenner’s PPCT model. It
also highlights that athletes’ behaviors, attitudes,

experiences, and outcomes are not static, but instead
change and are negotiated over time. This aligns with the
systems perspective, and specifically its tenet of roles.

In the top half of the model, the environmental sub-
system is comprised of three contexts: organizations,
communities, and societies. Our conceptualization of
these contexts builds from present understanding of orga-
nizational psychology (Wagstaff, 2019), community psy-
chology (Warner, 2016), and sport sociology (Coakley,
2016), but also broadens the scope of what typically has
been considered within the youth sport system. In our
model, the family and team subsystems are represented as
being nested within the broader environmental subsys-
tem. The three subsystems, collectively, are posited to
influence and be influenced by athletes via the structure
of, and daily interactions among, the persons and contexts
that surround them.

Challenges and limitations

Approaching youth sport through an integrated lens pre-
sents several challenges and limitations. Most obviously, it
can be difficult to integrate the higher levels of the model
into everyday research and practice. At the broadest level,
for example, cross-cultural issues may shape how the
model is interpreted and applied in different youth sport
contexts around the world (Ryba et al., 2013; Si & Lee,
2007). Certain aspects of our model may be more salient
in societies or communities where competitive sport is
more widely practiced.

An additional consideration is that our model is
delimited to persons who interact with young people
in the youth sport context. This includes parents and
siblings within the family subsystem and peers and coa-
ches within the team subsystem. Given the model’s focus
on the youth sport system, it does not account for other
potentially important persons, such as teachers, men-
tors, and peers who are not teammates. These persons
also can influence and be influenced by the athlete’s
sport participation. Future research, therefore, could
target the direct and indirect impacts of these persons
on children’s sport-related outcomes and experiences.

Our model does not explicitly account for conflict that
may be introduced within or across the various subsys-
tems. For example, athletes are often forced to reconcile
differences between their own goals and the goals their
parents or coaches might have for their participation in
sport. The process of reconciliation can be further shaped
by athletes’ interpretation of peer and sibling influences,
as well as the broader expectations of their sport-
delivering individual, organization, or community.
Moving forward, researchers might view conflict within
or across the family, team, and environmental subsystems
through a lens of disequilibrium, another tenet of the



systems perspective (Broderick, 1993). Disequilibrium is
the state of imbalance experienced by an individual when
new experiences cannot be understood or easily accom-
modated (Berger, 2005). Applying this tenet to future
research on the youth sport system would further extend
theoretically grounded understanding of the independent
and simultaneous effects various persons and contexts
have within the youth sport system.

Finally, the potential impact of our model on current
thinking in the field of kinesiology may be discounted
because our model speaks to concepts not usually mea-
sured or discussed in kinesiology journals. The environ-
mental subsystem is understudied in kinesiology research,
especially as it relates to the social, cognitive, and emo-
tional aspects of sport and physical activity behavior in
young people. However, incorporating this subsystem in
our model orients kinesiologists to its importance and
potential for advancing knowledge. Zelaznik and Harper
(2007) contend that the sociological, anthropological, and
philosophical aspects of sport and all other forms of
human movement should be of central interest to kine-
siologists who aim to promote intrinsic motivation for
physical activity. We hope that our model increases con-
sideration of these components of the youth sport system.

Conclusion

In presenting this heuristic model of the youth sport
system, we have extended past work championing theo-
retical integration (e.g., Garcia Bengoechea, 2002) and
have highlighted potentially valuable research questions.
Moreover, we have provided various considerations for
scholars who wish to examine the intersections of persons
and contexts in youth sport. In doing so, we hope to move
sport scientists and leaders toward a systemic and inter-
disciplinary understanding of the parents, siblings, peers,
coaches, organizations, communities, and societies that
surround athletes in youth sport. Conversely, other
aspects of the model may be more salient where lifetime
sports are practiced in less organized or competitive set-
tings. In all cases, conceptually driven, interdisciplinary
work attending to the systems perspective tenets of hol-
ism, feedback loops, and roles remains best positioned to
capture the nuanced ways persons and contexts influence
and are influenced by athletes in youth sport. We believe
that such work has the potential to meaningfully impact
theory and practice with regard to the persons and con-
texts that comprise the youth sport system.
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