Dropout in Sport

The first experience in sport is critical for the ongoing development of any athlete. If the experience is positive, the child will likely continue participating. If the experience is negative, the child may drop out of sport, and lose interest in physical activity.

According to recent studies, 45% of ten year olds participate in sports. By the age of eighteen only 26% of them stay active. An overview of youth sports carried out in America showed that dropout is well under way at age ten and peaks at 14-15. This was found across a range of ten different sports.

Reasons why children participate in sports

1. To have fun.
2. To improve skills.
3. To stay in shape.
4. To do something one is good at.

5. For the excitement of competition.

6. To get exercise.

7. To play as part of a team.

8. For the challenge of competition.

9. To learn new skills.

10.  To win.
Reasons why children discontinue participation in sports

-Loss of interest.

-Lack of fun.

-Failure to learn new skills.

-Too much pressure.

-Coach was a poor teacher.

-It took too much time.

-Wanted more sport activity.

-Coach played favourites.

-Sport was boring.

-Over-emphasis on winning.

Studies show children who continue participation in sports have three motivational reasons for doing so:

Reluctant participants- 25% of subjects responded that they “had to” be in sports because of outside pressure, mostly parents and peers. These individuals were less than willing to play and practice hard, and as such, likely to be candidates to dropout from sports- outside pressure, mostly parent and peers.

Image conscious socialiser- 40% of the totals seem to draw their motivation from rewards and approval of others. These young athletes are successful in sports, looking good physically, and in good shape. However, if outside reinforcements may diminish, they are likely to quit sports.

Competence orientated- The remaining 35% is made up of individuals whose main motivation factor is to improve their skills. These participants enjoy practicing and playing hard, who will most likely make sports a life-long interest.

Underlying psychological motives for participation or withdrawal

1.Perceived competence

2.Goal orientations
3.Stress response

Perceived Competence

Research has shown that youth participants who drop out of sport differ from those who stay in sport in their perceived competence.

Higher levels of perception of competence lead to: Greater persistence and greater expectancies for success, more enjoyment, pride, satisfaction, happiness and self-esteem.

Psychologists argue that by the time children reach secondary school their perception of competence in sport is already entirely established i.e. when a young person moves into adolescence, they feel their ability in sport is fixed, regardless of the effort they put in. Therefore it is understandable that those with low sporting self esteem choose to opt out altogether. 

The social comparison process between the ages of 6 and 12 years of age is based largely on competence in physical abilities; this can potentially destroy self-esteem. 

In light of these findings sports coach UK is recommending that children should have acquired physical literacy before moving on to more complex skills. Physical literacy involves learning the fundamental movement skills such as running, jumping, striking and catching and the fundamentals of movement- agility, balance and coordination. 

If by the age of twelve children have been taught physical literacy and sports specific technical skills in a fun environment, their perception of competence will be increased, therefore decreasing the likelihood of early dropout from sport and increasing the chances of the children reaching levels of expert performance in the future.

Goal Orientations

There are two goal orientations, mastery orientation and ego orientation.

Mastery Orientation                     Ego Orientation

-Learning and task mastery         -Social comparison

-Personal progress                      -Public evaluation

-Participation                               -Normative success

The motivational climate is created by significant others- coaches and parents.

Correlates of Mastery Motivational Climate

-Intrinsic motivation

-Positive attitude towards team-mates

-Belief that effort causes success

-Satisfaction with being a team member

-Self-confidence

-Mastery as a source of satisfaction

Correlates of Ego Motivational Climate

-Negative attitude towards team-mates

-Belief that ability leads to success

-Feelings of boredom

-Tension and concerns about failing

-Satisfaction when outperforming others

In a study of junior high, high school and college aged students who dropped out of sport it was found that their motivation for sports participation had been more ego involved. 

Children in a mastery climate feel competent when learning new skills, show greater persistence and performance improvement, have less fear of making mistakes, display greater sportsmanship, enjoyment and have lower levels of tension and worry about performance.  

By understanding the principles of reinforcement, effective communication and positive feedback coaches and parents will be able to create a mastery motivational climate.

Stress Response

Young children learn most efficiently in a non-stressful environment. Excessive stress caused by an over emphasis on winning and punishment orientated feedback frequently results in lowering of self-esteem and severely hinders the learning process. Children find sports stressful when they perceive they will not be able to adequately respond to the demands of the competition, and therefore risk a negative social evaluation of athletic competence. If exposed to a stressful environment overtime anxiety, fear of failure and inadequacy will increase leading to dropout.

Recommendations

Coaches

1. Increase knowledge of reinforcement, effective communication and positive feedback thereby decreasing the stress response and creating a mastery motivational climate.
2. Increase knowledge and use of methods to develop the FUNdamentals amongst 6-12 year olds.

3. Increase knowledge of sports specific technical skills and conditioned games.

4.De-emphasise winning.

5.Make training fun.

6.Treat all players fairly and equally.

7. Where possible try to make parents part of the team.

8. Provision of fun and social events for players e.g. weekends away and blitzes in other counties.

Administration

1. Provide means by which coaches can achieve points 1,2 and 3 above. Coach education can be carried out through workshops, information provision through the GAA website or by e-mail.

2. Coaches should be observed and assisted during training to ensure that they are implementing points 1-6 above.

3.Development of a resource containing age specific skills, drills and conditioned games to be used by coaches to provide suitable challenges for players thereby ensuring long-term development of players.

4. Development of age specific skills competitions.

5. Examination of current club underage structures to include positives, negatives and possible alternatives of having A, B and C teams and same management set up over a prolonged period.

6.Examination of current adult structures to identify ways of allowing players to make the transition from underage to adult level competition.

7. Where possible, in cooperation with primary schools in the surrounding area, assist/educate teachers in methods of developing the fundamental skills of children.

