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Abstract

Objectives

Describe what costs and benefits parents across the socioeconomic spectrum weight most

heavily when making decisions about sport participation for their children.

Method

Cross-sectional survey of a nationally representative online panel of parents of children

between the ages of 5 and 18 (n = 1025, 52% response rate). Parents rated the importance

of a series of potential costs and benefits of youth sport and these responses were com-

pared across tertiles of per capita family income. We first examined the association between

family income tertiles and cost and benefit variables. Model-based cluster analysis was then

used to identity homogeneous groups of responses to costs and benefits.

Results

In all income tertiles, the top two benefits of sport were the same: having fun and being phys-

ically active. Sport as a means of keeping children out of trouble was very important for 64%

of low-income parents as compared to 40% of high-income parents. Obtaining a college ath-

letic scholarship was very important for 26% of low-income parents, as compared to 8% of

high-income parents. Relative rankings of potential costs were similar by income tertile, with

risk of concussion and other injury and the impact of sport on schoolwork prioritized across

tertiles.

Conclusions

Parents prioritized fun and fitness in sport, and were concerned about injury and the impact

of sport on academics. Lower income parents were the most likely to view keeping their

child out of trouble, and the potential for a college athletics scholarship, as benefits of sport.

Efforts to support parental decision making should be grounded in an understanding that

family preferences are contextually constrained. While all parents should be appropriately
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informed about the potential costs and benefits they are weighting in their sports-related

decision making, such family-focused efforts should be balanced with the recognition that

structural change is needed to address income-related concerns about sport participation.

Introduction

Sport can be an important way for youth to meet recommended levels of physical activity [1,

2], and has the potential to play an important role in psychosocial development [3]. Parents

often play a central role in deciding whether and when their child will initiate organized sports

participation and what sports they will play [4]. Shortly after starting organized sport, many

families have to make additional decisions about sport participation, including whether and

when their child will progress to an (often expensive and time consuming) competitive or

“travel” team, and whether their child will “specialize” or focus only on one sport [5, 6]. Such

parental decision making can be viewed through a relative risk framework [7], where costs

(monetary and non-monetary) and benefits are subjective and context dependent. Under-

standing how parents prioritize different costs and benefits of youth sport can guide

approaches to supporting informed and context-relevant decision-making that allows for sus-

tained youth sport participation.

One key determinant of parental perceptions of the costs and benefits of sport may be their

socioeconomic status—their relative and absolute economic, educational and occupational

resources that shape health inequalities [8]. We focus specifically on the economic dimension

of this construct given its centrality to socioeconomic status, high degree of correlation

between income, education and occupation [8], and the theorized link between monetary

resources and sport selection [9, 10]. Across all ages, organized sport participation tends to be

lowest in low socioeconomic status families [11, 12]. Among children in higher income house-

holds (income of $100,000/year or more), only 12% did not participate in any sport during the

past year, whereas among children from lower income households (income of less than

$25,000/year) 30% did not participate in sport [11]. Youth sport participation typically

requires expenditures of time and money, which pose a relatively larger burden on less affluent

families [13, 14]. Less affluent families may struggle providing transport to practices and

games [13, 15] due to less flexible work schedules and having less access to a means of trans-

portation. The reinforcing value of possible future benefits of sport participation, like securing

an athletic scholarship, may also vary by a family’s socioeconomic status [16].

The family’s physical and social environment may also contribute to how costs and benefits

of youth sport are prioritized. Income-based residential stratification is prevalent in the United

States [17], heightened among families with children [18] and among Black as compared to

non-Hispanic white households due to structural racism [17]. In communities characterized

by low income residents, there tend to be fewer options for sport participation as compared to

higher resource communities [13] and the built environment is often less conducive to out-

door exercise or free-play [19, 20]. For example, in three US states (North Carolina, New York,

and Maryland), the lowest income tertile of communities were found to be 4.5 times less likely

to have public recreational facilities such as sports fields and pools are compared to the highest

income tertile of communities [21]. Thus, the ability of parents in these settings to be selective

in sport choice may be limited, potentially leading to lower importance placed on any given

(positive or negative) attribute of a possible sport for their child. On the other hand, more

socioeconomically disadvantaged parents tend to have elevated concern about health issues
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more broadly [22], potentially due to their perceived lack of agency in limiting negative out-

comes [23].

The goal of the present paper was to learn more about how families across the income spec-

trum prioritize different potential costs (both financial and non-financial) and benefits of

youth sport. We sought to compare absolute responses between income groups and the rela-

tive ranking of costs and benefits within income groups. We did not make directional hypoth-

eses, but anticipated that there would be differences in both the absolute and relative rankings

by income group. Second, we explored how individual parent and child characteristics were

related to the patterning of parent prioritization of costs and benefits of organized youth sport.

Methods

Sample and procedure

This study was approved by the University of Washington and Seattle Children’s Research

Institute’s Institutional Review Boards. Waiver of documentation of informed consent was

obtained because data were not identifiable. We conducted a cross-sectional online survey of

1025 parents, using a nationally representative panel (response rate = 52%). Data collection

was facilitated by the market research company GfK (www.gfk.com), with a sampling frame of

their 60,000 person online panel. This panel is designed to reflect the composition of 97% of

the US population, with probability-based sampling of the Delivery Sequence File of the US

Postal Service used to identify potential panel members, who are then provided Internet and

computer hardware if needed to participate. Data collection occurred in October 2017. Indi-

viduals aged 18 and older residing in the US were eligible for inclusion if they were the parent

of at least one child between 5 and 18 years of age. Current or prior child sport participation

was not a criterion for participation. The questionnaire was available in both English and

Spanish. When the responding parent had more than one child between the ages of 5 and 18,

they were instructed to answer with reference to the child whose birthday was next. Feedback

on questionnaire wording and content was obtained through cognitive interviews with conve-

nience sample of six parents of youth athletes between the ages of 5 and 17. Questions were

then pilot tested with 62 parents meeting survey eligibility criteria described above to ensure

response variability. Additional detail on the development and pilot testing process has been

described elsewhere [22].

Measures

Potential costs and benefits of sport participation. Parents indicated how important

eight potential benefits would be in their decision to allow their child to play a given organized

sport: be physically active, develop teamwork skills, keep out of trouble, improve strength and

stamina, obtain a college athletic scholarship, make friends, learn how to be a good winner and

loser, and have fun. Four response options were provided: very important, somewhat impor-

tant, not very important and not at all important. Parents indicated how important seven

potential costs would be in their decision to allow their reference child to play a given orga-

nized sport: time for other activities, cost of sport participation, how to get child to and from

practices and games, risk of concussion, risk of injury (other than concussion), emotional

stress of sport, impact on schoolwork/homework. Four response options were provided: very

much a concern, somewhat of a concern, not very much of a concern, not at all a concern.

Items were generated based on extant qualitative literature about potential costs and benefits

of youth sport participation [6, 24–26], and wording was refined through cognitive interviews

(n = 6) with members of our target population.
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Per-capita family income. Annual family income was queried in six categories, the lowest

being under $25,000 and the highest being $250,000 and over. Per-capita family income was

calculated by dividing the mid-point of the income category by household size, referencing the

US Census per capita poverty threshold guidelines [27]. For the>$250,000 category, a mid-

point of $402,000 was used [28]. Per-capita family income was divided into three categories

(low, moderate and high) using a tertile split.

Race/Ethnicity. Parent race and ethnicity were queried using aggregated categorizations

from the US Census (2010): white, non-Hispanic; black, non-Hispanic; other, non-Hispanic;

Hispanic.

Parent education. Parents reported their highest level of formal education completed,

which was subsequently grouped into three categories: high school diploma or less, some col-

lege, bachelor’s degree or higher.

Urbanicity. Using the March 2017 Current Population Survey categories (Metro, Non-

Metro), households were classified by whether or not they are located in a metropolitan statis-

tical area.

Contact sport viewership. Parents indicated whether during the past 12 months they had

watched or attended in person the following: NFL football, college football, ice hockey, boxing,

mixed marital arts, pro wrestling, major league soccer, or international professional soccer,

NBA basketball, college basketball. Responses were dichotomized into any viewership (1) and

no viewership (0).

Other demographic characteristics. Parent and child age and gender identity (male,

female) were reported.

Analysis

We first examined the association between family income tertiles and the four-level cost and

benefit variables using Pearson chi-square tests or Fisher’s exact tests (where appropriate for

small cell sizes). Next, we rank ordered costs and benefits within each income tertile by the

percentage of respondents who indicated that this factor was either very important (benefits)

or very much a concern (costs). Model based cluster analysis was then used to identity homo-

geneous groups of responses to costs and benefits, using these dichotomized response vari-

ables. Listwise deletion was used for four cases that were missing most responses to costs and

benefits, leaving a sample size of 1021. To determine how many clusters there were in the pop-

ulation, we ran the cluster analysis with varying number of clusters from 1 to 8, choosing the

optimal number by examining the Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC), where smaller BIC

indicated a better fit. After determining the best fitting number of clusters, we calculated the

probability that parents within that cluster would think a benefit was very important or cost

very much a concern. We next examined associations between the cluster memberships and

all other variables in both univariate and multivariate logistic regression analyses. Analyses

were conducted in R version 3.4.4, with the model-based cluster analysis (latent profile analy-

sis) using the R poLCA package. An alpha value of 0.05 was used as the threshold for statistical

significance.

Results

Female parents comprised 56% of the sample, mean parent age was 42.57 (SD = 8.67) and

mean reference child age was 7.61 (SD = 4.01). Slightly more than half of respondents were

non-Hispanic white. Mean per family capita income for parents in the lowest income tertile

was $7,699, $21,161 for the middle tertile, and $53, 212 for the highest tertile. Additional sam-

ple characteristics are reported in Table 1.
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For two of the listed benefits there were significant differences in importance by income

(Table 2). Keeping out of trouble was very important for 64% of low-income parents as com-

pared to 48% of middle-income parents and 40% of high-income parents (p<0.001). Obtain-

ing a college athletic scholarship was very important for 26% of low-income parents, as

compared to 13% of middle-income and 8% of high-income parents (p<0.001). Across all

income tertiles, the top two potential benefits of sport by rank order were the same: having fun

and being physically active (Table 3).

For each potential cost, a larger percentage of low income parents indicated that it was very

much a concern than did middle and high-income parents (Table 2). Rankings of costs were

similar by tertile (Table 3). Among the lowest income parents, the top three costs were risk of

concussion (55%), risk of other injury (52%) and impact on schoolwork/homework (51%).

Among the highest income families, the top concerns were risk of concussion (41%), impact

on schoolwork (38%) and risk of injury other than concussion (36%). Emotional stress from

sport participation was ranked fifth highest for low and middle income families, and 6th for

high income families.

Results of the cluster analysis indicated that a model with 4 clusters was the best fit for the

data (see S1 Data for BIC values by number of clusters). The probability that parents in each

cluster thought that each benefit or cost was very important or very much a concern is

reported in Table 4. Cluster 1 (41% of the sample) is characterized by heightened focus on all

benefits except obtaining a college athletic scholarship (“Focus on Benefits”). Cluster 2 (23% of

the sample) is characterized by heightened focus on both costs and benefits (“Costs and Bene-

fits”). Cluster 3 (18% of the sample) is characterized by heightened concern about concussion,

injury other than concussion and the impact of sport on academics (“Injury and Academics”).

Cluster 4 (18% of the sample) is characterized by a relatively greater proportion of parents

Table 1. Sample characteristics.

Continuous variables Mean SD

Parent age (n = 1025) 42.57 8.67

Reference child age (n = 1014) 7.61 4.01

Categorical Variables n %

Parent respondent gender Female 569 56.23

Male 456 43.77

Reference child gender Female 497 49.03

Male 522 50.97

Parent race/ethnicity White, Non-Hispanic 657 56.57

Black, Non-Hispanic 98 11.37

Hispanic 199 22.62

Others, Non-Hispanic 71 9.44

Parent education Bachelor’s degree or higher 393 36.41

Less than high school/high school 352 36.31

Some college 280 27.28

Per-capita family income Low 344 34.33

Middle 380 35.55

High 301 31.12

Contact sport viewership No 706 77.98

Yes 204 22.02

Urbanicity Metro 901 87.08

Non-Metro 124 12.92

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0258885.t001
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Table 2. Comparison of cost and benefit considerations in sport participation by income tertiles.

Low income Middle income High income

Variable Level of importance1 or concern2 n % n % n % p

Benefits

Be physically active (n = 1023) 1 245 71% 263 69% 219 73% 0.742

2 82 24% 105 28% 73 24%

3 10 3% 8 2% 6 2%

4 6 2% 3 1% 3 1%

Develop teamwork skills 1 234 68% 257 68% 199 66% 0.801

2 98 29% 107 28% 90 30%

(n = 1021) 3 7 2% 6 2% 8 3%

4 3 1% 8 2% 4 1%

Keep out of trouble 1 219 64% 182 48% 120 40% <0.001

(n = 1022) 2 80 23% 114 30% 92 31%

3 29 8% 48 13% 67 22%

4 14 4% 35 9% 22 7%

Improve strength and stamina 1 193 57% 179 47% 140 47% 0.066

2 115 34% 162 43% 136 45%

(n = 1019) 3 26 8% 32 8% 21 7%

4 7 2% 5 1% 3 1%

Obtain a college athletic scholarship 1 87 26% 51 13% 25 8% <0.001

2 102 30% 75 20% 45 15%

(n = 1020) 3 95 28% 153 40% 134 45%

4 56 16% 100 26% 97 32%

Make friends 1 189 55% 204 54% 160 53% 0.964

(n = 1021) 2 128 37% 139 37% 115 38%

3 20 6% 29 8% 21 7%

4 5 1% 7 2% 4 1%

Learn how to be a good winner/loser 1 236 69% 235 62% 185 61% 0.286

2 90 26% 123 32% 94 31%

3 11 3% 13 3% 17 6%

(n = 1023) 4 6 2% 8 2% 5 2%

Have fun 1 274 80% 296 79% 247 82% 0.950

(n = 1021) 2 63 18% 73 19% 48 16%

3 4 1% 4 1% 3 1%

4 3 1% 4 1% 2 1%

Cost

Time for other activities 1 99 29% 81 22% 58 19% 0.015

2 164 48% 177 47% 154 51%

(n = 1019) 3 60 17% 92 24% 76 25%

4 20 6% 26 7% 12 4%

Cost of sport participation 1 141 41% 104 28% 47 16% <0.001

2 148 43% 159 42% 112 37%

(n = 1018) 3 41 12% 82 22% 107 36%

4 11 3% 33 9% 33 11%

Getting child to practices/games 1 106 31% 80 21% 53 18% <0.001

2 128 37% 123 33% 110 37%

(n = 1020) 3 70 20% 119 31% 101 34%

4 38 11% 56 15% 36 12%

(Continued)
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Table 2. (Continued)

Low income Middle income High income

Variable Level of importance1 or concern2 n % n % n % p

Risk of concussion 1 190 55% 143 38% 123 41% <0.001

(n = 1019) 2 99 29% 133 35% 104 35%

3 40 12% 86 23% 59 20%

4 14 4% 15 4% 13 4%

Risk of injury (other than concussion) 1 179 52% 123 33% 108 36% <0.001

2 108 31% 167 44% 109 36%

(n = 1021) 3 48 14% 77 20% 71 24%

4 8 2% 11 3% 12 4%

Emotional stress of sport 1 108 31% 85 22% 48 16% <0.001

2 146 43% 144 38% 122 41%

(n = 1021) 3 64 19% 120 32% 105 35%

4 25 7% 29 8% 25 8%

Impact on schoolwork 1 174 51% 146 39% 114 38% 0.011

(n = 1021) 2 118 34% 155 41% 125 42%

3 41 12% 59 16% 52 17%

4 10 3% 18 5% 9 3%

1Importance levels: 1 = very important, 2 = somewhat important, 3 = not very important, 4 = not at all important.
2Concern levels: 1 = very much a concern, 2 = somewhat of a concern, 3 = not very much of a concern, 4 = not at all a concern.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0258885.t002

Table 3. Rank ordering of parent perceptions of the most important benefits and costs of youth sport by income tertile.

Low income Middle income High income

Ranking % % %

Benefit

1 Have fun 80% Have fun 78% Have fun 82%

2 Be physically active 71% Be physically active 69% Be physically active 73%

3 Learn to be a good winner and loser 69% Develop teamwork skills 68% Develop teamwork skills 66%

4 Develop teamwork skills 68% Learn to be a good winner and loser 62% Learn to be a good winner and loser 62%

5 Keep out of trouble 64% Make friends 54% Make friends 53%

6 Improve strength and stamina 57% Keep out of trouble 48% Improve strength and stamina 47%

7 Make friends 55% Improve strength and stamina 47% Keep out of trouble 40%

8 Obtain a college athletic scholarship 26% Obtain a college athletic scholarship 14% Obtain a college athletic scholarship 8%

Cost

1 Risk of concussion 55% Impact on schoolwork 39% Risk of concussion 41%

2 Risk of injury (non-concussion) 52% Risk of concussion 38% Impact on schoolwork 38%

3 Impact on schoolwork 51% Risk of injury (non-concussion) 32% Risk of injury (non-concussion) 36%

4 Cost of sport participation 41% Cost of sport participation 28% Time for other activities 19%

5 Emotional stress of sport 32% Emotional stress of sport 22% Getting child to practices/games 18%

6 Getting child to practices/games 31% Time for other activities 22% Emotional stress of sport 16%

7 Time for other activities 29% Getting child to practices/games 21% Cost of sport participation 16%

Note: Percentage listed is the percentage of parents in that income terile who indicated that each cost or benefit was “very much a concern” or “very important” in sport

choice decisions.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0258885.t003
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focused on fun and being physically active as compared to other potential benefits (“Fun and

Fitness”); we note that the absolute proportion of parents in this cluster endorsing either of

these attributes is lower than the other clusters.

Univariate comparisons of the probability of cluster membership found significant differ-

ences by income category. High-income (49%) and middle-income (44%) parents were most

likely to be in Cluster 1 (Focus on benefits), whereas low-income parents (34%) were most

likely be in Cluster 2(Costs and benefits). Univariate comparisons of the probability of cluster

membership by other measured demographic are presented in Table 5. Multiple logistic

regression with stepwise variable selection (Tables 6–8) was used to separately compare the

likelihood of a parent being in Clusters 1 (Focus on benefits), 2 (Costs and benefits), and 3 (Inju-
ries and academics) versus Cluster 4 (Fun and fitness). Parents were more likely to be in Cluster

1 (Focus on benefits) rather than Cluster 4 (Fun and fitness) when they were viewers of contact

sports (OR = 1.8, 95% CI = 1.15–2.82) and when they were younger (OR = 0.98, 95%

CI = 0.96–1.00). Parents were more likely to be in Cluster 2 (Costs and benefits) rather than

Cluster 4 (Fun and fitness) when they were younger (OR = 0.96, 95% CI = 0.93–0.98) and

Black non-Hispanic (OR = 2.53, 95% CI = 1.2–5.35) or Hispanic (OR = 8.25, 95% CI = 3.81–

17.86) as compared to White non-Hispanic, and in the middle income category (OR = 0.50,

95% CI = 0.28–0.89, where the lowest income tertile is the reference group). Finally, parents

were more likely to be in Cluster 3 (Injuries and academics) as compared to Cluster 4 (Fun and
fitness) when they were female (OR = 1.61, 95% CI = 1.02–2.54), Hispanic (OR = 3.65, 95%

CI = 1.66–8.04), and in the middle income category (OR = 0.56, 95% CI = 0.32–0.97, where

the lowest income tertile is the reference group). We note that demographic characteristics

including metro/non-metro region and parent education were not significantly associated

with cluster membership in multivariate analyses. Parent contact sport viewership was

Table 4. Probability that parents within each cluster think each benefit or cost is very important or very much a concern when thinking about sports selection for

their child.

Variable Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4

Focus on Benefits Costs and benefits Injury and academics Fun and fitness
Benefit

Be physically active 0.92 0.94 0.36 0.29

Develop teamwork skills 0.92 0.98 0.23 0.18

Keep out of trouble 0.57 0.92 0.23 0.12

Improve strength and stamina 0.66 0.84 0.09 0.11

Obtain a college athletic scholarship 0.14 0.40 0.05 0.02

Make friends 0.74 0.82 0.15 0.13

Learn to be a good winner and loser 0.86 0.94 0.23 0.17

Have fun 0.95 0.97 0.56 0.49

Cost

Time for other activities 0.08 0.54 0.38 0.04

Cost of sport participation 0.17 0.55 0.42 0.07

Transportation 0.12 0.50 0.37 0.01

Risk of concussion 0.21 0.92 0.79 0.05

Risk of injury (other than concussion) 0.14 0.91 0.72 0.04

Emotional stress of sport 0.05 0.62 0.41 0.00

Impact on schoolwork 0.24 0.83 0.66 0.09

Proportion of sample by cluster: Cluster 1 = 0.41, Cluster 2 = 0.23, Cluster 3 = 0.18, Cluster 4 = 0.18.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0258885.t004
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associated with greater likelihood of being in Cluster 1 (Focus on benefits) than Cluster 4 (Fun
and fitness) (OR = 1.80, 95% CI = 1.15–2.82, p = 0.011).

Discussion

In this national sample, parents across the income spectrum were similar in terms of what they

saw as the most important benefits of sport (fun and physical activity) and what they saw as

Table 5. Univariate associations of cluster membership with all other variables.

Variable Cluster 1 Cluster 2 Cluster 3 Cluster 4 p

Focus on benefits Costs and benefits Injuries and academics Fun and fitness
Continuous variables1

Parent age 43.05 (8.49) 40.86 (9) 42.42 (8.66) 43.93 (8.3) 0.002

Child age 7.64 (3.94) 6.95 (3.9) 8.01 (4.29) 8.04 (3.94) 0.018

Categorical variables2

Parent gender Male 203 (45%) 90 (20%) 66 (15%) 95 (21%) 0.006

Female 224 (40%) 140 (25%) 114 (20%) 89 (16%)

Child gender Male 221 (42%) 118 (23%) 89 (17%) 93 (18%) 0.945

Female 202 (41%) 111 (22%) 90 (18%) 91 (18%)

Parent education Less than high

school/high

school

128 (36%) 116 (33%) 60 (17%) 47 (13%) <0.001

Some college 113 (41%) 57 (21%) 52 (19%) 56 (20%)

Bachelor’s

degree or

higher

186 (47%) 57 (15%) 68 (17%) 81 (21%)

Parent race/ethnicity White, Non-

Hispanic

303 (46%) 98 (15%) 109 (17%) 145 (22%) <0.001

Black, Non-

Hispanic

31 (32%) 34 (35%) 19 (19%) 14 (14%)

Others, Non-

Hispanic

27 (38%) 16 (23%) 16 (23%) 12 (17%)

Hispanic 66 (34%) 82 (42%) 36 (18%) 13 (7%)

Income Low 112 (33%) 115 (34%) 70 (20%) 46 (13%) <0.001

Middle 168 (44%) 66 (17%) 62 (16%) 82 (22%)

High 147 (49%) 49 (16%) 48 (16%) 56 (19%)

Contact sport

viewership

No 269 (38%) 158 (22%) 137 (19%) 139 (20%) 0.001

Yes 110 (54%) 37 (18%) 24 (12%) 33 (16%)

Urbanicity Non-Metro 46 (37%) 28 (23%) 21 (17%) 29 (23%) 0.384

Metro 381 (42%) 202 (23%) 159 (18%) 155 (17%)

1Mean (SD).
2N (%).

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0258885.t005

Table 6. Stepwise multivariate logistic regression of parent being in cluster 1 (Focus on benefits) vs. cluster 4 (Fun and fitness) (N = 529; R-square = 0.03).

Variable Level Odds Ratio LL UL P

Parent age 0.98 0.96 1 0.044

Parent contact sport viewership No (ref) – – –

Yes 1.80 1.15 2.82 0.011

Urbanicity Non-Metro (ref) – – –

Metro 1.60 0.94 2.75 0.086

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0258885.t006
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the most concerning potential costs (injury and impact on schoolwork). Beyond these priori-

ties, there were notable differences by income category in the relative importance parents

assigned to keeping their child out of trouble and obtaining a college scholarship (relatively

more important for lower income families), the monetary cost of sports participation (rela-

tively more important for lower income families) and time for other activities (relatively more

important for more affluent families). Across all potential costs, absolute concern was greatest

among the lowest income parents and high-income families were more likely to be in the two

clusters focused on benefits—Cluster 1 (Focus on Benefits) and Cluster 4 (Fun and Fitness).
The finding that parents tended to prioritize fun and physical activity is consistent with

developmentally appropriate models of youth sport participation [3, 29]. “Fun” in a youth

sport context has been operationalized as a multi-dimensional construct that includes a social/

relational dimension (i.e., team friendships), positive coaching, and process orientation (i.e.,

learning and improving) [30]. We note that child age did not explain differences in the types

of factors parents prioritized (i.e., cluster membership). This suggests that the types of consid-

erations parents report prioritizing in sport choice are largely unrelated to their child’s devel-

opmental stage. Parents who watched more contact sports on television were less likely to be

in the cluster focused on fun and fitness than in the cluster focused on benefits. Further

research is needed to explore the pathways through which such viewership relates to youth

sport priorities (i.e., is viewership an indicator of sport participation history, or determinant of

attitudes towards sport achievement). High viewership parents may be an appropriate target

for interventions that emphasize the importance of fun and developmentally appropriate

youth sport participation.

The fact that across all families, around one in ten considered the potential of a college ath-

letic scholarship to be a very important consideration for sport choice may reflect universal

Table 8. Stepwise multiple logistic regression of parent being in cluster 3 (Injuries and academics) vs. cluster 4 (Fun and fitness) (N = 321; R-square = 0.08).

Variable Level Odds Ratio LL UL P

Parent gender Male (ref) – – –

Female 1.61 1.02 2.54 0.042

Parent race/ethnicity White, Non-Hispanic (ref) – – –

Black, Non-Hispanic 1.43 0.64 3.16 0.38

Others, Non-Hispanic 1.65 0.73 3.74 0.229

Hispanic 3.65 1.66 8.04 0.001

Income Low (ref) – – –

Middle 0.56 0.32 0.97 0.039

High 0.7 0.39 1.29 0.253

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0258885.t008

Table 7. Stepwise multivariate logistic regression of parent being in cluster 2 (Costs and benefits) vs. cluster 4 (Fun and fitness) (N = 343; R-square = 0.21).

Variable Level Odds Ratio LL UL P

Parent age 0.96 0.93 0.98 0.002

Parent race/ethnicity White, Non-Hispanic (ref) – – –

Black, Non-Hispanic 2.53 1.2 5.35 0.015

Others, Non-Hispanic 1.31 0.53 3.19 0.559

Hispanic 8.25 3.81 17.86 0

Income Low (ref) – – –

Middle 0.50 0.28 0.89 0.018

High 0.87 0.46 1.62 0.657

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0258885.t007
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misappraisal of underlying probabilities. This is consistent with prior research among parents

of youth baseball players that found that more than one-third believed their child was likely to

secure a college athletic scholarship [31]. Fewer than 10% of high school athletes participate in

their sport in college, and only 2% (i.e., 0.2% of high school athletes) obtain an athletic scholar-

ship covering some fraction of their expenses [32]. For some families, this perceived potential

benefit of a given sport (i.e., obtaining a college scholarship) might offset other sport risks (e.g.,

risk of concussion) when making decisions about sport participation. It is critical that parents

are adequately informed about the very low probability of a college athletic scholarship so that

this can be appropriately weighted in sport choice decision making. As the youth sports indus-

trial complex continues to grow, this information may not reliably come from individuals with

a vested financial stake in a given child’s sport participation. Thus, different channels for

knowledge translation, such as from primary care physicians, should be explored.

Across all potential costs, absolute concern was greatest among the lowest income parents.

Conversely, high-income families were more likely to be in the two clusters focused on bene-

fits—Cluster 1 (Focus on Benefits) and Cluster 4 (Fun and Fitness), whereas lower income fami-

lies were more likely to be in Cluster 2 (Costs and Benefits). Some of the differences in

perceived costs (e.g., cost of sport, transport to games and practices) may be a direct function

of lower income families having fewer financial resources, less flexible work schedules and less

access to a car [33]. Differences in absolute levels of concern by income may also reflect a per-

ceived capacity by higher income families to mitigate potential costs as a result of their health

literacy (e.g., knowledge and ability to take appropriate steps to address injury concerns) and

community assets (e.g., access to healthcare to help reduce injury-related harm). Further

research is needed to understand the reasons for these observed between-income group differ-

ences in perceived costs to identify whether there are feasible opportunities for intervention to

in an effort to decrease inequities in organized sport participation.

We note that monetary cost of sport participation was ranked similarly (4th) in both the

lowest and middle-income tertiles, while it was the lowest ranked concern in the highest

income tertile. Organized youth sport may be placing a financial burden on a large fraction of

US families, including the middle class [10]. This would be consistent with evidence that mid-

dle class families are engaging in intentional and resource intensive child rearing practices

[34], both as a result of social pressure and a desire to give their child every advantage at a time

of widening income inequality and stagnating wages for the lower and middle class. Critically,

it is not clear that resource and time intensive youth sports are more beneficial for youth than

lower pressure and less burdensome options; conversely, it is possible they put youth at risk of

burnout and sport attrition [35]. Ensuring that all families are able to make an informed choice

about sport participation, rationally appraising the costs and benefits of different options (e.g.,

expensive travel league vs. in-town recreational league) is important for helping families play

sports in a way that works for their child and is in balance with other family resource

demands.

Implications for research and practice

The present findings indicate that sport choice considerations vary across families. Given this

heterogeneity and subjectivity, helping families make informed decisions about sport choice

may best be facilitated by a shared decision-making approach [36]. Shared decision-making

presumes that there is no one “correct” decision, and aims to help families make decisions that

are informed and consistent with what matters most to them. Consistent with such an

approach, accurate and easily understood information should be shared with parents about

the likelihood that their child will experience a range of potential positive and negative sports-
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related outcomes (e.g., injury, athletic scholarship). Support or messaging could potentially

also be provided to help families reflect critically on their values related to youth sport partici-

pation. More research is needed to understand how to translate information about variability

in parental sport choice considerations into usable interventions to support developmentally

appropriate youth sport participation, and the settings in which this information should be

shared and discussed. However, such family-centered recommendations do not address

broader structural barriers to family decision making about sport participation, such as rela-

tively less access to recreational facilities in low income communities [21]. Efforts to equitably

increase youth sport participation should also attend to structural barriers—a more difficult

proposition than supporting informed choice that may require collective action for policy

change and resource allocation within communities and between communities.

Limitations

These findings are specific to the United States, may not generalize to other cultures or set-

tings. The survey response rate means that the sample may not be nationally representative.

Although we measured metro/non-metro location and found that it was not related to cluster

membership, we did not assess whether location interacted with income to explain sport

choice priorities. Future research in larger samples that allow for fully powered sub-group

analyses should further explore how the present results generalize across settings and sub-

groups of families. Individuals identifying as Asian, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander,

American Indian or Alaska Native were grouped into a single category of “Other, non-His-

panic.” This group includes individuals with vastly different cultural practices and experiences

of discrimination that may impact their parenting in relation to sport. Further research in

larger samples is needed to better understand whether there are differences in sport parenting

among less prevalent racial and ethnic groups. Responses may overweight the perspectives of

parents of younger children as the mean child age was 7.6 years. Survey questions did not

assess actual youth sport participation, parent sport participation or health conditions that

may influence their perspectives on youth sport. There may be interactions between child age

and other child characteristics such as their current sport involvement and preferences and

parent characteristics such as their own sport history that are unmeasured in the present study

and that influence sport preference construction. Further, questions were only with reference

to one child (with the next birthday)—however the broader family environment, including

number of children, their ages, and their current and prior participation in sport may have

been influential in family preference construction. Finally, sport choice may be driven by emo-

tional influences (e.g., sense of belonging or cultural affinity for a given sport), making deliber-

ative parent beliefs about costs and benefits a relatively small influence on a family’s decision.

The present study addresses how parents construct preferences about sport choice; further

research is needed to understand how these articulated preferences relate to actual decision

making related to sport choice.

Conclusion

Parents in this sample prioritized fun and fitness in sport, and were concerned about injury

and the impact of sport on academics. Lower income parents were the most likely to view

keeping their child out of trouble, and the potential for a college athletics scholarship, as bene-

fits of sport. Overall, lower income parents were more likely to focus on balancing costs and

benefits in their sport choice decisions, whereas higher income parents were more focused on

benefits. Efforts to support parental decision-making should be grounded in an understanding

that family preferences are contextually constrained. While all parents should be appropriately
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informed about the potential costs and benefits they are weighting in their sports-related deci-

sion making, such family-focused efforts should be balanced with the recognition that struc-

tural change is needed to address income-related concerns about sport participation.
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