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Background: Previous surveys of youth sport parents have revealed that while parents believe early sport specialization is
beneficial for improving sport ability, they also overestimate their child’s chances of receiving a college scholarship.

Purpose: To (1) describe knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs of parents of youth basketball players regarding sport specialization and
college scholarships and (2) examine potential differences in child basketball participation characteristics based on parent income.

Study Design: Cross-sectional study.

Methods: A total of 805 parents (mean age, 39.9 ± 7.1 years; 353 female [43.9%]) of youth basketball players (mean age, 12.9 ± 2.5
years; 241 female [29.9%]) were recruited via Qualtrics Online Panels to complete an anonymous online questionnaire. Participants
were required to be a parent of a child between 8 and 18 years of age who participated in organized youth basketball (ie, school,
club, or recreational/local league). Participants were recruited to be nationally representative with regard to race/ethnicity (White,
62.7%; Hispanic/Latino of any race, 15.3%; African American/Black, 13.3%; Asian, 4.6%; �2 races, 2.9%; American Indian/
Alaskan Native, 1.1%; Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander, 0.1%). The questionnaire was adapted from previous research on
parent knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs and consisted of 3 sections: (1) parent and child characteristics; (2) child basketball
participation information (months per year of basketball participation, sport specialization status, receiving private coaching,
traveling regularly for basketball competitions, participating on multiple teams at the same time); and (3) parent attitudes, beliefs,
and knowledge regarding sport specialization and college basketball scholarships.

Results: Most parents believed specialization increased their child’s chances of making a high school (71.4%) or college team
(69.7%). Parents underestimated the availability of college basketball scholarships at the National Collegiate Athletics Association
(NCAA) Division I and II levels (8.9 ± 5.1 vs reality of 13-15 per team) but overestimated availability at the Division III level (8.6 ± 5.7 vs
reality of 0 per team). High-income parents spent significantly more money ($4748 USD [$1214-$10,246]) than middle-income
($2250 USD [$727-$5079]; P < .001) and low-income ($1043 USD [$368-$2444]; P < .001) parents.

Conclusion: Parents believed specialization was important for sport success, but they underestimated college scholarship
availability at the NCAA Division I and II levels while overestimating scholarship availability at the Division III level.

Keywords: basketball; youth sport; overuse injury; injury prevention; socioeconomic status

Basketball has the largest number of participants of any
youth team sport in the United States, with over 4 million
participants between the ages of 6 and 12 and over 3 million
participants between 13 and 17 years of age.25,26 Within the
past decade, there has been increasing concern across all of
youth sports regarding sport specialization, or intense
year-round focus in a single sport at the exclusion of other
sports.3,4,8,14 Sport specialization has been repeatedly

identified as a risk factor for overuse injuries in various
youth sport populations.1 Within basketball, specialization
as a youth player has been linked with injury during an
athlete’s professional basketball career.24 The rise in sport
specialization and club sport participation specifically
within youth basketball has led to the development of youth
basketball guidelines by the National Basketball Associa-
tion and USA Basketball that are aimed at promoting
player health and wellness.9,18

Parents have perhaps the largest influence on a child’s
decision to participate in sports, and the specific attitudes
and behaviors of parents regarding sport participation have
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a large influence on a child’s youth sport experience.2 While
most parents (55%) reported that specialization is a major
problem in youth sports, specialization continues to be
prevalent among youth athletes. A recent survey found that
half of the parents (49.7%) encouraged their child to spe-
cialize.1,19 Previous surveys of youth sport parents have
identified a widespread belief that specialization is neces-
sary for sport development and making a college team.2,21

As a result of this widespread belief, youth sport is now a
$15 billion industry that increasingly resembles profes-
sional sports, with athletes encouraged to specialize in a
single sport year-round and the ultimate goal of receiving
a college athletic scholarship.1,11 The ability to specialize
and participate year-round on club teams is the result of
several factors, including the child’s interest in a sport, the
child’s sport ability/talent, and family socioeconomic status
(SES), which may limit opportunities for children from fam-
ilies with fewer resources to participate in youth sports.20,21

Previous studies of the attitudes and beliefs of youth sport
parents regarding sport specialization have been limited to
highly affluent and White/Caucasian parent populations,
which limits the generalizability to draw conclusions
regarding the beliefs of a typical youth sport parent.

The primary purpose of this study was to describe the
knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs of a nationally represen-
tative sample of parents of youth basketball players regard-
ing sport specialization and college scholarships. A
secondary purpose was to examine the potential differences
in child basketball participation characteristics based on
household income. We hypothesized that most parents
would believe specialization increases the risk of a
basketball-rated injury, but would also believe specializa-
tion is beneficial for sport development and making a col-
lege team, and that parents would overestimate the
availability of college basketball scholarships. Finally, we
hypothesized that parents in higher-income categories
would spend more money on their child’s basketball partic-
ipation and would be more likely to have a child engaged in
specialized basketball behaviors, such as participating on
multiple teams or receiving private coaching.

METHODS

Participants

Parents of youth basketball athletes were recruited by
Qualtrics Online Samples using a combination of actively
managed, double opt-in market research panels. The opt-
in-for-market-research process requires respondents to

submit an initial registration form requesting to participate
in market research studies. Potential respondents build
their profile from a standardized list of questions. The
panels then use the profiles to select studies that would best
fit the case specifications. Institutional review board
approval was waived for this study.

The sampling process was used to recruit a nationally
representative study sample with regard to race/ethnicity
(White/Caucasian, 62.7%; Hispanic/Latino of any race,
15.3%; African American/Black, 13.3%; Asian, 4.6%; �2
races, 2.9%; American Indian/Alaskan Native, 1.1%; Native
Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander, 0.1%). To qualify for the
study, participants had to be a parent of a child between 8
and 18 years of age and the child had to have participated
on an organized (ie, school, club, or recreational/local
league) basketball team in the previous year. Data collec-
tion took place over a 1-week period in February 2020.

Questionnaire

The questionnaire was an adapted version of previously
validated questionnaires used to survey knowledge, atti-
tudes, and beliefs of youth sport parents regarding sport
specialization and college scholarships.2,21 Those question-
naires were developed using a panel of content-area experts
using the Health Belief Model (HBM) as a framework. The
HBM states that health behavior is determined by personal
beliefs and perceptions regarding a disease or condi-
tion.10,23 The 4 constructs of the HBM are (1) perceived
seriousness of a condition, (2) perceived susceptibility to a
condition, (3) perceived benefits of altering behavior, and
(4) perceived barriers to altering behavior.10,23 Questions
pertaining to beliefs regarding sport specialization and
college scholarships were designed to address these cons-
tructs with sport specialization as the condition of interest.

The questionnaire consisted of 3 sections: (1) parent and
child characteristics (including parent sex, age, race, edu-
cational attainment, family income, child age, and child
grade in school); (2) child basketball participation informa-
tion for the previous year (such as months per year of bas-
ketball participation, sport specialization status, receiving
private coaching, traveling at least once a month for bas-
ketball competitions, participating on multiple basketball
or other sport teams at the same time); and (3) parent atti-
tudes, beliefs, and knowledge regarding sport specializa-
tion and college basketball scholarships.

Child sport specialization status (low, moderate, high) was
determined using a validated 3-point specialization scale
that was recently modified to improve its accuracy.1,13,16
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The questions that comprise this scale are based on the
definition of sport specialization as “year-round intensive
training in a single sport at the exclusion of other sports”
and are as follows: “Has your child only ever played one
sport?” “Has your child quit other sports to focus on
basketball?” “Does your child participate in basketball for
more than 8 months out of the year?” and “Does your child
consider basketball to be more important than their other
sports?” If a participant answered “yes” to “Has your child
only ever played one sport?” they were not asked “Has your
child quit other sports to focus on basketball?” A categorical
classification system was used to assess the responses to
these sport specialization questions (yes ¼ 1, no ¼ 0), with
a total score of 3 considered high specialization, a score of 2
considered moderate specialization, and a score of 0 or 1
considered low specialization.

Household income was classified as low (<$50,000 USD
per year), middle ($50,001-$100,000 USD per year), or high
(>$100,001 USD per year). Parents were asked to rate how
much they believed specialization contributes to sport
development or getting injured using 5-point Likert scales
(“not at all” to “a great deal”). Parents were then asked to
estimate the number of scholarships available on Division
I, Division II, and Division III college basketball rosters.
Parents were also asked to rate their belief in their child
receiving a college basketball scholarship on a 7-point
Likert scale (“very unlikely” to “very likely”) and to rate the
importance of their child receiving a college scholarship to
their family on a 5-point Likert scale (“not at all important”
to “extremely important”). Finally, parents were asked to
estimate the amount of money they had spent in the previ-
ous 12 months specifically on their child’s basketball
participation.

Statistical Analysis

This study sample size was powered to achieve a 5% margin
of error at a 99% CI for the true proportion of the youth
basketball parent population (estimated population: 10 mil-
lion youth basketball parents in the United States).

Data were summarized using means and standard devia-
tions, medians and interquartile ranges [IQRs], and fre-
quencies and proportions (%). Continuous variables were
assessed for normality using the visual inspection of histo-
grams and skewness/kurtosis values. Normally distributed
variables were presented as mean ± SD, and non-normal
variables were presented as medians [IQR]. Chi-square
tests were used to compare the frequency of child sport-
specialization status and sport-participation characteris-
tics by parent income category. The Kruskal-Wallis H test
was used to compare the amount of money spent on their
child’s basketball participation in the previous year by par-
ent income categories. Post hoc pairwise comparisons
between income category pairs were conducted using the
Dunn test for multiple comparisons with a Holm-
Bonferroni correction. An alpha level of .05 was set a priori
to determine the statistical significance for all tests. All
analyses were performed using R statistical software (R
Foundation for Statistical Computing).

RESULTS

Parent and child characteristics are presented in Table 1.
A total of 805 parents (female, n¼ 353; 43.9%; age, 39.9 ±

7.1 years) of youth basketball players (female, n ¼ 241;
29.9%; age, 12.9 ± 2.5 years) fully completed the survey.
Child sport participation characteristics are presented in
Table 2.

Approximately 1 in 4 (n ¼ 189; 23.5%) children were
classified as highly specialized in basketball by their par-
ents. Less than half of parents reported that their child
participated on multiple basketball teams at the same time
within the past 12 months (n ¼ 341; 42.4%) or received
private coaching outside of their basketball team (n ¼
375; 46.6%). Parents reported spending a median of $2338
USD [IQR, $681-$6072] on their child’s basketball partici-
pation in the previous year.

Parent attitudes and beliefs regarding sport specializa-
tion are presented in Table 3.

Approximately one-third of parents (32.3%) reported
believing that specialization was “quite a bit” or “a great

TABLE 1
Parent and Child Characteristicsa

Variable Value

Parent characteristics
Sex

Male 452 (56.1)
Female 353 (43.9)

Age 39 [35-44]
Race

Asian 37 (4.6)
African American/Black 107 (13.3)
American Indian/Alaskan Native 9 (1.1)
Hispanic/Latino of any race 123 (15.3)
Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander 1 (0.1)
White/Caucasian 505 (62.7)
�2 races 23 (2.9)

Education
Less than high school 2 (0.2)
High school diploma or GED 87 (10.8)
Some college 133 (16.5)
Associate or 2-year college degree 97 (12.0)
Bachelor or 4-year college degree 307 (38.1)
Professional degree 146 (18.1)
Doctorate degree 33 (4.1)

Household income, USD
<$35,000 75 (9.3)
$35,001-$50,000 95 (11.8)
$50,001-$75,000 166 (20.6)
$75,001-$100,000 189 (23.5)
$100,001-$150,000 148 (18.4)
>$150,000 132 (16.4)

Child characteristics
Age, y 12.9 ± 2.5
Sex

Male 564 (70.1)
Female 241 (29.9)

aData are reported as n (%), mean ± SD, or median [interquar-
tile range]. GED, General Education Diploma; USD, US dollar.
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deal” of a problem in youth sports. While 41.5% of parents
believe specialization increased the risk of injury “quite a
bit” or “a great deal,” most parents believed specialization

increased their child’s chances of improving at basketball
(86.2%), making a high school team (71.4%), or making a
college team (69.7%). Parents underestimated the avail-
ability of college basketball scholarships at the National
Collegiate Athletics Association men’s Division I (parent
estimate: 8.9 ± 5.1 vs reality of 13 per team), women’s Divi-
sion I (parent estimate: 8.9 ± 5.0 vs reality of 15 per team),
and Division 2 (parent estimate: 8.6 ± 5.1 vs reality of 13 per
team) levels but overestimated the availability of basket-
ball scholarships at the Division 3 level (parent estimate:
8.6 ± 5.7 vs reality of 0 per team). However, approximately
half of parents (49.8%) thought that it was “somewhat” or
“very” likely that their child would receive a college basket-
ball scholarship (Figure 1).

Most parents (59.0%) reported that it was “very” or
“extremely” important to their family that their child earn
a college basketball scholarship to attend college (Figure 2).

Differences in child sport participation based on income
category are presented in Table 4.

Across all questions, there were significant differences in
sport participation behavior between income categories,
with high-income parents reporting that their child partic-
ipated in more specialized basketball behavior. High-
income parents were more likely to classify their child as
highly specialized (30.0%) than both middle-income (22.0%)
or low-income (15.9%) parents (P ¼ .01). High-income par-
ents were also more likely to report that their child partic-
ipated on multiple teams at the same time (57.5%) than
middle-income (38.9%) or low-income (33.5%) parents
(P< .001). Similarly, high-income parents were more likely
than middle- or low-income parents to report that their
child received private coaching outside of their team
(high: 58.6%, middle: 45.6%, low: 28.8%; P < .001) and that
their child traveled overnight at least once a month in the
past year for basketball competitions (high: 61.8%,
middle: 53.5%, low: 35.3%; P < .001). When comparing the
amount of money spent on their child’s basketball partici-
pation in the previous year, high-income parents spent sig-
nificantly more money ($4748 USD [$1214-$10,246]) than
middle-income ($2250 USD [$727-$5079]; P < .001) and

TABLE 2
Child Sport Participation Characteristicsa

Variable Value

Basketball start age, y 8.2 ± 2.5
Years of basketball participation 4.6 ± 2.9
Months/year of organized baseball 6 [4-10]
Hours/week of organized baseball 12 [8-20]
Specialization

Low 255 (31.7)
Moderate 361 (44.8)
High 189 (23.5)

In past 12 months, has the child participated
on �2 organized basketball teams at same
time?

Yes 341 (42.4)
No 464 (57.6)

In past 12 months, has the child participated
on organized basketball teams and other
organized sport team at same time?

Yes 356 (44.2)
No 449 (55.8)

Travel overnight regularly for basketball
competitions (at least once a month)

Yes 423 (52.5)
No 382 (47.5)

Receive private coaching outside of team
Yes 375 (46.6)
No 430 (53.4)

Participate in basketball >8 months/year
Yes 261 (32.4)
No 544 (67.6)

Money spent on child’s basketball in previous
year (USD)

$2338 [$681-$6072]

Basketball-related injury in previous year
Yes 220 (27.3)
No 585 (72.7)

aData are reported as n (%), mean ± SD, or median [interquar-
tile range]. USD, US dollar.

TABLE 3
Parent Attitudes and Beliefs Regarding Sport Specializationa

Question
Response

Not at All A Little Somewhat Very Extremely

How concerned are you about the risk of injury in youth sports? 41 (5.1) 213 (26.5) 233 (28.9) 184 (22.9) 134 (16.6)

Not at All A Little Somewhat Quite a Bit A Great Deal

How much does focusing on one sport and playing that sport all year
increase your child’s chances of . . .

Making a high school team? 23 (2.9) 58 (7.2) 149 (18.5) 251 (31.2) 324 (40.2)
Making a college team? 42 (5.2) 60 (7.5) 142 (17.6) 244 (30.3) 317 (39.4)
Getting injured? 57 (7.1) 146 (18.1) 268 (33.3) 198 (24.6) 136 (16.9)
Getting better at basketball? 7 (0.9) 24 (3.0) 80 (9.9) 249 (30.9) 445 (55.3)

How much of a problem do you think early sport specialization is in
youth sports?

188 (23.4) 151 (18.8) 206 (25.6) 148 (18.4) 112 (13.9)

aData are reported as n (%).
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low-income ($1043 USD [$368-$2444]; P < .001) parents
(Figure 3).

DISCUSSION

Our study demonstrated that while only one-third of par-
ents reported that they believed specialization was a major

problem in youth sports, and fewer than half thought spe-
cialization increased the risk of injury, most parents indi-
cated that specialization would increase their child’s
basketball abilities and chances of making a high school
or college basketball team. These findings align with sev-
eral studies of specialization attitudes and beliefs examined
in less representative samples of youth sport parents.2,19,21

For example, 1 previous study conducted a survey of
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Figure 1. Responses to “How likely do you believe it is that your child will receive a college scholarship to play basketball?”
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Figure 2. Responses to “How important is it to your family that your child receives a college scholarship?”
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parents of high school baseball players, but most respon-
dents were White/Caucasian (79%), had a bachelor’s degree
or higher level of education (74%), and reported a median
income of $99,250 USD.21 In that study, 47% of parents
believed specialization increased the risk of injury, while
65% to 80% believed that specialization increased their
child’s baseball ability or chances of making a high school
or college team.21 Similarly, other studies of affluent youth
sport parent populations have reported that fewer than half
of parents believe that specialization increases the risk of
injury.2 One study found that 50% of parents reported
encouraging their child to specialize in a single sport with
the goal of playing collegiately or professionally.19

Taken together, the results of our study support previous
results that suggest that attitudes and beliefs toward spe-
cialization are consistent among parents from different
backgrounds and with children playing different sports.
The belief among parents is widespread that specialization
is beneficial for sport performance, while the belief that
specialization increases the risk of injury is less strongly
held. It is important to note that the goal of this research
was not to make a judgment as to whether parents held

“correct” or “accurate” attitudes and beliefs regarding sport
specialization. The attitudes and beliefs held by the parents
in this study (and by the parents in previous research) have
been developed as a result of those parents’ lived experi-
ence, and it may be that many of these parents believe
specialization in a single sport has been beneficial for their
child’s sport development and that their child has not sus-
tained an overuse injury as a result of specializing. While
there is a growing body of research that suggests speciali-
zation is not necessary to advance to elite levels of sport and
is associated with increased injury risk, our results suggest
that this information has not been adopted by or perhaps
has been ineffectively communicated to parents of youth
athletes.5,7,17,22

Contrary to our hypothesis, parents underestimated the
availability of college basketball scholarships at the Divi-
sion I and II levels but overestimated their availability at
the Division III level. Overall, parents seemed unaware
that athletic scholarships are not offered at the Division III
level. To our knowledge, only 1 other study examined par-
ents’ knowledge of college athletic scholarship availabil-
ity.21 That study examined parents of high school
baseball players and found that parents underestimated
the availability of college baseball scholarships.21 The sim-
ilarity of these findings from parents of athletes in 2 differ-
ent sports suggests an overall lack of knowledge regarding
college scholarship availability.

While the parents in our study were overly pessimistic
regarding the number of scholarships available, approxi-
mately half reported that they believed it was “somewhat”
or “very” likely that their child would receive a college bas-
ketball scholarship. In contrast, previous data suggest that

TABLE 4
Differences in Child Sport Participation Based on Parent

Income Categorya

Variable
Low

Income
Middle
Income

High
Income

P
Value

Specialization .01
Low 63 (37.0) 110 (31.0) 82 (29.3)
Moderate 80 (47.1) 167 (47.0) 114 (40.7)
High 27 (15.9) 78 (22.0) 84 (30.0)

Participation on multiple
basketball teams at
same time

<.001

Yes 49 (28.8) 160 (45.1) 132 (47.1)
No 121 (71.2) 195 (54.9) 148 (52.9)

Participation on
basketball team and
other sport at same
time

<.001

Yes 57 (33.5) 138 (38.9) 161 (57.5)
No 113 (66.5) 217 (61.1) 119 (42.5)

Receive private coaching
outside of team

<.001

Yes 49 (28.8) 162 (45.6) 164 (58.6)
No 121 (71.2) 193 (54.4) 116 (41.4)

Travel overnight
regularly for
basketball
competitions (at least
once a month)

<.001

Yes 60 (35.3) 190 (53.5) 173 (61.8)
No 110 (64.7) 165 (46.5) 107 (38.2)

Participate in basketball
>8 months/year

<.001

Yes 35 (20.6) 112 (31.5) 114 (40.7)
No 135 (79.4) 243 (68.5) 166 (59.3)

aData are reported as n (%). Bolded P values indicate statisti-
cally significant differences (P < .05).

Figure 3. Comparison of money spent in past year on child’s
basketball activities between parent income categories. Box
plots represent interquartile range (IQR), whiskers represent
range of 1.5 times the IQR, line indicates median, notch dis-
plays 95% CI of the median and individual data points for
each parent. USD, US dollar.
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only approximately 3% of high school basketball players
will play college basketball, and even fewer will receive a
scholarship to do so.15 This finding is in agreement with
previous studies of youth sport parents21 and youth ath-
letes,6 which have found that parents and youth athletes
overestimate their (or their child’s) chances of receiving a
college athletic scholarship. Therefore, there appears to be
increasing evidence that a significant disconnect exists
between parent knowledge regarding the availability of col-
lege athletic scholarships and parent belief in their child’s
receiving one of those rare scholarships. This disconnect
may drive parents to invest in sport organizations and
training opportunities that purport to increase a youth ath-
lete’s chances to earn a college scholarship. However, it
should be noted that we did not measure athlete talent, and
previous research has also not reported on the impact of
child athletic talent on parent scholarship belief. In fact,
the role of athlete talent has been minimally reported on
within the sport specialization literature, and talent may be
an important mediator of both child and parent behavior.
For example, highly talented players may not need to spe-
cialize to further develop their skills, while less talented
players may feel more need to specialize to keep up with
their peers. Further, parents of a highly talented child may
seem to be overestimating their child’s scholarship chances
but may actually be accurate in those beliefs.

Parents in the highest income category were more likely
to have a child who (1) was classified as highly specialized,
(2) participated on multiple sport teams at the same time,
(3) received private basketball coaching outside of their
team, (4) traveled overnight at least once a month for bas-
ketball competitions, and (5) played basketball year-round.
The modern, specialized youth sport culture places a heavy
emphasis on participation on pay-to-play club teams that
participate year-round. Previous studies have also identi-
fied parent SES as a significant predictor of child sport
participation behavior.12,20,21 These studies have also
found that children of higher-SES parents were more likely
to be classified as highly specialized, participate on club
teams, and play their sport year-round.12,20,21 Two of these
studies also reported that parents from higher SES cate-
gories reported spending more money on their child’s sport
participation in the previous year, similar to the findings of
our study.20,21 Overall, the parents reported spending a
median of over USD$2000 on their child’s basketball par-
ticipation in the previous year. This finding is again similar
to previous studies that reported parent(s) spent a median
amount of USD$50020 or USD$3000,21 respectively, on
their child’s sport participation in the previous year, across
a variety of sports. While we asked parents how much
money they had spent on their child’s basketball participa-
tion in the previous year, we did not ask for specifics
regarding how that money was spent. Specifics on parent
spending may be important in determining whether the
differences in spending between income categories that
we observed may result in disparities in access to basket-
ball (ie, participation on exclusive club teams or private
coaching) or instead just reflect investment by high-
income parents on items that are not necessarily related
to basketball success. Future surveys should examine how

much parents would be willing to spend on their children’s
youth sport participation to determine whether greater lim-
itations are experienced by families of varying SES.

Several limitations of this study should be noted. All data
in this study were gathered via self-recall of parents, so
there is the possibility of social desirability bias for certain
answers. However, we attempted to limit this potential by
making this an anonymous, online survey, so that parents
did not have to complete the survey in the presence of other
people and did not have their answers linked to any iden-
tifying information. We recruited participants using mar-
ket research panels, which allowed for recruiting based on
demographic criteria. This was done to recruit a sample
that was nationally representative with regard to race/eth-
nicity. However, this methodology inherently biases the
sample toward participants who take part in market
research panels, and these individuals may differ from the
general youth sport parent population in unknown ways.
Finally, most respondents were parents of male youth bas-
ketball players (70% male), so future research is needed to
determine whether the same attitudes and beliefs are held
among parents of primarily female basketball athletes.

CONCLUSION

Parents of youth basketball athletes widely believed that
the potential benefits of sport specialization outweighed the
potential increased risks of injury. Despite having a realis-
tic understanding of the limited college scholarships avail-
able, parents were optimistic that their child would receive
a college basketball scholarship. Further efforts are needed
to understand parent attitudes and beliefs regarding sport
specialization and college scholarships in various sports.
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