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After visiting any playing field or gymnasium, it is easy to observe that parents are substantial-
ly involved in their children’s sports experiences. However, despite the clearly important role
that parents play in youth sports, the research on family socialization in the sport context is rel-
atively limited (Brustad, 1992; Woolger & Power, 1993). In a review of the research on sport
socialization, Greendorfer (1992) argued that one of the critical areas for future work is parent
socialization of sports participation. Brustad (1992) echoed this sentiment, claiming,
“Everybody talks about parents in sport, but nobody does any research on them” (p. 72).
Although researchers have recently responded to these claims, there are still several unan-
swered questions concerning parents’ role in children’s sport experience.

In contrast to the limited research in sports, family socialization has been well documented
in a variety of other domains (e.g., academic achievement, social development, and moral
development}. Through their beliefs and practices, parents teach children values and provide
them with opportunities that influence their choice of different activities and goals (Eccles,
1993; Maccoby & Martin, 1983). There are several reasons that the family should play a par-
ticularly important role in the athletic domain. First, a large proportion of children’s time is
spent in the family, especially in the early years. Second, many parents are highly involved in
the athletic experience of their children. Family members play a variety of
roles including coach, chauffeur, financier, spectator, and cheerleader.
Third, because athletics is a highly public context, parents have several
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Because athletics is a

highly public context,

opportunities to provide immediate and specific feedback to their children parents have several

(Scanlan, 1996). Through this feedback, parents can positively influence
children’s enjoyment of sports and self-concept development (Brustad,
1996a}. However, unrealistic expectations and too much parental pressure

opportunities to provide

immediate and specific

can produce negative outcomes. Considering the potential of parents to - | feedback to their

have either a positive or negative role in children’s sports experience, it is children.
unfortunate that the research on this topic is limited.

This chapter has several purposes. First, we present a theoretical framework that we believe
will be useful for conducting future research on parent socialization. Second, we review the
existing research on parent socialization and children’s sports participation. Third, we discuss
some problems with previous work in this area that has limited our understanding of family
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socialization in the athletic context. Fourth, we describe promising directions for future
research. Finally, we discuss the implications of these findings for interventions with parents in

the sporting domain,

DevELOPMENTAL ISSUES

Weiss and Bredemeier (1983} advocate taking a developmental theoretical orientation to study
children’s sports experience. We believe this approach is particularly appropriate to study the
question of parental influences. Unfortunately, the majority of research on family socialization
has not adequately considered developmental changes that occur within the child and parent-
child relation (Woolger & Power, 1993). Cognitive and physical developmental changes may
greatly affect parent socialization and children’s athletic motivation (Brustad, 1992). Changes
in children’s capacity to differentiate ability and effort and increases in their capacity to incor-
porate social comparative information influence how they will interpret feedback from their
parents. As a consequence young children rely more on adult feedback, whereas older children
rely more heavily upon social comparative sources (Horn & Hasbrook, 1986). In addition, chil-
dren’s rate of physical development can influence the level of parental encouragement. Boys
who mature earlier are likely to receive more social support from their parents for athletic par-
ticipation than are boys who mature at later ages. Research that takes into account children’s
cognitive and physical maturity levels can help to illuminate the role that developmental fac-

tors play in parent socialization.

The importance of parent socialization may also vary by children’s

Young children rely more developmental stage. Early research on sports socialization compared the

on adult feedback, while effect of the family, peer group, and school on children’s sport participation

) at different developmental stages (Greendorfer, 1977; Lewko &
older children rely more . .

Greendorfer, 1988; Loy, McPherson, & Kenyon, 1978). Evidence from this

heavily upon social work indicates that parents play an important role in the early athletic

socialization of their children, but their influence decreases in adolescence

when peers and coaches take on a more prominent role. These changes in

parents’ influence are likely a result of increases in the amount of time children spend with

their peers and developmental changes in children’s cognitive abilities. However, because this

work has been primarily descriptive, it is not clear what developmental and situational factors

explain differences in parent socialization over time. It is also important to remember that par-

ents are going through their own developmental changes as children age. A critical question for

fature inquiry is how these concurrent changes within the child and the family influence chil-

comparative sources.

dren’s sports participation.

MODEL OF PARENT SOCIALIZATION

The first purpose of this paper is to provide a conceptual framework for understanding fami-
ly socialization in the athletic context. Figure 1 presents a general model developed by Eccles
and her colleagues (FEccles et al., 1983; Eccles, Wigfield, & Schiefele, 1998) to explain contextu-
al influences on the ontogeny of individual differences in motivation. The Eecles’
expectancy-value model is based on the assumptions that individuals’ decisions to participate
in activities are made in the context of a variety of choices and it is important to understand
how significant adults influence these decisions. This model was initially developed to explain
the socialization of gender differences, and we believe it provides an excellent framework for
understanding parent influences in the athletic domain. Using this model to explore individ-
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ual differences in sport participation can help address the concern that much of the existing
research in sports socialization has been atheoretical (Greendorfer, 1992).

The two most important predictors of choice behaviors are children’s expectations for suc-
cess and task value (see Eccles et al., 1983). Expectations for success are influenced by one’s
self-concept of ability and one’s perception of task difficulty. When this model is applied to the
athletic domain, children who perceive that they have high athletic ability will be more likely
to participate in athletics than will children who have less favorable beliefs about their athlet-
ic competencies. Task value comprises four components: (a}) intrinsic value (enjoyment of the
activity), (b) utility value {usefulness of the task in terms of future goals), (c) attainment value
{personal importance of doing well at the task), and (d) costs (perceived negative aspects of
engaging in the task). According to this model, individuals will have higher rates of athletic
participation if they have a higher enjoyment of the activity, believe that athletics is important
to both their short- and long-range goals, believe that sports participation confirms aspects of
their self-schemas, and perceive low costs of involvement.

According to the expectancy-value model, socializers (parents, teachers, and peers) influ-
ence children’s motivation through their beliefs and behaviors. Eccles and her colleagues
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(1998} expanded their general achievement model to focus on how parents shape children’s
beliefs and values (see Figure 2). The two primary ways parents influence children’s motivation
are by being (a) interpreters of experience and (b) providers of experience {(Eccles, 1993; Eccles
et al, 1998). Parents help to interpret their children’s experiences by providing messages about
the likelihood that their children will attain success in a particular achievement domain, in
combination with messages about the value of participating in that activity. Applying this
model to the athletic domain, parents who have high expectations for their children’s success
and provide messages about the value of participating in sports will have children who have
more favorable motivational outcomes.

Parents also influence their children’s motivation through their behaviors. By providing
experiences inside and outside of the home, parents help to structure children’s exposure to

FIGURE 2
Model of parental influences on their children’s motivation and achievement
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athletics. For example, parents can expose their children to athletics by taking them to sport-
ing events, buying them equipment and toys, and signing them up for special lessons. These _
experiences can, in turn, influence children’s skills, preferences, and activity choices. Parents
also influence motivation by providing differential levels of encouragement to participate in
athletics. Punishment decreases the likelihood that children will engage in the activity in the
future. However, it is less clear whether positive reinforcement increases children’s motivation.
In fact, excessive positive reinforcement that is not linked to the quality of children’s perform-
ance can decrease the likelihood that they will participate in the activity in the future (Ded &
Ryan, 1985). Conversely, contingent praise and appropriate feedback for performance does
result in positive motivational outcomes {see Horn, 1987).

Parents adjust their beliefs and behaviors in response to characteristics of their children,
including the child’s gender, aptitude, interest, prior performance, and developmental level
(Eccles, 1993; Eccles et al., 1983). If parents believe that boys have superior athletic competen-
cies than do girls it is likely that they will provide different opportunities and encouragement
to their children depending on their gender. As a consequence, their sons and daughters will
come to have different beliefs about their athletic abilities. Similarly, parents Parents adjust their
are likely to provide more encouragement if they notice that their child has
a talent in athletics, but will lower their expectations if their child loses
interest in the activity. '

According to the Eccles’ expectancy-value model, parents’ beliefs about aptitude, interest, prior
their children’s abilities are shaped by their gender stereotypes, beliefs about
their athletic ability, and knowledge of how to help their children with ath-
letics (Eccles, 1993). For example, parents who endorse more gender
stereotypic beliefs about females’ competencies will likely hold lower per-
ceptions of their daughters’ athletic abilities than will parents who do not endorse traditional
notions of males’ and females’ roles. Additionally, parents who have more knowledge of athlet-
ics will be more involved in their children’s sporting pursuits than will parents who have less
knowledge of appropriate teaching strategies in this domain.

Finally, this model assumes that one cannot understand the effect of the family on children’s
motivation unless one considers the larger social context. Parents’ beliefs and behaviors are
shaped by demographic factors such as education, income, marital status, employment status,
cultural traditions, number of children in the family, and resources in the neighborhood
{Eccles, 1993; Eccles et al., 1983). Participation in athletics requires a financial and time invest-
ment by the family. Parents who have monetary resources are in a better position to buy
athletic equipment and pay for special teams and camps. The availability of athletic resources
in the community also influences ¢hildren’s athletic participation. In some communities, chil-
dren have several opportunities to be involved in sports at a variety of levels; in other
neighborhoods, there are more limited opportunities for children to develop ‘their athletic

competencies.

behaviors in response to

their children’s gender,

performance, and devel-

opmental level.

Support for the Eccles Model

The Eccles expectancy-value model has been used extensively to study parent socialization of
- motivation in math and English. Several studies have documented that parents’ perceptions of
their children’s abilities are significant predictors of children’s own ability and interest in math
and English, even after controlling for children’s performance (Eccles, 1993; Frome & Eccles,
1998; Jacobs, 1992; Jacobs & Eccles, 1992; Parsons, Adler, & Kaczala, 1982). Further, using lon-
gitudinal data, Eccles and her colleagues have found support for the hypothesized causal
relations between parents’ beliefs and children’s self and task beliefs (Eccles, 1993; Yoon, 1996).
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The expectancy-value model has recently been applied to the athletic domain, and
researchers have found some support for various aspects of the model (e.g., Dempsey,
Kimiecik, & Horn, 1993; Eccles & Harold, 1991; Fredricks, 1999; Kimiecik & Horn, 1998).
Because the Eccles model was designed to explain individual differences in choice behavior, it
is not surprising that researchers in sport psychology have used this model. Decisions regard-
ing math and English are relatively constrained until later in students’ academic careers. In
contrast, participation in athletics is voluntary. As a consequence, there should be more varia-
tion in athletic participation rates that should be more highly tied to the socialization factors
outlined in the model (Eccles & Harold, 1991).

In the next section, we outline research on family socialization in the athletic context. First,
we outline the existing research that has been based on the assumption that role modeling is
the critical mechanism in parent socialization. We begin our review with this work because it
has been a primary focus of the sport psychology literature. Next, we outline the research on
the influence of parents as interpreters and providers of experiences, two central components
of the Eccles model. We present the results of research that have used the expectancy-value
model, as well as findings from scholars who did not explicitly test this model but whose find-
ings fit within this theoretical framework.

ParenTS As RorLeE MopseLs

The process of observational learning has been suggested as the underlying mechanism by
which the child internalizes the attitudes and behaviors of the role model (Bandura, 1977:
Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974). This theory leads to the assumption that children of parents who
engage in athletic activities will also be physically active, Parents can be role models by being a
coach, participating in athletics on an organized team, or just doing sports for fun. Through
their involvement in athletics, parents provide a model of what is considered appropriate and
inappropriate behavior and help to normalize involvement in athletics. However, although
modeling is often cited as theoretically important for children’s acquisition of attitudes and
behaviors (Bandura), the empirical support for role modeling is equivocal. In one of the few
studies to empirically test the effect of role modeling on academic outcomes, Parsons (aka
Eccles) and her colleagues (1982) found that parents did not influence children’s achievement
through role modeling. Instead, they found that the primary source of influence was parental
expectations.

The findings concerning the effect of role medeling on children’s athletic participation have
also been mixed. A few studies have used objective measures to document a strong relation
between the physical activity levels of parents and children (Freedson & Evenson, 1991; Moore
et al., 1991). For example, pediatric researchers in the Framingham Children’s Study (Moore
et al.) used an electronic monitoring device to track the physical activity behavior of parents
and their young children. Children of two active parents were six times more likely to be active
than were children of two inactive parents. Freedson and Evenson used a comparable protocol
to document a positive relation between the physical activity level of young children and their

parents.
Studies using self-report measures of role modeling have been less con-
Parents who play sports clusive; some scholars document positive associations, and others find no
on any level provide 2 |  relation between parent and child activity levels. These discrepant findings
model for their children may be function of differences in measures {objective, children’s percep-

tions, and parents’ self-reports) and differences in the age groups
) ] _ examined. For example, Babkes and Weiss (1999) showed that athletes who
involvement in athletics. | reported that their mothers and fathers were good role models had higher

and help to normalize
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perceptions of competence, enjoyment, and intrinsic motivation than did athletes whose par-
ents were not perceived as good role models. In contrast, they did not find a significant relation
between mothers” and fathers’ reported involvement and children’s psychosocial outcomes.
Several other studies have failed to document a significant relation between role modeling and
children’s athletic participation (Dempsey et al., 1993; Fredricks, 1999). For example, Dempsey
and her colleagues reported that parents’ self-reported moderate-to-vigorous physical activity
(MVPA) was not related to children’s MVPA behavior. Similarly, Fredricks found that parents’
self-reported time involvement in athletics was not related to children’s self-concept or partic-
ipation in organized sports.

Parent participation in sports can be particularly import at for female athletes. Across a
range of sports, females who participate in sports at the colleg * level reported that one or more
of their parents also participated in sports (Greendorfer, 1955; Weiss & Knoppers, 1982). In
these families, games and sports were considered normal activities and were part of the fami-
ly routine. Similarly, Brown, Frankel, and Fennell {1989) found that mothers’ participation in
sports was a significant predictor of fernale adolescents’ continued participation in both school
and community athletic pursuits. There is also some evidence to indicate that parental partic-
ipation is more important for girls’ athletic involvement than for boys’ involvement. For
example, Greyson and Colley (1986) reported that mothers’ and fathers’ sport participation
was significantly associated with adolescent females’ sports participation, but not with males’
sports participation. In a similar study, female athletes rated the influence of mothers, siblings,
coaches, and friends higher than male and female nonathletes did (Weiss & Barber, 1995).

Although several studies have established an empirical link between parent participation
and children’s athletic involvemnent, there are several problems with this hypothesis. First, the
role-modeling explanation focuses on the amount of participation (quantity), rather than con-
sidering the quality of parent involvement (Dempsey et al., 1993). However, more is not always
better. Parents also can model affective reactions to sports participation. For example, a child
would be more likely to imitate a parent who is enthusiastic about athletics than a parent who
participates at the same level but does not express positive sentiments. Brustad (1993, 1996b)
found empirical support for this assumption, documenting a positive relationship between
parents’ enjoyment of physical activity and children’s attraction to athletics. A second problem
is the lack of specificity in the role-modeling research. As models, parents can engage in a vari-
ety of behaviors that children can imitate. Because this research has been primarily descriptive,
it is not clear what specific parenting behaviors help to explain the underlying relation between
parents’ and children’s sport participation.

PARENTS AS INTERPRETERS OF EXPERIENCE

Another way parents influence children’s ability perceptions and sports involvement is through
their beliefs and values. The relation between parents’ beliefs and children’s motivation and
achieverment has been well established in the educational literature (e.g., Alexander & Entwisle,
1988; Eccles et al., 1998). There is a growing interest in how parents’ beliefs may contribute to
individual differences in children’s athletic outcomes. We divide our review of the research on
the effect of parents’ beliefs on children’s motivation into two sections: (a} affective outcomes
and (b) self-concept development.

Research on Affective Outcomes

Several studies have examined how parents contribute to children’s affective development in
sport. The impact of parental pressure has been a central question in this work; the impetus

PARENTAL INFLUENCES ON YOUTH INVOLVEMENT IN SPORTS
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behind much of this research has been a concern over the high level of stress, anxiety, and
burnout experienced by some young athletes (Brustad, 1996a). In research on young wrestlers,
Scanlan and Lewthwaite (1984) documented that male athletes who perceived high levels of
pressure by their parents had higher state anxiety regarding wrestling competition. Similarly,

" Gould and his colleagues {Gould, Eklund, Petlichkoff, Peterson, & Bump, 1991) found that
parental pressure to wrestle was related to young wrestlers’ prematch anxiety. Weiss, Wiese, and
Klint (1989} provided additional support for the potential negative effects of parental pressure.
They reported that youth gymnasts’ two most frequently cited worries were “what my parents
will think” and “letting my parents down” Borman and Kurdek {1987) outline further evi-
dence of the effect of parental pressure on sport participation, documenting that motivation
to play soccer was significantly related to lower maternal control.

Parents can also positively influence favorable outcomes for youth in sports, though much
less research has been done on this topic. Children’s enjoyment of sports (amount of fun
youngsters experience) has been a central component of this work. Several scholars have
reported a relation between lower levels of parental pressure and greater enjoyment of athiet-
ics (Babkes & Weiss, 1999; Brustad, 1988). Additional evidence of families’ influence on
children’s enjoyment comes from an interview study of elite figure skaters (Scanlan, Stein, &
Ravizza, 1989). Results of the qualitative analysis indicated that bringing pleasure to the fami-
ly was an important dimension of sports enjoyment.

Research on Self-Concept

Several studies have used the Eccles expectancy-value model to examine the effect of parents’
expectations and values on children’s athletic competence beliefs. For example, Eccles and : g
Harold {1991} examined parental socialization of gender differences in sports involvement.
Results from this research support the Eccles” theoretical model: Children’s perceptions of the
value of sports involvement to their parents were related to children’s beliefs about their own
physical ability. Girls reported that their parents placed lower value on sports. participation
than did boys. In turn, these gender differences were linked to girls’ lower participation in
sports (Eccles & Harold, 1991). Using longitudinal data, Fredricks and Eccles (2002) provided
further evidence of the impact of parents’ beliefs on the development of children’s athletic
competence beliefs. Parents” expectations of children’s sport ability in the elementary school
years helped to explain changes in children’s sports competence beliefs from st through 12th
grade. When parents had high expectations for children’s sports ability, children had less dra-
matic declines in their self-concept over time. These findings were independent of actual

ability differences.

An important question is how gender mediates the relation between
Eccles and her colleagues parents’ beliefs and children’s self-perceptions. Many parents of adoles-
cents hold gender-stereotyped beliefs, believing that males have more
athletic ability than females (Eccles, Jacobs, & Harold, 1990; Greendorfer,
1993; Jacobs & Eccles, 1992). When do these gender-stereotyped beliefs
school children report | eperge? Eccles and her colleagues found that even parents of early ele-
that boys have more mentary school children reported that boys had more talent in athletics
and that sports was more important for their sons than for their daughters

{(Eccles, Wigfield, Harold, & Blumentfeld, 1993; Eccles et al., 2000},

found that even parents

of early elementary

talent in athietics and

that sports is more The origin of these gender-stereotyped beliefs has been an important
important for their sons focus of this research. Jacobs and Eccles (1992) examined how mothers’
than for their daughters. gender-role stereotypes influence both mothers’ and children’s appraisals

of ability in athletics. Mothers who reported that boys were more natural-
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ly gifted in sports had higher perceptions of athletic ability for their sons and lower perceptions
for their daughters than did parents with Jess stereotyped beliefs. In accordance with the Fecles
model, children’s own self-perceptions of ability tended to be congruent with their mothers’
appraisals of their sports ability.

.The Eccles’ expectancy-value model has also been applied to research on the socialization
of children’s MVPA, an important focus of recent public health objectives (U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, 2000). This research has contributed to our understanding of the
impact of parents’ beliefs on children’s physical activity participation {Dempsey et al., 1993;
Kimiecik & Horn, 1998; Kimiecik, Horn, & Shurin, 1996). For instance, Dempsey and col-
leagues reported a relation between parents’ perceptions of their children’s competence in
MVPA and children’s actual level of MVPA participation. Extending this work on the determi-
nants of MVPA, Kimiecik and colleagues (1996) found that children who perceived that their
parents valued fitness and had higher competence beliefs reported higher MVPA levels.
Further, Kimiecik and Horn (1998) examined gender differences in parents’ beliefs regarding
children’s MVPA and the relation between these beliefs and children’s self-reported MVPA. In
contrast to much of the other work on parent socialization, mothers and fathers did not differ
in their perceptions of children’s physical activity competence and the importance of MVPA
for their sons and daughters. However, similar to the previous findings in this domain, parents’
competence beliefs for their children were significantly related to children’s MVPA {Kimiecik
& Horn, 1998).

Though not explicitly testing the Eccles model, several other studies have documented a
strong correspondence between parent and child appraisals of children’s competence beliefs
(Felson & Reed, 1986; McCullagh, Matzkanin, Shaw, & Maldonado, 1993). Related research by
Scanlan and Lewthwaite (1984) provides additional support of an association between parent
and children’s beliefs. Young wrestlers who perceived high parental satisfaction had higher
expectancies for future performance. Additionally, Babkes and Weiss (1999) found that youth
soccer players who reported that their mothers and fathers had more positive beliefs about
their competencies and gave more frequent positive responses to their performance were more
likely to report greater enjoyment of sports and more positive beliefs about their ability. In
contrast, Babkes and Weiss found no significant relation between parents’ reported beliefs and
behaviors and children’s outcomes.

One question that arises from this work concerns how parents’ beliefs are communicated to
their children. Parents’ extensive involvement in athletics gives them multiple opportunities to
provide feedback to their children about their abilities and values. However, there has been sur-
prisingly littl€ research on the nature of parental feedback and the effect of these comments on
children’s sports beliefs and behavior. One interesting area of research categorizes parents’
comments during youth sporting events (Kidman, McKenzie, & McKenzie, 1999: Randall &
McKenzie, 1987). This work leads to several questions about the salience and meaning of feed-
back, the types of comments that are the most beneficial for young athletes, and how children
integrate these comments into their developing beliefs and values.

PARENTS AS PROVIDERS OF EXPERIENCE

Parents’ behaviors can influence children’s sports participation in a number of ways. One way
is through the pattern of reinforcement and Jevel of encouragement parents give for engaging
in athletic activities. Early encouragement of sports by the family is a critical factor in contin-
ued involvernent. Most athletes acknowledge that their family stimulated their early interest
and participation in sports (Brustad, 1992). Those who achieve elite status in athletics often
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began their participation as early as 5 or 6 years of age with the interest generated by the fam-
ily. Parental encouragement is also positively associated with continued participation in
athletic activities. For example, Brustad (1993) found that parental encouragement to be phys-
ically active was related to children’s attraction to physical activity. Brustad (1996b) extended
these findings to an urban sample, reporting that parental encouragement was positively relat-
ed to both female and male children’s attraction to physical activity and perceived physical
competence.

Parental encouragement appears to be especially important to counteract the negative effect
of gender stereotypes on girls’ involvement in sport. Several studies have reported a positive
correlation between parents’ encouragement and current sport participation for females
{Greendorfer, 1983; Higginson, 1985; Weiss & Knoppers, 1982). Social support from family
members appears to be an important factor in girls” participation. For example, Lewko and
Ewing (1980) found that highly involved girls identified more support from fathers, mothers,
and siblings than did girls who were not as highly involved in athletics. In addition, Brown
(1985) reported that social support from parents was positively related to female adolescent

 swimmers participation status.

Parents also support children’s sports participation by providing a variety of opportunities
and athletic experiences in and outside the home. For instance, it is typically the parent (usu-
ally the mother) who enrolls children in their first sports program (Howard & Madrigal, 1990).
Parents also support children’s involvement by purchasing equipment and services and provid-
ing volunteer labor to help maintain children’s sports programs (Green & Chalip, 1998).
Spending time with children helping them to develop their skills is another way parents can
bolster children’s athletic involvement. Finally, parents can support children’s sports involve-
ment by becoming actively involved in coaching and/or the administration of youth sports

progranmt.
The importance of opportunities and experiences in the home for chil-

dren’s continued athletic participation and skill development has been
appears to be especially illustrated in qualitative research on talent development {(Alfeld-Liro,
important to counteract Fredricks, Hruda, Patrick, & Ryan, 1998, Bloom, 1985). In a study of elite
athletes, Bloom reported that parents introduced children to the activity,
provided resources and equipment to encourage their children’s interest,

Parental encouragement

the negative effect of

gender stereotypes on and practiced skills with them. As children gained competence, parents
girls’ involvement in plaved a larger role in helping them to gain access to coaches and teams to
sport. help them to improve their skills.
Gender Differences

Researchers have documented that parents are gender stereotyped in their level of encourage-
ment and provision of opportunities in the home (Eccles, 1993; Greendorfer, 1993). Since the
advent of Title IX, women have made greaf strides in their athletic participation. Today, young
girls are much more likely to be encouraged to be involved in sports. However, despite these
advances, parents continue to endorse the gender-stereotypic belief that boys are more suited
for sports than girls. In addition, parents continue to encourage their daughters to try certain
sports (e.g., gymnastics, skating, tennis) that may also communicate gender-stereotypic beliefs.
In a recent review of the literature, Greendorfer, Lewko, and Rosengren (1996) concluded that
differential treatment of play styles, toy preferences, and gender labeling of physical activities
continues to exist.

Gender differences in parental encouragement of opportunities begin at a very young age.
Both mothers and fathers are more likely to encourage motor activity in their sons than in their
daughters (Huston, 1983; Power & Parke, 1986). Boys are also given earlier autonomy and are
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less restricted in their opportunities to play outside than are gitls (Huston). Fathers are also
more likely to play roughly with boys and teach them gross motor behavior (Huston; Power &
Parke). This early exposure to rough and tumble play is likely to prepare boys for the context
of many athletic teams. There is also evidence that parents reward and encourage gender-
stereotyped play and discourage cross-typed play (Caldera, Huston, & (’Brien, 1989; Langlois
& Downs, 1980). Boys are more likely to be given toys that are congruent with their gender
such as athletic equipment, trucks, and military toys (Fisher-Thompson, 1990). This differen-
tial exposure to toys and activities gives children the opportunity to develop different
competencies and values. Without the opportunity to try a particular activity, children will
never get the chance to find out if they are good at it or if they enjoy it.

Parental differential treatment by gender continues in middle childhood and adolescence.
Parents are more likely to encourage their sons to be physically active and participate in sports
than they are to encourage their danghters (Brustad, 1993; Eccles, 1993; Greendorfer, 1993).
Parents also report gender-stereotyped differences in time use with their children; they are
more likely to spend time playing sports with their sons and are more likely to take their sons
to sporting events (Eccles, 1993; Eccles et al., 2000). These results clearly demonstrate that par-
ents are providing different types of athletic experiences for boys and girls. An important
question is how this differential treatment within the family affects children’s sports participa-

tion over time.

Extent of Overinvolvement

The amount of parental involvement in athletics activities helps to make a statement in the
family about the relative importance of sports. According to Hellstedt (1987), parent involve-
ment ranges on a continuum from under- to overinvolvement. Parents who are underinvolved
do not make much of an emotional, financial, or functional investment in their children’s ath-
letics. In contrast, parents who are overinvolved emphasize winning, become angry if their
children do not perform well, and make frequent attempts to help coach from the sidelines.
The ideal level of involvernent is between these two extremes. Parenis who are moderately
involved support their children’s participation without being excessive, leaving ultimate deci-
sions about participation levels up the athlete (Hellstedt, 1987). However, although the benefit
of moderate involvement is an appealing idea, there is presently no empirical data to verify the
relationship between over- and underinvolvement and child outcomes.

There is a growing concern about parents’ excessive involvement in ath- Healthy involvement
letics (Williams & Lester, 2000). For some parents, their own self-esteem is
tied to their child’s athletic success, which results in high levels of parental
involvement and an emphasis on winning at all costs {Hellstedt, 1987). This
overinvolvement by parents can contribute to children’s negative sports participation in sports
experience and can undermine even the best-intentioned youth sports pro- without being excessive
gram (Kamm, 1998; Smilkstein, 1980). Parents can also contribute to athlete
burnout, a negative emotional outcome that is the consequence of chronic
stress (Gould, Tuffey, Udry, & Loehr, 1996; Smith, 1986). [n his research, sions about participation
Coaldey (1992} reported that highly accomplished athletes whose parents levels up to the athlete.
made great commitments of time and energy most frequently experienced
burnout. However, although there is strong anecdotal evidence of the negative effects of exces-
sive levels of parental involvement, more systematic research is needed to document the extent
of this problem and differences in the athletic experiences of children with overly involved par-
ents and those with less involved parents.

means that parents

support their children’s

and leave ultimate deci-
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WHAT WE HavE LEARNED

To help the reader synthesize our review, we developed a brief profile that summarizes the cur-
rent knowledge of family socialization in the athletic context. We organize this profile around
the three components of parent socialization: (a) parents as role models, {b) parents as inter-
preters of experiences, and (c) parents as providers of experience.

Parents as Role Models

* Active parents have active children.

«Parent participation in athletics is particularly important for girls. Female
athletes are more likely to have parents who participate in athletics than are
female nonathletes.

+ More research is needed to understand how and why parent participation
in athletics influences children’s participation.

Parents as Interpreters of Experience

*  Higher parental pressure is related to negative child outcomes (stress, anx-
iety, and burnout).

*  Low to moderate levels of parental pressure is related to children’s higher
enjoyment of athletics. '

+ Parental beliefs {perceived competence, value, and enjoyment) are positive-
ly related to children’s own competency beliefs, interest, and participation.

+ Parents hold gender-stereotyped beliefs, believing that athletics is more
important for boys than for girls and that boys have more athletic talent

than girls.

+  Children’s perceptions of parents’ beliefs are more strongly related to chil-
dren’s self-perceptions than are parent-reported beliefs.

Parents as Providers of Experience

+ Parents support and encourage children’s athletic involvement in a variety
of ways, from time involvement to monetary support. There is a need for
more research on how specific behaviors influence children’s participation.

+ Parental encouragement is positively related to children’s sports involve-
ment.

*  Parents are gender-typed in their behaviors. They encourage their sons to
be physically active more than they encourage their daughters. They pro-
vide more athletic opportunities to their sons than to their daughters.
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*  Overinvolvement by parents can contribute to children’s negative emotion-
al reactions to sports and ultimately to athlete burnout.

LiMITaTIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

There are several gaps in the research that limit our knowledge of the sport socialization
process. The majority of the research falls into two categories: {a) retrospective reports of
parental behavior with college age and aduit samples and (b) primary and secondary student
self-reports about parental practices (Woolger & Power, 1993). In addition to assessing chil-
dren’s perceptions, there is a need for research that gathers information directly from parents
about their beliefs, attitudes, and expectations regarding the sports involvement of their sons
and daughters (Brustad, 1992). The importance of assessing both parents’ and children’s beljefs
in the sport socialization process is illustrated in the Eccles model of parent socialization (see
Figure 2).

As outlined in our review, both parents’ beliefs and behaviors are important determinants
of children’s sports participation, and future studies should include measures of both. These
parenting dimensions should not be examined in isolation, as much of the previous research
has done. It is likely that parents’ beliefs and behaviors interact in complex ways to influence
children’s motivation (Woolger & Power, 1993}, For example, the effect of parental encourage-
ment may vary as a function of parental warmth. The same level of encouragement could be
viewed as either supportive or manipulative, depending on the quality of the parent-child rela-
tion.

The majority of the sport psychology research has used regression or “variable-centered”
techniques to examine these questions. The usual approach in variable-centered analysis is to

‘examine whether a factor still has an effect after accounting for its intercorrelations with other

variables in the model. Although it is important to examine the effect of each socialization fac-
tor on children’s sport participation after taking into account other variables in the model, it
gives limited insight into the potential interactive and cumulative effect of parents beliefs and
behaviors. Supplementing variable-centered analyses with “person-centered” analyses is one
approach that has been suggested to provide a more comprehensive picture of the relations
among variables (Magnusson & Bergmann, 1988). In this kind of methodology, individuals are
grouped together based on the patterns of their responses. Fredricks (1999) used this approach
to examine the effect of different family contexts on children’s athletic motivation. Families
were typed based on the number of positive socialization factors in the home. Children who
lived in families with a higher number of positive socialization factors had higher athletic
motivation than did children living in families with less supportive factors.

Another concern is the lack of specificity in measures of parental behavior. In order to com-
pare the influence of the family, peer group, and teachers, researchers have tended to use
undifferentiated measures of “encouragement” or “involvement” (e.g., Greendorfer & Ewing,
1981; Higginson, 1985; Snyder & Spreitzer, 1973). Researchers who examine parent involve-
ment in the achievement context have demonstrated that the type of parent involvement is
more important than undifferentiated measures of the overall amount (Eccles & Harold, 1993;
Grolnick, Benjet, Kurowski, & Apostoleris, 1997). Several new studies in the sports psychology
literature have used specific indices of parental influences {see Babkes & Weiss, 1999; Brustad,
1993, 1996b), but it is clear that much more attention needs to focus on unpacking the con-
structs of parent involvement, encouragement, and support in the athletic context. Scholars
who examine sport socialization might benefit by seeking relevant articles on measuring and

conceptualizing these constructs.
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Assessing potential differences in the effect of mothers’ and fathers” beliefs on children’s
sports participation is another fruitful area of inquiry. There is some evidence that the same-
sex parent is the most influential member of the family with regards to children’s sport
involvement (Lewko & Ewing, 1980; Snyder & Spreitzer, 1973). It has also been argued that
fathers help to contribute to gender-stereotyped physical activity patterns because of their
stricter differentiation of roles for girls and boys (Johnson, 1975; Langlois & Downs, 1980).
However, the evidence that fathers are a more important figure in sport socialization is equiv-
ocal {Lewko & Greendorfer, 1988). In fact, several studies have demonstrated that mothers are
more important than fathers in sport socialization (Howard & Madrigal, 1990; Kimiecik &
Horn, 1998; Sallis, Patterson, Buono, Atkins, & Nader, 1988). Research that examines differ-
ences in the effect of mothers’ and fathers’ socialization practices on girls’ and boys’ sports
experience can help to address this debate, ‘

It is also important to examine parent socialization at different stages of children’s involve-
ment. The reliance on samples of children and adolescents already involved in athletics has
resulted in limited information about the factors that contribute to early involvement of chil-
dren in sports. As a consequence, there is information on the factors that maintain children’s
participation in athletics once they have become actively involved, but research “leaves unan-
swered the general question of how farmily, peers, and school shape children’s socialization into
sports” (Lewko & Greendorfer, 1988, p. 291}). A way to help remedy this problem is for
researchers to assess the socialization and motivational factors that precede children’s initial
sports involvement and follow these children over time (Brustad, 1992). Furthermore, under-
standing attrition from youth sports has been identified as a major goal of the research (Gould,
1987). Aithough it is likely the family plays a role in children’s decision to drop out of sports,
tew studies have examined the impact of the family on youths’ attrition from sports.

There are several methodological problems with the previous research.
First, most studies assume that parent socialization is unidirectional.
expectancy-value model, | poyever, it is very likely that sport socialization is bidirectional (Hasbrook,

researchers can test the 1986; Snyder & Purdy, 1982). Not only do parents’ beliefs and behaviors
exert influence on children’s behavior, but children’s self-perceptions and
) interests also affect parent socialization in a bidirectional manner. We
and behaviors on believe that the Eccles (1983, 1998) expectancy-value model provides a
children’s motivation. valuable theoretical framework for researchers to test bidirectional rela-
tions in the athletic domain. For example, using this model, researchers can

test the effect of parents’ beliefs and behaviors on children’s motivation as well as testing how
parents adjust their socialization in response to characteristics of the child such as the child’s
gender, age, interest, and ability (see Figure 2). We are encouraged that some researchers in.

sport psychology are beginning to use more sophisticated statistical techniques to test bidirec-
ticnal influences (Green & Chalip, 1997, 1998). _

A consideration of alternative research methodologies would also contribute to our under-

standing of the sport socialization process. Most of our current knowledge is based on
cross-sectional data. Unfortunately, the dynamic and iateractive nature of socialization cannot

be adequately captured by data collected at a single point in time. From the current research,

it is not clear how parents’ beliefs and behaviors influence children’s psychosocial development

over time. The importance of examining socialization “across time” is illustrated in the Eccles

model (see Figure 2). Assessing parent and child behaviors over time will help researchers to
examine how concurrent developmental changes occurring in the child and within the parent-

child relationship influence athletic participation. Qualitative research methods can also
provide a greater understanding of the reciprocal nature of socialization. The reciprocal influ-

ence of sports participation on the family is eloquently articulated in the interviews with

Using the Eccles

effect of parents’ beliefs
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highly involved athletes {Alfeld-Liro
et al,, 1998; Bloom, 1985). These par-
ents adjusted their socialization
techniques in response to their child’s
developing talent. As their child’s
skills increased, the parents sought
out opportunities that would facili-
tate their child’s continued success.
To characterize the sport socializa-
tion process more effectively, research
that takes a systems approach is also
needed. Parents do not socialize chil-
dren in isolation. They often take
their cues on how to support their
children from the feedback they
receive from others, especially their
children’s coaches. Unfortunately, the
majority of research has looked at
parents and coaches separately, rather
than considering how they jointly
influence children’s sports experi-
ence. Evidence from this work could
be used to help improve communica-
tion between parents and coaches, a
common concern of both parties
(Hellstedt, 1987). Although less
research has been conducted on peer
influences in youth sports, it is very
likely that parents and peers work ST : : i oo
together in influencing children’s The way parents interpret a child’s involvement in sport signifi-
activity participation. For example, cantly affects the child’s experience.
the quality of the parent-child rela-
tion can affect children’s ability to form peer relations in the sport context (Weiss, in press).
The relative influence of adults and peers on children’s motivation, cognitive, and affective out-
comes may also differ depending on children’s developmental level. ' :
Another application of a systems approach to the study of sports socialization concerns the
role of siblings in children’s sports involvement. The Eccles model includes sibling character-
istics as an important aspect of the socialization process {see Figure 2). There are anecdotal
accounts of how parents treat siblings differently in the athletic context, giving more or less
support to one sibling depending on the needs of the other children in the family. However,
there is no empirical evidence of the effect of sibling characteristics (gender, birth order, and
number) on children’s sports participation. We believe this represents a fruitful area of future

inquiry.

Finally, there is a need for research with more diverse samples. Our current knowledge base
has been generated primarily from research with white {Furopean-American), upper-middle-
class suburban families. These families have access to the time and resources necessary to
support their children’s sports participation. This limitation greatly affects the generalizability
of these findings. In future work, it is critical that researchers consider the effect of race, eth-
nicity, and social class on parent socialization of children’s athletic participation. Given
changes in current family dynamics, it is also important to examine the impact of different
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family structuré's. ;j{')fh"_chﬂdren’s sports experience (Babkes & Weiss, 1999). For example, it is
possibl.e".that single parents may have less free time to devote to their children’s sports partici-

_ 'p.ati()l.‘l than do two-parent families. By studying more diverse samples, researchers can assess
g thé' eﬁ&en  to Whith thie previously identified patterns of parental influence extend to a more

i'epfesen_tati\}e_ group of families.

'PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

These ﬁnd}ﬁgs have a number of practical implications. Parents can positively support chil-

dren’s athletic involvement through their beliefs and behaviors. Specifically, they can support
: childré'n’é participation by communicating positive feedback about their children’s ability, giv--..
. ing messages to their children about the value of participation, encouraging their children’s
- involvement, providing financial support for equipment and lessons, and attending their chil-
1 dren’s games and competitions. However, there can be too much of a good thing, Parents who
_{:put too much pressure on their children to perform, criticize their children’s performance, and
."are 100 involved in their youth’s sporting activities can contribute to anxiety, stress, and
= burnout, :

Researchers have surveyed youth athletes about what they want from their parents (Stein,
Raedeke, & Glenn, 1999; Wood & Abernethy, 1991). These results support the assumption that
moderate levels of parental involvement are ideal. Parents need to remember that the child’s
enjoyment of athletics is the paramount concern. They can enhance their child’s experience by
providing support and encouragement, not becoming overinvolved, and not placing too much
pressure on the child (Wood & Abernethy). In the end, decisions about participation should
be left up to the athlete. _

Although several workshops have been developed for coaches, there has been only limited
intervention with parents of athletes. A few books have been written for youth sport parents
(e.g., Hanlon, 1994; Rotella & Bunker, 1987; Smith, Smoll, & Smith, 1989). In addition, a few
workshops have been developed that provide parents with guidelines for ways to interact with
their child athlete. Parents are provided suggestions for how they can positively support their
children and information on danger signs that can warn of their overinvolvernent. Parents are
. also are given a background to the benefits of athletics and children’s motives for involvement.

For example, one activity is to have parents examine their own motivations for signing their
child up for athletics to make sure that these motives focus on the child rather than the par-
eqt’s self-interest (Kamm, 1998).
| Although these workshops have the best intentions, it is not clear how
_ effective parenting education classes have been in changing parents’ atti-
encouragemen# appears tudes and behaviors. There is a need for research that evaluates the impact
to be particularly impor- of these programs on parents’ attitudes and behaviors and athletes’ subse-
quent sports experiences. Studies of the effectiveness of training programs
for coaches can provide a guide for these evaluations (see Smith & Smoll,
S 1996). Additionally, because much of the research on parental influences
genfier ?t‘."_rmt}’Pes. has used general measures of parent involvement, suggestions for parents
R have tended to focus on general issues. If more specific parenting behaviors
g :a.ﬁd_.&_‘_ttitudes can be identified as either enhancing or interfering with children’s sport experi-
L f??‘?.s.’_msearchers can make more specific suggestions regarding parental influences. '
Finally, the findings have implications for family socialization of gender roles. Parent sup-
Yt and encouragement appear to be particularly important for females to help them
i S__;e_gd traditional gender stereotypes. Unfortunately, many parents still have gender-stereo-
tYP_ed_belie.fs and behaviors. Despite the inroads that females have made in athletics, nany

Parent support and

tant to female’s ability to

transcend traditional
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parents still believe boys are more suited for sports than girls are. It is critical that parents are
given the message that both their sons and their daughters can benefit from athletic participa-_
tion and that they provide equal opportunities for both sexes to enjoy these benefits.
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