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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: Parents play an essential role in the youth sport 
experience, performing necessary roles such as registering their children, 
paying registration fees, ensuring that their children get to and from games and 
practices, and often playing a vital volunteer role in the organization. Despite 
these crucial functions, research has paid little attention to the experience of 

or her involvement with the program. As parents often spend a large amount of 
time involved with their children’s youth sport experiences and often interact 
with other parents in those experiences, the development of a feeling of sense 
of community among the parents is one possible and important component 
of those experiences. Research has suggested that sense of community is 
associated with numerous positive outcomes. Although sense of community has 

sport with parents. The purpose of this study, therefore, was to better understand 
factors that predict a higher sense of community among youth sport parents. 
Participants were recruited from three different youth sport programs: soccer, 

youth sport participants regarding their level of involvement, perceived choice, 

suggest that parents of youth who participated on a sports team often develop 

p<.05), and 

p<.05). Several practical 
implications can be drawn from these results including suggestions for how to 
involve parents in the program and to increase the parents’ perceived choice. 
Sport teams who implement incentives and recognition for volunteering, and 
promote the positive experience of the parent in the youth sport program, will 
likely facilitate an enhanced sense of community. This study makes an important 

wish to explore the impact of parental sense of community on the youth sport 
experience as well as the effectiveness of programming interventions designed 
to improve sense of community among parents.
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Parents play an essential role in the youth sport experience, devoting considerable 

perform a number of essential volunteer roles that are essential to the functioning of the 

2000; Sharpe, 2006). Often, youth sport organizations highly recommend or require 

Carruthers).

in the ongoing experience of the youth sport participant. Research indicates that youth 

extrinsic rather than intrinsic rewards for participation.

& Deakin, 2008). Parents who provide unstructured play opportunities, are emotionally 
supportive, and balance the importance of sport with other activities, are likely to have 
children who continue in and are more engaged in their sport activity. Youth are also more 

& Hoyle, 1997), and the expectancy of success and the value that a youth places on sport 

al.,2005). Negative sportsmanship behavior of parents is also strongly related to negative 

is clear that the role of the youth sport parent is pivotal to the experience of the youth. 
Research, however, has largely focused on the experience of the youth participant
the pivotal role that parents play in the youth recreational sport experience, however, it is 
critical to also examine the experience of the parent in the youth sport experience 
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Conceptualizing Sense of Community
One potential component of the experiences of a youth sport parent is the development 

of a feeling of sense of community. The existing literature abounds with varying constructs 
related to community including social cohesion, social capital, social resilience, and sense 

one another and to the group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be met through 

emotional connection. These four elements are presented in further detail below.

Membership
 Membership refers to the general feeling that one belongs as part of the group 

of multiple sub elements including boundaries, emotional safety, a sense of belonging, 
and a personal investment. Boundaries clearly denote who is and who is not part of the 
group and may be formed by barriers to membership or symbols of membership. Within 
the boundaries of membership, the group member feels emotional safety to speak honestly 
and to be vulnerable. A sense of belonging includes not just a feeling of belonging, but 

The second element of SOC is 

personal needs. Those needs may be physical, emotional, social, or psychological, and 

When an individual perceives that his or her needs are met within a community, that 
individual is more likely to feel SOC within that group.

Shared Emotional Connection
shared emotional connection

1986). A shared emotional connection develops when community members spend time 
together around events that have value, closure, and that honor members. This shared time 

2011). 

Sense of Community Research
The existing research points to several factors that predict SOC and are particularly 

relevant to parents of youth sport participants.  These factors include level of involvement, 

O’Connell, Todd, Anderson, & Young, 2010; Obst & White, 2007). Level of involvement 
appears to be one of the strongest predictors of SOC in a number of settings including 
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outdoor recreation program experienced an increase in the four elements of a sense of 

youth sport participants, numerous opportunities, as spectators, volunteers, or fellow fans, 

addition, the connection between level of involvement and SOC is theoretically consistent, 
as level of involvement represents a personal investment of a group member that enhances 

suggested that community members must share time in order to experience as shared 
emotional connection.   

individual had in choosing to participate in the community. Previous research demonstrates 
links between the perception of choice and a number of psychological variables including 

is voluntary, therefore a parent would appear to always have a choice. However, parents 
often feel pressure to put their children’s needs above their own personal needs even if 

Choi, Henshaw, Baker, 
&Tree, 2005; 

child is likely to be an indicator of SOC. 

may experience happiness as a result of their relation with other youth sport parents. 
Similar to sense of community, ingroup ties are the psychological connections between 

SOC may be an important component of the experiences of a youth sport parent 

individuals who feel strong SOC are more likely to be engaged in healthy activities 
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The Youth Sport Parent Community Setting
Although there has been considerable research related to SOC in various communities, 

high level of involvement in the program, it is also possible for a parent to simply drop 
his or her child off and use the youth sports program as a de facto babysitter. Additionally, 
while parents are ultimately the ones who decide on their children’s participation, that 

although it is clear who is a youth sport parent, the degree that this is a community may not 
be readily apparent. Thus, the degree to which parents identify with the community may 

SOC among youth sport parents. Hence, particularly given the importance of parents to 
the youth sport experience, there is a need to explore factors that may relate to SOC in this 
particular setting. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to test the relationship of three 
factors with the development of sense of community in the youth sport setting: 1) level of 

and 3) degree of choice in enrolling a child. The following hypotheses were tested:
H1: Higher levels of time involvement in the youth sport setting will be a 

H4: Higher levels of perceived choice from parents in participation in youth sport 

H5: The association between identity and sense of community will be stronger 
for parents who have had their children involved in youth sport programs for 
many years compared to parents who have had their children in a youth sport 
program for only one year.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants in this study were parents of youth participants in three recreational sport 

complete an online questionnaire. Each league administrator sent the questionnaire directly 
to potential respondents.  Data were intentionally collected near the end of each respective 
season to allow for SOC to develop.  These three particular programs were chosen both to 
represent a diversity of sports and because program administrators suggested they believed 
a high sense of community existed. 

Prior to the start of the study, researchers contacted the league administrators to obtain 
their agreement and willingness to participate in the research project and then researchers 

invitation to complete an online questionnaire. Two of three participating organizations sent 
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largest age division with 266 players. Exact numbers for the youth tackle football program 

fourths of the roughly 400 participating families. Youth participants ranged in age from 6 
to 16. The third organization invited potential participants to complete the questionnaire 

approximately two weeks to allow interested participants ample time to respond.

Measures
Sense of community. A comprehensive questionnaire assessing a multitude of 

Not at All Completely).  Previous research 

M SD

of this study, however, only a summary score was evaluated. The summary score was 
strongly disagree to strongly 

agree

M SD

2005).

sense of community including level of involvement and degree of choice.  To measure 

number of weekly hours that the respondent spent with the community during the last year 

No Choice 
Complete Choice

Covariates
individuals’ responses but may not be directly relevant to the research questions at hand. 
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number of children in each family was included as a covariate because we believed that 
families with more children may have less time and fewer monetary assets to invest in each 
child’s team, potentially limiting their sense of community.  

Results

for all variables in the model. Missing data on one or more items on the SOC scale 
n

n
n

individuals with complete data compared to those without complete data in their levels of 
t p t p

t p t p t p
.572). Therefore, as missing data appeared to be completely random, all missing data were 
handled using listwise deletion.  

R2 p <.001) and 

b p b p 

Table 1  
Summary of Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Sense of Community y f g y f g f y
 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3 
Variable b SE   b SE    b SE   
Gender -0.07 0.11 -0.06 -0.11 0.11 -0.09  -0.06 0.10 -0.05 
Children -0.15** 0.06 -0.25 -0.10 0.05 -0.18  -0.08 0.05 -0.14 
Hours a 
week 

0.04* 0.02 0.26 0.04** 0.01 0.28  0.04** 0.01 0.29 

Money 
spent 

0.02* 0.01 0.21 0.01 0.01 0.12  0.01 0.01 0.13 

ID 0.25 0.25 0.09 0.32 0.24 0.12  0.10 0.25 0.03 
Choice 0.12* 0.05 0.24 0.12** 0.05 0.24  0.11* 0.05 0.22 
Years 
with 
team 

   0.09** 0.03 0.30  0.07* 0.03 0.25 

ID X 
Years 
with 
team 

        -0.41* 0.17 -0.24 

R2 .30  .38  .42 
F for 
change 
in R2 

5.91(6)** 9.65(1)**  5.98(1)* 

Note. *p < .05.  **p < .01. 
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b p
b p 

b p
suggesting additional children in the home was associated with lower reports of SOC.

team time was tested. 

b
p
regression model. The full regression model accounted for a large amount of variance in 

R2 p
b p 

Probing of this interaction revealed that if a child had only been on a particular team for 
b p 

individual had been with a team between two and six years, there was not a statistically 

b p 
b p 

 

Figure 1. 

that have been on the team for one year and three years. Low 

the mean.

Interpretation of Results and Implications for Practice 
This study makes an important contribution to the literature by expanding on our 

understanding of the experience of youth sport parents. A number of researchers have noted 
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the parent.
One notable exception to this gap is a recent qualitative inquiry into the experience of 

sense of community in youth sport parents. As the results of this study demonstrate, certain 
characteristics of the parental experience in a youth sport program can increase the feeling 

broader community, it is important for youth sport administrators to consider programmatic 
elements that can enhance those characteristics. 

community. Parents who spent more time in the program and parents who spent more 
money on their children’s youth sport experience were likely to experience higher sense of 

where participants stated that the more involvement they had in activities, the more they 

parental SOC, therefore, a logical step would be to encourage parental involvement.
Numerous opportunities already exist for parental time involvement within youth 

tasks and the success of the overall program. The question for administrators then becomes 
how to encourage parents to get involved. Parental involvement serves a practical function 
of simply getting tasks done, while also increasing the parent sense of community, which 
then has a snowball effect of parents wanting to contribute more to the community. 
Research on the motivations of youth sport volunteers points to personal values being a 

order to encourage parental involvement and subsequently increase SOC, it behooves 

and the program.

who have more children experience a lower sense of community within the youth sport 
program. This is a logical result, as parents with multiple children are more likely to have 
their time and energies spread thinner across the activities and various communities of 

separately from each other, despite the fact that the participants in these programs are often 

of the families, however, likely have children participating in both programs. Thus, it 

advantages, but may create a wider and more diverse community identity, rather than a 
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simultaneously involved in both communities, while also creating one larger community 
of youth sport parents.

they had a higher amount of choice to participate in the program, experience a higher 
sense of community. Although parents are ultimately the ones who enroll their children in 
the program, in many cases parents feel pressured to sign their children up for activities 

parents may or may not perceive that they had a high degree of choice in the decision. 
Additionally, although many parents willingly volunteer to help with the program, in 
other cases, the volunteering may be a result of pressure from the organization or other 

therefore, not be immediately obvious the degree of choice versus a sense of obligation that 
a parent perceives that he or she has. Hence, it is incumbent upon administrators to allow 

program marketing materials may highlight not only the experience of the child, but also 

for discretionary activities such as sports and recreation. Therefore, market materials should 

Carruthers, 2010), marketing materials could highlight the important role parents play in 

society as a whole. By demonstrating that the program may be a positive experience for the 
parent as well as the child, the parent may feel he or she has a higher degree of choice in 
choosing to participate in the program. 

volunteers, researchers noted that sometimes simply being aware of a need and being 

Council of Durham). Thus, to encourage parental involvement, administrators need to 
make the needs clearly known and make it easy for parents to get involved by removing as 
many institutional barriers as possible.

likely to have spent the time in the program or have built the relationships that would create 

to identify with the program. This could take the form of team shirts for the parents, or in 

league.
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Limitations of the Study
As with any study conducted in an applied setting, limitations existed that may minimize 

the generalizability of the results. Participants in the study were overwhelmingly female 

unclear if the results would apply to more diverse or lower income populations.

have focused on the personality types of recreation and competitive athletes as well as 

personality types of parents of athletes. Additionally, even though one might speculate that 
parents who choose to engage in the youth sport experience of their child are more likely 
to have these characteristics that lead to feeling a sense of community than someone who 
is not engaging in the community, it is unclear from these data whether the youth sport 

Implications for Future Research
This study represents an initial stepping stone for future researchers hoping to 

understand the experience of the youth sport experience and the impacts of that experience. 

develop a higher SOC how does that affect their behavior during games, or how does a 
higher SOC affect interactions with other parents outside of the youth sport experience?  

administrators design programs that facilitate positive experiences of parents.
Additionally, there are some logical implications for administrators by testing the 

could enhance a sense of community among parents.

group of participants. Parents from different backgrounds may have varying capacities to 
be involved with the program or different expectations. As such, future research should 

Conclusion
This paper represents an important step in research that seeks to understand the 

experience of the youth sport parent.  Although SOC has been examined in multiple settings, 
the experience of a youth sport parent is unique, and thus, it is important to begin by testing 
common predictors of SOC to see if they applied to this setting. The results indicate that, 
indeed, a SOC does appear to develop consistent with hypothesized predictions. These 
results further lead to practical implications for the youth sport administrator who wishes 
to develop a SOC among the parents of participants. As parents play an essential role in the 
youth sport experience, it is hoped that by adding a focus on the experience of the youth 
sport parents, the administrator will be able to improve the experience for both the parents 
and the participants.
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