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CHAPTER 6: PARENTAL INFLUENCES ON YOUTH
SPORT PARTICIPATION

Gregory | Welk
Megan L Babkes
Jodee A Schaben

INTRODUCTION

Millions of children engage in physical activity and participate in competitive
youth sport programs around the world. Involvement in these programs
provides important health benefits and helps children leamn physical skills that
they can use throughout their life. Through the social interactions in sport
programs children build friendships and learn important interpersonal skills
such as cooperation and teamwork. Sport involvement also provides an
opportunity for children to develop characteristics and values that may assist
with academic or personal growth as they mature (e.g. perseverance,
commitment, dedication). While there are many benefits associated with
sports involvement, there are also some potential downsides. The emphasis
placed on achievement in our society can put excess pressure on children to
perform in sports and physical activity. Because not all children have equal
motivation or genetic potential for success at sports, some may experience
negative emotions or develop negative self-perceptions through their
involvement in athletics. The inherent social evaluation or public display of
ability in sports must be carefully considered to ensure that children develop
positive perceptions and have healthy experiences through sport participation
(Scanlan, 2002).

In the past twenty years, considerable attention has been focused on
the impact that parents have on their children's sport and physical activity
experiences and the psychosocial development associated with such
involvement (Brustad et al, 2001). As a result, the knowledge base on the
influence that parents have on young athletes is more comprehensive than
ever before. This research consistently indicates that parents are critical agents
in the process of children’s sport socialization (Brustad and Partridge, 2002;
Greendorfer et al., 2002). Mothers and fathers play a central role in the initial
exposure of children to organized sport. They are generally the ones who
seek out the opportunities, provide transportation, equipment and financial
support. As children continue involvement in sport, parents not only maintain
the provision of many resources, but also provide the necessary support and
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encouragement. Throughout this process, parents provide the primary source
for filtering the meaning of sport experiences. Children come to believe in
their abilities, have certain expectations of themselves and develop sport-
related value systems based, in large part, on the attitudes and behavior of
their mothers and fathers.

The influence from parents can be positive and negative depending on
how it is received and perceived by the child. Praise, encouragement and
support can help to enhance a child’s perception of their ability and increase
their interest and involvement. Pressure and criticism, on the other hand, can
damage a child’s confidence and take the inherent enjoyment out of the
activity. Often there is a fine line between pressure and support, and parents
need to learn how to provide the right type and amount of assistance.
Parental attitudes (e.g, beliefs and values) and behaviors (e.g., involvement
with child or personal physical activity engagement) can also impact youth
experiences both positively and negatively.

This chapter reviews the research on parental influences in youth sport
and physical activity. The first section describes the predominant theories that
have been used to study and understand parental influence in youth sports.
The second section reviews various sources of parental influence that have
been studied and highlights the impact they have on children’s interest and
involvement in sports. Particular attention is given to the types of influence
that are grounded in socialization and developmentally based motivational
theories. More descriptive forms of influence such as support, parental
evaluation and the perceived meaning of athletic participation are also
discussed. This section uses the described theoretical frameworks to more
clearly describe the mechanisms through which parents influence children’s
attitudes and perceptions. The last section presents an integrative model of
parental influence that incorporates elements from the different theoretical
frameworks. The model is presented as a guide to understanding the complex
nature of parental influences in sports and physical activity programs.

The majority of literature on parental influences in youth sport has
typically been oriented toward social or psychological constructs of the young
sport participants, e.g, stress or perceptions of competence, and the impact of
various beliefs and behaviors of parents on the particular construct of interest
(Brustad et al, 2001; Brustad and Partridge, 2002). In this review, the focus is
instead on the nature of the various forms of influence exerted by mothers
and fathers, and subsequently how these impact children’s sport experience,
emotional responses, and beliefs systems. An important distinction with
previous reviews is that sports participation is viewed as a means to an end
rather than as an end in itself. In other words, the primary goal of youth sport
programs should be to provide positive experiences and support so that the
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child develops an intrinsic interest in sports and physical activity. The guidelines
and recommendations presented emphasize how parents can help children
develop positive perceptions and values from sport and develop lifelong
interest in sport and physical activity participation.

THEORIES OF PARENTAL INFLUENCE

Theories provide a way to interpret results from research and field
experiences. With respect to youth sports, theories of motivation and sport
socialization serve as both frameworks for research and guides for planning
and delivering programs. Research eventually accumulates to support or refute
a given theory, and the collective information can then serve to guide practice.

This section reviews different theories used to explain motivation in
youth sports. While the theoretical frameworks differ in a number of
significant ways, they also share many common elements. Emphasis is placed
on the commonalities among theories since this probably provides the best
basis for enhancing the delivery of youth sport programs. Four theoretical
frameworks are emphasized: competence motivation theory (Harter, 1978,
1981), attribution theory (Weiner, 1974, 1980), achievement goal theory
(Nicholls, 1989), and expectancy-values theory (Eccles et al,, 1983).

COMPETENCE MOTIVATION THEORY

Competence motivation theory (Harter, 1978, 1981) is based on the notion
that individuals have an innate need to experience feelings of competence.
Competence can be achieved through mastery experiences in a variety of
achievement situations but the child's perceived competence in a particular
achievement situation or skill is the critical determinant. If the child feels
competent, he/she will experience positive emotions and feelings, which will
increase his/her intrinsic motivation or desire to participate in that sport or
activity. If, however, the child does not feel competent in a specific situation,
negative emotions can arise, anxiety is increased and motivation to participate
is reduced. Competence and skill are both enhanced through repetition so
that a critical factor for future motivation is willingness to engage in continued
mastery attempts. If motivation is reduced, the child either does not pursue
such mastery attempts or extrinsic motivation is necessary to continue
involvement.

A major strength of competence motivation theory is that both

socialization and developmental explanations of the psychological, emotional
and motivational outcomes of children are considered. Studies on the sources
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of competence information for youth athletes (Horn and Amorose, 1998;
Horn and Hasbrook, 1986, 1987; Horn and Weiss, 1991) have established
that there is a developmental shift in the salience of significant others as a
source of determining ability by children and adolescents. Prior to about |2
years of age, children tend to use feedback and reinforcement from parents
and other significant adults (e.g. coaches) as the most important input in
determining their own level of athletic competence. During early adolescence,
the child looks less to the “authority” and develops self-perceptions based
more on peer comparison and peer evaluation. With progress to late
adolescence, perceptions of competence become more self-referenced. The
adolescent now looks at the effort they exerted, level of attraction to the
sport, as well as their personal goals and goal orientations. Therefore, there is
a developmental shift from external sources to internal sources of information
on which self-perceptions of ability are made. The transition to more external
or peer-comparisons to assess competence is a normal developmental stage
that occurs in concert with other cognitive and social stages.

ACHIEVEMENT GOAL ORIENTATION THEORY

The major contention of achievement goal theory is that individuals engage in
an achievement situation to demonstrate competence (Duda, 1992; Nicholls,
1984, 1989). A distinction of this theory is that one's conception of
competence is thought to be perceived differently depending on the goal
orientation of the individual within the activity. The goal of an individual is
related to his/her definition of success and subsequent achievement behavior.
Two orthogonal goal orientations exist, ego and task. An individual may score
high or low on both, or high on one and low on the other. An ego-oriented
goal is one where competence is based on outperforming others or having
superior ability. In contrast, task goals reflect an orientation where competence
is determined based on self-improvement, effort, and the mastery of a task
(Nicholls, 1989).

Whether one is task or ego involved is determined by two factors, goal
orientations (dispositional) and motivational climate (situational) (Ames, 1992).
Goal orientations refer to the individual's tendency to be either task or ego
involved. These dispositional orientations are assumed to be the result of
childhood socialization experiences (Nicholls, 1989) and are seen as the
precursor for exhibiting a particular goal orientation. The motivational climate
in a particular setting can also influence task or ego involvement. These
situational constraints, typically determined by rules or by significant others
within the environment, establish criteria for success or failure that are either
task or ego involved (Ames, 1992). These environmental factors can
potentially alter the dispositional probabilities and influence motivations.
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Two types of climate exist, performance and mastery. Performance
climate, focuses on ego involved criteria for success or failure while mastery
climate encompasses task-involving criteria. Individuals are “predisposed” by
their own goals towards a particular orientation, but it is the environment that
surrounds that individual that can change the orientation. Significant others,
such as parents, coaches, teachers and peers, in an athlete's life structure the
motivational climate. If a parent praises the child for competence and success
(placing the emphasis on competition above effort), the child infers a
performance-oriented environment and typically will give low levels of effort,
avoid challenges and eventually give up in achievement situations (Ames,
1992). This performance-oriented environment has been associated with
higher levels of ego orientation (Ames and Archer, 1988), which leaves
children evaluating themselves based on wins and losses. If on the other hand,
parents and teachers foster an environment that is mastery-oriented, children
will develop a higher task orientation and in turn, retain their intrinsic
motivation, regardless of their level of ego-orientation. Duda (1997, p. 309)
has suggested that high levels of task orientation are essential for youngsters to
help motivate them over an extended period of time as well as give them
motivation when their “normative ability is in jeopardy."

ATTRIBUTION THEORY

Attributions are reasons or perceived causes people give for the outcome of
an event either related to them or others. Attribution theory states that
people examine motivation based on attributions made about performances.
Although Fritz Heider is considered the founding father of attribution theory,
Bernard Weiner's work has made exceptional contribution to attribution
research, most significantly in regard to attribution processes associated with
achievement situations. Therefore, focus is on the model of attribution
described by Weiner (1974, 1980).

The original attribution model (Weiner, 1974) focused on two
dimensions, locus of control (interal or external) and stability (stable or
unstable). An intemal locus of control is associated with individual
characteristics, such as ability or effort, whereas, external would be associated
with influences outside the individual's control, such as luck or task difficulty.
For stability, attributions associated with permanent, long-term explanations
are labeled stable (e.g, ability or task difficulty) while attributions that are
changing and variable are unstable (e.g, luck and effort). In 1979, Weiner
added a third dimension, which was labeled controllability, and the original
locus of control’ dimension was renamed as locus of causality.
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Each of the three dimensions plays an important role in explanations for
achievement outcomes. Most often athletes will use a self-enhancing
justification to explain a given outcome. Therefore, success would generally be
attributed to internal factors (typically a combination of ability and effort),
whereas failure would be attributed to external factors such as task difficulty
or luck (Robinson and Howe, 1989). The stability of attributions may vary
depending on how consistently a team wins or loses. Little League baseball
players who had consistently lost attributed the losses to ability, but teams
who had consistently won attributed the wins to ability and did not see their
ability as less when they lost (Roberts, 1975). Further, individual players
attributed themselves to have exhibited high effort, but their other team
members to have lower effort.

EXPECTANCY-VALUE THEORY

A framework that has been particularly useful in the study of parental influence
is the expectancy value framework proposed by Eccles and colleagues (1983).
This framework, based originally on social learning theory, takes a broad
perspective by emphasizing the factors that underlie parental socialization
efforts with children rather than the specific effects that their influence has on
children. Parents are viewed as both interpreters and providers of experience
for children. Thus, parents shape a child’s interests, beliefs and self-perceptions
by providing access to various experiences and by influencing the child's
interpretation of these experiences. Parental socialization efforts are thought
to be dependent on the parents' expectation for their child’s success and the
value that parents place on success in this behavior. Thus, if parents expect
that their child can be successful and value his/her success in this behavior,
they will be more likely to socialize their child to pursue and excel at this
behavior.

The model has been particularly effective at explaining gender
differences in socialization from parents. If parents have differential values and
expectations for boys and girls in a particular domain they will be more likely
to support and encourage their child to work hard in this area. Gender
differences in parental socialization influence have been reported in both
academic (Eccles et al, 1984) and sport domains (Eccles and Harold, 1991).
The model has also been successfully applied to studies of children’s physical
activity (Brustad, 1993, 1996; Dempsey et al, 1993; Kimiecik et al, 1996;
Kimiecik and Horn, 1998).

Recent research has integrated the Eccles framework within a broader

Family Influence Model to examine the impact of parental beliefs on children's
activity. They have demonstrated that parental beliefs are important predictors
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of children’s activity (Kimiecik and Horn, 1998) and have documented that
parental beliefs are influential only to the extent that children adopted the
same belief system (Kimiecik et al, 1996). The framework provides a useful
guide to understand the factors that influence the differential support and
encouragement that parents may provide in physical activity and sport.

SUMMARY OF THEORIES OF PARENTAL INFLUENCE

Each of the theories provides an alternative view to explain factors that
influence socialization process into youth sport and physical activity. Each
theory addresses the issue from of a sllightly different angle, but there are a
number of common elements. All of the theories place great importance on
children’s perception of competence or ability. This construct may be
operationalized in different ways, but it is clear that children's self perceptions
of their abilities is an important determinant of involvement and enjoyment in
sports and physical activity. Another common element is that parents play an
important role in shaping a child’s attitudes and perceptions. Parents influence
a child's perception of competence, goal orientations, and attributions a child
makes about his/her ability.

THE NATURE AND IMPACT OF PARENTAL INFLUENCE

Considerable research has been conducted to examine the links between
parents’ beliefs and behaviors and children’s psychosocial development in
sport. The specific types of influence that parents have on their children in
sport are numerous and diverse. Theoretically grounded and empirically based
studies have identified particular parental beliefs and behaviors that are
relevant to participation pattemns, emotional responses, self-perceptions, and
motivation of young athletes. Table | summarizes the sport-related parental
influence research organized by the particular constructs which have emerged.
Consistent with the focus of this book, the behaviors and beliefs of mothers
and fathers that are related specifically to children's competitive athletic
participation rather than more broadly to their physical activity involvement
are emphasized.

PARENTAL PRESSURE AND EXERTION

Inquires of the pressure, expectations and the degree of intensity that mothers
and fathers place on their children for sport achievement and involvement has
generated considerable research. Overall, children’s interpretations of the
particular form of parental influence vary substantially. This variability, in tum,
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contributes to sport-related emotional and motivational outcomes. The forms
of influence that have emerged include parental pressure, expectations, and

directiveness.

Table |. Types of Parental Influence Studied in Youth Sport

CONSTRUCT

REFERENCES

l. Parental Exertion
Pressure

Expectations

Directiveness

Babkes and Weiss (1999), Brustad (1988) Gould et al.
(1991), Hellstedt (1990), Leff and Hoyle (1995) Scanlan
and Lewthwaite (1984, 1986)

Averill and Power (1995), Eccles and Harold (1991),
Green and Chalip (1997), Power and Woolger (1994),
Scanlan and Lewthwaite (1984)

Averill and Power (1995), Power and Woolger (1994)

IIl. Parental Beliefs
About Competence

About value of competence
About appropriatenss of sport
participation

About goal orientations

Babkes and Weiss (1999), Felson and Reed (1986),
McCullagh et al. (1993)

Eccles and Harold (1991)

Brown et al. (1989)

Duda and Hom (1993), Ebbeck and Becker
(1994). White (1996)

M. Parental to

Performance

Responses

Satisfaction
Negative Evaluation

Performance Reactions

Scanlan and Lewthwaite (1986)

Brustad and Weiss (1987), Brustad (1988), Lewthwaite
and Scanlan (1989), Passer (1983), Weiss et al. (1989)
Babkes and Weiss (1999), Hellstedt (1990), Scanlan and
Lewthwaite (1986)

IV. Parental Behaviors
Interactions
Involvement

Encouragement
Support

Role Modeling

Scanlan and Lewthwaite (1986), Scanlan et al. (1989)
Babkes and Weiss (1999), Feltz et al. (1992), Ommundsen
and Vaglum (1991), Scanlan and Lewthwaite (1986)
Brown et al. (1989), Green and Chalip (1997)

Averill and Power (1995), Brown et al. (1989), Leff and
Hoyle (1995), Power and Woolger (1994), VanYperen
(1995).

Babkes and Weiss (1999), Brown et al. (1989), Power and
Woolger (1994), Wold and Anderssen (1992)

Parental pressure is a commonly discussed form of social influence in the
pediatric sport psychology literature. Although there is no single consistent
definition, the exertion of pressure by mothers and fathers has typically been
conceptualized in a manner that reflects children's “perceived parental
expectations, how critical parents are, their response to loss / defeat, parental
concerns about winning, and the pressure parents put on them to succeed”
(Leff and Hoyle, 1995, p. 192), or the “amount of motivational influence the
parent exerts on the child-athlete to compete in sports, perform at a certain
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level and continue sport participation” (Hellstedt, 1990, p. 136). Regardless of
exact definition, children have primarily responded to survey questions similar
to those asked by Scanlan and Lewthwaite (1986) and (Brustad, 1988, p. 312):
“My parents get upset with me when | do not play well,” and “My parents
think | should be a lot better in basketball than | am,” to indicate the level of
pressure that they perceive their parents exert.

The impact of perceived parental pressure has been examined in
relation to an array of psychosocial outcomes, such as participation and
motivation, but has mostly focused on the impact that perceived pressure has
on emotional responses in sport (Babkes and Weiss, 1999; Brustad, |1988;
Gould et al, 1991; Hellstedt, 1990; Leff and Hoyle, 1995; Scanlan and
Lewthwaite, 1984, 1986). Young athletes who perceive high levels of pressure
from their parents also experience higher levels of negative emotional
responses. Lower levels of perceived pressure are consistently associated with
more positive emotional responses to sport participation.

In an early, somewhat atheoretical, examination of sources of stressors
among young athletes, Scanlan and Lewthwaite (1984) found that perceived
parental pressure to participate in wrestling was predictive of pre-match stress
among 9-14 year old males. Using the same questions to explore the impact
of pressure, Gould et al. (1991) reported similar results. Perceived parental
pressure to wrestle was a significant antecendent of pre- and post-match
competitive state anxiety in early adolescent male wrestlers. In related
research designed to test the relationship between significant others and
affective responses to competence seeking endeavors in children, Brustad
(1988) found that lower perceptions of parental pressure among male and
female youth basketball players predicted high levels of season long

enjoyment.

Research on parental pressure indicates that children perceive their
mothers and fathers exertion of this form of influence differentially. In a study
grounded within competence motivation theory, Babkes and Weiss (1999)
found a disparity in perceived pressure based on parental gender. While
perceptions of maternal pressure did not contribute significantly to the
relationship between parental influence and male and female children’s soccer-
related psychosocial outcomes, perceptions of lower paternal pressure to
perform was associated with higher enjoyment, perceptions of competence
and indicators of intrinsic motivation among young competitive athletes. In a
study of young tennis players, Leff and Hoyle (1995) reported similar gender
differences. Higher levels of pressure were attributed to fathers as compared
to mothers for male players, whereas females perceived similar levels of
pressure from mothers and fathers. Scanlan and Lewthwaite (1986) found
higher levels of enjoyment among 9-14 year old male wrestlers associated
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with lower levels of perceived maternal pressure. The findings thus suggest
that the impact of perceived parental pressure varies according to the gender
of the parents and young athletes being assessed.

In a detailed examination, Hellstedt (1990) reported that over 70% of
highly competitive young skiers expressed that their parents exerted moderate
to forceful level of pressure to compete and not withdraw from sport.
Consistent with other research, high perceived parental pressure was
associated with negative affective reactions among both the male and female
athletes. Although high levels of perceived parental pressure were more likely
to elicit a negative emotional reaction, the author interestingly concluded that
many athletes did not actually view this pressure as truly negative. In fact, some
of the athletes expressed that the amount of pressure exerted by parents
served as a form of support and was construed as positive in terms of
enhancing their sport performance.

Parental expectations of their children’s sport participation and
performance are another frequently studied form of parental pressure. In the
context of sport, expectations are conceptually similar to “pressure”, but they
are operationalized and interpreted differently. Expectations have generally
been defined as “parents’ specific performance goals or the extent to which
parents want the child to become a successful athlete as opposed to being
satisfied as long as child has fun” (Averill and Power, 1995, p. 168; Power and
Woolger, 1994, p. 62).

Research on the impact of perceived parental expectations is equivocal.
For example, Scanlan and Lewthwaite (1984) found that young male wrestlers
who reported more frequent worry about meeting parental expectations
experienced higher state anxiety prior to competition than peers who did not
experience the same worries. Others, however, have found that young soccer
players who perceived their parents to have high expectations for them in
sport reported higher levels of perceived soccer ability and enjoyment (Averill
and Power, 1995; Green and Chalip, 1997). Parental performance goals or
expectations had a curvilinear relationship with children’s enthusiasm and
enjoyment in age-group swimming (Power and Woolger, 1994).

The data appear to indicate a threshold of perceived parental
expectations. A moderate level of performance and success expectations is
beneficial and related to positive sport-related responses. Expectations that
are perceived as too high, or those that are accompanied by considerable
worry about meeting parental hopes and dreams, may in fact be detrimental
to social, emotional or psychological responses experienced by youth athletes.
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The influence of expectations appears to differ depending on whether
they come from mothers or fathers. Maternal performance expectations were
positively associated with young children’'s soccer enjoyment, while fathers’
expectations or performance goals were negatively associated with their
ratings of their child's effort (Averill and Power, 1995).

Research grounded in theories such as the expectancy-value theory
provides a way to understand and predict the impact of parental expectations
on young athletes. Findings from a three year longitudinal study of the
relationship between parental beliefs and children’s self-perceptions and
activity choices revealed that perceptions of parental expectancies were
significant predictors of children’s perceptions of competence. Perceptions of
competence, in turn, were related to the choices that children made in
choosing to participate or not participate in particular activities. More
specifically, children who perceived that their parents thought they were
athletically competent and expected them to choose to play sports believed
that they were able in sport and subsequently chose to be involved in
athletics. Further research is needed to expand our understanding of the
critical role that parental expectations play in children’s athletic involvement.

Parental directiveness is defined as the “degree to which parents
actively instruct their child about how to approach achievement tasks with an
emphasis on areas in need of improvement ** (Averill and Power, 1995, p. 268;
Power and Woolger, 1994, p. 62). It has been the focus of some research on
the social exertion that young athletes receive from their parents. Parents who
engage in directiveness typically tell their children what to do whether it is
solicited or not. A statement such as “Before a meet, | remind my child of
what he/she needs to work on,” would be indicative of high directiveness,
while a statement such as “l give my child advice about how to improve in
swimming only when he/she asks for it,” is an example of low directiveness.

Too much or too little parental directiveness is associated with low
levels of sport enjoyment and effort. The impact, however, may differ by
parental gender. Paternal directiveness was highest when children’s effort and
ability was low, but maternal directiveness was not associated with children’s
psychosocial outcomes (Averill and Power, 1995). Reported parental
directiveness had a curvilinear relationship with enjoyment among age-group
swimmers of both sexes (Power and Woolger, 1994). Apparently, the impact
of the amount of mother- and father-imposed directiveness is similar to the
amount of perceived expectation in terms of how beneficial or detrimental
these forms of influence are on young athletes.

It appears that the interpretations and perceptions of parental pressure,
expectations and directiveness by young athletes are related to their
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experiences in the sport. Further research is needed to determine the degree
to which these forms of influence should be encouraged and/or curtailed
among parents so that children engage in sport in a psychosocially healthy
manner.

PARENTAL BELIEF SYSTEMS

Through the assessment of various types of beliefs, research overwhelmingly
suggests that children's interpretation of their parents' beliefs about
competence, or how success is demonstrated, that matters with respect to
psychological, social or emotional responses. Parental beliefs about their child’s
athletic competence or ability, relative value of sport participation,
achievement goal orientations, and perceived appropriateness of athletic
involvement are specific forms of influence that have emerged from this
domain of study.

With little exception, exploration into the relationship between parental
beliefs about children’s sport ability and children’s own perceptions of athletic
competence has been grounded in competence motivation theory. Findings
from two studies provide strong support for the utility of this framework as a
useful way to understand parental influence in sports. McCullagh et al. (1993)
found a correspondence between parental perceptions of their children’s
soccer competence and the young athlete’s own ratings of ability in soccer.
Babkes and Weiss (1999) noted a positive association between higher
perceptions of parental beliefs about soccer competence and children’s
perceptions of soccer ability, soccer enjoyment and intrinsic motivation.

Felson and Reed (1986) examined the influence of parental belief
systems on children’s own self-perceptions from a reflected appraisal approach
(Mead, 1934; Cooley, 1902). The findings were consistent with subsequent
research in that parental appraisals had an effect on 4t through 7t grade
children’s self-appraisals of how well they did at sports. There was a differential
influence between the impact of mothers and fathers on children’s self-
appraisals of sport ability. These results possibly reflect a developmental
change in social influence. Younger athletes expressed that they perceived
equal levels of perceived parental appraisal in ability when comparing mothers
and fathers. Among older children, however, mothers maintained a significant
influence with sons, but declined with daughters. Fathers' influence over
daughters’ self-reflected appraisal increased. These findings suggested that
there was greater cross-sex influence in older children when considering
parental appraisals of children’s appraisals of their own ability.

86



The value that mothers and fathers place on being competent in sport
is another parental belief system that has been examined. In Eccles and
Harold's (1991) study, a large sample (n= 875) of children answered survey
questions focused on “how important they thought it was to their parents that
they do well in sports, math and English,” and “whether ability in each area
was more important for boys, for girls, or both” (p. 24). The findings from this
study, which was grounded in expectancy-value theory, revealed that boys
thought it was not only more important to their parents that they do well in
sports than girls, but they also thought it was more important to their parents
that they participate in sport than girls.

Eccles and Harold (1991) concluded that the extent to which male and
female children thought their parents valued sport competence was directly
related to the level that they rated their own sport competence. Children's
views of the importance that their parents attach to involvement in sport
related to their own sense of athletic ability. Children who believe that their
parents think it is important for them to do well in sports, rate their own
ability in sport as being higher. Essentially, perceptions of parents’ expectancies
and values were significant predictors of children’'s own value and ability
beliefs. These findings further help to explain why children chose to participate
in the activities they engage in.

Parental beliefs about how acceptable sport participation is for males
and females is another form of influence. The premise in this line of research is
that physical endeavors have been viewed as more masculine in nature and
this attitude is maintained when parents consider appropriate sport
participation for their children. Participation by adolescent Canadian females in
intramural, interschool and community sports, for example, was associated
with the girls' perceptions that their fathers viewed sport as an “appropriate”
activity for them (Brown et al,, 1989). The view that parents, especially fathers,
have about the appropriateness of daughters' activity choices appears to have
an impact on continued involvement in sport. Although this particular study
was not grounded in a particular theoretical framework, the findings are
consistent with the contentions of Eccles et al. (1983) regarding the effects of
value socialization on activity choice behavior. Continued research is necessary
to fully understand the dynamic nature of how parents convey their beliefs
about appropriate and valuable endeavors to their children.

A number of studies have supported the utility of goal achievement
theory and examined the influence of parents’ beliefs about success, or goal
orientations, has on children’s sport involvement. Children tend to adopt
similar belief systems about success in sport as those of their parents. Ebbeck
and Becker (1984), for example, found that parental goal orientations were
dominant predictors of player goal orientations. Specifically, player task and
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ego orientations could be predicted by whether they perceived their parents
to define success in self-referent or norm-referent terms. Level of task
orientation of young soccer players was predicted by their own perceptions of
competence and, more importantly, by perceiving that their parents had a high
level of task orientation. Athletes who perceived their parents to have a high
ego orientation were likely to believe that success was demonstrated in a
norm-referenced manner.

Duda and Hom (1993) also found that the goal orientations male and
female summer basketball camp participants were related to their views
concerning the goal orientations adopted by their parents or how their
mother or father defined success and judged competence in sport. High task
oriented children perceived their parents to be more task oriented and high
ego oriented children perceive their parents to be more ego oriented.

White (1996) extended the previous research on goal orientations
among parents and their children and explored the parent-initiated
motivational climate among adolescent female volleyball players. Results
revealed that athletes who perceived that their parents emphasized success
without effort were more ego oriented in their beliefs about success in sport.
Athletes who were more task oriented, however, perceived their parents as
fostering a climate that focused on learning and enjoyment.

Overall, perceptions of what parents believe about their child’s ability
and the value or appropriateness that they convey regarding athletic
participation seem to be similarly believed by young athletes. The beliefs that
parents convey about the goals of participation and how success should be
determined are also consistently related to athlete's orientation toward
participation and performance in sport. More research is necessary to
thoroughly comprehend how this correspondence in parent-child beliefs is
created and maintained.

PARENTAL RESPONSES TO PERFORMANCE

Responses of parents to their children's sport performances are another form
of influence. Presently available evidence suggest that children’s perceptions of
their parents’ responses and the contingency of parental reactions to
performance are directly related to psychosocial outcomes in sport. The more
favorable and contingent the parental response, the more young athletes are
likely to report enjoyment and less stress.

Only two studies to date have attempted to actually examine perceived
parental satisfaction with youth sport performance. In studies of competitive
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young male wrestlers, Scanlan and Lewthwaite (1984, 1986) assessed whether
stress and enjoyment were predicted by perceived parental satisfaction with
their season long performance. Although parental satisfaction did not emerge
as a factor related to stress, greater perceived parental satisfaction with season
performance was associated with higher levels of sport enjoyment.

Children’s perceptions that parents would evaluate their performance
negatively, or not express satisfaction in response to their demonstration of
sport ability, have also been examined. Worry about potential negative
parental evaluation is the construct that has most often been assessed. Worry
of this kind is consistently associated with unfavorable emotional responses,
such as stress or anxiety. Brustad and Weiss (1987), for example, found that
young male baseball players who were high in competitive trait anxiety were
more likely to have a high frequency of worry about incurring negative
evaluation from their parents in the event of a poor performance compared
to their less anxious peers. Brustad (1988) noted that male and female
basketball players who were more competitively trait anxious worried more
about receiving negative evaluations from others, such as parents. The highly
anxious young athletes also perceived worry about evaluation as emotionally
aversive.

Weiss et al. (1989) examined the relationship between precompetition
anxiety among competitive male gymnasts and worry about negative social
evaluation as well. Results revealed that the athletes’ most worrisome
precompetition thoughts were related to concern over receiving negative
evaluation based on their performance from their parents. The two specific
worries were, “what my parents will think” and “letting my parents down".
Worry over anticipated negative evaluations from parents has consistently
been associated more often with children who are highly trait anxious in
competitive situations (Brustad, 1988; Lewthwaite and Scanlan, 1989; Passer,
1983). Therefore, the perception of frequent negative evaluations from
parents and the subsequent impact on young athletes’ sport experiences may,
in fact, be mediated by children’s disposition.

More general parental reactions to performance or responses
contingent on the performance of young athletes has also been examined. For
most part, these reactions have been described in the context of “...the
affective and behavioral reactions demonstrated by parents following children's
display of sport ability” (Babkes and Weiss, 1999, p. 49). Using this operational
definition, there was a positive relationship between perceptions of mothers
and fathers provision of frequent positive performance contingent responses
to performance success and competitive soccer players psychosocial
responses. The findings are consistent with previous results that young
competitive male wrestlers who reported fewer negative maternal
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performance reactions experienced more enjoyment (Scanlan and
Lewthwaite, 1986).

PARENTAL BEHAVIORS

The impact of parental behaviors on children involved in sport has also been
studied. Parental behaviors include interactions, involvement, encouragement,
support, and role modeling. Most of these behaviors appear to be perceived
by children as positive in nature and have thus been considered to enhance
the psychosocial outcomes and development of youth involved in sport. The
most general forms of parental behavior that are likely to impact children’s
achievement pursuits are interactions which occur between parents and their
children. To date, Scanlan and Lewthwaite (1986) and Scanlan et al. (1989)
have explored parent-child interactions in the context of sport in young
wrestlers and elite figure skaters, respectively. A lower frequency of negative
maternal interactions perceived by young competitive male wrestlers was
predictive of higher sport enjoyment. And, among former elite figure skaters,
athletes experienced enjoyment as a result of bringing pleasure and pride to
family through their sport achievement and engagement. The results suggest
that an athlete’s ability to use sport as a mechanism for creating positive
interactions with significant others is an important source of enjoyment for
them. Although these findings intimate that parent-child interactions have the
potential to optimally impact youngsters' sport experiences, further research is
warranted to more thoroughly understand the range of nature of this
interplay.

Parental involvement in children's athletic endeavors has been
examined more thoroughly than parent-child interactions. Involvement has
been defined as "the extent to which parents took part in their child’s sport
participation either directly (i.e., giving instruction) or indirectly (i.e., attending
games)” (Babkes and Weiss, 1999, p. 49), or as ‘encouragement,
rearrangement of the family schedule to accommodate running, took them to
practices and meets, attended practices and meets, gave them
advice/instruction and inquired about their progress” (Feltz et al, 1992, p.
130).

Findings suggest that children who perceive that their mothers and
fathers are highly engaged in their sport activity tend to report more positive
emotional responses and higher levels of perceived competence and
motivation. For example, young male wrestlers who reported more
involvement from adults, such as parents, enjoyed competitive wrestling
(Scanlan and Lewthwaite, 1986), and the enjoyment of adolescent Norwegian
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soccer players was positively related to perceived emotional involvement of
their parents (Ommundsen and Vaglum, 1991).

In one of the only longitudinal studies of parental influence, Feltz and
colleagues (1992) observed no differences in perceptions of parental
involvement by adolescent male and female distance runners. The degree of
maternal versus paternal involvement, however, was perceived to be different.
The runners expressed that fathers were more involved, ie., attending races
and showing interest, in their running than were mothers. Additionally, the
amount of parental involvement in the adolescents' competitive running was
perceived to decrease over time and with age in both males and females.
Babkes and Weiss (1999) more recently found support for the perceived
differential impact of maternal and paternal involvement. Athletes whose
fathers were perceived as being more involved in their children’s soccer, had
more positive psychosocial responses. Maternal involvement did not
significantly impact motivation, enjoyment or perceived competence of the
children.

The encouragement provided by mothers and fathers for children’s
sport performance and involvement is another important behavior. The
receipt of parental encouragement has been associated with positive athletic
experiences for youth. Green and Chalip (1997) found that higher perceptions
of parental encouragement among young male and female soccer players had
a significant effect on children’s satisfaction and involvement in soccer. Brown
et al. (1989) found that the higher the encouragement that girls perceived
from their parents, the more continuity they maintained in intramural,
interschool and community sport involvement.

Parental support is another frequently studied behavioral construct that
has been operationalized in several ways. One commonly used definition is as
follows: "...providing emotional support for child's soccer playing regardless of
performance” (Averill and Power, 1995, p. 168; Power and Woolger, 1994, p.
62). A number of studies have examined the correlates of perceived parental
support to determine the effect on sport-related outcomes and behaviors.
Maternal support was positively related to level of enjoyment for soccer
among their sons (Averill and Power, 1995). Parental level of support was also
positively related enthusiasm among age group swimmers of both sexes
(Power and Woolger, 1994). Among adolescent girls higher perceptions of
support for involvement in sport, especially as they grew older, were
associated with stronger continuity of sport participation (Brown et al, 1989).
Support for involvement from fathers in particular was a significant predictor
of the sustained athletic involvement among these adolescent females. For
young male and female tennis players, perceived parental support was
associated with higher levels of enjoyment and self-esteem (Leff and Hoyle,
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1995). Among elite male soccer players, when perceived parental support was
low, the players experienced more negative feelings about the team following
low performances (Van Eyperen, 1995). In other words, the players did not
suffer from as much interpersonal stress following a poor game when they felt
that their parents were more supportive. Results of this series of studies
suggest that parental support serves to “buffer’ the effects of interpersonal
stress when a negative performance occurs and enhances the overall positive
experiences for children involved in athletics.

Parental role modeling has repeatedly been related to children’s sport
participation. Studies suggest that children whose parents took part in sport or
physical activity were more likely to take part in athletics themselves. Couched
within a socialization theory perspective, Wold and Anderssen (1992) found
that among European schoolchildren sport participation of similar sex family
members was more strongly associated with their sport participation than the
opposite sex, while Brown et al. (1989) reported that mother's role modeling
or same sex participation in sport was a significant predictor of continued
athletic involvement by adolescent females. Babkes and Weiss (1999) found
that competitive male and female soccer players who perceived their mothers
and fathers as more positive role models through their own physical activity
reported more enjoyment, higher perceptions of competence, and more
intrinsic motivation.

As with other social influence constructs, the impact of role modeling
behaviors appears to have a differential effect depending on the gender of the
parent and the child. In a study of age-group swimmers and their parents,
Power and Woolger (1994) found a positive relationship between mother-
modeling and sport enthusiasm among both males and females. There was,
however, a negative association between father modeling and enjoyment
among male swimmers.

SUMMARY OF PARENTAL INFLUENCE IN SPORT

In summary, parents who provide more support or encouragement, respond
positively when it is contingent with performance, model active lives, believe
that their children are athletically competent, and exert lower levels of
pressure or expectations have children who worry less, experience more
enjoyment, believe they are capable in sport and are intrinsically motivated in
their sport endeavors. In contrast, parents who exert high levels of
expectations and pressure, respond negatively to performance, interact poorly,
believe that their children are not particularly able in sport and do not model
active lives are more likely to have children who experience more stress, less
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enjoyment, believe they are less competent, more extrinsically motivated, and
more likely to cease participation.

It is the young athletes’ perceptions of parental influence that matters
most with regard to healthy sport experience and psychosocial development.
Children's’ perceptions of parental attitudes and behaviors are more strongly
related to children’s enjoyment, perceptions of competence, and motivation
than parental reports of their own influence (Babkes and Weiss, 1999). In
other words, regardless of how supportive or how little pressure parents think
they place on their children to achieve success in sport, children may interpret
events and beliefs differently. While these findings may seem to place mothers
and fathers at a loss for how to actually parent their children effectively in
pursuit of sport achievement, the results indicate the importance of
understanding how parents and children communicate to bring about healthy
sport experiences. Research to date, however, has yet to thoroughly
understand the dynamics of communication patterns between parents and
their children involved in sport.

It is also important to distinguish the differential influence of mothers
and fathers on their children, and more specifically how this may differ for
boys and girls. Although a few studies have focused on the relative influence of
each parent, the majority of findings summarize the combined influence of
both parents rather than the separate or differential influence. In addition to
recognizing the changing structure of family, Greendorfer (2002) recently
highlighted the extent of the difference that mothers and fathers conceivably
have on their children’s sport socialization. The nature of the effect that
dominant gender ideology has historically had on both the sport socialization
of females and the role that mothers play in their children’s sport endeavors
are changing. Historically, salient maternal influences have include support,
encouragement, and more nurture-related forms of influence, but increasing
trends in maternal employment might result in changes with respect to how
mothers and fathers, respectively, contribute to their children’s achievement.
Furthermore, the potential changes in parenting roles may also result in
changes in children’s gravitation toward sex-typed activities given the alteration
on gender-related patterns of engagement by their mothers and fathers. Given
that sport is often perceived as more valuable and expected among males and
that females are still more frequently exposed to activities that accentuate
qualities that are “feminine”, understanding the relative influence of mothers
and fathers on the sport experiences of both young males and females is an
important direction for future research.

Understanding parental influence in youth sport is limited by the lens

with which this topic is viewed. The majority of research has been conducted
on Caucasian, two-parent families of primarily middle and upper
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socioeconomic status where the youth sports participants are able-bodied and
without cognitive deficits. The lack of diversity in the extant research inhibits
the ecological validity of the findings to a broader array of families involved in
the athletic arena. To date, data are not available about the parent-athlete
relationship in single parent families, for those of relatively low socioeconomic
status, or for the child with physical or cognitive limitations who is involved in
sport.

AN INTEGRATIVE MODEL OF PARENTAL SOCIALIZATION
INFLUENCE IN SPORTS AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

This section describes an integrative model that summarizes the processes
involved in youth activity promotion. The model is based on the conceptual
framework previously described as the Youth Physical Activity Promotion
Model (Welk, 1999). The model is expanded to describe more specifically
how and why parents socialize their children into sport and physical activity
(Figure 1).

Youth Physical Activity Promotion Model (Welk, 1999)

Physical Activity

/

\

Enabling

T

Reinforcing

Physical fitness
Pysical skills

Predisposing

Family infliuence
Peer influence

Access to facilities
Access to programs

Coach influence

Am | able? Is it worth it?

Competence
Self-percepctions

Enjoyment
Knowledge
Attitudes

Figure |. Youth Physical Activity Promotion Model

A basic premise in the model is that parents influence children both directly
and indirectly. Direct effects may be through involvement or facilitation of a
child’s efforts or involvement. Parents enroll children for sports and provide
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the equipment, transportation and financial support to continue being
involved. Parents also indirectly influence a child's interest and involvement in
sports and activity. In this model, it is proposed that this effect is mediated
through two distinct social-cognitive based constructs, outcome expectancies
and efficacy expectancies. These two constructs are operationalized as “Is it
worth it?”" and “Am | Able?”. To maintain interest and involvement in sports
and physical activity, children need to be able to answer both questions in the
affirmative. If children believe that sports are “worth it”, but they are not
skilled enough to participate they are not likely to participate. Similarly, if
children feel competent in an activity but do not find that their involvement is
worthwhile, they will not maintain involvement.

Consistent with the expectancy-value framework (Eccles et al,, 1983), it
is proposed that the degree of parental socialization influence is determined
by the values and expectancies parents have with regard to sport and physical
activity. Parents with more favorable values and expectancies are more likely
to model appropriate activity behavior, promote involvement, and provide
necessary social support and encouragement (Figure 2). The impact of these
socialization efforts, however, depends on how they are perceived or
internalized by children. Those who perceive positive values and expectancies
from their parents are more likely to develop more positive perceptions of
competence and to be more attracted to sport and physical activity. On the
other hand, children who perceive more negative values and expectancies are
more likely to have poorer perceptions of competence and may lose interest
in sport and activity.

The principles derived from competence motivation, attribution, and
achievement motivation theories should serve as a guide for how to provide
feedback, instruction and support to children in the sport and physical activity
settings. Several examples are subsequently considered.
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Integrative Model of Parental Socialization Influence

Parent’s expectancies about child’s Child’s values and
success in sports expectancies about Children’s attraction to
sports physical activity
(Itis worth it?)
+ —
Parent's socializatior_l Children’s perception of
efforts towards physical competence
activity: (Am | able?)
Parent’s values about the - Encouragement
importance of sports for children 9
- Involvement
- Facilitation
N
Parent'spast and current Parental role modelling in Children’s involvement in
involvement in sports and physical 2| sports and physical sports and physical
activity activity activity

Figure 2. Integrative Model of Parental Socialization Influence

APPLICATION OF COMPETENCE MOTIVATION THEORY

Information and feedback that helps a child to build high perceptions of
competence should be provided in order to enhance the child’s interest and
involvement in sport. Perceptions of competence are the central determinant
of interest and involvement but the nature and source for establishing this self-
assessment change over time. Children clearly depend on their parents for the
initial interpretations of their experiences. It is these interpretations which are
relayed to the child and impact their self-perceptions. With regular
encouragement and support, children remain intrinsically motivated and can
make a normal shift from external information to internal information on
which to base their self-perceptions. How a parent responds to the initial
mastery experience can influences how competent the child feels in that
particular setting and shape their emerging self-perceptions. An example of
two different parent-child interactions is provided below for illustration
purposes.
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Sarah is a third grader and decides to play basketball. The following two
scenarios illustrate how the same event could have different
consequences and effects depending on the type of parent-child
interactions.

Scenario |: During the first game her parents are watching, cheering,
and smiling. When the game is finished her mother says to her “Sarah
you did a great job out there. We sure enjoyed watching you play.” Her
father greets her with a hug and says, “That's my girl. Did you have fun?
Maybe we could get a hoop at home and play together.” The support
and encouragement that her parents showed sends her the message that
they think she is competent and has a natural ability for playing basketball.
It also shows her that they are interested in her activities.

Scenario 2: During Sarah’s first basketball game, Sarah’s parents spend
the entire game reading the paper and discussing the weekend plans.
When the game is finished Sarah's mom says, “Come on Sarah. We have
to go. We have groceries to get and now you have to have a bath before
bed too.” The dad walks over and picks up her jacket and says, ““| am not
sure | saw you dribble or make a good shot the entire game. Are you
afraid to get in there and get tough?” In this situation, support or
encouragement are lacking; the mom is hurrying off to the grocery store
and the dad thinks she is not tough enough to be a basketball player. This
tells Sarah that she lacks ability, or is not competent, in basketball and that
her parents are not interested.

APPLICATION OF ACHIEVEMENT GOAL ORIENTATION
THEORY

According to goal orientation theory, emphasis should be placed on fostering
a task goal orientation towards sports and physical activity. Sport activities in
western society, however, clearly lend themselves to an ego orientation.
Sports generally include achievement situations in which there is formal
evaluation and the outcome is generally of importance to parents. Children
are also stratified by ability in most sports and their perception of ability is
frequently tied to a normative (peer) comparison. To counter this potential
for ego orientation, it is important to establish an environment and climate in
which children experience sport from a mastery or task orientation. Emphasis
should be placed on personal improvement and effort. Success then becomes
associated with learning, effort, and personal improvement as opposed to
winning or beating a particular team. With this orientation, success becomes
something they can control, enjoy and expect because it has only to do with
them and does not involve the evaluation and control of someone else's
performance. Parents, often without realizing, reveal their orientation to the
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child by the questions they ask or the information that they seek. Examples of
two interactions are provided below for illustration purposes.

Background: John comes home from a soccer game and his parents ask
him a few questions about the game after dinner.

Scenario |: The first question the parent asks is, “Did you win?” This
shows that the parent is mainly interested in the outcome of the game
and not what happened within the game. John learns that this is the
important result and begins to adopt an ego-oriented focus with his
involvement in sports.

Scenario 2: The first question the parent asks is “How did you play?”
“Did you get a chance to head the ball? How did that go?’ In this
scenario, the parent is interested in the child's ability to improve their
skills (to head the ball) and improve their game as a whole. The child
focuses on how it felt to participate in the game rather than the
outcome of the game. This helps the child adopt a task-orientation in
sports.

APPLICATION OF ATTRIBUTION THEORY

Attribution theory suggests that feedback should help children to focus on
effort (unstable) as opposed to ability (stable) when taking responsibility for a
failure. The long-term consequences of attributing a loss to ability is that failing
players consider themselves to be low in ability and therefore see little hope
for future success. This can result in the athlete exhibiting “learned-
helplessness”, in which the success is viewed as out of their control. Athletes
in this state view their efforts as irrelevant; they may give up easily or drop out
of the sport all together. Fortunately, it has been shown that, with the help of
parents and coaches, athletes can adjust their thinking to associate a failing
situation with effort and not ability.

Too often, children are taught to take responsibility for the outcomes
(whether they are good or bad) and the child comes to believe that they can
always change and impact the outcome. Attributions are created most
typically in novel situations or situations with unexpected rather than expected
events. Once there are previous experiences to look back to, the attributions
are typically made based on previous determinations. Parents and coaches play
a critical role in helping children to interpret new experiences with the
appropriate orientation. They can clearly help a child learn when the outcome
was in their control. It is what parents say and do immediately following a loss
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that may have a great impact on how the child attributes and explains the loss.
An example of the application of attribution theory is provided below.

Volleyball is being offered as a new junior varsity sport. Kelly decides to
tryout. After making the team, the team loses their first two games.

Scenario |: After the second loss, Kelly's parents explain, “If you could
get to the ball more quickly and actually get into the air to get the ball
over the net, your team would have won both games but you just don't
have the speed, lower body strength or height to play close to the net.
Kelly concludes that she does not have the ability to play volleyball and
there is nothing she can do about her performance or the outcome of
the game.

Scenario 2: After the second loss, Kelly's parent's explain, “It is just a
matter of hustle. You are a new team learing to work together and if|
you, as well as the rest of the team, could work more quickly to get
into position and begin to understand what the other team members
are doing you will begin to win games.” Kelly has learned that she has
some control over this situation and the outcome of the game can be
changed with a little hard work.

SUMMARY

The social nature of competitive sport and the emphasis placed on
achievement in society make the relationship between parents and their
children a critical element in the healthy development of young athletes today.
Although further research on the nature and impact of various forms of
parental influence is needed, a solid knowledge base exists to help mothers
and fathers positively impact children’s sport endeavors. What parents expect,
the pressure they exert, the beliefs they maintain, the way they respond to
performance, and the behaviors they engage in affect the lives of young sports
participants. This information should be used to construct youth sport
environments and experiences that enhance children’s overall sport
experience. New challenges for researchers are to examine the dynamic
nature of parent-child interactions in the sport arena so that practitioners can
continue to use this information more effectively.
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