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Retention factors in sport

UOLF and PCSS
Sport programs



Access to sport programs

In recent years, UOLF/PCSS programs have 

excelled at recruiting and providing access to entry-

level sports programs.

• Low-cost and highly accessible intro and learn-to programs 
have resulted in over 1,100 youth a year entering UOLF 
programs.



Sport participation

Access to sport differs from participation because of 
dropout.  Most youth who access our sport programs 
drop out of them before the end of high school.  
• Overall, 50% of UOLF program participants dropout from its 

programs annually.
• Dropout appears to be more pronounced in entry-level 

programs.
• Of the 339 “Learn to Skate” participants, 82% do not progress to a 

second year.
• In the Kickers & Gliders programs, 50% drop out annually
• Across all program, 76% drop out before entering higher levels of 

programming.



Drop-out

Different demographics drop out at different rates
• Females drop out of sport more quickly than males.

• While UOLF entry-level programs are almost perfectly gender-
balanced (49% female/51% male), that ratio drops to 32% 
female/68% male beyond the entry level.

• Racial minorities drop out of sport more quickly.
• In UOLF entry-level programs, 18% of participants are Hispanic (16% 

of Utah’s statewide population is Hispanic), while beyond the entry-
level that share drops to 4%.

• Youth from lower socio-economic status drop out of sport 
more quickly.
• Need to develop data on UOLF participants.



Retention

Factors that influence retention are different than those 
influencing access. 
• Access

• Program availability (local, favorable schedules, lower time commitment)
• Awareness (marketing, friends)
• Parental influence and culture (parent and cultural preference)
• Cost (entry-level programs are normally the least expensive)
• Skill requirements (typically low/no skills required to enter)

• Participation
• Lack of suitable programs
• Parental influence
• Cost
• Perceived lack of sport skills
• Friends drop out
• Focus on school



Dropout factors

• Lack of suitable programs
o Training times are too early or too late
o Training times are inflexible
o Training times conflict with other activities
o Training sessions are too skill-demanding

• Parental influence
o Sports involve parents as active agents in participation
o Parents vary in their ability and willingness to support their 

children’s sport participation



Dropout factors

• Cost
o Professionalization can increase the cost of programming
o When sport becomes more competitive, costs can rise beyond 

what participants can afford

• Perceived lack of sport skills
o Programs are perceived to be too serious
o Programs create too much of a time demand
o Participants perceive that they are not skilled enough for the 

program



Dropout factors

• Friends drop out
o Many youth participate in sport to be with friends, even in their 

late teens
o Increasing dropout rates with age can create a snowball effect, 

where participants who initially drop out for other reasons can 
take friends with them

• Focus on school
o As sport program demands increase, youth may choose to 

prioritize schoolwork



How social factors play into dropout

• Socio-economics
• Some research shows that organized activities tend to be valued 

more in upper- and middle-class families, while working-class 
families more often appreciate unorganized play.

• Other research shows that youth with different socio-economic 
resources value organized sports in similar ways, but that youth 
with less socio-economic resources engage in fewer organized 
activities – often because of parent’s difficulty of combining 
inflexible working hours with supporting their children in multiple 
activities.

• As children grow, sports demand more time and money, which is 
likely to put more pressure on parents with fewer resources to 
support their children’s sport participation.



How social factors play into dropout

• Gender
• Competitive sports programs are often associated with masculine 

traits of confidence, competition and assertiveness, while female 
participants tend to seek relational aspects such as empathy and 
friendship.

• Female participants drop out of sport more frequently when sports 
programs become more competitive and “serious”, and less 
inclusive.

• Female participants tend to spend more time on schoolwork, 
putting more pressure on their spare time – females drop out of 
sport more often than males because of inflexible training hours 
and unsuitable alternatives in programming.



How social factors play into dropout

• Race and ethnicity
• In immigrant families, the culture of the parents’ country of origin may 

deemphasize unfamiliar organized sports compared to schoolwork and 
activities in one’s ethnic and cultural community.

• There is an over-representation of young people from families with lower 
socio-economic status amongst racial minorities.

• Youth with immigrant backgrounds are more likely to have parents from 
patriarchal societies which align more closely to norms of masculinity in 
the context of organized sports; minority girls may feel particularly 
alienated through cultural ideals that highlight their role as carriers of 
family culture and tradition.

• While minority girls are particularly prone to dropping out of sport, minority 
boys are LESS likely to drop out of sport (when controlling for socio-
economic status).  



Most common reasons for dropout

• The most common reported reasons for youth to 
drop out of sport are:
• Young people prioritize schoolwork.
• They perceive a lack of skills related to the demands of 

the program.
• Their friends quit

Increased time demands and seriousness of schoolwork 
and sport contradict sport participation for many youth.



Least common reasons for dropout

• The least common reported reasons for youth to 
drop out of sport are:
• Sports are too expensive.
• Their parents discourage participation.

However, when controlling for socio-economic status and 
race, the most common reported reasons for dropout are 

that sports are too expensive, and parents discourage 
participation.



Implications

• Perhaps the single most important measure for sports organizations is 
to create more diverse participation alternatives where some are less 
time-consuming and costly.  However, this can lead to further 
differentiation; lowering the threshold for some could lower the 
commitment from others.

• Providing parents with systematic information acknowledging sports 
participation as expensive and detailing financial support systems 
could help programs battle socio-economic inequality.

• Youth are aware of the role finances play in sport participation, so 
engaging youth as informants about available financial support should 
be encouraged.



Implications

• Youth who drop out of sport because their parents have discouraged 
them is somewhat outside the control of sport programs.

• However because minority female participants are the most prone to 
dropout, a partial  solution may be to include more minority parents in 
volunteer work where much of the socialization in sports programs 
occurs for parents.

• Minority parents, who are typically less involved in volunteer work 
sometimes want to be more included but lack information on how to 
contribute.

• Volunteerism can be an effective channel to maintain dialog with 
parents and an opportunity to better understand their child’s needs.
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SENIOR/UPPERCLASSMEN RETENTION
CHRIS BEST – UTAH HIGH SCHOOL CYCLING LEAGUE DIRECTOR AND FORMER HEAD COACH PARK CITY MTB



ABOUT US
• WE ARE A YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 
PROGRAM – NOT AN ATHELETE 
DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM

• “PRINCIPLE BEFORE 
PERFORMANCE” FUN, INCLUSIVITY, 
EQUITY, RESPECT, COMMUNITY



HOW WE ARE STRUCTURED





Retention Survey

Responses (100)

10 - Coaches did not care about child’s goals or needs
7- Did not feel accepted by team17%

Team & Coaches

49%
Conflict with Other Activities 
& Loss of Interest

26 - Conflict with other activities
23 - Lost interest in mountain biking

17%
Safety Concerns & 
Event Structure

9 - League is too competitive
4 - Too risky, too many injuries
4- Events didn’t meet expectations

17%
Cost to Participate & 
Travel Distance

12 - Cost of fees & equipment
5 - Travel distance

Leagues Surveyed
New Jersey
NorCal
North Carolina
Texas
Utah



Most common reasons for dropout

• The most common reported reasons for youth to 
drop out of sport are:
• Young people prioritize schoolwork.
• They perceive a lack of skills related to the demands of 

the program.
• Their friends quit

Increased time demands and seriousness of schoolwork 
and sport contradict sport participation for many youth.



Young 
people 

prioritize 
schoolwork. 



“ONCE ANDERS DIDN’T HAVE TO GO TO PRACTICE, 
HE WENT EVERY DAY!”



They perceive 
a lack of skills 
related to the 

demands of 
the program



MEET THEM 
WHERE 

THEY’RE AT



Their 
friends quit



“THE HOTEL HAS A POOL!”
John O’ Sullivan’s(changing the game) daughter after losing a game….
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Welcome to PCSS Kickers and Gliders! 

We take pride in serving all kids in our community

We strive for inclusion and working with kids of all backgrounds and 

abilities. Some are new, some have been doing it many years. 

¡Bienvenido a PCSS Kickers and Gliders!

Estamos orgullosos de servir a todos los niños de nuestra 

comunidad.

Nos esforzamos por la inclusión y trabajar con niños de todos los 

orígenes y habilidades.



Park City Ski and Snowboard

• Founded in 2017

• Part of Utah Athletic Foundation (UOP, UOLF) a 501c3

• Executive Director is Christie Hind

• More than 1000 athletes! 272 Cross Country athletes ages 4-Adult. 

• Divisions - Cross Country, Aerials, Alpine, Freestyle, Freeski, Snowboarding, Ski 

jumping/Nordic Combined, Skimo, Youth Development.

• Cross Country Director - Emma Garrard 



Cross Country Skiing 

• Cross Country is a low impact, power-based 

endurance sport

• One of the healthiest and safest winter sports 

• It’s such a hard sport we make an effort to 

make it fun and learn through games at a young 

age. 

• Rewards those who like working hard and are 

consistent

• It takes a long time to get good so be patient 

• When development is done right, athletes 

peak in their 30s 

• Two styles/techniques - classic and skate 

• Cross Country es un deporte de resistencia basado en la potencia y 

de bajo impacto

• Uno de los deportes de invierno más saludables y seguros

• Es un deporte tan duro que hacemos un esfuerzo para que sea 

divertido y aprenda a través de juegos a una edad temprana.

• Recompensa a quienes les gusta trabajar duro y son constantes

• Lleva mucho tiempo mejorar, así que tenga paciencia

• Cuando el desarrollo se hace correctamente, los atletas alcanzan su 

punto máximo a los 30 años

• Dos estilos/técnicas - clásico y skate



Cross Country Programs 

Pathway 

• Intro programs - Mini Gliders (4-6yrs) Kickers and Gliders (7-12,) YSA Get Out 

and Play, Activ8, Club team (High School), Devo Prep (middle school)

• Intermediate programs - Kickers and Gliders, Devo, Devo Plus, Club team

• Advanced programs - Devo Plus and Comp team

• Post Graduate - NCAA Collegiate teams, Club Elite teams, National Team

We strive to include everyone! 



• Passion - teach kids to love the outdoors and being active first! 
• Accountability - expect commitment and personal ownership. 
• Respect - We are respectful of coaches, parents, training 
venues, teammates, equipment
• Team - We learn in a team environment, Teamworks makes the 
dreamwork! Inclusion is important. 
• Integrity - Being honest and kind instead of winning at all costs. 
Doing what is right. 

• Pasión: ¡enseñe a los niños a amar el aire libre y ser activos 
primero!
• Responsabilidad: espere compromiso y propiedad personal.
• Respeto: somos respetuosos con los entrenadores, los padres, 
los lugares de entrenamiento, los compañeros de equipo, el 
equipo
• Equipo: aprendemos en un entorno de equipo, ¡Teamworks 
hace que los sueños funcionen!
• Integridad - Ser honesto y amable en lugar de ganar a toda 
costa. Haciendo lo correcto.

PCSS Core Values 

Never too old to learn!



XC Retention Statistics

• In 2023 PCSS Kickers and Gliders had a 77 percent retention rate, in 2024 K&G 

had a 70 percent retention rate

• 2024 had a 84 percent retention rate on Comp team, 2021/22 was 100 percent.

• 2024 72 percent retention in Devo program  

• 6 athletes moved up to comp from Devo

• 14 athletes moved from Devo to Comp

• 4.83 Net promoter score (out of 5)

• 4.77/5 said they were returning 



What impacts good retention?

• Remove barriers, around 80 percent of our participants use team equipment, more than 200 people! 

• Consistent attendance, especially with endurance sports

• Keep it fun. The nature of our sport is a late peaking sport so it takes a long time to reach the top so we try our 

best to keep it fun at a young age and teach kids to love the sport first before focusing on performance. 

• Long Term Athlete Development - practice it! 

• Inclusive and diverse participants in ability and demographics. Where can we improve? More diverse staff. 

• Great staff and staff retention 

• Connect with ALL athletes/parents in person. What are individual needs and challenges? 

• Individually reach out to every participant and encourage them to sign up again.

• Days when athletes try the next program up, meet coaches/athletes 

• Affordable programs 

• Are athletes connecting with teammates? 



Culture & 

Community



Great coaches! 



Comp and Devo 

joined practice 



What has negatively impacted retention?

• Covid impact - lots of people living in Park City during the pandemic, what percentage has 

stayed? 

• Cost of living/housing 

• Over scheduled kids, multisport is good but often see kids doing too many sports at the 

same time.  

• Ecker school release and limited daylight

• Transportation challenges 

• See drop out when it comes to to move up a program

• Injury

• Not fun, not enough variety

• Low or no snow 



How can we work together?

• LTAD - Promote multisport, discourage year round specialization at a young age. 

Prevents burnout and creates well rounded athletes and humans 

• Work and communicate with other sports programs. Encourage them to play winter 

sports in the winter. Encourage team sports in the summer. 

• When is your season? I hear to often at from parents of young children it’s all year. 

• When do your athletes AND coaches have a off season/break?



State of Play for the Wasatch Back

Facebook group post items at “Kid & Teen 
Activities in Summit & Wasatch: Park City, 
Heber Valley & Kamas.”

Next meeting November 2024 topic – 
Multi Sport, ideals and reality.

Feedback please email me a 
heather@ysausa.org

What’s next?

mailto:heather@ysausa.org
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