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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			To protect the privacy of the girls I coached, I have deliberately changed their names and altered identifying details about them and their families. I have done the same with specific individuals who requested anonymity, as well as the scads of boys and girls who cycled through our family home or populated my son’s teams. I’ve kept their unwitting parents out of it, too. It might be helpful to bear in mind that most anyone referred to by first name alone is a pseudonym. If I included a first and last name, that person has agreed to be publicly identified. I also use the pronouns he/him and she/her interchangeably.

			My goal throughout has been to tell the truth: about becoming an athlete myself; about rearing a young jock in a sports-obsessed community; and about bringing along another generation of runners in an unfamiliar world. I’ve also strived to be clear in showing how the youth sports ecosystem has affected families, communities, and individuals, for better and worse.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			The kid was on fire. He crisscrossed between opponents, dribbled left-handed, and snatched balls away from unsuspecting players. One minute he was knifing through a gang of defenders clumped awkwardly around the opposing basket and reaching up for a lefty layup; the next he was sending laser passes crosscourt to a teammate with good hands. Other boys seemed trapped in amber, while this kid danced circles around them.

			“Go, Paul!” I yelled cheerfully. Paul, I should say, is my son, and I was thrilled to see him lighting up the court.

			It was a Saturday morning in January, and my husband and I were perched on wooden bleachers in an elementary school gym watching our youngest child dominate another youth basketball game. The gym was stuffy and smelled vaguely of paste and dust, and Paul was drenched in sweat. Always an enthusiastic player, he dazzled that morning, darting around at warp speed and playing all roles on the team: racking up points, stealing lazy passes, grabbing rebounds, rallying his teammates.

			“That kid must have older siblings at home to play with,” a man sitting behind us growled to his wife.

			When the game ended, Paul loped over to us on the bleachers. Other kids heading toward their own parents called out to him, “Great game, Paul!” One of his teammates gave him a sturdy pat on the back along with the congratulations. “Hey, nice game,” a man said. As we all walked out of the gym together, adults and kids glanced over at us. I draped my arm around Paul’s narrow damp shoulder and lifted my chin. My husband, Bob, did the same. Swooning with pride, we marched out to the car in the school parking lot and glanced around for others eager to congratulate us. (Us?)

			For the next hour or so at home, we huddled around the kitchen table and rehashed the game, recounting Paul’s star turns and quizzing him on what he was thinking at the time. While we were at it, I prepared a thick peanut butter and honey sandwich, no crusts, and handed him a tall glass of chocolate milk. Meanwhile, our two older kids, neither of whom would be caught dead watching their little brother play basketball, were splayed out on the soft brown couch in the family room, still in their pajamas, drunk on Full House. Except for the disenchanted siblings, that postgame powwow was an intoxicating, self-congratulatory lovefest.

			Something had come over me as I observed my child shine on the court. It would come over me again, later, when Paul excelled on the baseball and soccer fields, too. It was pride, irrational happiness, self-satisfaction (self?), joy—a surprising, if unspoken, elevation of standing in the community.

			Even then, I knew it was weird—a tiny bit shameful (and possibly extremely lame). I recalled how my parents had engaged with my four siblings and me when I was growing up. While they had encouraged our athletic pursuits, carting us to practice and attending games when they could, they hadn’t attached their psyches to our performance; their work, friendships, and other adult responsibilities took precedence. Our games were mindless diversions and an afterthought to their fuller and more complicated lives. But their indifference didn’t feel like a deficit of love. Rather, it signaled that my games were my endeavor and that their affection for me—for all my siblings—was independent of what we achieved in sports.

			Something had changed. I couldn’t figure out why Paul’s athleticism seemed to matter so much to me, and why kids’ sports animated everyone in my orbit. But I felt that pull from his earliest days. And by the look of the fields around town, all of them cluttered with children dressed in uniforms and ready to play, other parents felt that pull, too.

			These motherly intuitions about sports’ inflated role were confirmed after I became a high school cross-country coach. When I stepped outside the gym that first morning, energized and wide-eyed about sharing my sport with the teenage girls gathered around me, I had no clue what was to come. It took about three weeks for the combustible nature of youth sports to reveal itself. All around me, parents and coaches began to squabble—over practice schedules, playing time, and who did or didn’t make the team. The athletic director, God bless him, appeared to spend the first half of his day talking mothers and fathers off the ledge, and the second half advising coaches on how to break bad news to unhappy kids. In short order, my own inbox began to fill with requests from runners (or their parents) pleading for special dispensation: Can I train on grass instead of pavement? May I leave practice early tomorrow for math tutoring? The sports themselves, with all the complicated gifts they can bring, rarely entered the conversation.

			Running has long been a font of pleasure for me, and not merely for the daily dose of dopamine it sends sloshing through my brain. It’s the friendship and camaraderie nurtured over hard runs, sometimes in the foulest conditions, that have made the sport so meaningful to me.

			When my children were young, I used to meet a posse of fellow women runners every Tuesday at eight thirty to tackle a workout collectively. One especially memorable morning, when we took a left out of the parking lot and headed toward Woodland Avenue, rainwater was already burbling out of potholes on Butler Parkway from the previous night’s storm. It still hadn’t let up, and the chilly air and drenching rain made the outdoors raw and miserable. It was the kind of day that made even mall walking unappealing, because the trek from the parking lot to the front doors would be enough to soak you. But there we were, a gang of eight middle-aged women runners of varying experience and ability, heading for the hill we’d vowed to run up, again and again, as part of our training for upcoming races.

			We clung to the left side of the road and splashed our way over to the base of the hill, about two miles from where we began. Dead leaves had dammed the sewers, forcing the rain into angry rivers that swamped our shoes. Before long, the cheap cotton gloves I’d thrown on at the last minute were saturated, and my fingers started to stiffen. The rain and wind turned up the volume outside, stifling normal conversation.

			“How many sixty-second hills are we supposed to do today?” Anne shouted to me on the way over.

			A car swerved around us and honked disapproval. When we started the first of our hill repeats, several drivers speeding down the road seemed to gawk at our insouciance. What the hell were we thinking? We headed up the hill in groups of two, pumping our arms, gasping for oxygen at the steepest part halfway up, and striving to cover more ground in this burst than the one before.

			“Looking good,” Anne Marie yelled to runners slaloming up as she worked her way down.

			Archie and Marianne clapped twice when Anne and I slopped past them.

			“You got this,” I called out in return.

			Apart from my run years ago during a minor hurricane, or my very short (and foolish) training run in negative-forty-degree weather during college, the conditions on the day of these hill repeats were some of the bleakest I’d experienced. But when the workout was over, after I’d fled to the hot shower and dried my hair and reclaimed my normal body temperature, the warm bliss of human connection crowded out any memories of the bitter, driving rain. I’d never felt closer to those women—to Anne, Monica, Archie, Linda, Dawne, Anne Marie, and Marianne—than I did after that inhospitable run against the elements and our own bodies. Even today, twenty years later, I remember the profound satisfaction that came with triumphing over the unforgiving slope of Woodland Avenue during a low-grade monsoon, all of us bound together by purpose and mutual affection.

			Sports can do this for you.

			But the changes that were occurring in youth sports—and by that, I mean organized athletics for children of all ages, through high school—were undermining their purpose. While no one was looking, when we grown-ups were busy building our own lives and tending our own families, kids’ sports took a turn. These shifts became apparent to me while watching my son play, and became unavoidable the longer I coached.

			“Most people are oblivious to the dramatic changes that have taken place in youth sports during the last twenty years,” Jay Coakley told me. Coakley is widely considered the country’s preeminent sociologist of sports; though retired, he continues to write, deliver speeches, and work behind the scenes to improve the culture of youth sports. “The stakes have changed so dramatically, but most people are ignoring them,” he said.

			What changed?

			The first is commercialism, a function of businesses large and small that spotted an opportunity for profit in youth sports and sold it to eager and worried parents who wanted to give their kids an edge. Realizing that Mom and Dad would spare no expense when it came to their children’s athletic prospects, private companies and entrepreneurs began to invest heavily in youth sports. Since the 1970s, when public investment in community sports dwindled, and private companies filled the gap, kids’ athletics have grown into a multibillion-dollar industry. Author Michael Lewis, who wrote the definitive account of Wall Street culture in Liar’s Poker, has compared the business of youth sports to “the market for addictive drugs”: unregulated, full of desperate actors, and fueled by money.

			Another beneath-the-surface transformation in youth sports is related to large, imperceptible cultural shifts that also began in the mid-1970s and altered the way parents engage with their children. Economic decline, climbing divorce rates, and exaggerated fears of stranger danger, among other sweeping changes, prompted middle-class parents to fixate on their children in ways previous generations had not. It’s now the default posture of modern parents—and I don’t exempt myself here—to hover and fret over our offspring and strive to give them every advantage.

			“Today it is the unimpeachable conviction of the middle class,” wrote Jennifer Senior in All Joy and No Fun, “that children be perfected and refined in order to ready them for the world ahead.”

			This mindset has prompted the swelling of structured activities for kids, including, especially, organized sports, which have the advantage of conferring prestige on child and parent alike. Little by little, a child’s visible success became a proxy for the parents’, prodding the latter to cultivate their sons’ and daughters’ skills even more furiously. In this way, children’s sports have ballooned in importance to adults, which explains why so many parents today think nothing of giving over weekends and vacations to their kids’ games—something older generations, including my parents’, view with bafflement and alarm.

			A further major change rattling the youth sports ecosystem comes from colleges and universities. As admission to elite institutions has become more competitive, parents and kids have turned to sports as a way to gain entry to schools. Colleges and universities have encouraged this strategy by offering enormous advantages in admissions to recruited athletes. Indeed, according to Rick Eckstein, sports sociologist and author of How College Athletics Are Hurting Girls’ Sports, recruited players with lesser academic qualifications are admitted at four times the rate of similarly qualified applicants without an athletic résumé. This reality has fueled the perceived need for kids to play sports: as a hedge against the swelling cost of college tuition and a possible way into more competitive schools.

			I describe youth sports as an ecosystem because it’s an interconnected world where various actors work together, and where one constituency’s actions can flow through and transform others—and the system itself. Thus, the youth sports industry inviting families to buy more equipment and join more teams whips up anxious parents who want to boost their kids’ life prospects, while the machinations at competitive and expensive colleges, with their mysterious admissions practices, keep the system spinning. Don’t allow the word “system” to fool you: there’s no one on top of it all, pulling the levers.

			Somewhere along the way, kids’ sports stopped being for kids.

			Hold on! you might think. I want my kids in the game because exercise and team sports deliver virtues and advantages; they build character, promote well-being, and foster social connection. (And for God’s sake, it keeps them busy.)

			It’s my belief that many of these merits have been thwarted, warped, or corrupted.

			Thanks to the extravagant investments in kids’ sports, parents’ Olympian commitment to their children’s recreation, and the exalted role of athletics in higher education, much of what we love about youth sports—and why we want our children to play—has been eroded. The ideals we claim to cherish, the values we hope our kids will realize through sports, often turn out to be comforting fictions. It’s a paradox; several paradoxes, in fact. These contradictions illustrate the way that our assumptions and expectations about the integrity of sports are foiled at every step—usually by money, anxiety, and ambition.

			Most of us have politely ignored or misperceived the larger forces at work that have changed youth sports and corrupted their purpose. We’re too close to the action, too frantic about winning and keeping up and fitting in, to see what’s really happening on the playing fields, courts, and tracks.

			There’s a line I love from the author Marilynne Robinson. In Gilead, she wrote, “When things are taking their ordinary course, it is hard to remember what matters.” Every parent should have these words tattooed on her wrist as a regular reminder that the picayune dramas of family life, especially those involving sports, can subvert and undermine what we care about most. I don’t know about you, but what matters to me is not my children’s knack for dribbling or flair with a bat. What matters to me is what kind of people they are: kind or cruel? Generous or self-centered? Lazy or industrious? Had Robinson’s words been embossed on my skin, perhaps I’d have viewed my nine-year-old’s basketball skill more with humble equanimity than with bloated pride.

			If you’re perusing this book while waiting for your eight-year-old’s club soccer practice to end, and possibly feeling a little bit queasy about what’s going on here, please read on. There are ways to counteract the larger forces at work that normalize travel sports for elementary school kids. Parents and coaches aren’t powerless. They—we—have a duty to correct some of the distortions that have crept in. With any luck, this book will help you restore your grip and hold on to what counts.

			But the systemic problems in sports can’t be wholly repaired from the bottom up. Low-income families in sports-starved regions need something more drastic: collective action and major reform in the ways this country provides sports to kids.

			Now, courtesy of COVID, we have a rare opportunity to make that happen. For despite all its miseries and disruptions, the pandemic has made two things clear. First, kids need sports and exercise. The collapse of team play during the worst of the pandemic devastated thousands of children who had relied on sports for fitness and mental health, underscoring why we encourage athletics in the first place. Second, the wild variation in youth sports options around the country, with some children crossing borders to sneak into tournaments and others remaining isolated in their basements, uncovered how screwed up and disjointed our system is. COVID has laid bare the inequities and failings of our current model.

			“The opportunity is now, and the window will close,” asserted leaders from the Aspen Institute’s Sports & Society program in their 2021 State of Play report. We need to grab hold of this moment and build a new model for kids’ sports.

			For too long, money and mania have warped what we love about our children’s athletics: the fun; the friendships; the growth that comes from competing, either alone or with others. All of us adults circling on the sidelines need to step back, take a few thousand deep breaths, and reclaim our senses. We need to return youth sports to the kids who play. Offer more to those who want them. And then politely get out of the way.

			It’s time to take back the game.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Money

			Despite the loud rain pummeling my car’s windshield, sweet sleep descended on me as I sunk into the driver’s seat, now reclined at a forty-five-degree angle. It was a Sunday evening, about 7:00 p.m., and there I was in Saddle River, or some other New Jersey town about an hour from home, waiting for my son’s soccer game to end. Parents had fled to their cars to avoid the deluge, and the game was interrupted periodically by thunder. Paul snapped the back door open and hopped in.

			“Rain delay,” he said, waking me. “If it doesn’t stop soon, they’re going to call it.”

			He was eleven, still verging on scrawny, and his shiny maroon uniform glistened with water. Mud clogged his cleats, and soon my car began to smell like earth and rain. The team had played for about twenty minutes, and that was after a late start. Paul began to shiver while we waited, so I started the car to get the heat going. It was now approaching 8:00 p.m., and the spring rain had turned the field into a slurry of muck and grass.

			This was a travel soccer match with the look and feel of something important. Officials had been hired to referee the game and police the players: regulation socks only, uniform tops always tucked in. By now, all the coaches and referees stuck on the field were huddled in a tight circle and eyeballing the clouds. In another ten minutes they surrendered: game off.

			Paul and I got home that night about nine fifteen or nine thirty. He’d barely played, but we’d spent close to four hours out of the house. For dinner that night, the rest of my family had scrounged up something or other—maybe Kraft mac and cheese and half a bag of baby carrots, an extravaganza of orange—and Paul would have to settle for Bagel Bites. It was late, with a full week of school ahead. And I’d missed watching The Simpsons with my husband and our two other kids.

			That night I wondered, and not for the first time, if children were being served by all this—if the totality of the sacrifices made by so many for sports made any sense at all. The puffery of the soccer league itself, with its bylaws and travel mandates and insistence on formality over fun—what was that about? My son’s soccer experience bore no relation to the game I had played growing up. What had been relaxed but spirited for me—we tore around in old sneakers and shorts at a clumpy park nearby—was now formal and serious, an athletic event managed by adults featuring properly dressed kids on a manicured field. Apart from the passage of time, something big had changed the game.

			Open your eyes and there it is: money. Big money has transformed youth sports. The presence of it, the promise of it, the perversions it generates, are visible to those who dwell in this universe. Business has always played some part in kids’ sports; what’s changed in recent decades is the nature and extent of it. In 2019, the youth sports industry was valued at an estimated $19.2 billion, according to WinterGreen Research—an increase of more than 90 percent since 2010. By way of contrast, the NFL’s estimated value in 2019 was $15 billion. Susan Eustis, who headed the team at WinterGreen that carried out the study, was surprised by this finding. “Who would have thought that youth sports are a bigger industry than the NFL?”

			The ten most valuable sports brands will be familiar to all. There’s Nike, Adidas, Under Armour, Reebok, and Puma—ubiquitous equipment makers that not only sponsor athletes and teams but also sell sneakers and shorts to mere mortals who exercise, including kids. ESPN, the YES Network, and Sky Sports—the media conglomerates that broadcast athletic competitions far and wide—are also on the list. Rounding out the top ten are UFC, the mixed martial arts promotion company, and Gatorade. Though their markets go way beyond kids, all of these brands pitch to children and profit off kids’ enthusiasm and lobbying skills with their parents. Even UFC, which allows fighters to go after each other with punches and kicks to the limbs (but holds the line on gouging), offers training programs for children to “combat the negative impact of screen time with the positive influence of fitness,” according to a UFC Gym website. The Sports and Fitness Industry Association reported in 2020 that sales of equipment, athletic shoes, and clothes was up by 3.9 percent in 2019, outpacing growth in the GDP.

			Another huge player in the youth sports economy is sports tourism. Hotels, airlines, tournament owners, and amusement parks like Disney, which launched the sports travel juggernaut with its Wide World of Sports complex in Orlando, have profited off families’ willingness to get on the road and watch their kids compete. In 2016, visitors to sporting events—most of them for kids—spent $10.5 billion, an increase of 26 percent since 2012, said Mass Mutual. Closer to home, club teams and private coaches and specialized fitness trainers are showing up on every corner, seducing families with the promise that this extra investment in time and money will take their child “to the next level,” wherever that is.

			More recently, established technology companies and hungry start-ups also are finding ways to make money off youth sports. Does your team need a referee or umpire, ASAP? Check out the Silbo app, and they’ll find you one. How about an athletic trainer? Download Go4Ellis, and choose from a list of thousands who are looking for daily work. If your team is plagued by concussions, consider HitCheck, an app that allows for “sideline assessments” of players to help monitor their symptoms. AmperVue seamlessly aggregates game highlights. Playeasy pairs event organizers, teams, and leagues with facility owners, to smooth out wrinkles when booking sites for tournaments.

			I don’t mean to suggest that any one of these apps is evil or defective, or that hotel chains, shoe companies, and pop-up gyms are saturated with malevolent characters who are conspiring to ruin kids’ sports. I do mean to suggest that all are for-profit entities with one purpose at their core: to make money. Mark Hyman, director of the Shirley Povich Center for Sports Journalism at the University of Maryland and a student of youth sports, put it like this: “There has never been a better time to start a business selling sports to children and their parents.”

			And sports sociologist Jay Coakley warns, “Any time the livelihood of adults depends upon kids doing certain things in sports, there is potential for abuse.”

			Unorganized Sports

			I remember sports being different when I was a kid. You likely do, too. So does a man named Danny O’Sullivan. When you first meet him, it’s a challenge not to gawk. Danny is impossibly tall, ridiculously lanky, a skyscraper of a man who must clonk his head on doorframes and ceilings several times a day. He’s the guy you spot from a distance and murmur about to your friends—“Look how tall that man is!”—before realizing that of course they’ve already noticed. If his extraordinary height, six foot eleven, is a nuisance, Danny doesn’t show it. He smiles a lot, and his hazel eyes brighten whenever he talks. He likes being tall, he tells me, and rarely thinks about it.

			At fifty-two, his hair is streaked with gray. From the neck up, he reminds me of pre-Ozark Jason Bateman; they’ve got the same moppish hair and disarming smile. Though we’re talking in a noisy café on stiff wooden chairs that discourage loitering, Danny seems unhurried—comfortable, even, in spite of the way he dominates the furniture. He talks easily, and his open expression matches the words that tumble out of his mouth. He’s telling me about his childhood, how he grew up in a low-income home with three siblings and no father, and the unlikely series of events that landed him, years later, on a Division I college basketball team and then in the NBA. All told, he would end up playing professionally for ten years.

			The longer I listen to Danny’s story, the more struck I am by the contrast between his accidental path to basketball glory and the very deliberate, highly orchestrated route foisted on young people today who show an affinity for basketball. Or, for that matter, the kids who might demonstrate a talent for baseball, or interest in field hockey, or a knack for soccer. While Danny scrambled his way to the top of his sport with little more than verbal support from his high school coaches, enthusiastic young jocks today (and even some unenthusiastic ones) experience their sport with plenty of adult investment, both personal and financial.

			When Danny grew up, adults were in the background. He and his brothers and sister started out in a two-bedroom apartment five stories up on Aqueduct Avenue in the Bronx. His siblings shared one bedroom, and his parents slept in the other—the one with the air conditioner. It was a no-frills place, with beige walls and the odd statue of the Virgin Mary to remind the family of their Catholic faith, as well as a “fancy” room with plastic-covered furniture where children were not welcome. It was of no consequence to Danny; the fun was to be had outside. It was a neighborhood teeming with kids.

			He was nine when his father died. “When he was gone, there were certain fears—of being left an orphan,” he said. His mother, Mary Murray, started waiting tables at a diner in the Bronx, and two years later the family moved to a three-bedroom house in Bayonne, New Jersey. The place was a wreck, but Mary bought it anyway, for $25,000 cash, and promptly began fixing it up. She found work at Burke’s restaurant, where the owners looked out for her and her brood, and after a few years got a job as a custodian at the high school in Bayonne.

			In the new neighborhood, Danny and a circle of friends played “unorganized sports” all the time, all day, whatever was in season. The sport that he would go on to compete in professionally didn’t come naturally to him as a child or young adult. “My first memory of basketball is failure,” he said. He was eight years old and playing at an indoor clinic at the town YMCA. Though taller than anyone else on either team, he couldn’t get the ball in the hoop, even when no one was challenging him. “I thought, ‘Holy crap, this is hard, and I’m not very good,’ ” he said. Everyone expected him to be skilled. “But I sucked.”

			That trend continued in high school. During his entire freshman season Danny sat the bench while his more talented teammates competed. He got “garbage time” only when the team was ahead by miles in the fourth quarter and putting Danny in wouldn’t jeopardize the win. As a senior, he finally made the varsity squad, playing about ten minutes a game; more skilled players started before him. But now basketball was fun. He exulted in the camaraderie at practices and fellowship in the locker room, and savored the feeling of striving with teammates to achieve a common goal. “We were never in a race to leave, because it was so much fun,” he said.

			Danny broke through in the middle of his twelfth-grade season. It was during a huge game, Bayonne against their rivals Marist, at home. Fueled by the stakes, the electricity in the gym, and the intensity of the competition, Danny finally delivered on the potential a handful of coaches had spotted in him. He was on the court for eight minutes, and in that window, his game came alive. He snatched impossible rebounds, made clutch baskets, and covered the court with the kind of speed no one expected from a man of his height.

			“It was unconscious, out-of-body,” he said about that burst of brilliance. The college coaches who had come to scout Marist’s stars suddenly took an interest in Danny. How had they missed this guy? And by the time he left high school, he was offered an athletic scholarship at Fordham University, which, along with a Pell Grant, allowed Danny to attend college for free.

			The Cost for Families

			Danny’s mother reared four children alone on a custodian’s salary. Apart from what she paid to get to her son’s games at Fordham, she spent next to nothing on his athletic pursuits. Her kids played in cheap town leagues and on school teams, and none used any special gear. Danny wore $15 Chuck Taylors to school and then to practice most days, replacing them when holes opened up on the bottom. Varsity players were rewarded with Nike basketball shoes, which the coaches insisted they put on only during games. Danny earned his pair as a senior and wore them all the time, like everyone else. “It was all most kids had,” he said.

			How much families spend today is hard to calculate, and estimates vary depending on who conducts the research and which families are included in the survey. One large study conducted by the Aspen Institute’s Project Play—a think tank established in 2013 to address the problems in youth sports—and Utah State University arrived at estimates of family expenses by looking both at families with children who played only in recreation and school leagues, and those with kids who played for private clubs.

			The researchers then came up with averages. According to their findings, families today spend an average of $693 a year for every child per sport. The biggest chunk—$196—goes to travel: airfare, car rentals, gas money, hotel costs, food on the road, and every other cost associated with a trip away from home to a tournament or game. Equipment costs were next, at $144 for each child, for every sport. Lessons followed; private coaching, strength and conditioning sessions, and all the other personalized learning opportunities children experience to hone their athletic skills cost $134. After that were registration fees—$125—and finally, camps, which cost families $81 a year, per sport, and per child.

			But a study of families with children who play just on private teams reveals a much more substantial parental investment. A 2019 Harris Poll survey of 1,001 select adults—they needed to have at least $25,000 of “investable assets” as well as one or more kids on private sports teams—found that 27 percent paid more than $500 per month on their child’s sports. Eight percent spent at least $12,000 a year. And though these families weren’t destitute, 36 percent reported that they took fewer vacations, and 19 percent added a second job to help cover athletic costs.

			Parents are paying up so their children can play. Indeed, so important were their kids’ sports that 21 percent of surveyed parents in a TD Ameritrade study were holding off on saving for retirement to keep their children playing. According to these 2019 findings, “Youth sports expenses impact three in four (74%) American parents’ ability to save and invest for retirement.”

			Time outlays also were staggering. Some 19 percent of parents said they devoted twenty hours per week to their kids’ sports, which might sound too high to be true, until you consider how much driving and weekend time these activities demand.

			How Did We Get Here?

			When Danny was playing high school basketball in the 1980s, youth sports were a low-budget affair, and not just for families without wealth. Those kids who played organized sports could choose from town recreation leagues, YMCA teams, Boys & Girls Clubs programs, and for boys, Pop Warner football or Little League Baseball. Team practices and games were carried out close to home, and competitions were held over the weekend. But most of the running around happened outside the team, in parks, streets, and backyards, beyond the reach of parents or officials dictating the rules of engagement.

			Many factors turned youth sports into a multibillion-dollar industry, Daniel Gould told me. Gould is the director of the Institute for the Study of Youth Sports at Michigan State University, and he’s been examining the changes in kids’ athletics for decades. He said the shift began during the 1970s, when raging inflation and a receding American economy brought about cuts in community funding for parks and sports programs. The reductions went deeper after the recession of 2008. “Communities didn’t invest as much in parks and sports programs after that,” Gould said, and strapped cities and towns generally didn’t restore that funding even after the economic crisis waned. That’s in part because private clubs and teams had stepped in to fill the gap.

			The decline in public spending on community sports coincided with a burgeoning youth sports travel industry. Disney made a big move in 1997 when it built Disney’s Wide World of Sports near Orlando, close to Disney World. It was considered one of the country’s best multisport complexes. Disney got the idea when it realized that it was missing out on the market among older teenagers, whose interest in the Magic Kingdom had fizzled. At a 2019 conference, Mike Millay, who was present at the creation of the sports complex and worked as an executive at Disney for twenty years, explained how the business began and what prompted Disney to build it.

			“Disney created this sports complex to drive people to Walt Disney, to stay in our hotels and go to our theme parks,” he said, later adding that “the business of sport in Walt Disney is to drive incremental visitation.” Even if the sports complex itself lost money, executives reasoned, Disney would do just fine as long as it drove money “to the mother ship”—the theme parks and thirty thousand hotel rooms that the company owns. It was all about heads in beds.

			When I spoke with Millay after the conference, he told me about something unexpected that Disney noticed after the September 11 attacks in 2001. While profits elsewhere on their properties stayed the same or sank, earnings at the Wide World of Sports went up by double digits. It turned out that fear of terrorism wouldn’t keep families away from Disney’s sports complex. Until then, the company hadn’t considered their youth sports business as profitable on its own. Now, Disney altered its strategy. “We could use the expertise of Disney and create metrics and models for youth sports,” he said.

			The park now comprises 700,000 square feet of usable space for sixty different youth sports, including thirty playing fields for softball, baseball, soccer, field hockey, and lacrosse; a ten-court tennis complex; a champion stadium and fieldhouse; a track-and-field complex; and restaurants and ESPN-sponsored venues where parents can indulge a child’s athletic interests—and then, possibly, head over to Epcot or the Animal Kingdom once the game is over.

			Disney set a new standard for youth sports travel, and its success didn’t go unnoticed. Sports commissions around the country, which for years had focused mainly on bringing prestigious professional games to their cities, saw that youth sports could attract visitors and tax dollars as well.

			“What we did, we got municipalities interested in the business of youth sports,” Millay said. “Anytown, USA, wasn’t trying to build a soccer complex until us. They thought, ‘Why can’t we do that, too?’ We kick-started it and took travel sports to a new level.”

			Don Schumacher is an authority on sports tourism, helping advise cities on whether to invest in new fields and gyms for their communities; he was a founder of the National Association of Sports Commissions (NASC) in 1992, and led it from 1994 until 2017. When he started working with sports commissions in the late 1980s, Schumacher told me, most of them were privately funded and driven by a sense of civic pride: they sought to host big sporting events to bring exposure to their city. Schumacher’s was Cincinnati, and when he headed the sports commission there, he was able to attract the NCAA Women’s Final Four, the US Gymnastics Championship, and a number of other major championships. “It was about corporate pride in our community,” he told me.

			In the late 1980s, commissions and a handful of visitors’ bureaus began to compete against one another to nab the most prestigious events. At one gathering of the NASC, Schumacher recalls, someone said, “What about age-group championships?” There were Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) age group championships in about fifteen sports, Little League Baseball tournaments, and lots of other possibilities—why limit themselves to collegiate and professional? “The original cities began to realize that there were different approaches to the sports tourism industry,” he told me. The commissions started competing to host youth sports championships as well.

			This incidental shift toward kids’ sports had cascading effects, starting with the NASC itself. Having begun as a purposeful association of sports commissions that shared information and traded best practices, the NASC morphed into a giant body that included visitors’ bureaus, chambers of commerce, parks and recreation departments, and other suppliers like hotel chains, all intent on making money off this newly profitable source of tourism. “The industry seemed to change from specialists in high-profile major events to focusing on room nights, based primarily on youth sports events,” Schumacher told me.

			The financial crisis in 2008 marked another turning point. Just as September 11 didn’t thwart families from making a pilgrimage to the Wide World of Sports, the recession wouldn’t stop them from traveling to less-celebrated locations, either, especially those centered around kids. “We found out that though the industry didn’t grow, it didn’t shrink. And it didn’t shrink because parents were not going to deny their kid the opportunity to participate in an event. They were going to do it; they were going to go; they’re going to encourage that trip,” Schumacher explained. After all, he said, their kid was only twelve once; next year, they wouldn’t be eligible for the under-thirteen soccer championship.

			Sports tourism wasn’t recession-proof. But it was resistant. “That’s brought a lot more people into the business. That really encouraged many more destinations, new event owners, and industry suppliers to get into it,” Schumacher said.

			Since Disney opened its mammoth sports complex, the number of sports facilities in the United States has shot up to thirty thousand, ten times what existed in 1997. Schumacher has called it a “facilities arms race.” And what those entities needed to make money were kids—and parents willing to travel and pay the fees. In addition to competing at Disney, kids were invited to play at countless other destinations. Parents embraced the idea that more travel would mean more college coaches laying eyes on their exceptional children.

			Some facilities are built in tourist-friendly areas, near fabulous beaches or chic cities that can draw visitors with or without the attraction of a youth amateur athletic contest. But communities without such natural advantages have also invested in sports complexes, betting that snazzy fields and stadiums will attract out-of-town players and their families. When those visitors with wallets don’t show up, Millay said, communities welcome for-profit entities to come in and run tournaments. Perhaps a private club will rent out the place, hire highly skilled coaches, and invite kids to join their elite soccer or lacrosse club. And with that will come the imperative to play a lot.

			“If we have more local sports organizations, and more local people offering fitness and services and training, then it’s to be expected, in my view, that people who start new businesses are going to tell people that ‘your kids have to do this or they’ll never get a shot,’ ” Schumacher explained, “whether that’s true or not.”

			The media, too—and there are many companies—helped expand the youth sports industry. It started with ABC, which provided a template for coverage of kids’ sports events when it began televising the Little League World Series, back in 1963. Then, it was a low-key, nostalgic occasion that the network broadcast in part to fill a void; at the time, summer was a desert for major sports. But that changed when ESPN took over televising it. Ratings for the Little League World Series are now greater than those for the NHL playoffs, and the fee to own the rights to cover the series ranges from five to seven million dollars. ESPN turned the humble kids’ baseball tournament into an annual television event.

			The network didn’t start out like this. When ESPN was founded in 1979, it lacked the money and reputation to secure a contract with one of the big professional leagues. In searching for something that had not been televised, the owners noticed that early rounds of the NCAA men’s basketball tournament, as well as the NFL draft, were absent from the mainstream networks. They seized the opportunity and bought the rights to televise them, and eventually, having built up a war chest of cash by selling advertising and charging cable operators for offering ESPN packages, gobbled up the rights to broadcast much more: college football, NFL games, and finally the championship rounds of the NCAA tournament. ESPN saw what other media companies had not: the American public had a huge appetite for watching sports at all levels. After Walt Disney World bought ESPN in 1996, and rebranded its sports complex “the ESPN Wide World of Sports Complex” in 2010, the merging of sports and entertainment was complete. ESPN began to televise the High School Basketball All-American Showcase for top basketball teams as well as the Super Bowl equivalent for Pop Warner football players.

			Print media also took a greater interest in youth sports, especially USA Today. Shortly after the paper was founded in 1982, it began ranking high school teams in select sports from around the country. Some eighty newspapers and twenty TV stations cover the USA Today rankings, which expanded to include five sports, Mark Hyman notes in The Most Expensive Game in Town. As with the frenzy that ensued after U.S. News & World Report started ranking colleges and universities, USA Today’s public measuring of teams across the country has affected the way some teams play. And the popularity of this ranking system for youth sports may have inspired others—like GotSoccer, a software company that schedules games and ranks players, and the United States Specialty Sports Association, which rates softball teams—to get in on the business. This fixation on standing or rank makes winning the primary purpose of play.

			As Hyman pointed out, “Media is first in line to monetize youth sports.”

			Who Gets Left Out

			Investors who are looking to make a buck probably don’t realize it. Parents tootling off to purchase the hottest new Little League bat (the Marucci CAT9 Connect, $299.99 at Dick’s Sporting Goods) probably miss it as well. But the downstream effect of the billions now spent on kids’ activities are real and corrosive, starting with those who are left out.

			“There is a frighteningly strong relationship between social class and every stage of youth sports participation,” wrote sociologist Rick Eckstein. The age when kids pick up sports has become linked to family income; the greater the income, the earlier kids start.

			Time constraints also push lower-income kids out of sports earlier than high-income children. “This likely speaks to lower-income kids’ family responsibilities, such as caring for siblings or earning money from a job, and transportation challenges to attend practices and games,” the Aspen Institute reports.

			A 2015 study by the Pew Research Center found that 84 percent of kids aged six to seventeen in homes with a family income of at least $75,000 took part in sports, while in families with incomes under $30,000, just 59 percent of kids did. The Aspen Institute’s Project Play identified a similar pattern when they widened the income gap and studied physical inactivity: among kids aged six to twelve, 29.9 percent of those with a family income under $25,000 were inactive, compared with 11.5 percent of kids from homes with incomes of $100,000 and above. When the national economy takes a hit, as it did during the recession of 2008, fewer children play organized sports. Participation rates among six- to twelve-year-olds dropped from 45 percent in 2008 to 38 percent ten years later.

			The disparity extends to schools. Those with students from low-income homes generally offer fewer sports options than schools with students from higher-income homes. Thirty-three percent of “high-poverty schools”—where 75 to 100 percent of kids are eligible for free lunch—offer no interscholastic sports at all. In schools that do offer sports, funding for those programs has held steady or declined over the years.

			Another analysis of youth sports concluded that the varying rates of participation among children from different income brackets “may be linked to barriers that may disproportionately burden low-income families, such as pay-to-play fees, school budgets, family time and commitment required, and potential transportation challenges.”

			Kids in poor families who can’t participate in sports lose more than just opportunities to play and compete, as valuable as those might be. Sports can be a source of hope, a catalyst for change, and one way into an otherwise closed world. Children today who are born into desperate circumstances have trapped talents, too, and when their access to sports is blocked, one road out is shut. All of us bear the consequences of that loss.

			How Money Changes the Game

			Many parents have asked me over the years if I would “work with” their slow or unmotivated child. “She’s a fast runner, but she doesn’t like to train and gets nervous before races,” one exasperated mother of a ten-year-old told me, looking for advice. I agreed to take the child out for a few “practices,” which consisted of brief jogs around the neighborhood. She chatted about elementary school, and I gushed about all the fun we were having. It was dispiriting. She was a perfectly normal little girl who didn’t love to run, and spending time with her mother’s friend who was a coach wasn’t going to change that. On the contrary, my involvement signaled that running was serious business, not a mirthful diversion, and that her disturbing lack of dedication required the attention of grown-ups. Finally, I told the mother that I didn’t think my guidance was helping, and we let it go. I haven’t agreed to coach a young child since.

			I don’t doubt that the mother who solicited my help (and for the record, I took no money) wanted her daughter to derive the copious benefits that come from regular running—along with, perhaps, the satisfaction of watching her talented daughter sprint ahead of the herd at the town-wide mile race for kids. I also don’t question the motives of the father who asked if I would act as an “outside coach” to his tenth-grade daughter. He’d done the same for his boys when they played baseball, and he wanted his daughter to feel the equivalent degree of parental commitment to her sport. Would I please work with her a bit, try to instill some confidence, and maybe offer some pointers that she’d not heard from her high school coaches? He’d pay me.

			I told him no. I’ve yet to see such transactions work well for anyone involved.

			Whether intentionally or not, commercial entities who profit off youth sports are selling the rest of us a story about what

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Fordham and the NBA

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			“What Are We Really Doing Here?”

			
			
			
			
			
		

	

OEBPS/images/portfolio_penguin_logo_2.jpg











OEBPS/images/Penguin_Logo.jpg







OEBPS/images/9780593329054_cover.jpg
TAKE
cK THE

How MONEY AND
MANIA ARE RUINING
KIDS’ SPORTS =

wHY IT MATTERS

LINDA
FLANAGAN





OEBPS/images/9780593329054_title_page.jpg
TAKE
BACK
THE
GAME

HOW MONEY AND MANTA
ARE RUINING KIDS’ SPORTS—

AND WHY IT MATTERS

LINDA FLANAGAN





