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Objectives

• Understand the data in regards to long 
terms implications of sport 
specialization        

• Analyze the effects of sports 
specialization on professional sports
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We have established that sport 
specialization = increased injury 

risk
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1. Is it necessary to achieve elite 
athletic performance?
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2. What are the long term adult 
health implications?

3. Is it worth the risk?
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How Does Sport Specialization Impact 
Short-Term Athletic Performance?
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 “Diversified sport training in early and 
middle adolescence may better foster elite 
athletic potential than specialization due to 

a more positive transfer of skills” 
(Abernathy et al)

SHORT TERM ATHLETIC 
POTENTIAL
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Fransen et al. analyzed  735 boys aged 10-
12 years and found that those who spent 
many hours in various sports performed 

better on a standing broad jump and gross 
motor coordination than those who 

specialized in a single sport

SHORT TERM MOTOR 
SKILLS
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Gullich et al. examined athletic performance in 
Germany and found that the younger the age of 

recruitment of the athlete into specialized 
training programs, the earlier they left sports 

SHORT TERM SPORT 
DROPOUT
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Holt et al. examined athletic performance in 
Germany and found that the children of higher 
socioeconomic status were more likely to have 

overuse injuries due to less free play 

SHORT TERM INJURY 
RISK WITH ACCESS TO 

CLUB SPORTS
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At the collegiate level, DiFiori et al. examined a cohort of Division I 
athletes at their institution and found that 88% had participated in 2 -3 
sports as children, with the vast majority (70%) not specializing until 

the age of 12.   

In addition, the average age of specialization between collegiate 
athletes (15.4 years) and non-collegiate athletes (14.2 years) varied 

significantly. 

SHORT TERM SPORTS 
PERFORMANCE
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• Mean age specialization 14.9 years

• Early sports specialization is uncommon among NCAA 
Division I athletes for most team sports

• Misconception that early sports specialization is 
necessary or common among most team-focused 

collegiate-level athletes
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• 3090 athletes
• Age of sport specialization differed between 

level of sport played
• High school 12.7 +/- 2.4 years
• College 14.8 +/- 2.5 years

• Professional 14.1 +/- 2.8 years
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How Does Sport Specialization Impact 
Mid-Term Athletic Performance?



18

“I am willing to take the risk if it is the 
only pathway to professional sports”

Data On Single Sport Specialization = 
Increased Injury Risk

“Can’t become a professional athlete 
unless you are healthy and on the field”
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A CRITICAL LOOK AT 
PROFESSIONAL SPORTS DATA
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HOW DO SINGLE SPORT ATHLETES 
DO IN THE NBA??

“Multisport athletes participated in more 
games, experienced fewer major injuries, 

and had longer careers than those who 
participated in a single sport”
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HOW DO SINGLE SPORT ATHLETES 
DO IN THE NFL?
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HOW DO SINGLE SPORT ATHLETES 
DO IN MLB?

• “Statistically significant higher rate of serious injury 
during a baseball player’s professional career in those 

players who specialized early”
•  “Most current professional baseball players surveyed 
believed that sport specialization was not required prior 
to high school to master the skills needed to play at the 

professional level”
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HOW DO SINGLE SPORT ATHLETES 
DO IN MLB?
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HOW DO SINGLE SPORT ATHLETES 
DO IN TRACK AND FIELD?
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HUMAN PERFORMANCE METRICS

Pre-2000 / Post-2000
100 meter 9.79 / 9.58
Mile 3:43.13 / 3.43.13

Marathon 2:05.42 / 2:01.39
Long Jump 29 feet 4 in / 29 feet 4 in

HR 70 / 73
Strikeouts 364 / 367
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SPORTS SPECIALIZATION NOT 
REQUIRED FOR ELITE ATHLETIC 

PERFORMANCE

PEAK PEFORMANCE IS OCCURING 
EARLIER

ACTUAL ATHLETIC PERFORMANCE IS 
NOT IMPROVING

Take Home Points From Professional Data
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How Does Sport Specialization Impact 
Long-Term Health?
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Epidemiology

70%
By age 13, 70 percent of kids 

drop out of youth sports 
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Epidemiology

29%
Percentage of high school 

students with daily PE
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How Physically Active Are 
High School Students?

23.7
18.5 15.5 14.9

17.1

10.5

0

20

40

60

80

100

Total Female Male White Black Hispanic

Pe
rc
en
t

* Were physically active doing any kind of physical activity that increased their heart rate and made them breathe hard some of the time for a total of at least 60 minutes/day during 
the 7 days before the survey.

Source: National Youth Risk Behavior Survey, 2007.
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Obesity
Childhood obesity has more 
than doubled in children and 

quadrupled in adolescents in the 
past 30 years. The percentage of 
children aged 6–11 years in the 
United States who were obese 
increased from 7% in 1980 to 

nearly 18% in 2012.
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We are creating a generation of children with 
increased risk of cardiovascular disease due 

to sport drop out and/or participation 
barriers!
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Physical Activity Guidelines for 
Children and Adolescents

Be Active and Play, 60 minutes Every Day!
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We know that increased number of sports injuries which require 
surgery will increase the risk of arthritis and dysfunction over time
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The Business of Youth Sports = Problem!!!

$$$$$$

Defining the Problem
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Youth sports have become a 15.3 
billion dollar industry!!!
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Sixty-three percent of parents will pay 
between $100 to $499 per month with 

nearly 20% paying upwards of 
$12,000 a year
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Cost per year is >>>> average 
scholarship amount

Does not account for expenses from 
injuries!!!
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College athletic scholarships are 
more likely to be of a higher socio-
economic status than the average 

student, and less likely to be a first 
generation college student
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Only 34.6% of children between 
the ages of 6 - 12 in families who 

make under $25,000 / year 
participate in team sports whereas 
those with incomes greater than 

$100,000 / year had 68.4% 
participate 
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Only 25% of middle and high 
school students from lower income 
areas participated in youth sports 
due to fees, transportation, and 

equipment costs
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Top 10 List
1. Youth Sports Injuries = Epidemic

2. Single Sport Specialization = Injury Risk
3. Short Term Athletic Performance Improves With 

Multi-Sport Specialization
4. Mid-Term Athletic Performance Improves With 

Multi-Sport Specialization
5. Sport Specialization Not Necessary For Elite 

Performance, Metrics Aren’t Changing
6. Sport Specialization Leads To Sports Dropout

7. Minimal Other Avenues For Sports
8. Obesity, Diabetes, and CAD On The Rise

9. Those Who Continue To Play Have Arthritis Risk
10.Time To Change The Culture
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Thank You!


