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Four questions. Twelve Minutes. 

1.  What is early specialization? 
2.  What do we know about early start age in sport? 
3.  What about RAE? 
4.  What now? 
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1. What is Early Specialization? 

4 



Concerns... 

•  Physical - Higher rates / risk of injury  
 (Feeley et al., 2016; LaPrade et al., 2016;  Law et al., 2007; Ruedi et al., 2014) 

•  Psychosocial – decreased enjoyment, emotional 
exhaustion, burnout, dropout  

 (Fraser Thomas et al., 2008; Gould, et al., 1996; Strachan et al., 2009)  
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Definition: Developmental 
Model of Sport Participation 
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(DMSP, Coté, 1999;  Coté & Fraser-Thomas, 2016) 
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Definition (Baker et al., 2009) 

Classified as early: 
•  start age in sport 
•  involvement in one sport  
•  engagement in high intensity training 
•  participation in competitive sport  
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Definition – AOSSM 
(Laprade et al., 2016)  

Early specialization, or early single-sport specialization: 
 
1.  Participation in intensive training and/or competition in 

organized sports greater than 8 months per year (essentially 
year round). 

2.  Participation in 1 sport to the exclusion of participation in 
other sports (limited free play overall). 

3.  Involving pre-pubertal children (7th grade or 12 years). 
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Early specialization:  
Where are we now?  

•  No consistent operationalized definition of early 
specialization. 

•  Growing number of studies showing minimal/no 
differences between early specializers and diversifiers  

 (e.g. Patel & Javanthi, 2018; McFadden et al., 2016;  Mosher et al., submitted). 

•  Existing definitions categorize a high number as early 
specializers (i.e., no comparison group) 

•  Focus on dichotomizing early specializers from early 
diversifiers, but sport journeys may be more nuanced. 
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Conceptual push towards “diversified” vs. “specialization”  
 (e.g., Hockey Canada, Sport Nova Scotia).  

Unintended consequence 
 Message focused on doing multiple sports 

“Diversified Specialization”  
 Early heavy investment in multiple sports 



2. What do we know about early 
start age in organized sport? 
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Definition (Baker et al., 2009) 

Classified as early: 
•  start age in sport 
•  involvement in one sport  
•  engagement in high intensity training 
•  participation in competitive sport  
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Early Start Age in Organized Sport 
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Early Start Age in Organized Sport 

14 Long Term Athlete Development Model 
 (LTAD; Canadian Sport for Life, 2018) 



Early Start Age in Organized Sport 

•  Sport development frameworks (e.g., DMSP, LTAD) 
suggest organized sport involvement beginning 
approximately 6 years of age. 

 
  

•  Yet, 46% of children 3-4 years of age in Canada 
are enrolled in organized lessons, teams, or 
leagues (ParticipACTION, 2018). 
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Why Start Early? 

Parent culture: Social expectations of ‘good parenting’  
•  Pressure to offer young children (0-6 years) quality early 

learning or enrichment opportunities for future success  
•  Fear of being judged for ‘bad parenting’ (e.g. social media) 
•  Safety concerns (e.g., media) 

(Coakley, 2006; Evans & Davies, 2010; Pynn et al., 2018; Stirrup et al., 
2015; Vincent & Ball, 2006) 

 

Few opportunities by mid-childhood, with limited skills 
•  Contrary to DMSP and LTAD which suggest fluidity between 

trajectories (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008) 16 



Maybe 15 to 20 years ago, kids would come home 
after school and go play in the park for a bit. But 
you can’t let your child go off for 2 hours on their 
own and play in the park anymore. You have to 

supervise. So if you’re going to do that, you might 
as well take them to a structured game. 

(Childcare Provider) 
 

(Fraser-Thomas & Safai, 2018) 

Why Start Early? 



Why Start Early?  
(Calero et al., in press) 

Purpose: Examine preschooler sport programs’ claims of 
developmental outcomes, through content of websites.  
 

Results:  
•  N=114 websites met criteria 
•  9.63 developmental outcomes/website 
•  Physical (47.3%) psychological/emotional (21.8%), social 

(11.9%), and intellectual (7.1%) development 
•  Skating 77% physical; martial arts 33% psychosocial 

Conclusion: Preschooler sport programs promoting selves as 
avenues of healthy development for preschoolers.  18 



Why Start Early? 
(Harlow et al., 2017) 

Purpose: Scoping review of developmental outcomes of 
organized sport involvement of children 2-5 years.  
 

Method: 9 databases, 4438 papers, N=9 met criteria 
 

Results: Positive (e.g., enhanced social skills, pro-social 
behaviours, self-regulation) and negative/inconclusive 
outcomes. 
 

Conclusion: Reinforces that little is known about outcomes of 
early sport participation (despite pervasive availability of 
programming, and positive parental perceptions of early 
enrolment).  
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Early start age in sport: 
Where are we now? 
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•  Research (the horse) has not kept pace with current 
trends in sport participation (the cart).  

•  Children are engaging in sport programming and following 
trajectories driven by social trends and program 
availability, rather than empirical evidence or sanctioned 
sport models.  



3. What about RAE? 
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Early Start Age and RAE 

Example: Preschooler Multi-Sport Program 
for 3-4 Year Olds 

 
•  Age: 1096 days – 1825 days   
•  Children in the same age groupings could 

be almost double each other’s age.  
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Early start age in sport and RAE 
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Healthlink BC, 2017 



Early start age in sport and RAE 

24 

Healthlink BC, 2017 



Early Start Age and RAE 
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Early Specialization and RAE? 
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Early 
Specialization RAE 



Early Specialization and RAE? 

27 

Early 
Specialization RAE 

Dropout 



Purpose: To examine if training patterns may 
contribute to dropout and prolonged 
engagement in high investment youth sport. 

 

Early Specialization and Dropout 
Fraser-Thomas et al. (2008) 
Journal of Applied Sport Psychology 



Conclusion: Dropouts showed a trend of early 
specialization; engaged athletes did not 

 
Dropouts:  

–  More dryland training and training camps from 
an earlier age (earlier deliberate practice) 

–  Fewer non-swimming activities from an earlier 
age (less sampling) 

–  Less play swimming (less deliberate play) 
  

Early Specialization and Dropout 
Fraser-Thomas et al. (2008) 
Journal of Applied Sport Psychology 



Early Specialization and RAE? 
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Early 
Specialization RAE 

Dropout 



Early Specialization and RAE? 
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Early 
Specialization RAE 

Dropout 



Early Specialization and RAE? 
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Early 
Specialization 

RAE 

Dropout 



Early Specialization and RAE? 
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Early 
Specialization 

RAE Dropout 



4. What Now? Future Directions 

What is early specialization? 
•  Cannot study what we cannot measure. 
•  Need better understanding of diverse / nuanced sport trajectories 
•  Should we be dichotomizing specializers and diversifiers? 
•  Is early start age criteria for early specialization? 

What do we know about early start age?  
•  Need higher quality research (e.g., longitudinal) with stronger 

methodological design (not parent proxy) to measure outcomes. 
•  Are there unintended consequences (e.g., decreased active play, 

enjoyment, or physical literacy) of early sport participation? 
•  What are the implications on proportionately larger RAEs? 
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