
 

 

  

 

 

 

 

The Relationship between Parental Involvement and High School Athletes’  

Performance and Enjoyment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

by 

Jarod Ball 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A thesis presented to the Honors College of Middle Tennessee State 

University in partial fulfillment of the requirements for graduation 

from the University Honors College 

 

Spring 2021 

 

 

 

 

Thesis Committee: 

 

Jennifer Caputo, Thesis Director 

 

Sandra Stevens, Second Reader 

 

John Vile, Thesis Committee Chair 

 



ii 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Relationship between Parental Involvement and High School Athletes’  

Performance and Enjoyment 

by Jarod Ball 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPROVED:  

 

______________________________________ 

Dr. Jennifer Caputo, Thesis Director 

Professor, Department of Health and Human 

Performance 

 

 

______________________________________ 

Dr. John R Vile, Thesis Committee Chair  

Dean, University Honors College  



iii 
 

Abstract 

Purpose: To determine the relationship between parental feedback to high school children 

and athletic performance and enjoyment, respectively.   

Procedures: Electronic questionnaires were distributed to adults who majored in Exercise 

Science or participated in the Honors College at Middle Tennessee State University. A 

total of 139 responses from post-high school athletes across 18 different sports were 

received.   

Results: There were no statistically significant differences in sport performance across 

the categories of parental feedback, (F (1, 2) = 0.652, p > .05). There was also no 

statistically significant relationship between parental feedback and enjoyment of high 

school sports, (𝝌2 (4) = 3.051, p > .05).   

Conclusion: Previous studies demonstrated a positive relationship between parents and 

their young children’s enjoyment and performance in their sport.  This study revealed this 

impact tends to dissipate when their children reach high school. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

 There are a multitude of psychological and physical benefits for the eight million 

high school student athletes in the United States (National Collegiate Athletic 

Association, 2020). Psychological benefits entail the development of peer relationships, 

improved self-esteem, and the development of leadership skills, whereas some physical 

benefits are strengthening the cardiorespiratory, musculoskeletal, and metabolic systems 

(DiFiori et al., 2018). With so many benefits, participating in sports as a high schooler 

can be a great experience; however, many high school athletes do not maintain 

participation throughout high school or continue participation beyond high school. In 

fact, only approximately 480,000 of these athletes will go on to play at the collegiate 

level (National Collegiate Athletic Association, 2020). A variety of factors likely 

influence an athlete’s decision to continue to play or stop participating in high school 

sports. Many student athletes continue to play for the health benefits mentioned above 

and the enjoyment of participation. On the flip side, some may stop participating due to 

poor performance, injury, time conflicts, or lack of enjoyment. One factor often 

researched in conjunction with adolescent sport participation is parental involvement 

which has been shown to both encourage and discourage participation (DiFiori et al., 

2018). 

 Parents can affect the enjoyment their children have of the sport(s) they are 

playing. This is reinforced by a study conducted by Hoyle and Leff (1997). Participants 

were tennis players, 9 to 17 years of age (mean age 13 years). The authors indicated that 

the players with more parental support reported greater enjoyment of tennis. This 
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relationship is also observed across other sports. Bremer (2012) had a broader sample. 

The participants in this study varied from three years old to 19 years across multiple 

sports. He also provided evidence that enjoyment of the sport experience by children and 

adolescents was positively associated with parental involvement defined by directiveness 

and performance goals. Together, these studies allude to the idea that no matter the age, 

youth athletes’ enjoyment of their sport is associated with their parents’ feedback.  

Whereas some youth continue to participate in sports because of their enjoyment, 

others continue because of their skill, leading to high performance levels. The specific 

factor of interest in this investigation is the effect of parental feedback in relation to how 

youth athletes perform. In a study on the stress of young athletes, Gould et al. (1993) 

concluded that open communication of feelings between parents and their children is 

associated with maximal athletic performance. This reinforces the idea that parents giving 

honest, positive feedback to their child athlete leads to better sports performance. 

However, Hoyle and Leff (1997) provided data to contradict this hypothesis finding a 

negative correlation between parental support and child performance level. In this study, 

tennis players who had supportive parents tended to enjoy playing tennis more, but they 

ranked lower in an objective state ranking system used to assess performance levels. 

These contradicting ideas support the notion that more research needs to be done to 

assess how parental feedback is related to child sport performance and the potential 

interrelationships among parental involvement, enjoyment of sport, and performance. 

Although the correlation between supportive parental feedback and better athletic 

performance is unclear, it has been shown in different studies that negative or controlling 

parental feedback tends to hinder a child’s athletic performance. Holt et al. (2007) 
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grouped controlling, derogatory, and negative comments in one category. They illustrated 

that when parents gave negative feedback or were negligent in providing feedback when 

their child did something correctly, the child had a lower sense of self competence and 

felt less control and motivation. This negatively affected performance. Holmbeck et al. 

(1995) focused on the general relationship between parents and children not specifically 

in relation to athletics. Their work demonstrated that when parents are supportive, it leads 

to achievement and positive outcomes for children; however, controlling parents lead to 

rebellious behaviors such as aggression, delinquency, and substance abuse. Although this 

is not directly related to sports, it can translate to the parent-child relationship on the 

field. Collectively, these studies lead to the conclusion that when parents give negative or 

controlling feedback to their youth athletes, it can decrease enjoyment of the sport and 

may ultimately lead to a lower level of athletic success.  

 

Thesis Statement 

 Although it has been shown that parental involvement and feedback affect youth 

athletic performance and enjoyment, there is less evidence specific to high school aged 

athletes. The two questions addressed in this thesis are: What is the relationship between 

parental feedback and high school athletic performance, and what is the relationship 

between parental feedback and enjoyment of athletics among high school athletes? 

 

Significance of Study 

 According to Boggage’s (2017) research, about 45% of children between ages 6 

years and 12 years played at least one team sport in 2008, but that number decreased to 
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37% in 2017 when he conducted his study. Because of the volume of evidence showing 

youth team sports are beneficial to development in multiple areas, when there is a decline 

like this, it is important to understand why. To help determine why, this investigation 

serves to provide more information on whether parental involvement is a factor related to 

the stop in participation of high school athletes.  Also, these data will provide feedback 

on how parental involvement is related to achievement in high school sports.  Therefore, 

the conclusion of this research will be beneficial to high school athletes’ parents to allow 

greater awareness of their impact on their children’s participation in high school athletics.  
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Chapter II 

Methodology 

Participants: 

 The 139 participants were males and females who participated in at least one 

season of a high school sport. Participants with a minimum age of 18 years were recruited 

from the diverse population of Exercise Science majors (n = 650) as well as the 

population of the Honors college (n = 1,039) at a university in the southeast United States 

(N = 1,689).  The purpose of asking college students to reflect on their high school 

athletic experiences rather than directly asking high school students was to reduce any 

recent emotional involvement in their responses. If high schoolers were the ones 

participating in the study, then their answers may have been skewed based on a recent 

poor performance or an unusually good performance. With the participants being in 

college, it gave them an opportunity to reflect on their time in high school and answer 

questions that summarize their experience, not just specific times. 

Study Questionnaire: 

To best understand the background of the participants of this questionnaire, they 

were first asked demographic questions such as sex, age, sports played, number of 

seasons, at what point they stopped playing if they were no longer playing, and their 

reason for stopping. This questionnaire addressed three points of interest: achievements 

and performance level, the role that their parents played in their high school athletic 

career, and their enjoyment of their sport. Performance level was determined by having 

participants provide a list of achievements, specify whether they were a starter (at their 

highest level of play or participation), and if they were a varsity player. The impact their 
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parents had on their play and/or participation was assessed by questions using a Likert 

scale of 1 to 7 (with one being poor and 7 being excellent).  Participants were asked to 

rate how involved their parents were in their athletics, how often they gave feedback on 

their performance, and if their feedback in athletics was generally positive and 

encouraging or negative and controlling. Assessing their enjoyment was done also using 

the 1 to 7 Likert scale with questions such as rate your enjoyment overall after practices, 

rate your enjoyment after games/matches, and rate your enjoyment of the sport when you 

started and finished if they are no longer playing. Student athletes who were involved in 

multiple sports were asked to only answer these questions based on their experiences in 

their primary sport.  

Procedures: 

 Following approval of this proposal, university institutional review board 

approval was sought. Once received, a recruitment email was sent to all Exercise Science 

majors as well as those in the Honors College at the university.  A link to a Qualtrics 

survey was included in the email and interested students who met the study inclusion 

criteria were asked to complete the survey online. 

Data Analysis: 

 Data analysis was completed using SPSS v.26 (IBM, Armonk, NY). Descriptive 

statistics were calculated to characterize the sample.  A Chi-Square test of independence 

was conducted to determine the relationship between parental involvement (negative, 

neutral, or positive) and enjoyment (enjoyed, neutral, or did not enjoy), while an analysis 

of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to evaluate differences in sport performance 

(through a point system) across the categories of parental feedback.  The parental 
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involvement variable was categorized by Likert scale score: 1-2 (negative), 3-5 (neutral), 

and 6-7 (positive). Enjoyment was also categorized by Likert scale score: 1-2 (did not 

enjoy), 3-5 (neutral), and 6-7 (enjoyed). A numeric value for athletic performance was 

calculated using a point system giving one point for each achievement participants listed, 

one point for each year on junior varsity, two points for each year on varsity, one point 

for playing on a travel team, one point for playing in college, and a scale for how often 

the started in games/events (always = 4, often = 3, sometimes = 2, rarely = 1, never = 0). 

Significance was established at p < .05 for all analyses.  
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Chapter III 

Results 

There were 139 responses to the survey including 57 males (40% of the sample) 

and 86 females (60% of the sample). The age of the participants ranged from 18 years to 

57 years with a mean of 21 years and a standard deviation of 5.8 years. There were 18 

sports represented in the sample with the most frequent being soccer (28 participants), 

football (16 participants), volleyball (12 participants), and softball (12 participants). 

There were no statistically significant differences in sport performance across the 

categories of parental feedback, F(1, 2) = 0.652, p  > .05 (see Table 1 and Figure 1). 

There was also no statistically significant relationship between parental feedback and 

enjoyment of high school sports, 𝝌2 (4) = 3.051, p > .05 (see Table 2). 
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Table 1 

Participant Distribution Across Parental Feedback Categories (N = 139) 

 

Parental feedback  N  

Negative 

 

11  

Moderate 

 

54  

Positive 

 

75  
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Figure 1: Relationship Between Parental Feedback and Athletic Performance 
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Table 2 

Parental Feedback * Sports Enjoyment Cross Tabulation 

                                                                                            Sports Enjoyment 

 

                                                     Did not Enjoy      Neutral        Did Enjoy        Total 

Parental Feedback  

Negative 0 3 8 11 

 

Moderate 1 25 28 54 

 

Positive 1 25 48 74 

 

Total 
  

2 53 84 139 
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Chapter IV 

Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to determine the relationship between parental 

feedback to high school children and athletic performance and enjoyment. A 

questionnaire was sent out to all exercise science students (n = 650) and all members of 

the Honors College (n = 1,039) at a university in the southeast region of the United States 

(N = 1,689). Participants had to be over 18 years of age, out of high school, and 

participated in at least one high school sport. In the questionnaire, participants were asked 

to answer questions characterizing the type of feedback their parents gave, how much 

they enjoyed their primary sport, and their performance level in their primary sport. 

Overall, there were no statistically significant differences in sport performance across the 

categories of parental feedback, F(1, 2) = 0.652, p  > .05. There was also no statistically 

significant relationship between parental feedback and enjoyment of high school sports, 

𝝌2 (4) = 3.051, p > .05.  

 To reduce bias, the questionnaire was offered to a diverse demographic across 

ethnicities, social classes, sexes, ages, family situations, and other factors. Also, the target 

audience was individuals no longer in high school, so participants would not answer 

questions emotionally due to a recent game or practice. An issue that may have impacted 

study outcomes was that only a small number of participants reported negative feedback 

from parents, which may not be an accurate depiction of the general population. 

Specifically, only 11 participants of 139 participants indicated the feedback their parents 

gave them was negative. One reason this might be skewed in this manner could be due to 

the bulk of exercise science students who participated in the study. The questionnaire was 
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distributed to exercise science students as a convenient sample with appropriate diversity. 

Also, these students may have been more likely to have participated in high school sports.  

However, this fact could have resulted in bias because students in this major are 

interested in physical activity which could have affected the average enjoyment level. 

Therefore, this study could also be conducted with a sample not recruited from an 

exercise science pool to eliminate the potential bias of starting with individuals who may 

have baseline levels of enjoyment of sport and or physical activity potentially higher than 

the general population.  

 While potentially limited by the above factor, the results of this study do provide 

contrasting results of a positive relationship between parental feedback and children’s 

sport performance and enjoyment.  In a previous study with younger children (Bremer, 

2012), it was determined that parents had a strong impact on their children’s’ athletic 

performance and enjoyment. As there is little research with participants in the high school 

age range, the current study is unique and helps provide an understanding of the age 

parental impact on children’s athletic experience begins to dissipate. Hoyle and Leff’s 

(1997) study on tennis players included a small portion of participants in the high school 

age range (9- to 17-year-olds), although the sample was composed mainly of those in the 

lower end of that range with a mean age of 13 years. The current data add to the literature 

and document less impact of parental feedback on participants with a mean age of 21 

years (+ 5.8 years).  Had current results indicated parental feedback had a relationship to 

high school athletes’ performance and enjoyment, then the next step for future research 

would have been to assess this relationship at the college level to define the age that this 

relationship vanishes.   
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Understanding what factors support enjoyment in sports is valuable as it is known 

that physical activity is beneficial to health and academic performance.  It may be 

speculated that high school is the age group where children begin to become more 

independent.  Perhaps by the time students are in high school other factors impact 

enjoyment such as skill, team record, class load, coaches, and involvement of friends. 

These factors could be evaluated in a survey of high school athletes to determine the most 

impactful factors.  Additionally, this study could be conducted with students of high 

school age as opposed to retrospectively.   
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