
outh sports are increasing in popularity in the United States and abroad, with rising 
numbers of young athletes, teams, leagues, and other programs throughout the 
country. There is also increasing intensity in many of these sports and a competitive 
culture that has led to sports specialization at younger and younger ages. 

SPORTS SPECIALIZATION  
IN YOUTH ATHLETES

Coaches, league administrators, and parents have created or indirectly supported a structure and 
atmosphere in which children can and do play a given sport on a year-round basis, sometimes on multiple 
teams or in multiple leagues. Many parents and educators wonder about how to find that balance of 
having children pursue a smaller number of sports or a single sport—in part to allow them to develop 
enough to keep playing at an increasingly competitive level as they get older—versus having them play 
many sports throughout the year. Naturally, the important question arises, “Is sports specialization safe for 
children?”

What is sports specialization

Sports specialization has recently been defined as, “year-round intensive training in a single sport at the 
exclusion of other sports.”1 Research on the risks of sports specialization is increasing, and virtually all 
of the studies to date have suggested that sports specialization does, indeed, lead to higher injury rates, 
particularly overuse injuries. One study that investigated over 300 high school athletes from two difference 
high schools, one ‘small’, in terms of numbers of students, and one ‘large’, and demonstrated that the small 
school students were less likely to pursue sports specialization than the large school students. In both 
groups, however, the highly specialized athletes were more likely to report both acute injuries and overuse 
injuries, both in the hip and knee.2 Another study showed a very clear link between the development of 
an overuse injury and three different risk factors: (1) a ‘high’ level of sports specialization, (2) playing 
their sport for more than 8 months of the year, and (3) playing their sport for more hours per week than 
their age.3 A review paper exploring pediatric overuse injuries describes how specialization may lead to 
overuse injuries throughout the body of growing child, including the shoulders, elbows, low back, hips, 
knees, and feet.4
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SPORTS SPECIALIZATION IN YOUTH ATHLETES

Why is playing more than one sport important?

Parents may often respond to those recommending diversification 
of sports participation over specialization by insisting that their 
children will ‘fall behind’ in their sport if they don’t play year round. 
Interestingly, not only does research suggest that they are less likely 
to get injured by taking breaks from their sport—and thus be able to 
stay ‘in the game’ without long stretches of unexpected missed time—
but one study suggested that most players in Division 1 athletics 
did not pursue early specialization.5 Other studies have shown that 
youth baseball pitchers actually have more success if they come from 
cold climates and throw for fewer months out of the year compared 
with pitchers from warmer climates, where they are likely throwing 
year-round.6,7,8 Although it seems obvious that practice and training 
are important for success in sports, many studies have shown that 
intensive training in sports does not help improve performance 
as much as many of us think. In many cases, the intensity of 
sports training is based more on tradition and culture than on 
scientific evidence that it is beneficial. There is evidence that early 
specialization in sports may actually decrease the likelihood that an 
athlete will make it to an elite level.9

So while exploring and excelling in one or a small number of 
sports is a common goal amongst young athletes and their families 
in today’s world, there are some real health risks, and perhaps  even 
some risks to optimal performance, if children specialize their 
athletic participation too early. Playing multiple sports and taking 
breaks from sports has tremendous benefits for the growing body, 
and should be encouraged by coaches, parents, and healthcare 
providers alike. 
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