Code of Ethics and Good Practice for Children’s Sport

Sport for Young People

Background

Sport provides an excellent pathway for young people to learn new skills, become more confident and maximise their own potential. Through participation they can have fun and enjoyment, learn and develop life skills, make new friends and experience life in a way that will enhance their personal growth throughout the course of their lives. These benefits will occur through a positive approach to the involvement of young people that places the needs of the child first and winning and competition second. Winning is an important goal but winning at all costs does not meet the needs of young participants.

Many adults become involved in sport for young people for a variety of reasons, from a variety of sporting backgrounds and take on varying roles within clubs and organisations. Yet, irrespective of the role or responsibility, all adult Sports Leaders share a common goal in their commitment to sport for young people. We want sport for young people to be safe and fun and, irrespective the level of competition, we want to ensure it’s conducted in a spirit of ‘fair play’. Fair Play is the guiding principle of the Code of Ethics and Good Practice for Children’s Sport. This principle is based on the premise that fair play is an integral, and not optional, element of all sports activity, sport policy and management and appeals to all levels of ability and commitment, including recreational as well as competitive sport. The European Code of Sports Ethics defines fair play as a way of behaving but also a way of thinking. It is about friendship, playing by the rules and showing respect for and accepting others, team spirit etc. In taking this approach participants will come to realise that standards of behaviour are as important as standards of performance. A positive approach will encourage young people to enjoy the thrill of competing, to improve their skills, to try hard, to have a good time, to have the courage to compete and to come back for more.

We know that young people want to enjoy sport. If young people enjoy their earlier experiences of sport they are more likely to stay involved long term, returning many benefits in terms of the health and well being of our future adult population. Focusing on fun and fair play and the importance of participation, best effort and enjoyment will encourage young people to stay involved, to demonstrate enjoyment and equality and to achieve fair play. 

Involvement in sport has numerous benefits for young people. Throughout the early years of life, physical activity plays a key part in young people’s physical, social and mental development. “All forms of activity have a part to play over the years. Babies learn and develop physical capabilities through play; toddlers develop key social skills through games with others; and young people develop basic skills and understanding of rules and team membership through sport and physical education”, European Heart Health Initiative, 2001.

While many young people are involved in sport through the school or community, European research shows that large numbers of school-aged children are not getting adequate amounts of physical activity on a regular basis. In order for this to improve it is important children have an enjoyable introduction to sport at an early age so that they stay involved throughout their adult life. Sports Leaders play an important part in ensuring that young people enjoy their early sporting experiences. They can help provide a safe and fun environment for young people, where enjoyment will motivate young people to stay involved for longer. There are many reasons why young people want to take part in sport. They want to learn new skills, make new friends, be part of a group, win and be successful and experience excitement, challenges and action. But most of all they want to have fun. These too are some of reasons why sports leaders are involved; they know it has a lot to offer young people.  Working with young people involves many different factors, knowledge and experience so that young people are encouraged to put in their best effort, improve their skills, make new friends, play by the rules and accept everyone, irrespective of ability, race, religion, gender etc.  

There are also reasons why young people leave sport. One of the main reasons cited is that ‘they do not get to play’. Others include over emphasis on winning, fear of failure, lost interest, not having fun, not enough time, severity of training, poor coaching and too physically demanding.  Children and adolescents are not miniature adults and should not be trained or conditioned as elite athletes or competitors. Children and young people should first be recognised as individuals with a distinct set of rights.  Whether children and young people are involved in structured games, organized sport, fitness activities or recreational activities such as walking or cycling, it can contribute to their development in a positive way, assist in learning basic motor skills and moral and social development.
The Irish Sports Council recognises the major role that sport can play in the lives of young people. It is important that an enjoyable multi-sport and child-centred model is used to introduce our children to sport that will complement and enhance both our school and community sport programmes. 

Most children are introduced to sport in their homes or their surrounding community. It is essential that there are locally driven initiatives available to them through school and within their local environment if they are to see sport as central to their overall development and as a lifelong physical and social tool. 

Why kids play?

Sport was not created for children and young people. As a result many activities young people take part in are identical to adult activities within our clubs and organisations, irrespective of their age, size, strength etc. It is only in recent times that we have modified rules and equipment to allow young people to participate with greater ease. However further modification is needed, with reference to children’s physical and psychosocial development. There is need to consult with young people about their involvement in clubs and organisations. We need to be aware of what motivates young people to begin a sporting activity and what encourages them to stay involved once the early learning phase is complete. 

There are many reasons why young people want to be involved in sport, and these can vary depending on age, social setting, school, involvement of parents and peers. We know from young people that close games, involvement in the activity and an opportunity to make friends are central to their enjoyment and their desire to stay involved.

As adults we need to understand what it is that young people enjoy about sport so that we can ensure that the programmes and activities offered are meeting their needs. In order to keep them involved, we need to know what motivates them to take part and stay involved.

Motivation

Research in America and other similar research shows there are a number of reasons why children want to be involved in sport. They cite the following as necessary as well as important: - 
· To have FUN
· To learn new skills

· Make new friends 

· Be part of a group

· Win and be successful

· Experience excitement/face challenges/action
Motivation can be intrinsic or extrinsic. Younger children are motivated by extrinsic rewards, “my parents saw me play”, while older children and teenagers, as they develop their independence, are more intrinsically motivated, “ I got a sense of achievement”. Thus they reasons young people play can vary according to age and environment but fun and skill development are common across all ages.  

A 2003 Dept. of Health study cited that 51% of young boys and girls up to 11 years exercise four times a week but these levels decrease with age, (to 35% for 15-17 year olds). This is especially marked among teenage girls, (from 59% at 11 years of age to 25% by 15-17 years of age). In addition ‘inactivity rates’, (those who exercise less than weekly), are higher among girls and rise sharply by the age of 15. This highlights the need to look at why young people are dropping out of physical activity and sport. 
Adolescents state lack of time, (part-time jobs and school work), boredom, more fun in other sports as the main reasons they leave sport, while primary aged children cite over emphasis on winning, “did not get to play” and lack of success. Dislike of the coach is also cited but it is further down the list.  Their own involvement in the activity is of greater interest to them than the person who is leading the activity.  

Taggart and Sharpe (1997) found that 93% of young people stated that social sport was important while 76% were interested in organised sport. This shows that they are interested in competition within organised sport but it’s the way in which adults organise it that counts. “The problem is not that children don’t enjoy playing sports – but that too many of the adults involved in youth sport programs fail to focus on the goal of children having fun”. “They are huge number of youngsters playing organised sports now but there aren’t as many as you’d like who look like they’re having as much fun as they should”, (SportEthics@mindspring.com, July 3 2002). 

Studies have shown awareness among adolescents of the health benefits of being involved in sport yet early adolescents also have the highest dropout rate from organised sport. This is especially evident if we look at females, where the rate of decline in physical activity is 7.6% per year, (boys about 2.4%). Adolescent girls also showed a marked awareness of their body image, although at this stage their focus is on losing weight while boys express an interest in gaining weight. If children and adolescents are involved because they want to become fit or healthy or they want to be with their friends, it is necessary to organise tournaments or events that focus on more than achievement or outcomes (e.g. leagues, championships etc.). Adolescents are not dropping out of sport because it does not benefit them physically but because they no longer feel it meets their needs. 

Parents can influence the level of interest that a participant has. Research in this area is inconclusive but it does highlight the importance of parental support or involvement, ranging from encouraging regular involvement in sport by being active themselves, helping out at training session or by just getting the participant to training. Some research found that children were more likely to stay involved if parents were involved, although this declines with age. Adolescents look to their coach and peers for support, which highlights the influence of socialisation within our clubs. This questions the traditional method of selecting teams. Is there a need to select on skill alone? Why do we move a player to A team if they want to stay with their friend on the B team? This is especially relevant for the very young participants who search for fun and excitement. Why do we not field teams of mixed ability that create an opportunity to socialize but also allow players to improve their skills and experience the competitive setting? And when a young person is physically ready for a challenge do we consult with them about moving to the next level or do we as adults make the decisions for them?

It is important that adults and administrators look at the needs of children and young people in sport, especially with girls and young women. There is a need to change the assumption that current programmes are meeting their needs. Young people realise the social and health benefits of being involved but are still dropping out; it would appear that current programmes in schools and the community are not what they want. Consultation is necessary to ensure that the participants’ needs are being met. 

Competition
Competition is an essential element of sport and should be encouraged in an age appropriate manner. A balanced approach is needed, putting the child first and winning and competition second. Sports Leaders should focus on the participant’s desire for fun and socialisation and provide opportunities for the enthusiastic and less talented performer. As adults we need to strike a balance between their desire to win and their right to participate, irrespective of ability. Remember that success is not the same as winning and failure is not the same thing as losing. Success for a young player can be getting time on court, making a good pass, completing the run etc. By putting ‘personal’ performance or achievements before winning, the result becomes just another aspect of the competition and all participants will have something to measure themselves by other than the outcome. 
Fun and competition are not mutually exclusive but inappropriate competition, or competition that places undue pressure on the child, has no place in the lives of young people or in our clubs and governing bodies. Competition in itself is not the problem but the manner and attitude in which the adult leader introduces the participant to competition can cause it to have a positive and/or negative effect on children. When children are competitively oriented, and place stress on themselves to win, (or please other people), the stress can rise to the point of withdrawal from the activity. This can happen if children feel the demands are too great and they loose the joy of participation, which was their initial motivation. 

Some studies have shown that this occurs in situations where there is constant and intense competition, or when the child puts undue pressure on themselves, or if they are over concerned about pleasing others and when there is a loss of personal control in making decisions about participation or training. In addition such a focus on results/outcomes, rather than development hinders overall physical development. It doesn’t allow enough rehearsal time or room for learning from mistakes, both of which are necessary for young people to progress.
There are positive and negative values attached to competition. On the positive side, it can be rewarding, reinforcing, enjoyable, inspiring, motivating and challenging. It helps to evaluate progress, it can encourage creativity, initiative, resourcefulness, and develops self-confidence and independence. It offers the opportunity to teach about loyalty, discipline and commitment. However the reverse can also occur. It can encourage cheating, dominance and hostility. It can be exclusive, hierarchical and selective; it exposes weaknesses and creates a lack of respect for officials and/ or opponents and sometimes own team members.

Sports Leaders and young people will benefit from taking a child-centred approach to competition, such as jamborees, blitzes, festival days or skill awards. This allows for the introduction of competition while keeping children’s need at the forefront. Leaders can help children to set goals based on personal performance irrespective of winning or losing. Aim for all-round development of the athlete, including physical, social and psychological development, which encourages independence and self-confidence and decreases the value on the result or outcome. 

This is especially important in underage sports, as most of what we see in Ireland is league-based competition. 
Adults and sports leaders need to look at age appropriate competition or child-centred types of competition. Winning is an important goal but winning at all costs does not meet the needs of young participants. Some children love low levels of competition while others are psychologically ready for higher levels of competition when they can compare their skills with others and they understand the competitive process. There is a need to consult with young people as to which route they want to take. Leaders should equip them with all the necessary tools they need to keep them involved in sport and physical activity for life, young people can choose how to use these tools.

All adults have a role to play in the promotion of values and attitudes that make sport enjoyable for young people, irrespective of the role or responsibilities within the organisation.  The focus for all those involved in the organisation of sport for young people should be on the importance of participation for each child, best effort and enjoyment.

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

“Every child has the right to rest and play and to have

the chance to join in a wide range of activities” Article 31.
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