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The purpose of this research brief is to review and describe the most rele‐
vant and recent data on the topic of sport participation rates among Amer‐
ican youth by various historically underserved populations. Specifically,
data is aggregated and summarized by social class, race, gender, and disa‐
bility status. While the available data and research related to sport partici‐
pation and physical activity rates among youth is often scant and even
non‐existent in some cases, what research that is available demonstrates
several significant participation and activity gaps between wealthy and
poor, Whites and racial minorities, boys and girls, and able‐bodied and
disabled youth.
More specifically, the available data suggests that now more than ever, it
takes significant resources such as time, access, and money to develop as
an athlete and be fully engaged in organized sport activities. This reality
eliminates or limits access to quality sports opportunities for millions of
American kids in low income families. Boys continue to have much greater
access to sport opportunities than girls across all grade levels. Boys are al‐
so much more likely to achieve recommended physical activity levels than
their girl counterparts. Hispanic children are much less likely to be physi‐
cally active than White children, and sport participation rates for White
kids exceed that of African‐Americans, Hispanics, and Asian kids. Further‐
more, data on other historically marginalized groups such as Native‐
American children are not even reported in governmentally funded studies
that track physical activity in youth.
Disabled youth have achieved a great deal of access and opportunity for
sport at several levels, especially physical education at school. However,
opportunities to play sports for youth athletes with disabilities are excep‐
tionally scarce at almost all of America’s publicly funded schools.
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Social Class and Socioeconomic Status Differences
The evolving and complex youth sport system in the U.S.
necessitates significant resources, such as time, access,
and money, to develop as an athlete and play competi‐
tive sports. Indeed, economic means play an important
role in the sport participation opportunities people en‐
joy.1 Some of the most recent available data, which are
aggregated in this
brief, clearly show
that youth who have
access to financial
resources are much
more likely to partici‐
pate in and gain from
organized youth sport
in American society.
The actual financial
costs involved in facil‐
itating a youth sport
career at the elite
levels range from an
average of a few
thousand dollars per
year, to more than $20,000 per year in some sports.2
Thus, it is not surprising to see that, just from the per‐
spective of family income, participation in organized
sports is not feasible for a majority of kids growing up in
lower income families.
As can be gleaned from the data in Table 1, only 20% of
U.S. households in 2009 reported an annual income of
over $100,000 per year, but 33% of households partici‐
pating in sports enjoy that income level. For some
sports, the gaps between the average U.S. household
and the average U.S. sport participant household is
much greater. For example, in the sport of soccer, 54%
of participant households reported an income of over
$75,000 compared to just 32% of American households
at that same level.

letes.
The inequalities to young people may be most prob‐
lematic to kids forced to gain their access to sport
through publicly funded sources. Indeed, athletic op‐
portunities for children are also shaped by the econom‐
ic conditions of their schools and local communities.3 As
school districts continue to suffer from state and local
government
cuts,
funding to sport pro‐
grams are often elim‐
inated. For example,
during the most re‐
cent economic reces‐
sion in the U.S., news
reports from around
the country suggested
that some schools in
California were forced
to cut entire middle
school
programs.
Some districts in Flor‐
ida were forced to cut
as much as 40% of
their scheduled games.4
Findings from a recent Robert Wood Johnson Founda‐
tion Report5 suggest there is a positive relationship be‐
tween the SES profile of a secondary school in the US
and student participation in formal sports at that school.
For example, participation rates among students at high
SES schools was 36.1% for 8th graders, compared to just
24.6% among their peers in low SES schools. The gap
had narrowed by the time students reached the 12th
grade, but differences still remained: 32.7% participa‐
tion rate for students at high SES schools and 26.3%
participation among students in low SES schools. The
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation report also demon‐
strated that participation rates among secondary stu‐
dents was highly associated with the number of func‐

Further evidence in the participation gap
by family income levels can be gleaned
from the 2008 Women’s Sports Foundation
Go Out and Play study, which surveyed
over 2,000 kids in grades 3 through 12. As
demonstrated by the data depicted in Ta‐
ble 2, the percentage of children not en‐
gaged in any sports was highest among
those households reporting an annual fam‐
ily income of $35,000 or less. The house‐
holds reporting annual family income of
over $75,000 per year reported the highest
percentage of highly involved youth ath‐
2
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tional sport facilities present at the school.
The available data show many factors con‐
tributing to different participation rates
based on social class, including availability
of facilities, resource gaps to pay coaches
and officials, and little available equipment.
In addition, the “pay‐to‐play” model that
has evolved recently in public schools is
also likely keeping children out of school
sports. A 2012 C.S. Mott National Poll on
Children’s Health demonstrates these ef‐
fects. Data were collected from 814 randomly selected
parents of children age 12‐17. Results show that over
60% of children who play school sports have had to pay
an athletic fee to play for their school. Further, only 6%
of the surveyed parents indicated that they have ever
received a waiver of this fee. In lower income house‐
holds in this study, 19% of the respondents indicated a
decrease in school sport participation due to the ex‐
pense involved in playing. The average overall costs re‐
ported by parents in this survey for school sports partic‐
ipation was $381 per year, and the average “pay‐to‐play”
fee was over $90 per student. For low‐income families
with little in the way of power or discretionary income,
these fees necessarily become prohibitive and limit par‐
ticipation rates.

Gender Differences
Participation rate gaps between boys and girls in sports
and physical activity are still significant, though gender
differences have steadily declined over the past three
decades. Boys still have significantly greater access to
community sports, sports in middle and high schools,
and even among the wealthiest of university level ath‐
letic programs. Much of the participation gap today is
likely a remnant of the myths that sport activities were
not suited for girls and women. These included the no‐
tion that females were naturally frail, they lacked inter‐
est in sports, and physical activity could actually harm
the female body.6 Since the early 1970’s, and especially
in the past few decades, more enlightened thinking has
allowed girls and women to gain considerable access to
sport and physical activity. In fact, girls’ sports participa‐
tion since the enactment of Title IX in 1972 has in‐
creased 10 fold at the high school level alone. Yet, as
can be gleaned from the data presented in this report,
some 40 years after Title IX, significant gaps in participa‐
tion and physical activity achievement still exists for a
majority of American girls.

Physical Activity Levels for Boys and Girls
According to reports aggregated and reported on the
Healthypeople.gov web portal, only 18.4% of students
in the 9th through 12th grades currently meet the daily
guidelines for aerobic physical activity of at least 60
minutes per day. A significant gender difference was
noted for this variable as 24.8% of boys in grades 9‐12
do meet the daily guideline, compared to just 11.4% of
girls. These gaps among adolescent girls and boys are
mirrored in adult women and men. As of 2011, women
are less likely to engage in moderate physical activity
than men (45.4% to 52.4%). Women are also much less
likely to meet the guidelines for daily physical activity
than men (17.1% to 24.6%). Similarly, the 2008 study
from the Women’s Sports Foundation illustrated that
boys were much more likely to be physically active than
girls, as only 41% of the girls in this national study were
physically active at least 5 days in the prior week com‐
pared to 56% of the boys in the sample. These data are
depicted in Table 3.
The same report also noted significant participation
gaps among boys and girls in organized and team sports.
These differences existed across all age levels. As can be
seen in Table 4 that is based on a 2007 survey of stu‐
dents, boys were much more likely to say they were
involved in some form or another in “organized or team
sports” than are girls, although the size of the participa‐
tion gap did vary based on the age of the child.
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However, as noted in this study, sport opportunities for
girls varied greatly based on a child’s geographic loca‐
tion, family structure, and even race. A summary de‐
scribing these differences from the report suggested the
following (Women’s Sport Foundation, 2008, p. 34):
Our findings suggest that if children are female, live
in an urban area and are growing up in a lower‐
income single‐parent family, they are less likely to be
involved with sports during childhood and adoles‐
cence. Children’s life chances in sport, or the proba‐
bilities that they will ever play and benefit from
sports, flow from the intersections between personal
preferences and social opportu‐
nities. Suburban girls have more
sport options than their urban
and rural counterparts. The
chances that a poor girl will nev‐
er play a sport are greater than
an upper‐middle‐class girl. Fewer
urban girls participate in sports
than their male counterparts.

According to the National Federa‐
tion of State High School Associa‐
tions (NFHS), in 2012‐13, there
were 4,490,854 boys and
3,222,723 girls participating in
high school sports. Over the past
20 years, girls’ participation has
increased 63%, compared to 31%
for boys (NFHS, 2013). Further, in 1971 only 1 out of
every 27 high school girls played a sport. In 2008, 1 in
2.4 girls played a high school sport compared to 1 out of
every 1.7 boys in American high schools.7 Participation
in National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) sports
also demonstrate significant gaps in the sports oppor‐
tunities offered to women as compared to men. In
2011‐2012, the average NCAA institution had 238 men
and 181 women participating. That year, there were
198,103 women participating on 9,999 teams, while
there were 261,150 men participating on 8,784 teams.

Racial Differences
Significant events and practices in American history,
such as segregation and racial exclusion, have severely
limited racial minorities’ participation in sports. Indeed,
African‐Americans, in particular, were systematically
excluded from White‐controlled sports events, pro‐
grams, and organizations for decades.8 Even today Afri‐
can‐Americans continue to be excluded from participa‐
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tion in numerous sport types and from being members
of private sports organizations. Beyond these forms of
discriminatory and exclusionary practices, variations in
discretionary income and cultural norms also contribute
to racial differences in both access to and participation
in sports.9 Relative to Whites, racial minorities are more
likely to live in poverty and have restricted resources
available to pay for sport participation. Cultural norms
and expectations also influence who takes part in what
sports, as they set expectations and signals of what is
appropriate or popular to young athletes.

Physical Activity Levels by Race
The focus of this research brief is to outline participa‐
tion rates of American youth sports and physical activity.
However, data showing differential participation rates
in adults can also be quite informative, especially when
adult data reflect activities among youth. For example,
data from the Healthypeople.gov data portal suggests
that the proportion of adults who do not participate in
any form of leisure‐time physical activity continues to
be high and varies by race. White American adults indi‐
cated the lowest (best) levels of inactivity, while Hispan‐
ic and Latino adults indicated some the highest inactivi‐
ty levels. These data are depicted in Table 5.
Iannotti and Wang, who collected data over an 8‐year
timespan from over 30,000 U.S. adolescents between
the ages of 11 and 16, observed a similar pattern in
youth.10 The authors in this study defined physical activ‐
ity as “any activity that usually increases your heart rate
and makes you get out of breath some of the time” and
assessed the volume of activity achieved on a days per
week basis. They found significant gender differences
across all three timespans analyzed, further supporting
4
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the activity gaps discussed in the gender section. The
authors also noted significant race effects, as Hispanic
adolescents were less physically active on a daily basis
than were Whites. Unfortunately, the data for the racial
difference analyses were not provided in the manu‐
script and only this one racial difference was noted as
significantly different in their population, which includ‐
ed a comparison of Whites, African‐Americans, Hispan‐
ics, and category they termed ‘Other’ races.
The Department of Health and Human Services’ Healthy
People 2010 Final Report11 also provides considerable
data related to the physical activity levels for both
adults and high school aged children. For the data relat‐
ed to high school youth, White students in the 9th to
12th grades were reported to be more likely to engage in
both moderate daily physical activity and vigorous phys‐
ical activity than were either Black students or Hispanic
or Latino students. Unfortunately, data are not available
for activity level comparisons among Asians, American
Indians, persons with mixed races, or Native Hawai‐
ian/Pacific Islander students.
Sport Participation by Race
Data depicted in Table 6 show how race and gender
interact to influence athletic involvement.12 Asian girls
were most likely to be a non‐athlete and least likely to
be a highly involved athlete. Among boys, Hispanic re‐
ported the highest percentage of non‐athletes in the
sample at 28%, and just 25% of Hispanics in the study
were identified as being highly involved athletes. This
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figure is substantially lower than the corresponding val‐
ues among White boys (30%) and African‐American
boys (31%).

Physical and Intellectual Disabilities
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, approximately
56.7 million people in the U.S. had a disability in the
2010. This figure represents about 18% of the popula‐
tion, meaning that 1 in 5 Americans have a disability.
Data related to children and adolescents with a disabil‐
ity suggests that 8.4% of children in the U.S. under the
age of 15 have a disability, and 4.2% of this population
has what is considered a severe disability.
Children and adolescents with disabilities often experi‐
ence very limited opportunities for athletic participation
in their communities and schools,13 and thus these chil‐
dren are at a disproportionate risk of being physically
inactive. These dynamics can also increase complica‐
tions from secondary conditions often associated with
disabilities.14 Physical inactivity as youth likely also con‐
tributes to the fact that adults with disabilities are much
more likely to obese and be physically inactive than are
adults without disabilities.15
Access to sports for athletes with a disability is almost
non‐existent at the college level16, but several high
schools across the country have made progress in
providing opportunities for ath‐
letes with disabilities on their
campuses. A recent report, in the
National Federation of High
Schools publication High School
Today17, outlines how schools in a
dozen states are offering athletics
programming adapted for stu‐
dents with disabilities. The NFHS
have also been very proactive in
disseminating information and
interpretations of the U.S. De‐
partment of Education’s Office of
Civil Rights “Dear Colleague” letter,
which outlined the legal obliga‐
tions of schools to provide stu‐
dents with disabilities equal op‐
portunities to participate in athlet‐
ics. Further, according to the
2012‐2013 NFHS High School Ath‐
letics Participation Survey, 8,747
high school student‐athletes par‐
5
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ticipated in adapted sports in the U.S., which represent‐
ed an impressive increase from the 3,958 participants
that participated in the 2011‐2012 reporting year.
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
defines a child with a disability as a child having one of
the disabilities specified in section 602(3) of the law,
who by reason of the disability needs special education
and related services. The following categories of disa‐
bility are included in section 602(3) of the IDEA: de‐
velopmental delay (only for children under the age of
9); intellectual disability (formerly known as mental
retardation); hearing impairments including deafness;
speech or language impairments; visual impairments
including blindness; emotional disturbance; orthope‐
dic impairments; autism; traumatic brain injury; or
other health impairments; and specific learning disa‐
bilities.
Source. US Department of Education (2011, p. 3)18

However, in a majority of school districts in the U.S.,
athletes with disabilities lack any opportunities to par‐
ticipate, and the schools are unwilling to allow athletes
with disabilities to participate with their able‐bodied
counterparts.19 According to DePauw and Gavron, per‐
sons with disabilities face several key issues when pur‐
suing sports participation.20 Attitudes toward athletes
with disabilities are poor, as they are seen as second
class athletes. As a result, athletes with disabilities face
barriers to inclusion, including a lack of sport programs,
access to trained staff, access to accessible facilities,
and financial resources for specialized equipment.
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much as 4.5 times lower than those without disabili‐
ties.18
A 2010 study by the U.S. Government Accounting Office
(GAO) aggregated and reported data from several large
governmental sponsored studies to offer estimates of
physical education class participation as well as engage
in sport and physical activity outside of school.21 Data in
this report suggest that students with disabilities attend
a physical education class at their schools at a similar
rate as their able‐bodied peers (44% and 49%, respec‐
tively). Furthermore, no differences were noted in the
amount of time able‐bodied and disabled students ac‐
tually engaged in physical activity during their physical
education courses.
The GAO report also suggests that students with disabil‐
ities do participate in extracurricular activities at fairly
decent levels, although comparisons of participation
rates to students without disabilities are not offered in
the report. As depicted in Table 7, data suggests that
41% of students with disabilities aged 6 to 12 years old,
and 33% of students aged 13 to 16 years old, reported
participating in at least one school or community‐based
sport. Sports participation was significantly higher
among boys with disabilities than for girls across both
age groups.
As noted, comparisons to students without disabilities
were not included in the report. However, when com‐
paring these participation rates to the data available in
other report, it can be concluded that able‐bodied stu‐
dents participate at a much higher level than disabled
athletes.

The available data comparing activity and sport partici‐
pation for individuals with disabilities demonstrates just
how severe of a gap exists between those with
and without disabilities. According to the
Healthypeople.gov web portal, 47% of adults
with an activity limitation do not engage in any
physical activity. This is substantially higher
than the corresponding proportion (27%) of
persons without that kind of disability. Further,
31.8% of people with an activity limitation en‐
gage in at least 150 minutes per week of mod‐
erate physical activity, compared to 52.7% of
their peers without the limitation.
Data demonstrating physical activity levels for
children and adolescents with disabilities show
a similar pattern, and one estimate suggests that physi‐
cal activity levels for children with disabilities can be as
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