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A Longitudinal Transitional Perspective on Why Adolescents Choose to Quit Organized
Sport in Norway

Abstract

The present study used a prospective cohort design to explore the reasons why young athletes
decided to quit playing handball. The theoretical underpinnings were drawn from the fields of
career transition, motivation, and meaningful experiences in organized youth sport. Thirty-four
athletes were included in a larger research project exploring the complex interplay of
psychosocial factors during the transition period from lower- to upper-secondary school in
Norway. In this study, the data collection involved three sources: individual interviews with the
10 athletes who decided to leave their teams during the study period (five girls and five boys),
and individual open-ended questionnaires for these 10 participants collected five times over two
seasons, aligned with their participation in focus group interviews. The data analysis involved a
three-step process of inductive content analysis of the total corpus of the data. A core finding
indicates that all adolescents had gone through a decision-making process over time to determine
whether they should continue or quit. It was a process of accumulating reasons that resulted in
the final decision. However, the results reveal a broad variation within individual perception and
interpretation of what each adolescent experienced as meaningful. Of equal importance, the
adolescents not only took their experiences in sport into account when considering quitting
organized youth sport, but these were considered in light of their evaluation of meaningfulness in
other areas of life. Overall, findings indicate that “dropping out of organized youth sport” should
not be regarded as unambiguously negative.

Keywords: Career transition, diverse development, dropout, meaning, participation, sport attrition.
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Several systematic reviews of youth sport attrition have been published in the last decade (Balish
et al., 2014; Crane & Temple, 2015; Schlesinger et al., 2018). Overall, the empirical evidence
comes from correlational studies and indicates that youth sport attrition is largely psychosocial in
nature (e.g., poor relationships with teammates and coaches; Balish et al., 2014; Crane &
Temple, 2015; Temple & Crane, 2016). This finding is unsurprising, considering that the
psychosocial crisis in early adolescence (ages 12-18 years) is related to the fit, or lack of fit,
between adolescents’ personal needs and the norms and values of relevant social groups in their
environments (i.e., group identity versus alienation; Newman & Newman, 2018). As a result, it is
unsurprising that a recent systematic review (e.g., Evans et al., 2017) identified that young
athletes experienced desirable psychosocial outcomes (e.g., enhanced developmental experiences
and self-esteem) when involved in sport groups with greater interdependence. Indeed, Evans and
colleagues suggested that future research should pay special attention to the study of different
sport types, settings, and patterns of individual involvement. The authors also argued, “most
effects uncovered in this review were dependent on moderating factors (e.g., age or gender),
were inconsistent across studies, or had only been examined in a limited number of studies”
(Evans et al., 2017, p. 174). Hence, considering the great diversity among adolescents and the
evidence of past sport attrition research, it seems crucial to delimit the boundaries of future
research. In this instance, we chose to focus on a timespan in which a young athlete’s
environment changes — namely, the transition from lower- (ages 13-16 years) to upper-secondary
(ages 16-19 years) school (Schmid et al., 2020). Therefore, the present longitudinal study
explored the multiple reasons why young athletes, belonging to two teams from the same sport
club, decided to quit playing club-based handball (hereinafter referred to as handball) for their
team.

The Link Between Sport Participation and Transitions in Education

Organized youth sport participation is an integral part of growing up in Norway, with
participation rates showing that around 93% of Norwegian teenagers in the 13-to-19-year age
range are or have been active members of sport clubs (Bakken, 2017; Persson et al., 2020). In
general, it seems plausible to argue that the high participation rates are due to the regulations and
guidelines for organized youth sport in Norway, which emphasize that young people are entitled
to a safe, diverse, and inclusive sporting environment. Further, the most popular sports that
young people in Norway participate in are soccer, handball, cross-country skiing, gymnastics,
and swimming (Breivik, 2011). In 2019, for instance, the numbers in the annual report of the
Norwegian Olympic and Paralympic Committee and Confederation of Sports showed that 63,953
children (ages 6-12 years) and 40,912 young people (ages 13-19 years) participated in handball.
These numbers show a decrease in membership in the Norwegian Handball Federation (around
36%) in the transition phase between children’s and youth sports. Indeed, both national and
international research (Balish et al., 2014; Breivik, 2011; Skille, 2011) has shown that attrition
rates increase dramatically in organized youth sport as children grow older, which is mainly due
to increased competitiveness, more ambitious coaches, increased training load, and an increased
focus on win-loss records (Collins & Barcelona, 2018; Persson et al., 2020; Waldron et al.,
2020). Moreover, many young athletes experience adolescence as a time where they expand their
social networks, gain new interests, make new friends, and experience increased school pressure
(Bergeron et al., 2015; Dahl et al., 2018; Persson et al., 2020; Sawyer et al., 2018). Balancing
sport and other spheres of a young athlete’s life has therefore been shown to be an important
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factor in coping with transitions and reducing youth sport attrition (Baron-Thiene & Alfermann,
2015; Solstad et al., 2021; Stambulova et al., 2015).

Career transition scholars have suggested an integrated career change and transition
framework (ICCT), which stipulates that “the transition process begins with a change-event that
compromises an athlete’s current status quo and initiates a pre-transition situation” (Samuel et
al., 2020, p. 4). Applying this framework, the transition phase from lower- to upper-secondary
school could be seen to represent a change-event compromising adolescents’ perceptions of a
competing set of demands pertaining to progression in education, athletic performance, and
personal and social development (Opstoel et al., 2020; Stambulova & Samuel, 2020). This
emphasis is in line with the foundational definition of career transitions, which is “turning phases
in career development involving appraisals of, and coping with, transition demands leading to
successful or less successful outcomes and relevant changes in an individual’s career trajectory”
(Stambulova et al., 2020, p. 4).

In Norway, for instance, researchers have explored young female handball players’
transition into, and subsequent three years in, a sport academy lower-secondary school
(Kristiansen & Stensrud, 2017, 2020). Findings showed that the young players experienced
several demands (appraised as stressors) due to a significant increase in training volume,
reduction in sleeping time, as well as development of severe and long-lasting injuries. Moreover,
despite the lack of difference in physical development or prevalence of injuries between players
who were successful and continued with handball, and those who chose to quit, players who
were classified as successful had parents with sport knowledge who helped them to cope with
perceived challenges and intervened when they found it necessary (Kristiansen & Stensrud,
2020). To keep adolescents involved in organized youth sport, adults (e.g., sport professionals,
coaches, and parents) should therefore pay special attention to their needs and preferences
(Bergeron et al., 2015; Deelen et al., 2018). Although existing evidence from youth sport
attrition research is based on common patterns or themes across many small-scale studies (Balish
et al., 2014; Crane & Temple, 2015), one way of dealing with this ongoing challenge of
supporting young athletes in their many athletic endeavours, through various career transitions
(Samuel et al., 2020; Stambulova et al., 2020; Stambulova & Samuel, 2020), is to create more
meaningful experiences for them while they are involved in organized youth sport (Beni et al.,
2017; Martela et al., 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2017).

Career Transition and Meaningful Experiences in Organized Youth Sport

One of the elements of the ICCT framework is the consideration of a range of transition
experiences, thereby relying on the individual’s appraisal of and ability to cope with transition
demands (Samuel et al., 2020; Stambulova & Samuel, 2020). Whether or not a new transition
leads to successful or less successful outcomes depends solely on young athletes’ perceptions,
interpretations, and decision-making, and whether they feel in control (i.e., a change in perceived
locus of causality) and assume responsibility for the initiated change and the functional
significance of the change-event (Ryan & Deci, 2017; Stambulova & Samuel, 2020). Motivation
is broadly defined as the process that influences the initiation, perseverance, and continuation of
goal-directed behaviour (Roberts, 2012). Hence, we must attempt to understand the constructs
that drive the process of motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2017). From a self-determination
theory (SDT) perspective, scholars postulate that meaning can be “understood in terms of the
processes of internalization and integration, which involve assimilating values, regulations,
emotions, and initiatives to one’s self” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 325). As such, an activity



TRANSITIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON ATTRITION 4

becomes meaningful and coherent with respect to the individual when they feel a sense of
personal agency in their endeavours (e.g., developing athletic ability), thereby reflecting the
individual’s core values (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2017).

A recent literature review identified five overarching themes as important influences on
young people’s meaningful experiences in organized youth sport (and physical education): (a)
social interaction, (b) fun, (c) challenge, (d) motor competence, and (e) personally relevant
learning (Beni et al., 2017). Based on the SDT perspective (Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2017), one may
argue that when adolescents reflect on aspects of life that convey meaning (i.e., sport
participation and inherent transition demands), they are often focused on experiences of
autonomy, competence, and relatedness in a deep and personal manner. Hence, meaningful
experiences in organized youth sport (i.e., having fun) are likely to have different meanings from
childhood to young adulthood via adolescence (Dahl et al., 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Sawyer et
al., 2018). Considering that researchers have been encouraged to conduct more detailed
investigations regarding the influence of different sport types, settings, and activity patterns on
adolescents’ psychosocial experiences in organized youth sport (Evans et al., 2017), there is a
need to explore how meaningful experiences in organized youth sport develop during specific
transition phases in adolescence (Beni et al., 2017; Schmid et al., 2020; Stambulova & Samuel,
2020).

The theoretical underpinnings for this research are the ICCT framework (e.g., Samuel et
al., 2020) and the SDT (e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2017). The purpose of the present study was to
explore the multiple reasons why young athletes, belonging to two teams from the same sports
club, decided to quit playing handball for their team during the transition phase from lower-
(ages 13-16 years) to upper-secondary (ages 16-19 years) school in Norway.

Methodology
Study Design, Participants and Procedures

The current study was part of a larger research project, which employed a prospective
cohort design (Mann, 2003) with the overall aim to explore sport attrition among Norwegian
adolescents. The prospective cohort design was also chosen for the current study, as we wanted
to follow the potential participants over time until they decided to quit playing handball for their
team. This design gave us the opportunity to capture their ongoing reflections regarding
participation in organized youth sport while playing, and subsequently follow up with individual
interviews as soon as possible after the decision to quit, to buffer for recall bias (Althubatiti,
2016). Subsequently, we positioned the research project within an interpretational paradigm (that
is, a constructivist ontological stance and an interpretivist epistemological stance), meaning that
we are concerned with how the young athletes made sense of their team handball experience
(Bryman, 2016). Our understanding of young athletes’ sport experiences, and the athletes’
individual meaning making, is that they are continuously being co-constructed through social
interactions with others (Bryman, 2016).

In the larger research project, 34 young athletes playing handball were included (17 girls
and 17 boys) by convenience sampling. These athletes were included because they were part of
two handball teams in the same sports club located in a larger city in the south-eastern part of
Norway. The general population of this area has a higher socio-economic status. The two
handball teams competed in the regional series at the second of three competitive levels. All
participants were followed over a two-year period (i.e., for the last year of lower-secondary
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school when they turned 15, and the first year of upper-secondary school when they turned 16).
A total of 10 athletes (five girls and five boys) were purposefully selected for inclusion in the
current study based on their decision to leave their teams for any reason during the study period
(Patton, 2014). Ethical approval was obtained for the research project from the Norwegian
Centre for Research Data. Information about the research project as a whole, as well as this
specific study, was given to all participants and their parents at a meeting, including the aim of
studying attrition in youth sport, requirements of parental permission, ethical considerations, and
issues of confidentiality. Both athletes and parents were encouraged to ask questions if
something was unclear. Lastly, each athlete and one of their parents signed an informed consent
to participate in the project, which included all the information mentioned in written format.

Data Collection

The data collection for the current study included: (a) focus group interviews consisting
of four or five participants in each group of the same gender; (b) an open-ended questionnaire
that was individually answered at the end of each focus group interview; and (c) one individual
interview with each of the participants who decided to quit playing handball for their team
during the project period. This could be described as a rigorous data collection, as the data were
collected over several time points, using multiple methods (Culver et al., 2012; Smith & Sparkes,
2016). A chronological overview of the data collection, showing time and type of data collected,
both for the larger research project and specifically for each participant included in the current
study, is found in Table 1. The multiple methods and longitudinal nature of the data collection
provided different perspectives on the participants’ experiences. This data triangulation allowed
for a deeper understanding of their experiences, thereby adding to the study’s trustworthiness
(Bryman, 2016).

The semi-structured interview guide for the five focus group interviews, and aligned
open-ended individual questionnaires, were developed and based on topics shown to be of
importance for sport attrition for adolescents in previous research and aligned with the
frameworks of ICCT and SDT. Overall, the focus group interviews included the following
topics: the coach-athlete relationship, perception of the sporting environment, perception of sport
enjoyment, a focus on development versus performance, win-loss records, reflection about
continuing versus quitting organized sport, injuries, training load, and life outside handball (i.e.,
school and leisure-time). Each focus group interview covered a maximum of two topics each
time, to facilitate a more in-depth discussion of each topic (the interview guides from the focus
group interviews can be obtained by contacting the first author). After each focus group
interviews, each participant answered a short open-ended questionnaire regarding the same
topics covered in the respective focus group interviews with only two main questions each time.
Examples of the two questions at T3 were: How does your experience of the relationship
between school and handball influences your desire to continue playing handball (both positive
and negative reflections) / Why do you now want to continue or quit playing handball? This was
done to allow the participants to express their individual reflections regarding the same topics
covered in the focus group. In addition, one closed question was included at the bottom of the
questionnaire: “At this point in time, are you considering quitting handball?” (Yes or no).

If an athlete decided to quit playing handball for their team during the project period, they
were invited to participate in an individual interview. This interview guide was open, centered
around letting the participants freely share their experiences related to participation in handball
and their reflections regarding the process that resulted in their decision to quit. In essence, three
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core questions were asked: a) their sports experience (when started / what type of sports); b)
what they have enjoyed / not enjoyed about being on this team; and c) their process and reasons
leading to their decision to quit the team. In addition, probe questions and questions related to
specific topics from previous discussions we had in focus group interviews were asked when
naturally related to each participant’s story (e.g., life outside school, winning vs. developing). In
this way, the individual interviews complemented the focus group interviews and questionnaires
and provided deeper insight into the individual’s continuous meaning making process. There was
some variation in duration from the point at which each participant decided to quit playing, to the
occurrence of the individual interview (M = 1.8 months, Range = 0 — 8 months) due to the
practical arrangements needed to enable a meeting between participants and researcher. All
interviews, both focus-groups and individual, were carried out by the first author, audio-recorded
(approximately 30 minutes per interview), and later transcribed verbatim by the third author
(resulting in 79 pages of raw data, using Calibri, font 12, line spacing 1.15). When transcribing
the focus group interviews, ID numbers for each participant were noted. This gave the research
group the opportunity to trace back and tease out individual responses for the specific
participants in the current study. Lastly, the transcribed data from the open-ended questionnaires
from each participant in the current study were also included in the entire data set that was
analyzed (resulting in 10 pages of raw data, using Calibri, font 12, line spacing 1.15).

Data analysis

With the aim of understanding the reasons why participants had decided to quit playing
handball for their team, the data analysis involved a three-step process of inductive content
analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

To begin with, the second and third author read and re-read the individual interviews, and
the participants’ statements in the focus group interviews and questionnaires, to ensure that they
were fully immersed in the data. During this phase, they noticed how the questionnaires and
focus groups allowed a glimpse into the players’ ongoing concerns and considerations, while the
individual interviews provided rich accounts of the players’ continuous decision-making process.
Hence, they decided to focus on the data from the individual interviews of those that decided to
quit and used the focus group interviews and open-ended questionnaires to both cross-check and
add further perspective to the data from the interviews. Second, in relation to the research
question, they independently used content analysis and constant comparison (Corbin & Strauss,
2008) to identify concepts, themes, and ideas (e.g., “relationships in multiple contexts”,
“different notions of fun”, “changing conditions”, “various commitments”). Third, they critiqued
and discussed their individual interpretations, during which data were moved between the
evolving themes until a level of agreement was reached. Reinforcing the trustworthiness of the
analysis, the final stage of analysis involved the first author engaging in a process of checking
their interpretations. In this phase, themes were further developed, and data were moved between
themes until a level of agreement was reached.

For the presentation of the results, direct quotations have been translated into English. A
native English-speaking proofreader was consulted during the translation of quotations to
enhance validity by ensuring the quality of translation to minimize possible loss of meaning (Van
Nes et al., 2010). The direct quotations come from the individual interviews. However, they also
reflect and represent the content of the responses from the participants’ answers in the open-
ended questionnaires.
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Research Rigor and Quality

In line with our interpretive position and analytic approach, we acknowledge that our
background (e.g., white privileged), experiences (e.g., former athletes, coaches, and teachers)
and knowledge (e.g., research expertise on sport participation, attrition, and coaching) inevitably
influence the research and knowledge construction. Methodological integrity has, therefore, been
employed as the methodological foundation of rigor and quality for the overall project (Levitt et
al., 2017). We have provided insights into the research process through our outline of the study
design, participants and procedures data. Furthermore, we spent extensive time engaged in
reflexivity through discussion and critique of our individual and collective analyses. The results
were also subjected to scrutiny in several research group meetings including all four authors and
by peers in presentations to a research group connected to the Norwegian Research Centre for
Children and Youth Sports.

Results

The analytical process enabled us to construct an understanding of why adolescents
decide to quit playing handball for their team as they transition from lower- to upper-secondary
school. Specifically, we identified three processes that together influenced the participants’
decisions to quit: (a) Change from an emphasis on flexibility and fun toward seriousness and
development , (b) struggles with balancing team handball, school, and other leisure-time
activities, and (c) richness of upper-secondary school . While these processes appeared
throughout the study, they also illustrate a process of accumulating reasons for quitting over
time.

Change From an Emphasis on Flexibility and Fun Toward Seriousness and Development

Several of the participants said that during their first years in handball in children’s sport,
the emphasis was on “play” and “fun”. The focus changed, however, toward seriousness and
development when they moved from children’s sport to youth sport and began working with a
part-time paid coach. Nancy summarized the way several of the participants experienced their
current youth sport context following the arrival of a new part-time paid coach the previous year
(who replaced a volunteer parent-coach):

I feel that handball has become more serious because we have a much better coach and he
focuses very much on us improving and doing well and is very concerned with [creating a
good] environment, and that we feel good [about ourselves and with each other].

With a much clearer focus on improvement, the athletes experienced their team handball
participation becoming considerably more serious. The athletes remarked that this new emphasis
on the goal of developing into a serious handball team had consequences for what the athletes
expected from one another and what the coach expected of the athletes in training and matches,
including for example higher intensity training and required attendance at practices and matches.
The data analysis conveyed how this context produced an emerging tension between the athletes
who wanted more flexible participation and to have fun with their friends, and those who wanted
to improve and win handball matches. While most of the study participants represented the
athletes who wanted flexibility and a focus on having fun, they did not think that the handball
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activity should only be about having fun. Chris expressed the (lack of) balance between
seriousness and fun:

... we should of course not only be joking at practice, but we should not be so “bloody”
serious that we must attend all practices and matches. I should be allowed to take a
weekend off if I want to, that they ask me if | want to take part in this and that, and not
[just be told that:] “you have to take part in it, because we are going to win.”

Many of the participants said that the requirement to participate in every practice and match
added to the feeling of team handball becoming too serious. This, along with the focus on
becoming better athletes and high intensity at practice, together with many realizing that they did
not aim to be elite handball players, made them consider if it was worth playing handball
anymore. While Sara still experienced team handball as fun, her feelings were similar to many of
the other participants:

I have always thought it was fun. I still think it is fun. But I just feel like I could not keep
up practicing that way [i.e., high demands and expectations], ... I did not feel it was
worth it in a way. Because I did not aim to be an elite handball player, I did it mostly
because I thought it was fun.

The data illustrate that because Sara and many of the participants’ main aim was to have fun
while practicing and not become elite handball players, the emphasis on seriousness and
development resulted in them experiencing team handball as less relevant. On the other hand,
Jacob, whose experiences and views contrasted with the other study participants, felt that team
handball was fun and relevant when they were serious and focused on development, and that his
teammates were not taking the game seriously enough and not contributing to the team’s
development. Hence, contrary to the other participants, Jacob decided to quit the team to start
playing for another “more serious” team. This decision was mainly due to what he perceived in
many of his teammates as a lack of seriousness and eagerness to improve. Jacob shared his
frustration:

In practice, so ... many are not motivated, and we are in addition very few at practice and
there is little effort ... it is like they are only attending training to be there [to hang
around], not to train [with an aim to improve] ... I do not think it is very fun. I think it is
much more fun when we play proper handball and have a higher intensity.

While many of the other participants experienced team handball becoming too serious and
therefore not fun or relevant, Jacob experienced it becoming less fun, challenging, and relevant
because it was not serious enough. The data convey how these diverse experiences of what was
fun, challenging, and relevant created a tension between players perceived as serious and those
perceived as not serious. Over time, this tension influenced the way several of the participants
experienced being able to balance team handball, school, and other leisure-time activities.
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Struggles with Balancing Handball, School, and Other Leisure-Time Activities

While several study participants said that they generally enjoyed being with their
teammates, several of whom they considered friends, and that they saw team handball as a
valuable break from school, these participants also had a large social network outside of team
handball. Axel shared how he felt that his team handball participation resulted in a reduced social
life: “I did not have a smaller circle of friends, but I had a restricted social life. Even though I
was social on the handball court, I was not social with my other classmates”. Furthermore, the
fact that team handball matches predominantly are played on weekends increased the
participants’ feelings of “losing” valuable time with friends and family. Robin shared his feelings
about not finding time to be with friends outside of school and the team:

I mean that is the worst [matches on the weekends], because that is when things happen.
That is when friends have time, those outside of school, those you want to see. And then
there are always some family visits, so you only have time to meet one or two friends
during a weekend. You get a bit sad that you do not have enough time with them.

With increasing age, several participants explained that they did spend more time on school and
homework, which consequently created a feeling that they had to choose between team handball
and a social life with their other friends. The data convey that, as they experienced team handball
becoming too serious and demanding and, therefore, less fun and relevant, they no longer
experienced team handball as a break but rather something that they needed a break from. This is
how Chris expressed the tension between different aspects of her life and how “fun” guided this
decision-making process, resulting in prioritization of her social life:

I am starting to get tired of the fact that [team handball] takes so much time, and when I
spend time on it, I neither look forward to it, nor think it is fun. Before it was okay that it
took all my time, because then I thought it was super fun. But now that I have lost some
interest and I do not want to be an elite athlete, ... I feel that I spend my time in a bad
way. I could spend it on something else that I think is more fun or more productive.

The fun and productive time with different friends involved multiple activities, such as going to a
cafe, watching movies, playing in the park, or going to a soccer game. Mia said that, after
quitting the handball team, she experienced having greater autonomy (personal agency) over her
leisure-time and this allowed her to spend more enjoyable time with her friends:

It is very different. Now we go swimming and to parks and we are at people’s homes. I
exercise with someone. We go to parties. We do everything. I think it is very fun ... We
just ask: “do you want to go exercising?” and then we exercise when we want.

In summary, several of the participants struggled to find a balance between the team handball
demands and their personal reasons for participating, increasing school requirements, and
consequently, reduced leisure-time with other friends.
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Richness of Upper-Secondary School

The data convey that several of the participants, in the beginning of upper-secondary
school, experienced team handball as a safe place where they could meet old friends. However,
as they got to know their new upper-secondary school friends and their social network expanded,
team handball became more of a stressor that negatively influenced their school results and
limited their ability to be social with their new friends. While some of the participants already
had decided to quit team handball before starting upper-secondary school, others were largely
influenced by upper-secondary school experiences that they characterized as “relevant”,
“interesting”, “fun”, and “challenging.” Robin shared his exciting upper-secondary school
experiences:

Many new friends and an absolutely fantastic environment ... It is an art school and art is
something I have been doing for a very long time. The fact that I can meet many others
who are doing art in everyday school life is very cool, which I did not experience in my
previous lower-secondary school class. There was no one who did art there ... I wanted to
focus on art ... I wanted to spend a lot of time on art, but also with friends.

This new, fun, interesting and relevant school experience increased the participants’ desire to
spend more time on school-related work and spend their leisure-time with (new) friends, which,
in contrast, increased their feelings of not having fun or seeing the relevance of team handball.
Mia described how her upper-secondary school experience led her to prioritize differently:

One must prioritize school in a way and then I will spend the rest of the time with my
new friends and also get to know new people. I feel like I am constantly getting to know
new people. Building new relationships with other people, that is what I want to prioritize
now. [Going to upper-secondary school], it is in a way very different from lower-
secondary school because there are so many different things [happening]. I see and get to
know new people all the time ... Yes, it was a big transition..., and I like the new
situation. I like that I get to know people from all over the city.

Consequently, as many of the participants said they prioritized school and/or friends over team
handball in upper-secondary school, these new upper-secondary school experiences led to the
decision to quit playing handball for their team. Data convey the meaningful nature of these
experiences: (a) interesting studies that were relevant to their future career/life, (b) building new
relationships with like-minded persons from different parts of the city, and (c) learning and being
challenged to try new things. Lisa’s lived experience of how multiple interacting elements
influenced her decision to quit playing team handball, highlights a relationship between
increasingly meaningful social experiences and a lack of meaningful team handball experiences:

I did not have any expectations for upper-secondary school. I had moderate grades at
lower-secondary school and did not expect to get better. I was prepared to get worse
grades, but then, I only got B’s and A’s and it gave me the willpower to keep working ... I
figured out that I would rather do that [prioritize school and friends], than go to team
handball practices. I would rather be with my new friends who were interesting and who I
learned something from all the time, than go to team handball practices only to come



TRANSITIONAL PERSPECTIVE ON ATTRITION 11

home crying because it was not fun and I did not feel that I mastered anything, and really
just wanted to pretend I was injured so I could sit on the sidelines because it was not fun.

Discussion
The present study used a prospective cohort design to explore the reasons why young athletes
decided to quit playing handball for their team. The findings address a gap in the sport attrition
literature, as they longitudinally and qualitatively underline the importance of athletes’
perceptions, interpretations, and decision making in organized sport participation (Crane &
Temple, 2015; Schlesinger et al., 2018). The findings illustrate the processual and relational
nature of adolescents’ decisions to quit playing handball, in which there was not one, but
multiple experiences that resulted in their final decision to quit. Further, the athletes’ decisions to
quit playing handball were not solely taken on the basis of isolated “non-attractive” sport
experiences but rather because they perceived other leisure-time activities as increasingly more
meaningful over time (Beni et al., 2017; Martela et al., 2018; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2017). Despite
the relative homogeneity of the sample group (for example, they were members of the same sport
club, had the same coach, had similar socio-economic backgrounds, and had relatively similar
sport participation history), their perceptions and interpretations might be characterized as
heterogeneous because of the diverse ways they constructed meaning from their sport
experience. This highlights the need to consider individual patterns of involvement across
different sport types and settings (Evans et al., 2017). In the following paragraphs, the main
themes that emerged through the analysis will be discussed in relation to the range of variation in
the athletes’ experiences. Accordingly, individual experiences will be used as a point of
departure in order to better understand the complex interplay of psychosocial factors and how
these influence athletes’ decisions to quit playing handball during the transition phase from
lower- (ages 13-16 years) to upper-secondary (ages 16-19 years) school in Norway.

Structured Organized Youth Sport

Organized youth sport, as compared to children’s sport, is characterized by a significantly
higher degree of structure and a pronounced focus on performance (Bergeron et al., 2015;
DiSanti & Erickson, 2019). This characterization is also evident in the Norwegian organization
of youth sport (Breivik, 2011; Persson et al., 2020; Skille, 2011). Indeed, our findings show that
the study participants experienced these structural changes in the transition phase from children’s
to youth sport (from 12-15 years of age). These changes included having a new part-time paid
coach who was employed by the club and more practices (EU coaching framework, 2017), and
thus increased time during the week spent training for and playing handball. The increased
competitiveness in organized youth sport during adolescence is in line with recent studies
(Kristiansen & Stensrud, 2017, 2020; Somerset & Hoare, 2018). However, a part-time paid
coach who focused on individual and team performance improvements is not necessarily
synonymous with a performance-oriented sports coaching style. On the contrary, the study
participants described a coach who heavily relied on creating a sporting environment that
emphasized fun, challenges, and individual and team improvements, which could be aligned with
basic psychological needs satisfaction, thereby generating experiences of meaningfulness (Beni
et al., 2017; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2017). However, because improvements also meant
concentration, trying harder, and experiencing failure (perseverance) in the process of practicing
and performing, these were, for most of the athletes who decided to quit handball, experiences of
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basic psychological needs frustration/thwarting resulting from actions by the team coach (Ryan
& Deci, 2017). This is supported by a recent Norwegian study, which found that 18% of the
respondents said organized youth sport had changed in a way that made the sports culture and
organization too competitive and serious (Persson et al., 2020).

A Deliberate Choice to Quit - the Complex Process of Sport Attrition

Previous research on youth sport attrition in Norway and elsewhere has mainly focused
on the end-product rather than focusing on the decision-making process leading to the decision to
either continue or quit participating in organized youth sport (Balish et al., 2014; Persson et al.,
2020; Schlesinger et al., 2018). Although the term “drop out” has frequently been used in the
literature (Crane & Temple, 2015; Temple & Crane, 2016), this terminology and approach might
be considered as less appropriate for understanding a complex phenomenon, particularly when
we know what adolescence entails in terms of transition periods and, thus, psychosocial
developmental processes (Evans et al., 2017; Newman & Newman, 2018; Sawyer et al., 2018).

Moreover, another core finding in this study is that the athletes had engaged in a process
of evaluation and reflection over time about whether to continue or quit playing handball
(Solstad et al., 2021; Stambulova et al., 2015). During the transition phase between lower- and
upper-secondary school (15 — 16 years of age), significant change-events occurred in the young
athletes’ lives. These led them to consider the meaningfulness of their sport experiences, as well
as the meaningfulness of experiences in other spheres of their daily lives (Baron-Thiene &
Alfermann, 2015; Stambulova et al., 2015; Stambulova & Samuel, 2020). The devaluation of
meaningfulness in their organized sport participation must therefore be viewed in light of their
increased interest in what the athletes described as their “new world” that emerged when they
left lower-secondary school and started upper-secondary school (a pre-transition situation). Most
of the athletes described this “new world” as eye-opening and exciting, which resulted in
meeting other interesting adolescents outside their own neighborhood. For instance, increased
autonomy (personal agency) in relation to being social with new friends, going to cafés,
discussing matters outside organized sport (e.g., art, fashion, politics, social life) was perceived
as fascinating and motivating (Persson et al., 2020; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2017). Making sense of
these new situations involved assimilating values, behavioral regulations, and emotions as
maturing individuals. The process of deciding how to respond to these new situations revealed
that handball had become less important (a lack of functional significance) for several of the
study participants (Ryan & Deci, 2017; Stambulova & Samuel, 2020). This, in turn, was pivotal
in their decisions to quit playing handball for their team (Gatouillat et al., 2020; Persson et al.,
2020; Solstad et al., 2021). However, these adolescents did not want to quit doing sports. Rather,
they chose to continue doing sports in a self-organized way. These examples illustrate in depth
what recent publications have labeled as competing priorities during adolescence (Crane &
Temple, 2015; Persson et al., 2020; Waldron et al., 2020).

One of the athletes, however, decided to quit playing for his team in favor of another
team that was more aligned with competitive handball (a more serious and specialized handball
team). This decision related to his ambition of increasing his engagement in handball activities
with a view to a potential elite sporting career, showing that there can be many transition
pathways (with different outcomes) depending on the decision-making process (Baron-Thiene &
Alfermann, 2015; Ryan & Deci, 2017; Stambulova & Samuel, 2020). For this particular athlete,
it was meaningful to spend more time on handball activities, together with other ambitious
athletes with a similar mindset about personal development and performance improvement.
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Taking together the above, the concept of “dropping out of organized sport” for these
adolescents does not adequately capture their multiple reasons for quitting. These athletes did not
“drop out”. Instead, they deliberately chose other leisure-time activities that implicitly satisfied
their basic psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness, thereby evaluating
these activities as more personally meaningful (Beni et al., 2017; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2017).

Practical Implications

To the best of our knowledge, we are not aware of any prospective cohort studies that
have investigated how young athletes’ meaningful experiences in organized youth sport change
during a specific transition period (Balish et al., 2014; Beni et al., 2017; Stambulova et al.,
2020). This type of study, however, might be helpful for two reasons. First, it can help adults
(e.g., sport directors, coaches, and parents) understand how they can assist young athletes in a
more purposeful manner so that their needs and preferences are considered in the organizational
context. Second, given the degree of early specialization in organized youth sport (DiFiori et al.,
2014; DiSanti & Erickson, 2019; Myer et al., 2015, 2016; Waldron et al., 2020), it is important to
better understand the relationship between the context of sport performance and young athletes’
meaningful experiences in organized youth sport; i.e., their subjective perceptions and
interpretations in the decision-making process. Note also that these suggestions are in line with
the regulations and guidelines for organized youth sport in Norway.

Our findings indicate that one size does not fit all. Hence, there are implications for sport
organizations as well as for coaches (both part-time paid and volunteer coaches). With increasing
age, adolescents seem to develop a greater awareness regarding their leisure-time preferences.
This includes a negotiation of meaningfulness, involving the perception and interpretation of
more or less successful outcomes and relevant changes, in several contexts of their daily lives
(Newman & Newman, 2018; Stambulova & Samuel, 2020). Sport organizations and coaches
should strive to develop activities based on adolescents’ needs and preferences, facilitating the
long-term goal of organized sport in Norway to offer a diverse range of sporting activities
suitable for all age groups and all sporting levels. Specifically, sport organizations, local sport
clubs, and coaches should be aware of individual differences and be open to a dialogue with their
young, aspiring athletes. Adolescents are reflecting on these matters and their ideas about what
they find important and relevant to thrive in organized youth sport should be considered.
Consequently, differentiations in level of development, performance, and time spent on practice
and in competition should be implemented. For larger sport clubs this might be easier to put in
place, whereas for smaller sport clubs, collaboration among several local clubs might be
necessary.

Limitations and Future Directions

The participants in the present study were selected because of their experience of going
through a process that culminated in a decision to quit playing handball for their team. The
findings represent the voices of a small sample of those athletes who participate in organized
youth sport. It is also important to acknowledge that the population is drawn from an area with
higher levels of socio-economic status within a large city in Norway. This means that the general
population of adolescents within this area are likely to have a wide range of activities they can
participate in during their leisure-time. Future studies should aim to better understand the voices
of both larger and more diverse samples of adolescents with regard to, for instance, sport types,
sport settings, and patterns of individual involvement, from areas with a larger range of socio-
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economic backgrounds and environmental factors, and in relation to different transition phases
regarding participation in organized youth sport. Despite collecting data through focus group
interviews over a two-year period, only one individual interview was conducted with each
participant after they decided to quit playing handball. Future studies might result in a more in-
depth and nuanced perspective if the research includes repeated individual interviews over time.
In addition, including the voices of stakeholders in organized youth sport (e.g., sport
organizations, clubs, coaches, and parents) would likely provide richer data to better understand
the complexity of youth sport attrition in the different transition phases (Smith & Sparkes, 2016;
Solstad et al., 2021; Stambulova et al., 2020).

Conclusions

The present prospective cohort study fills a gap in understanding the complex process
involved when adolescents’ evaluation of their sport participation results in a decision to quit
organized youth sport participation in the specific transition period from lower- (ages 13-16
years) to upper-secondary (ages 16-19 years) school. The overall findings indicate that all
adolescents had engaged in a decision-making process over time about whether they should
continue or quit playing handball. This involved a process of accumulating reasons that resulted
in their final decision to quit. However, our findings reveal a range of experiences, which clearly
indicate that adolescents have individual perceptions, interpretations, and decisions of what they
find meaningful and relevant in their daily life. The adolescents not only evaluated their sport
experiences but considered these experiences in light of their evaluation of meaningfulness in
other spheres of their daily life. Indeed, the adolescents chose to quit because they considered
other activities to be more meaningful, indicating that “dropping out of organized youth sport”
should not be regarded as unambiguously negative in the specific transition phase from lower- to
upper-secondary school.
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Table 1
2 Overview of

Nb Data collection Participants 3 Data

(Month of project) Month quitting team / Month individual interview 4  Collections
Sara  Emma Nancy Robin Lisa Brian Axel Chris Jacob Mi&  in the Study
10/12 11/12 19/20 15/17 20/28 20/20 20/24 20/20 20/20 20/30

T1: Focus group interview (1) X — X X X X X X X X 7

T2: Focus group interview (4) X — X X X X X X X X 8

T3: Focus group interview (7) X — X X X X X X X X 9

T4: Focus group interview (13) — — X X X X X X X X10

T5: Focus group interview (17) — — X — X X X X X X11

Note: Month project counted from first data collection: 1 = first month of the project, 2 = second month of the project etc.; “X” =
participated in focus group interview; “—~" = did not participate in focus group interview.
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