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Background 
Participation in high school athletics provides students with a number of proven benefits including increased 
levels of physical activity and fitness as well as improved academic performance and self-esteem.  In recent 
years, we have seen a trend toward intense sport-specialized training (sport specialization) among high school 
athletes.  This increased focus on sport specialization is evident through the proliferation of non-school 
affiliated “club” sport leagues and the use of personal coaches and private instructors, as well as expanding 
opportunities for state, regional, and national tournament showcase participation.   
 
In response to this serious trend, numerous national and international medical and sport organizations have 
released position statements warning against early sport specialization for youth and adolescent athletes.  The 
trend for increased sport specialization is concerning to the NFHS Sports Medicine Advisory Committee 
(SMAC) for several reasons that merit discussion. 
 
What is Sport Specialization? 
Sport specialization is defined as intense, high-volume (hours per week or months per year) training and 
participation in a particular sport at the expense of an equal focus on other sports.  Frequently, the athlete 
practices and competes in a school-affiliated sport while also practicing and competing in their “specialized” 
sport in a club (non-school) setting or while receiving personalized coaching. 
 
While single sport participation can be considered a type of sport specialization, more often, high school 
athletes who specialize often participate in multiple sports throughout the year.  However, despite multisport 
participation, these athletes focus more intensely on a single sport.  
 
Sport Specialization Prevalence  
The prevalence of sport specialization in high school athletes has not been well documented.  We do know 
that there are 60 million youth, 6-18 years old, who participate in organized sports and 27% participate in only 
one sport.  Recently, sports medicine researchers have developed a classification system for high school sport 
specialization to better understand and further research the issue.  
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Characteristics of the Different Levels of Sport Specialization in High School Athletes 

Specialization Level Characteristics 

Low 

 
Does not have one sport they consider their primary sport 
(more important than other sports).  
 
Chooses to participate, train, and compete in multiple sports 
equally throughout the year.  
 
Does not participate in club (non-high school) sports while 
simultaneously playing on a high school team. 
 

Moderate 

 

Participates in a single sport or identifies a primary sport 
(though they may participate in multiple sports) that they 
consider more important than other sports.  
 
Chooses to train and compete more frequently (through club 
participation and/or personal coaching) for this sport compared 
to their other sports.  
 

High 

 
In addition to identifying a primary sport, these athletes may do 
two or more of the following: 

1) Quit other sports to participate in their primary sport.  
2) Play their sport for more than 8 months per year. 
3) Miss time from family and friends to play their sport. 
4) Travel to out of state competitions. 
5) Play or train for sports (in a club setting) at the same 

time they are competing in a high school sport season.  

 

Depending on the sport, 20% to 60% of athletes are moderately specialized, while the prevalence of highly 
specialized athletes can range from 10% to 35%.  Females are more likely to specialize.  Participants in sports 
such as basketball, soccer and volleyball are more likely to specialize than those involved in other sports. 
  
Rationale for Sport Specialization  
The rationale for sport specialization varies by participant.  In general, athletes (and/or their 
parents/guardians) believe that specializing in a single sport will help the athlete achieve an “elite” status, 
gaining a skills to earn a spot on their high school team, earn a college scholarship, or even be given an 
opportunity to play at the professional level.  Despite the widespread belief in these theories regarding the 
benefits of specialization, there is no supportive evidence. In fact, multisport participation actually has been 
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shown to result in better long term performance and achievement beyond high school. Additionally, 
participation in multiple sports in high school is associated with better fitness as an adult.  
 
Adverse Effects of Sport Specialization 
While there is a perception that specialization is important to athletic development, studies indicate that sport 
specialization can be detrimental to high school athletes.  Studies have shown that sport specialization 
increases the likelihood of elevated levels of stress and the risk of athletic burn out.  Also, the repetitive nature 
of year-round sport specific training and competition significantly increases the risk of injury (particularly 
overuse injury).  Notably, these athletes are at increased risk for injury in all sports they are participating in, 
not just their specialty sport. 
 
While the sport medicine community is aware of the adverse effect that sport specialization can have on a 
high school athlete, there is evidence that many interscholastic athletes, their parents/guardians, and their 
coaches are not aware of the risks.  Compounding the problem is that these same stakeholders are not aware 
of participation guidelines regarding the volume of training and competition (hours per week, months per 
year, simultaneous leagues) an athlete should be able to safely take part in before they increase their risk of 
injury.  
 
Specialization and Injuries 

• High school athletes who are Moderately specialized have a 50% increased risk of an injury compared 
to Low Specialized athletes. 

• High school athletes who are Highly specialized have an 85% increased risk of an injury compared to 
Low Specialized athletes. 

 
Recommendations 
The NFHS SMAC recognizes that sport specialization is a growing concern that should be addressed. 
Specifically, the NFHS SMAC recommends that coaches and athletic administrators actively educate 
interscholastic athletes, parents/guardians and coaches that sport specialization:   
 1.  Increases the risk for over training and athlete burn out.   

2.  Is not associated with athletic success beyond high school, i.e. at the collegiate or professional level. 
3.  Is strongly correlated with an increased risk of injury in each sport the athlete participates in,        
     regardless of their specialization in a single sport. 

 
Specific safe sport recommendations exist for the safety of the athlete:   

1. The athlete should not participate in a single sport for the hours per week beyond their age.       
       (Example: 14 yr.  old should be limited to < 14 hours per week of a single sport participation, 15 yr. 
      old < 15 hrs. per week of a single sport participation, 16 yr. old < 16 hours of single sport  
      participation per week, etc.) 

 2.  The athlete should not participate in a single sport more than eight months per year. 
 3.  The athlete should not participate in simultaneous sport teams/leagues. 
 
Participation in multiple sports increases the likelihood the student reaps the long-term benefits of an athletic 
lifestyle.  These athletes remain physically active and participate in recreational sports beyond their high 
school years.  The NFHS SMAC strongly endorses that the coaches within a secondary school setting advocate 
for their athletes to participate in multiple sports.  Furthermore, the NFHS SMAC stresses that 
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parents/guardians and coaches should avoid the temptation of encouraging early sports specialization in the 
false hope of achieving success at the high school varsity level and beyond. 
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DISCLAIMER – NFHS Position Statements and Guidelines  

The NFHS regularly distributes position statements and guidelines to promote public awareness of certain health and safety-related issues. Such information is 
neither exhaustive nor necessarily applicable to all circumstances or individuals and is no substitute for consultation with appropriate health-care professionals. 
Statutes, codes or environmental conditions may be relevant. NFHS position statements or guidelines should be considered in conjunction with other pertinent 
materials when taking action or planning care. The NFHS reserves the right to rescind or modify any such document at any time.    
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