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As parents, we all like to think we’re steering our children toward ac�vi�es and opportuni�es that will help them
lead happy, produc�ve, and fulfilling lives. We encourage them to work hard, have integrity, take risks, show
gra�tude, be respec�ul, etc. But at some point, deep down, every parent realizes there are no guarantees.
There’s no formula that ensures success, but there are definitely behaviors, ac�vi�es, and opportuni�es that
increase the chances your child will become a successful, ethical, and happy adult. According to recent research,
par�cipa�on in youth sports is one them.

A 2014 study by Kniffin, Wansink, and Shimizu examined how par�cipa�on in high school sports correlated with
a person’s behaviors and accomplishments later in life. Here are some of their findings:

 

Hiring Managers Preferen�ally Hire Student Athletes
Parents o�en look to youth sports to help their children develop leadership
(http://teach.truesport.org/leadership/) skills, self-confidence, and self-respect (http://teach.truesport.org/respect/).
According to the research from Kniffin and his colleagues, managers looking to hire people for entry-level jobs
have the expecta�on former student athletes possess those skills and traits, which gives them a compe��ve
advantage. They even looked at whether this advantage was specifically associated with sports, or whether
par�cipa�on in any organized ac�vity provided the same advantage. Compared to former band and yearbook
members, former student athletes were perceived by managers to have greater leadership skills, self-
confidence, and self-respect.
 

Former Student Athletes Advance Faster
Certain lessons learned through sports help young workers advance in their careers. Youth sports expose kids to
organiza�onal leaders (coaches) early on, which research has shown to be an important component of learning
leadership skills. Team sports also “reward group-level achievements and appear to facilitate the enforcement of
group-serving behavior.” In other words, former student athletes are be�er team players
(http://teach.truesport.org/teamwork/) in a career se�ng, and grow to become leaders
who strive for the success of the team.
 

Former Student Athletes Have Higher Wages at 30 years old
Suppor�ng prior research, a 2010 study by Betsey Stevenson showed par�cipa�on in high school sports had a
posi�ve effect on the amount of educa�on people a�ained, the likelihood of being employed as an adult, and
the wages they earned. Stevenson’s work focused on the effect of Title IX on the success of women in the
workforce, and two results of par�cular note were that 1) Higher wages only correlated with par�cipa�on in
high school sports, and not any other extracurricular ac�vi�es, and 2) Title IX led to a substan�al increase in the
percentage of women who subsequently pursued tradi�onally male-dominated, higher-wage careers.

Former Student Athletes Are More Likely to Give Back
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Another component of the study by Knifflin and his colleagues examined philanthropic behaviors of former
student athletes 60 years a�er high school. They found that older men who par�cipated in volunteer work or
donated money to charitable causes were more likely to have par�cipated in high school sports, and par�cularly,
exhibited leadership traits in high school sports.

Overall, former student athletes earned more money, advanced to more senior career posi�ons, and were more
likely than non-athletes to volunteer and donate money as older adults.

It is important to note, the researchers referenced in this ar�cle acknowledged they could only show correla�on,
and not causa�on. They couldn’t answer whether the people who earned more, advanced further, and were
more philanthropic achieved those outcomes because they par�cipated in sport or if the traits that helped them
succeed later in life also drew them to par�cipate in sport in the first place.

Either way, par�cipa�ng in high school sports is a winning proposi�on!
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