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I. Executive Summary

This comprehensive study on swimmer retention and attrition in USA Swimming and other
National Governing Bodies (NGBs) represents a pivotal effort to understand and address the
complex factors influencing long-term athlete participation in competitive swimming. As youth
sports face increasing challenges in maintaining engagement, mainly through adolescence, this
research aims to provide evidence-based insights and recommendations to foster a more
sustainable and thriving swimming community.

Purpose of the Study:

The primary purpose of this investigation was to identify the key factors contributing to swimmer
retention and attrition, with a particular focus on the critical age range of 9-14 years. By
examining the multifaceted aspects of the swimming experience — from coaching quality and
team culture to parental support and individual motivation — we sought to develop a holistic
understanding of what keeps young athletes in the pool and what drives them away. This study
was designed to illuminate the current landscape of swimmer retention and provide actionable
strategies for USA Swimming and other NGBs to enhance their ability to nurture long-term
athlete engagement.

Methods:

Our research employed a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative surveys with
qualitative focus groups to capture a comprehensive picture of the swimmer retention
landscape. The methodology included:

1. A large-scale survey was distributed to swimming coaches and administrators across various
NGBs, including USA Swimming, YMCA, and AAU. This survey gathered data on coaching
experience, retention tracking practices, perceived factors influencing retention and attrition,
and current use of exit surveys.

2. Six focus groups were conducted with parents of swimmers aged 11-14 to explore their
perspectives on what keeps their children engaged in swimming and the challenges they
face.

3. We extensively reviewed existing literature and best practices from other youth
sports organizations to contextualize our findings within the broader landscape of
youth sports participation.

4. Statistical analysis of survey data using R software, including descriptive statistics, chi-
square tests, and multiple regression analyses.

5. Thematic analysis of focus group transcripts and open-ended survey responses to
identify recurring themes and insights.

Key Findings:
Our research revealed several critical insights into swimmer retention and attrition:
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1. Coaching Quality: This emerged as the most significant factor influencing swimmer
retention, highlighting coaches' crucial role in shaping athletes' experiences and long-term
engagement.

2. Critical Age Range: The 13-16 age group was identified as the period of highest attrition
risk, coinciding with significant physical, emotional, and social changes in adolescents' lives.

3. Team Culture: A positive, supportive team environment was a key factor in keeping
swimmers engaged, emphasizing the importance of social connections in sports
participation.

4. Parental Influence: Parents play a pivotal role in swimmer retention, with their support
and understanding of the sport significantly impacting their children's continued participation.

5. Intrinsic Motivation: Athletes who develop a genuine love for the sport and intrinsic
motivation to improve are more likely to persist through challenges and remain in swimming
long-term.

6. Balancing Act: Many swimmers struggle to balance the demands of competitive
swimming with academic pressures and other interests, particularly during the high school
years.

7. Exit Survey Gap: While there is strong interest in implementing exit surveys to
understand reasons for attrition, current usage of such tools is low across organizations.

8. Varied Tracking Practices: There is a wide range of practices in tracking retention rates
across different swimming organizations, with some using sophisticated systems and
others lacking formal tracking mechanisms.

Recommendations:
Based on our findings, we propose the following key recommendations:

1. Enhance Coach Education and Development Programs: Expand coach training beyond
technical skills to include youth psychology, communication, and creating positive team
cultures.

2. Implement Comprehensive Exit Survey Systems: Develop and standardize exit survey
tools across organizations to gather consistent data on reasons for attrition.

3. Develop Parent Education and Engagement Initiatives: Create resources and programs
to help parents support their children's swimming journey without adding undue pressure.

4. Implement Targeted Support Programs for Critical Age Groups: Design specific
retention strategies for the 13-16 age range, addressing adolescent swimmers' unique
challenges.



ASCA Fellows Project Executive Summary and Overview
Bagley, Bolivar, Converse, Dray, Fain, Riskowski

5. Foster Positive Team Cultures: Encourage clubs to prioritize team-building activities
and create inclusive environments that support swimmers' social and emotional needs.

6. Promote Flexible Training Options: Develop more adaptable training schedules
and competition structures to accommodate the increasing demands on teenagers'
time.

7. Enhance Data Tracking and Analysis: Improve systems for monitoring retention rates
and analyzing trends to inform evidence-based decision-making.

8. Emphasize Long-Term Athlete Development: Shift focus from early specialization and
performance to a model prioritizing sustained engagement and enjoyment of the sport.

This executive summary provides an overview of the research conducted on swimmer retention
and attrition. The following sections of this report will delve deeper into each aspect of the
study, offering detailed analyses, supporting data, and expanded recommendations. By
implementing the insights and strategies outlined in this research, USA Swimming and other
NGBs can work towards creating more engaging, supportive, and sustainable environments for
young swimmers, ultimately fostering lifelong participation in the sport.

Il. Introduction

The landscape of competitive swimming, particularly at the youth level, is a complex
ecosystem shaped by myriad factors, including individual motivations, family dynamics,
coaching practices, organizational structures, and broader societal trends. As we delve into the
critical issue of swimmer retention and attrition within USA Swimming and other National
Governing Bodies (NGBs), we find ourselves at the intersection of sports science,
developmental psychology, and organizational management. This research project emerges
from a growing recognition that the long-term health and vitality of competitive swimming hinge
not just on talent identification and performance enhancement but crucially on our ability to
keep young athletes engaged, motivated, and committed to the sport through the challenging
years of adolescence and beyond.

The importance of this investigation cannot be overstated. With its unique blend of individual
challenge and team camaraderie, swimming offers invaluable opportunities for physical fitness,
character development, and life skills acquisition. However, the sport also faces challenges,
from the intensive time commitments required to the potential for early burnout. By examining
the factors contributing to athlete retention and those leading to attrition, we aim to provide a
comprehensive understanding that can inform evidence-based strategies to create more
supportive, engaging, and sustainable swimming environments for young athletes.

As we embark on this exploration, we are guided by a commitment to rigorous research
methodologies, a deep respect for the diverse experiences of swimmers, coaches, and families,
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and an unwavering belief in the transformative power of swimming. Through this introduction,
we will establish the context for our study, outline its significance, and delineate the specific
objectives that have shaped our investigation.

1. Background on the issue of youth sports attrition, particularly in swimming

Youth sports attrition is a pervasive challenge across various athletic disciplines, but it takes on
particular significance in the context of competitive swimming. Recent studies have indicated
alarming dropout rates in youth sports, with estimates suggesting that up to 70% of children
cease participating in organized sports by age 13. Swimming, despite its popularity and the life-
long skills it imparts, is not immune to this trend.

The reasons behind this attrition are multifaceted and often interrelated. They range from
individual factors such as changing interests, perceived lack of competence, or burnout to
external pressures, including academic demands, financial constraints, and parental
expectations. In swimming specifically, the intensive training regimens, early morning practices,
and the physically demanding nature of the sport can contribute to athlete attrition.

Moreover, the structure of competitive swimming, emphasizing times and rankings from an
early age, can create an environment where young athletes feel constantly judged and
pressured to perform. This pressure, while motivating for some, can lead to anxiety, loss of
enjoyment, and ultimately, dropout for others.

The timing of attrition in swimming is particularly crucial to understand. Many swimmers begin
their competitive journeys at a young age, often around 8-10 years old. The critical period for
dropout often coincides with the transition to adolescence, a time of significant physical,
emotional, and social change. This convergence of developmental challenges with the
increasing demands of competitive swimming creates a perfect storm that can lead to athlete
attrition.

Furthermore, the impact of early specialization in swimming warrants careful consideration.
While early specialization can lead to rapid skill development, it also increases the risks of
overuse injuries, psychological burnout, and reduced enjoyment of the sport. Balancing the
pursuit of swimming excellence with overall athlete well-being remains a significant challenge
for the swimming community.

Understanding these background factors is crucial as we seek to address the issue of swimmer
retention. It provides the context necessary to appreciate the complexity of the challenge and
the need for nuanced, evidence-based solutions.

2. Importance of the study for USA Swimming and other National Governing Bodies (NGBs)
This study holds immense importance for USA Swimming and other National Governing Bodies

(NGBs) as they grapple with the challenge of sustaining and growing participation in
competitive
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swimming. The insights generated from this research have the potential to shape policies,
inform program development, and guide resource allocation in ways that can significantly
impact the long-term health and vitality of the sport.

For USA Swimming, the premier swimming organization in the United States, understanding the
factors contributing to athlete retention is crucial for maintaining its position as a global
swimming powerhouse. The organization's ability to develop a deep pool of talented swimmers
depends on effective talent identification and development programs and its capacity to keep
young swimmers engaged and motivated throughout their formative years. By identifying the
key drivers of swimmer retention and the primary causes of attrition, USA Swimming can tailor
its programs, coaching education initiatives, and member support services to nurture long-term
participation.

Moreover, this study's findings can inform USA Swimming's strategic planning processes. In an
era of increasing competition for youth attention and participation, insights into what keeps
swimmers engaged can help the organization adapt its offerings to better meet the evolving
needs and preferences of young athletes and their families. This could involve rethinking
competition structures, training methodologies, or even the fundamental ways in which success
in the sport is defined and celebrated.

For other NGBs, the value of this study extends beyond the specific context of swimming. Many
challenges faced in swimmer retention — such as balancing sports participation with academic
demands, managing parental expectations, and maintaining athlete motivation through
adolescence — are shared across youth sports. As such, the insights and recommendations
generated by this study can serve as valuable reference points for other sports organizations
grappling with similar retention challenges.

Furthermore, this study's importance lies in its potential to contribute to the broader dialogue on
youth sports participation and its impact on long-term health and well-being. By providing a
deep understanding of why young people stay in or leave swimming, we can offer insights into
the factors that make sports participation sustainable and beneficial in the long term. This
knowledge can inform swimming-specific and broader youth sports policies at local, state, and
national levels.

Lastly, this study's methodologies and analytical frameworks can serve as models for other
NGBs seeking to conduct similar investigations into athlete retention in their respective sports.
USA Swimming and this study can advance the broader field of youth sports development by
pioneering a comprehensive approach to understanding athlete attrition and retention.

3. Research objectives

This study aims to comprehensively understand swimmer retention and attrition in competitive
swimming, specifically focusing on USA Swimming and
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other relevant National Governing Bodies. To achieve this aim, we have established several
key research objectives that guide our investigation:

e To identify and analyze the primary factors contributing to swimmer retention in
competitive swimming programs. This objective involves exploring the motivations,
experiences, and environmental factors that encourage young swimmers to remain engaged
in the sport over time. We seek to understand what keeps swimmers in the pool and why
these factors are effective in fostering long-term commitment.

e To investigate the main causes of swimmer attrition across different age groups and
competitive levels. This objective requires a nuanced examination of why swimmers leave the
sport, considering both voluntary departures and involuntary exits due to injury or financial
constraints. We aim to identify any patterns or trends in attrition, paying particular attention to
critical transition periods such as the move from age group to senior swimming.

e The objective is to examine the role of key stakeholders—including coaches, parents, and
peer groups—in influencing swimmer retention and attrition. This objective recognizes the
complex social ecosystem surrounding young swimmers and seeks to understand how
interactions with these critical figures shape an athlete's experience and decision-making
regarding continued participation in swimming.

e To evaluate the effectiveness of current retention strategies employed by USA Swimming
and other NGBs. This involves assessing existing programs, policies, and initiatives designed to
keep swimmers engaged and identifying areas of strength and opportunities for improvement.

e To explore the impact of structural factors such as training schedules, competition formats,
and club environments on swimmer retention. This objective aims to understand how the
organizational aspects of competitive swimming influence an athlete's experience and long-
term engagement with the sport.

e To investigate the potential influence of broader societal trends and competing activities on
swimmer retention. This includes examining how factors such as increased academic
pressure, the rise of alternative sports and activities, and changing youth attitudes towards
competitive sports affect participation in swimming.

e To develop evidence-based recommendations for enhancing swimmer retention rates.
Based on our findings, we propose practical, implementable strategies that USA Swimming
and other NGBs can adopt to improve athlete retention and create more sustainable swimming
programs.
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e To create a framework for ongoing monitoring and evaluation of swimmer retention efforts.
This objective focuses on developing tools and methodologies that swimming organizations
can use to continually assess and improve their retention strategies over time.

By pursuing these objectives, we aim to provide a holistic understanding of swimmer retention
and attrition that encompasses individual, interpersonal, organizational, and societal factors.
This comprehensive approach will enable us to offer nuanced, context-sensitive
recommendations that can meaningfully impact the long-term health and growth of competitive
swimming.

I1l. Methodology

The investigation into swimmer retention and attrition within USA Swimming and other National
Governing Bodies (NGBs) demanded a multifaceted research approach to capture the
complexity of factors influencing young athletes' participation in competitive swimming. Our
methodology was carefully crafted to gather comprehensive data from various stakeholders,
including coaches, parents, and swimming organization administrators. We employed a
mixed-methods design, combining quantitative surveys with qualitative focus groups, provides
both breadth and depth in our understanding of the issue.

This approach was rooted in recognizing that swimmer retention is influenced by a complex
interplay of individual, social, and organizational factors. By triangulating data from multiple
sources and utilizing diverse research methods, we aimed to construct a holistic picture of the
swimmer retention landscape. Our methodology was also designed to generate actionable
insights informing policy and practice within swimming organizations.

Throughout the research process, we remained cognizant of each method's potential biases
and limitations, striving to mitigate these through careful design, implementation, and analysis.
The following sections detail our survey design and distribution, focus group procedures, and
data analysis methods, providing a transparent account of our research process to ensure
replicability and facilitate critical evaluation of our findings.

1. Survey Design and Distribution

Our survey was meticulously designed to capture comprehensive data on coaching experience,
retention tracking practices, perceptions of athlete attrition, and interest in implementing exit
surveys. The questionnaire was developed through an iterative process involving multiple
rounds of review and refinement by our research team and external experts in sports
psychology and survey methodology.

The survey consisted of closed-ended and open-ended questions, allowing for quantitative
analysis while providing space for respondents to offer more nuanced insights. Critical sections
of the survey included:
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a) Demographic information: This section gathered data on respondents' coaching roles,
years of experience, and primary organizational affiliations (e.g., USA Swimming, YMCA,
AAU).

b) Retention tracking practices: Questions in this section explored the methods and
systems coaches and organizations use to monitor athlete retention rates.

c) Perceptions of athlete attrition: This part of the survey asked respondents to identify
critical age ranges for dropout and rank the perceived importance of various factors in
swimmer retention and attrition.

d) Interest in and current use of exit surveys: The final section gauged respondents' attitudes
towards exit surveys and their current practices in gathering feedback from departing
athletes.

The survey was pilot-tested with a small group of coaches and swimming administrators to
ensure content validity. Their feedback was incorporated into the final version of the
guestionnaire.

The survey was primarily distributed electronically using a secure online platform. To maximize
reach and response rate, we employed a multi-pronged distribution strategy:

- Direct email invitations were sent to coaches and administrators in USA Swimming's database.
- The survey link was shared through USA Swimming's official newsletters and social

media channels.

- We partnered with other NGBs, such as YMCA and AAU, to distribute the survey to

their member coaches.

- Local Swimming Committees (LSCs) were engaged to share the survey with their networks.

To encourage participation, we emphasized the potential impact of the research on improving
swimmer retention and offered respondents the option to receive a summary of the findings. The
survey remained open for six weeks, with reminder emails sent at regular intervals to boost
response rates.

2. Focus Group Procedures

To complement the quantitative data gathered through the survey, we conducted a series of
focus groups with parents of swimmers aged 11-14. This age range was selected based on
preliminary survey data and existing literature suggesting it is a critical period for swimmer
retention.

We conducted six focus groups, each consisting of 6-8 participants, to ensure a diversity of
perspectives while maintaining a manageable group size for in-depth discussion. Participants
were recruited through a combination of methods:
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- Invitations sent to parents through USA Swimming member clubs
- Announcements at local swim meets
- Snowball sampling, where initial participants recommended other potential participants

The focus groups were structured around a semi-structured discussion guide developed based
on our research objectives and initial survey findings. Key topics included:

- Reasons for enrolling and keeping their children in competitive swimming

- Perceived benefits and challenges of participation in swimming

- Factors that contribute to their child's enjoyment of and commitment to swimming

- Reasons why they or other parents might consider withdrawing their child from swimming

Each focus group was facilitated by a trained moderator and lasted approximately 90 minutes.
Sessions were audio-recorded with participants' consent and later transcribed for analysis. To
ensure consistency across groups, the same moderator conducted all six sessions.

Focus groups were held in neutral locations such as community centers or public libraries to
create a comfortable and open environment. Participants were assured of the confidentiality of
their responses and encouraged to speak freely about their experiences and opinions.

3. Data Analysis Methods

Our data analysis approach was designed to integrate the quantitative survey data with the
qualitative insights from the focus groups, providing a comprehensive understanding of
swimmer retention and attrition.

For the survey data, we employed a combination of descriptive and inferential statistical
analyses:

- Descriptive statistics were used to summarize demographic information, retention rates,

and responses to Likert-scale questions.

- Chi-square tests examined relationships between variables, such as coaching

experience and retention tracking practices.

- Multiple regression analyses were performed to identify predictors of swimmer retention rates.

All statistical analyses were conducted using R statistical software (version 4.3.1, 2023-06-16).

For open-ended survey responses and focus group transcripts, we employed a thematic
analysis approach:

- Two researchers independently coded transcripts and open-ended responses to ensure
reliability.
- Initial codes were developed inductively, allowing themes to emerge from the data.
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- Researchers met regularly to compare codes, resolve discrepancies, and refine the
coding framework.

- Once a final set of themes was established, the entire dataset was recorded using
this framework.

We employed a convergent mixed methods design to integrate the quantitative and qualitative
findings. This involved analyzing the two data sets separately and comparing and contrasting
the results to identify convergence, divergence, and complementarity areas.

Throughout the analysis, we remained attentive to potential biases and limitations in our data.
We actively sought out disconfirming evidence and alternative explanations for our findings.
Additionally, we conducted member checking by sharing preliminary results with a subset of
survey respondents and focus group participants to ensure our interpretations resonated with
their experiences.

This rigorous and comprehensive methodology allowed us to gather rich, multi-faceted data on
swimmer retention and attrition, providing a solid foundation for our findings and
recommendations.

V. Discussion

The comprehensive analysis of swimmer retention and attrition in USA Swimming and other
National Governing Bodies (NGBs) has yielded many insights affirming existing knowledge and
challenging prevailing assumptions about youth sports participation. This discussion seeks to
contextualize our findings within the broader landscape of sports psychology, youth
development, and organizational management. By examining the interplay between individual
motivations, social dynamics, and structural factors, we aim to provide a nuanced
understanding of the complex ecosystem that influences a young athlete's journey in
competitive swimming.

Our research highlights the critical importance of considering swimming not merely as a physical
activity but as a developmental experience that shapes young people's identities, social
relationships, and life skills. The patterns of retention and attrition observed in our study reflect
broader societal trends in youth engagement, the evolving nature of family dynamics, and the
increasing pressures young people face in a rapidly changing world. As we interpret our key
findings, we must remain cognizant of the broader context in which youth swimming operates,
including the impact of technology, changing cultural values, and the ongoing effects of global
events such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

With this holistic perspective in mind, we will explore three key areas of discussion: the
interpretation of our findings, their comparison with existing literature, and the implications for
USA Swimming and other NGBs. Through this exploration, we aim to bridge the gap between
research and practice, providing stakeholders with actionable insights to foster a more
engaging, inclusive, and sustainable swimming community.

10
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1. Interpretation of Key Findings

Our study revealed several key findings that warrant in-depth interpretation. First and foremost,
the critical role of coaching quality in athlete retention emerged as a dominant theme. This
finding underscores coaches' profound impact on shaping an athlete's technical skills, overall
experience, and long-term engagement with the sport. Athletes' and parents' high value placed
on coaching quality suggests that coaches serve as pivotal figures in young swimmers' lives,
often acting as mentors and role models beyond the pool.

This finding is significant because of its implications for coach education and development
programs. It suggests that more than technical expertise is needed; coaches must also be
equipped with strong interpersonal skills, emotional intelligence, and an understanding of youth
psychology. Creating a positive, motivating environment that balances challenge with support is
crucial in retaining young swimmers through the turbulent years of adolescence.

Another key finding was identifying the 13-16 age range as a critical period for swimmer
attrition. This aligns with broader trends in youth sports but takes on particular significance in
swimming. The physical and emotional changes of puberty, increasing academic pressures,
and expanding social interests converge during this period, creating a perfect storm of
challenges for young swimmers. This finding highlights the need for age-specific retention
strategies that address adolescent athletes' unique needs and motivations.

Another finding that merits careful interpretation is the strong interest in exit surveys juxtaposed
with their low implementation rate. This discrepancy suggests a recognition of the value of
systematic feedback but also points to potential barriers in execution. These barriers might
include a lack of resources, concerns about negative feedback, or uncertainty about how to use
the data collected effectively. Addressing this gap could provide a wealth of insights to inform
retention strategies.

Lastly, the varied landscape of retention tracking practices across organizations reveals
challenges and opportunities. The lack of standardized tracking methods makes it difficult to
draw broad conclusions or benchmark performance across the sport. However, this diversity
also reflects the adaptability of different organizations to their specific contexts and resources.

2. Comparison with Existing Literature and Previous Studies
Our findings corroborate and extend previous research on youth participation and athlete
retention. The emphasis on coaching quality aligns with numerous studies in sports psychology

that highlight the coach-athlete relationship as a critical determinant of sports enjoyment and
long-term participation. For instance, our results echo the work of Smith and

11
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Smoll (2002), found that coach behaviors significantly influence young athletes' attitudes toward
sports participation.

Identifying the 13-16 year age range as a critical period for attrition is consistent with broader
trends in youth sports dropout rates, as documented by researchers like Crane and Temple
(2015). However, our study provides more nuanced insights into the specific challenges
swimmers face in this age group, contributing valuable sport-specific data to the existing body
of knowledge.

Our findings on the importance of team culture and social connections align with research on
the role of peer relationships in sports participation, such as the work of Ullrich-French and
Smith (2009). However, our study extends this understanding by highlighting how these factors
interact specifically within competitive swimming.

The varied landscape of retention tracking practices we observed contrasts with some studies
that have found more standardized approaches in other sports. This difference may reflect the
decentralized nature of swimming organizations in the United States and highlights an area for
potential improvement and further research.

3. Implications for USA Swimming and Other NGBs

The implications of our findings for USA Swimming and other NGBs are far-reaching and
multifaceted. Firstly, there is a clear need for enhanced coach education programs beyond
technical instruction, including modules on youth psychology, communication skills, and
creating positive team cultures. NGBs should consider developing comprehensive coaching
certifications incorporating these elements and providing ongoing professional development
opportunities.

The 13-16 age range is a critical period for attrition, calling for developing targeted retention
strategies for this demographic. These include creating more flexible training schedules to
accommodate increasing academic demands, implementing peer mentoring programs, and
designing competitions catering to this age group's specific interests and motivations.

The strong interest in exit surveys and low implementation rates suggest an opportunity for
NGBs to take a leadership role in developing standardized exit survey tools and providing
guidance on their implementation and analysis. This could help individual clubs gain valuable
insights while also allowing for collecting aggregate data to inform national-level strategies.

The varied landscape of retention tracking practices highlights the need for NGBs to provide
more guidance and resources. Developing best practices for data collection and analysis and
creating centralized data management systems would significantly enhance the ability of
swimming organizations to monitor and improve retention rates.

12
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Furthermore, our findings underscore the importance of parental engagement in swimmer
retention. NGBs should consider developing comprehensive parent education programs that
guide supporting young athletes, understanding the long-term development process, and
fostering a healthy balance between encouragement and pressure.

Lastly, the implications extend to how NGBs structure their competitive frameworks. Age group
classifications, competition formats, and recognition systems may need to be reevaluated to
better align with young swimmers' developmental needs and motivations, particularly during the
critical 13-16 age range.

In conclusion, these implications call for a holistic, system-wide approach to addressing
swimmer retention. By leveraging these insights, USA Swimming and other NGBs can create
more engaging, supportive, and sustainable environments for young swimmers, ultimately
fostering lifelong sports participation.

VI. Recommendations

The findings of our comprehensive study on swimmer retention and attrition in USA Swimming
and other National Governing Bodies (NGBs) have illuminated several critical areas that require
focused attention and strategic action. These recommendations are designed to address the
multifaceted challenges identified in our research, aiming to create a more robust, engaging,
and sustainable environment for young swimmers. By implementing these suggestions,
swimming organizations can work towards significantly improving athlete retention rates,
enhancing the overall quality of the swimming experience, and ensuring the long-term vitality of
the sport.

Our recommendations are rooted in data collected from coaches, parents, industry experts, and
insights gleaned from successful practices in other youth sports organizations. They reflect a
holistic approach to athlete development and retention, recognizing that sustainable
engagement in swimming requires the coordinated efforts of coaches, parents, administrators,
and the athletes themselves. Each recommendation is designed to be actionable, scalable, and
adaptable to the diverse contexts within which swimming programs operate nationwide.

Furthermore, these recommendations are not intended to be implemented in isolation. Rather,
they form an interconnected strategy that, when executed comprehensively, has the potential to
transform the landscape of youth swimming. By addressing key areas such as coach education,
systematic feedback collection, parental engagement, and age-specific support programs, we
aim to create a more resilient and adaptive swimming community that can better meet the
evolving needs of young athletes.

13
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As we present these recommendations, we encourage swimming organizations to view them as
a starting point for ongoing dialogue, experimentation, and refinement. The dynamic nature of
youth sports and the unique characteristics of each swimming program will necessitate
thoughtful adaptation of these strategies to local contexts. With that in mind, we present the
following key recommendations:

Based on our comprehensive study of swimmer retention and attrition in USA Swimming and
other National Governing Bodies (NGBs), we propose the following recommendations:

1. Enhance Coach Education and Development Programs

The quality of coaching emerged as a critical factor in swimmer retention, highlighting the need
for robust coach education and development initiatives. We recommend that USA Swimming
and other NGBs significantly expand their coach training programs, focusing not only on
technical swimming knowledge but also on key areas that directly impact athlete retention.

These enhanced programs should include modules on positive coaching techniques,
emphasizing creating supportive and engaging training environments. Coaches should be
trained in age-appropriate motivational strategies, helping them to foster intrinsic motivation in
swimmers across different developmental stages. The curriculum should also cover practical
communication skills, enabling coaches to better connect with athletes and their parents.

Furthermore, we suggest implementing mentorship programs that pair experienced coaches
with newer ones. This approach can facilitate the transfer of knowledge and best practices,
particularly in areas related to athlete retention. Regular workshops and seminars focusing on
the latest research in sports psychology, athlete development, and retention strategies should
be organized to keep coaches updated and engaged in continuous learning.

NGBs should also consider developing certification levels recognizing coaches' abilities to
create positive team cultures and maintain high retention rates. This could incentivize coaches
to prioritize these aspects of their role and provide a clear pathway for professional
development in this crucial area.

2. Implement Comprehensive Exit Survey Systems

Our research revealed a strong interest in exit surveys among coaches yet a low rate of actual
implementation. We recommend that USA Swimming and other NGBs develop and implement
standardized, comprehensive exit survey systems to address this gap.

These surveys should be designed to gather detailed information on why athletes leave the
sport, covering aspects such as coaching quality, team culture, financial considerations, time
commitments, and personal motivations. The surveys should be easily accessible and
user-friendly, possibly integrated into existing membership management systems to ensure
high response rates.

14
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We suggest creating two versions of the exit survey: one for departing athletes
(age-appropriate) and another for their parents or guardians. This dual approach can provide a
complete picture of the factors influencing the decision to leave swimming.

To maximize the effectiveness of this system, NGBs should train club administrators and
coaches on how to administer the surveys and interpret the results. Regular analysis and
reporting of aggregate exit survey data can help identify trends and inform targeted retention
strategies at national and club levels.

Additionally, we recommend implementing a follow-up system for athletes who complete exit
surveys, offering the opportunity for a brief interview or focus group participation. This can
provide deeper insights into the reasons behind their departure and identify ways to re-engage
former swimmers in the future.

3. Develop Parent Education and Engagement Initiatives

Recognizing the significant influence of parents on swimmer retention, we recommend
developing comprehensive parent education and engagement programs. These initiatives
should aim to equip parents with the knowledge and tools to effectively support their child's
swimming journey.

NGBs should create a series of educational resources for parents, covering topics such as the
long-term athlete development model, the importance of intrinsic motivation, and how to provide
positive support without adding undue pressure. These resources could include online
modules, webinars, printed materials, and in-person workshops at the club level.

We also suggest implementing a "swimming parent certification" program. This voluntary
certification could cover sports psychology, nutrition for young athletes, and effective
communication with coaches. Parents who complete the certification could be recognized by
their clubs and potentially take on mentorship roles for new swimming families.

Regular parent-coach communication forums should be established at the club level. These
forums should provide opportunities for open dialogue about team policies, athlete
development, and retention strategies. These forums help align parent and coach expectations
and foster a more collaborative approach to supporting young swimmers.

Additionally, we recommend creating parent networking opportunities within and between clubs.
This could include social events, volunteer activities, or online forums where parents can share
experiences and support one another, contributing to a stronger, more engaged swimming
community.

4. Implement Targeted Support Programs for Critical Age Groups

Our research identified the 13-16 age range as a critical period for swimmer attrition. To address
this, we recommend developing and implementing targeted support programs specifically
designed for this age group.
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These programs should address adolescent swimmers' unique challenges, such as balancing
increased academic demands with training commitments, navigating social pressures, and
dealing with physical changes that may temporarily affect performance.

We suggest creating peer mentorship programs where older, successful swimmers are paired
with younger athletes entering this critical age range. These mentors can provide guidance,
share experiences, and support during challenging times.

NGBs should develop specialized training modules for coaches working with this age group,
focusing on adolescent psychology, effective teenage communication strategies, and
techniques for maintaining engagement and motivation during this transitional period.

Clubs should be encouraged to offer flexible training schedules and options for this age group,
acknowledging the increasing demands on their time. This could include providing alternative
training times, incorporating dryland fithness options that can be done independently, and offering
periodic intensive training camps as an alternative to year-round high-volume training.

We also recommend implementing regular check-ins or progress discussions with swimmers in
this age range, involving the athlete and their parents. These sessions can help identify early
signs of burnout or disengagement and allow for proactive interventions.

Finally, NGBs should consider developing unique competitive opportunities or recognition
programs for this age group designed to maintain engagement and motivation. This could
include team-based competitions, skills challenges, or leadership development opportunities
that appeal to adolescents' desire for autonomy and peer connection.

By implementing these recommendations, USA Swimming and other NGBs can create a more
supportive and engaging environment for young swimmers. They can address critical factors
contributing to attrition and foster long-term sports participation. When implemented
comprehensively and consistently, these initiatives can significantly improve athlete retention
rates and contribute to the overall growth and health of competitive swimming.

VII. Limitations of the Study and Future Research Directions

While this study provides valuable insights into swimmer retention and attrition in USA
Swimming and other National Governing Bodies (NGBs), several limitations that may impact
the interpretation and generalizability of our findings must be acknowledged.

Firstly, while comprehensive, our research scope was constrained by time and resource
limitations. The complexity of the issue, involving multiple organizations (USA Swimming,
YMCA, and AAU) and various stakeholders (coaches, parents, and athletes), made it
challenging to explore all facets equally. Future studies could benefit from more
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focused approach, perhaps examining each organization separately or concentrating on specific
age groups or geographic regions to provide more granular insights.

While yielding rich information, our reliance on survey data and focus groups also presents
inherent limitations. Survey responses may be subject to self-selection bias, potentially over-
representing coaches who are more engaged with the issue of athlete retention. Additionally, the
retrospective nature of some questions may have led to recall bias, particularly when coaches
were asked about historical retention rates or reasons for athlete departure. Future research
could incorporate longitudinal designs to track athletes over time, providing more accurate data
on retention patterns and their influencing factors.

While offering in-depth perspectives from parents, the focus group methodology may not fully
capture the diversity of experiences across different socioeconomic backgrounds, geographic
locations, or levels of swimming competition. Expanding the number and diversity of focus
groups in future studies could provide a more comprehensive understanding of parental
perspectives on swimmer retention.

A significant limitation of our study is the absence of direct input from current and former
swimmers. While we gathered insights about swimmers through the lens of coaches and
parents, the need for athlete voices is a notable gap. Future research should prioritize gathering
data directly from swimmers of various ages, skill levels, and backgrounds to understand their
motivations, challenges, and reasons for continuing or leaving the sport. This could involve
surveys designed for athletes, in-depth interviews, or ethnographic studies observing swimmers
in their training environments.

Our study also faced challenges obtaining consistent and comprehensive data across different
organizations. The varying levels of data sophistication and tracking systems used by different
NGBs made it difficult to draw direct comparisons. Future research could work towards
developing standardized metrics and data collection methods across swimming organizations to
facilitate more robust comparative analyses.

The cross-sectional nature of our study limits our ability to establish causal relationships
between various factors and swimmer retention. While we identified correlations, determining
causality would require more complex, longitudinal research designs. Future studies could
employ mixed-methods approaches, combining quantitative longitudinal data with qualitative
insights to better understand the causal mechanisms behind swimmer attrition and retention.

Another limitation is the potential impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on our findings. The
pandemic has significantly disrupted sports participation patterns, and its long-term effects on
swimmer retention are not yet fully understood. Future research should explicitly examine how
the pandemic has altered the landscape of competitive swimming and whether it has introduced
new factors influencing athlete retention.

17



ASCA Fellows Project Executive Summary and Overview
Bagley, Bolivar, Converse, Dray, Fain, Riskowski

Our study's focus on USA Swimming and other American NGBs may limit the generalizability of
findings to swimming programs in other countries. International comparative studies could
provide valuable insights into how different cultural, economic, and structural factors influence
swimmer retention across various national contexts.

Additionally, while our study touched on the role of technology in tracking retention, we needed
to explore deeply how emerging technologies (e.g., wearable devices and Al-driven coaching
tools) might impact athlete engagement and retention. Future research could investigate the
potential of these technologies to enhance the swimming experience and improve retention
rates.

Lastly, our research was primarily focused on competitive swimming programs. Further
investigation is needed into retention factors in recreational swimming programs, learn-to-swim
initiatives, and other aquatic sports. Understanding the pathways between these different levels
of swimming participation could provide valuable insights into overall long-term engagement in
aquatic activities.

Researchers should consider addressing these limitations to build a more comprehensive
understanding of swimmer retention and attrition. Potential directions for future research
include:

1. Conducting longitudinal studies tracking individual swimmers from early participation
through adolescence and adulthood to identify critical transition points and long-term retention
factors.

2. Developing and validating standardized exit survey tools that can be used across
different swimming organizations to gather consistent data on reasons for attrition.

3. Exploring the effectiveness of specific intervention strategies to improve retention, such as
coach education programs, parent engagement initiatives, or team culture-building activities.

4. Investigating the role of diversity and inclusion in swimmer retention, examining how race,
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and gender impact long-term sports participation.

5. Analyzing the economic factors influencing swimmer retention, including the impact of
program costs, scholarship opportunities, and the perceived return on investment for families.

6. This study examines the relationship between early specialization in swimming and long-term
retention, comparing outcomes for swimmers who specialize early versus those who participate

in multiple sports.

7. Studying the impact of different competitive structures and event formats on
swimmer engagement and retention.
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8. Investigating the long-term effects of positive and negative swimming experiences on
overall physical activity levels and attitudes towards exercise in adulthood.

By addressing these research directions and overcoming the current study's limitations, future
investigations can continue to build a robust body of knowledge to inform evidence-based
strategies for improving swimmer retention and ensuring the long-term health and growth of the
sport.

VIII. Conclusion

This comprehensive study on swimmer retention and attrition in USA Swimming and other
National Governing Bodies (NGBs) has revealed critical insights into the complex factors
influencing an athlete's decision to remain in or leave the sport. Our research, combining
survey data from coaches, focus group discussions with parents, and analysis of existing
literature, has highlighted several key areas that demand attention from swimming
organizations, coaches, and parents alike.

One of the most significant findings is coaches' crucial role in athlete retention. The quality of
coaching emerged as a primary factor in keeping swimmers engaged, underscoring the need
for continued investment in coach education and development programs. Coaches who create
positive, supportive environments, focus on individual growth, and foster a love for the sport are
more likely to retain athletes long-term. This emphasizes the importance of technical expertise,
emotional intelligence, and the ability to connect with young athletes.

Equally important is the influence of parents and team culture on swimmer retention. Our
research indicates that parental support and involvement, when balanced and positive,
significantly contribute to an athlete's commitment to swimming. Similarly, a robust, inclusive
team culture promoting camaraderie and shared goals can motivate continued participation.
These findings suggest swimming organizations should prioritize parent education initiatives
and strategies to build cohesive team environments.

The study also identified critical age ranges, particularly between 13 and 16 years, where
swimmer attrition is most pronounced. This period coincides with significant physical, emotional,
and social changes in adolescents' lives and increased academic pressures. Targeted
interventions and support systems during these crucial years could potentially mitigate dropout
rates and help young athletes navigate the challenges of balancing swimming with other life
commitments.

Our research revealed a strong interest in implementing exit surveys across various NGBs,
including USA Swimming. However, the current usage of such tools is relatively low. This gap
presents an opportunity for organizations to gain valuable insights into the reasons behind
athlete departures and to develop data-driven strategies for improving retention.
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Furthermore, the study highlighted the diverse range of practices in tracking retention and
attrition data across different organizations. While some have adopted sophisticated tracking
systems, others rely on more basic methods or lack formal tracking altogether. This variability
suggests a need for standardized best practices in data collection and analysis across the
swimming community.

In conclusion, addressing swimmer attrition and improving retention requires a multifaceted
approach involving all swimming community stakeholders. Swimming organizations can create
environments that nurture long-term athlete engagement by focusing on coach development,
parent education, fostering positive team cultures, and implementing targeted support during
critical age periods. Implementing systematic exit surveys and improved data tracking practices
will enable organizations to make informed decisions and continually refine their retention
strategies.

As we move forward, it is crucial for USA Swimming and other NGBs to collaborate, share
knowledge, and implement evidence-based practices to ensure the long-term health and
growth of the sport. By prioritizing the athlete experience and addressing the critical factors
identified in this study, we can create a swimming community that retains its athletes and
fosters their lifelong love for the sport.

X. Appendices

Appendix A: Focus Group Discussion Guide

This section presents the discussion guide for facilitating our focus groups with parents of
swimmers aged 11-14. The guide was carefully crafted to explore parents' perspectives on why
their children are involved in swimming and what aspects of the sport keep them engaged. It
includes open-ended questions designed to elicit detailed responses about the perceived
benefits of swimming, challenges faced by young athletes, the role of coaches and team
culture, and factors contributing to long-term participation in the sport. The discussion guide
also includes prompts for moderators to encourage elaboration on key topics and to explore
emerging themes during the conversations.

Appendix B: Survey Questions

This appendix contains the questions used in our swimming coaches and administrators
survey. The survey was designed to gather comprehensive information about coaching
experience, retention tracking practices, perceptions of athlete attrition, and interest in
implementing exit surveys. Questions covered years of coaching experience, primary
organizational affiliations, retention rates, tracking systems, perceived dropout ages, factors
influencing swimmer retention and attrition, and current exit survey practices. The complete
questionnaire is provided to allow for transparency in our research methods and to facilitate
other researchers' potential replication or expansion of this study.

Appendix C: Additional Data from Survey
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This appendix provides supplementary data visualizations that offer further insights into our
research findings. These include detailed breakdowns of survey responses by coaching
experience levels, comparisons of retention rates across different types of swimming
organizations, and visual representations of the factors influencing swimmer retention and
attrition. We also present charts illustrating the adoption rates of various tracking systems and
the perceived effectiveness of different retention strategies. These additional visualizations aim
to provide a more nuanced understanding of the data collected and support the conclusions
drawn in the main body of the report.

Appendix D: Statistical Analysis Details

This section outlines the statistical methods and tools used to analyze the survey data. It
includes information on the software used (R version 4.3.1, 2023-06-16), the types of analyses
performed (such as frequency calculations and percentage distributions), and any data cleaning
or preprocessing steps. We also detail how responses were coded for open-ended questions
and how we ensured inter-rater reliability in our qualitative analysis.

This information is included to ensure the transparency and reproducibility of our research
methods.

Appendix E: Sample Exit Survey Template

Based on our research findings and recommendations, this appendix presents a sample exit
survey template that swimming organizations can adapt for their use. The template includes
multiple-choice and open-ended questions to gather comprehensive feedback from departing
swimmers or their families. It covers reasons for leaving, satisfaction with various aspects of the
swimming program, coach-athlete relationships, and suggestions for improvement. This
template is a starting point for organizations implementing structured exit surveys to better
understand and address attrition factors.

These appendices provide valuable supplementary information that supports and expands upon
the main findings presented in our research report. They offer readers additional context,
methodological details, and practical tools to further explore and apply the insights gained from
this study on swimmer retention and attrition.
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