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The following two articles 
complete this two-part fea-
ture edited by Gary Ellis. In 
the August issue, after an 
introduction by Ellis, Greg 
Bach described the Parents 
Association for Youth Sports 
and its approach to improv-
ing spectator behavior. Then 
Elaine Raakman explained 
the Justplay system, which 
surveys game offi cials and 
uses the results to enhance 
the management of sport 
behavior.—Ed.

Creating an Environment 
for Sportsmanship 

Outcomes
A Systems Perspective

MARY SARA WELLS           EDWARD RUDDELL
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Sportsmanship in Youth Sports

P
oor sportsmanship is an increasingly serious problem in youth sport programs. 
In addition to the horror stories of violence and aggression that we read in 
newspapers or hear in the media, Fred Engh (2002) of the National Alliance 
For Youth Sports pointed out that almost half of all youth sport participants 

(45.3%) have been yelled at or insulted; 21 percent have been pressured to play while 
injured; 17.5 percent have been hit, kicked, or slapped; and 8 percent have been pres-
sured to intentionally harm another player. 

Perhaps even more frightening are the examples of poor sportsmanship from parents 
and other adults who should serve as role models for young participants. Sportsman-
ship violations involving parents and other adults range from verbal abuse and taunt-
ing, to assaults against players, other parents, and offi cials, and in an extreme case, to 
manslaughter. These negative experiences and critical incidents refl ecting poor sports-
manship can lead youths to restrict their participation in physically active recreation 
or to drop out altogether. In fact, in Why Johnny Hates Sports, Engh (2002) reports that 
of the 20 million youths who participate in sport each year, approximately 70 percent 
will stop participating before they reach age 13. This dropout rate evokes particular 
concern in light of alarming increases in childhood obesity and other health problems 
related to inactive lifestyles (National Institutes of Health [NIH], n.d.). 

Creating environments that encourage sportsmanship may help to combat this trend 
of critical incidents, boost participants’ levels of fun, and, as a result, increase their desire 
to stay involved in youth sports. Recently, the authors of this article implemented a 
program to address the sportsmanship problem by employing a number of techniques 
stemming from prosocial behavior theory. Prosocial behavior is a voluntary and positive 
form of social behavior, toward an individual or group, which is unselfi shly motivated 
and results in positive social feedback or rewards (Bar-Tal, 1976; Bierhoff, 2002). Based 
on this theory, the program uses three general strategies:

1. It “personalizes” referees, teammates, and opponents through pre-game introduc-
tions and post-game social events. 

2. It provides punishments and rewards for poor and good sportsmanship, respec-
tively. Punishments were implemented through liberal use of technical fouls and 
similar techniques among players, coaches, and spectators, while rewards included 
good sportsmanship certifi cates and awards.

3. It promotes a positive attitude toward participation by using the following 
methods:

• Creating a community of good sportsmanship by displaying banners about 
the league’s commitment to sportsmanship, by maintaining a league web site, and 

Systems modeling can guide the changes needed to improve the sport environment.
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by periodically distributing—to players, offi cials, coaches, 
and spectators—stickers attesting to the value of good 
sportsmanship. 

• Strengthening personal commitment to good sports-
manship. This was accomplished through the public display 
of a signed petition on a large poster at the entrance to the 
gymnasium. All players, coaches, and spectators were asked 
to sign the petition.

• Reducing score discrepancy effects (blow-outs) by reset-
ting the scoreboard to zero when one team scored 16 points 
more than its opponent. Previous research has shown that 
close games, even when participants lose, are evaluated as 
being more fun than being on a winning team during a 
“blow-out.” 

This article shows how a systems model can evaluate the 
effects that a prosocial behavior-based youth sports program 
had on participants’ enjoyment, on the number of critical 
incidents, and on participants’ intent to continue in the 
program. The “systems” perspective is important because 
sportsmanship, or the lack thereof, is not a stand-alone phe-
nomenon. Rather, it occurs within unique cultural, social, 
and physical settings. To understand the network of relation-
ships between sportsmanship and the many relevant com-
ponents of each of these settings, it is necessary to construct 
a systems model of the most important relationships. Once 
constructed, systems models can inform managers, policy 
makers, administrators, and leaders by identifying the key 
factors essential to understanding problems that may arise. 
Systems models also allow managers to estimate the effects of 
different policy, programming, and leadership options on key 
elements within the system. In the systems model discussed 
in this article, the authors were interested in how elements 
of the program might be expected to infl uence enjoyment, 
good sportsmanship, and the number of critical incidents 
experienced during participation in a basketball league.

Systems Modeling: A Primer
Most systems are composed of four basic parts: elements, in-
terrelationships, boundaries, and functional utility. Elements 
are the variables being studied in a system. Usually, the basic 
unit of analysis in a system is a specifi c type of element called 
“stocks.” Stocks are “reservoirs”—collections of resources of 
interest. In the current evaluation, stocks include enjoyment, 
critical incidents, and intent to continue participation in 
youth sports. As an example, in the authors’ systems model, 
fun can fl ow into or out of the reservoir, and the overall 
amount of fun over the course of a season would increase or 
decrease as a result of this in-fl ow and out-fl ow.

Another type of element, called a “converter,” regulates 
the fl ow of a resource into a stock. One or more converters 
can be used to model rates of increase into and decrease out of 
stocks. Converters, along with other components of a system, 
are illustrated in the model of fun in basketball that appears 
in fi gure 1. In that model, playing time serves as a converter. 
As playing time increases, the model proposes that fl ow of 
enjoyment into the stock called “fun” increases. 

The second key part of systems models is interrelation-
ships. As with elements, two kinds of interrelationships are 
most frequently modeled: “fl ows” and “connectors.” Flows 
represent the direct movement of a resource (e.g., fun, intent 
to continue, and number of critical incidents) into and out 
of a stock. Connectors represent the linkages among the 
various elements in a system and describe the strength of 
those relationships (fi gure 1).

In the systems model represented in fi gure 1, the stock is 
a collection of the resource “fun.” The arrow into fun rep-
resents all of the things that increase fun, while the arrow 
away represents all of the things that decrease it. The model 
diagrammed in fi gure 1 specifi es two converters. These are 
“playing time,” which increases fun, and “bench time,” 
which decreases fun. The arrows that connect each of the 
converters to their respective control valve are the model’s 
connectors. The fi nal step in completing the model is to 
describe the strength of relationships among the system’s 
elements, which is typically done by using equations for 
each of the various connections.

Identifying the system boundaries is the third key part 
of a systems model. Bounding the system simply means 
making a judgment about which elements should and 
should not be included in the model. No hard-and-fast 
rules exist for bounding a system. The system should be 
one that is complex enough to give an accurate picture of 
the phenomenon in question, but not so complex as to be 
overwhelming. Bounding the system serves an important 
function by reminding the manager or policymaker that all 
systems models are artifi cial. 

The fi nal key part of a system is functional utility. Func-
tional utility refers to the idea that the behavior of a system 
is synergistic, or greater than the sum of its parts. An ex-
ample would be a team whose members are well-connected, 
especially when playing. Such a team gains a sense of team 
spirit as opposed to feeling like a group of individual players. 
Direct effects, indirect effects, and feedback loops all give a 
system this character.

Two types of systems models exist: expert and judg-
ment-based. Expert systems are those where relationships 
among elements can be described with precise mathematical 
relationships. Judgment-based models, which were used in 
this evaluation, are less accurate and do not aim to make 
numerical predictions of the system. Rather, their purpose is 
to describe complex relationships, to identify sticking points 
or “frictions” that cause relationships to go in unexpected 
ways, and to examine counterintuitive results in order to 
correct assumptions that managers may have that are either 
incorrect or overlooked.

Analysis of judgment-based systems models is often 
divided into two phases: (1) model building and (2) policy 
simulation and analysis. Model building involves creating 
an accurate description of a phenomenon or situation in 
terms of system components (stocks, fl ows, and connectors). 
Policy simulation involves making changes to the system 
and simulating the effects of those changes on the behavior 
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of the system.
The fi rst step in the model-building phase is to bound the 

system. One must identify the elements to be included in the 
system and determine which elements should be considered 
stocks and which should be converters. Next, relationships 
are specifi ed, and their respective strengths are identifi ed. Fi-
nally, the model must be validated. Validating a model entails 
running a simulation of it, without changes or interventions, 
and comparing its performance with how things are in the 
real world. Since the model-building phase is intended to be 
an accurate description of the phenomenon or situation in 
question, the model performance should strongly correlate 
with what actually happens in the real world. If the model 
does not refl ect the real-world situation, it must be adjusted 
until correspondence is reached. As a simple example, if a 
model predicts high levels of fun in the context of a particular 
league, but participants report low levels of fun, the model 
needs to be adjusted to refl ect that reality.

After a model has been built and validated, the policy-
simulation phase can begin. This phase includes changing 
the values of select variables and running simulations of 
models refl ecting those changes to determine their effects 
on desired outcomes. For example, in the model in fi gure 1, 
one might increase playing time and examine its effect on 
perceived fun. The model in fi gure 1, however, is too simple 
to be informative. A more complex model might reveal that, 
as the effect of playing time is fi ltered through another vari-
able, such as a coach’s derogatory remarks (an indirect effect), 
the level of fun, in fact, fails to increase. The friction in this 
system is the coach’s insensitive behavior. If fun is an explicit 
and highly valued goal of a given league, then a variable has 
been identifi ed for future policy considerations. Further, in 
future simulations, it may be found that decreasing coaches’ 
yelling has no effect on fun because other variables, such as 
playing in a close game, were more important.

Evaluation of the Sportsmanship Program
This article presents a systems model based on two sets of 
observations of a youth basketball program (Ellis, Henderson, 
Paisley, Silverberg, & Wells, 2004; Wells, 2005; Wells, Ellis, 
Paisley, & Arthur-Banning, 2005). As was already mentioned 

in this article, the program was grounded in prosocial be-
havior theory and was designed to reduce unsportsmanlike 
behaviors and critical incidents, while increasing good 
sportsmanship and fun. Specifi cally, the authors’ evaluation 
attempted to answer the question, “How would prosocial 
behavior policies in a youth sport program that included 
personalization, punishments, rewards, and promotion of 
a positive attitude affect the number of critical incidents 
in the league, the participants’ perception of fun, and the 
participants’ intent to continue playing in the future.”

Figure 2 presents the program and its intended outputs 
as a systems model. In this model, fun and intent to con-
tinue are represented as stocks. A central assumption of the 
program was that good sportsmanship could be increased 
by attacking unsportsmanlike behaviors through reducing 
critical incidents. These events were also represented as 
stocks. Thus, the overall system model is composed of three 
subsystems: a fun subsystem, a critical incidents subsystem, 
and an intent-to-continue subsystem. 

“Fun” is the stock that anchors the fun subsystem. The 
reservoir of fun is fi lled by three converters: personalization, 
rewards, and positive attitude. Two feedback loops are also 
built into this subsystem. As the reservoir of fun increases, it, 
in turn, acts as an agent to create more fun. In other words, 
fun feeds on itself. The second feedback loop involves posi-
tive attitude and fun. Here, positive attitude increases fun, 
which, in turn, increases positive attitude. Rounding out the 
fun subsystem are three converters that decrease fun: witness-
ing critical incidents, punishments, and score discrepancy. 
As each of these three increases, a corresponding decrease 
in fun will occur.

The second subsystem, critical incidents, is anchored by 
the stock “critical incidents.” This reservoir is fi lled by wit-
nessing critical incidents. The logic here is based on the idea 
of a releaser cue, or a psychological tendency for individuals 
to engage in behaviors, from which they would ordinarily 
refrain, after seeing others performing them. Witnessing the 
action of another person seems to release inhibitions that 
would otherwise hold one’s behaviors in check. In other 
words, a parent who ordinarily would not yell at a referee in 
a basketball game for eight-year-olds is more likely to do so 

Figure 1. System Components
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if he or she sees another parent doing so fi rst. Accordingly, a 
feedback loop is built into this subsystem as witnessing criti-
cal incidents increases further critical incidents. Of course, 
more critical incidents means more witnessing of such 
behaviors. Four converters decrease the reservoir of critical 
events: personalization, rewards, punishments, and positive 
attitude. Increases in each should decrease the reservoir of 
critical incidents. Further, the fun subsystem is linked to 
the critical incidents subsystem through personalization, 
rewards, witnessing critical incidents, punishments, and 
positive attitudes.

The intent-to-continue subsystem is anchored by the 
stock called “intent to continue.” Two system elements, 
the converter called “positive attitude” and the stock called 
“fun,” increase the intent to continue, while witnessing criti-
cal incidents decreases levels of intent. Indirect effects can 
be traced by following paths along the diagram in fi gure 2, 
where one element connects to a second element through 
a third. For example, critical incidents affect the number of 
critical incidents witnessed by participants, which, in turn, 
affect the intent of participants to continue playing in the 
future. More complex indirect relationships can be traced as 
well, such as the impact of personalization on fun, which 
leads to a better attitude, thereby decreasing the number of 
critical incidents.

Validation of this model was performed by setting the ele-
ments of the sportsmanship program variables to zero (that 
is, simulating the league before the program was instituted) 
and running a computer simulation of the model across an 
eight-week season. The model was built and simulated using 
the computer systems analysis program Stella. Performance 
on three outcome variables (fun, critical incidents, and intent 
to continue) was compared to actual post-season observations 
and participant self-reports.

The results of simulating the league with no program 
implementation appear in fi gure 3. This simulation demon-
strates that, in the absence of the sportsmanship program, 
critical incidents continue linearly as the season progresses. 
Thus, players’ exposure to critical incidents appears to create 
a cumulative effect of releasing more negative behaviors as 
the season progresses. The reservoir “fun” empties rapidly, 
and participants continue to play for more extrinsic reasons. 
“Intent to continue” follows fun, but initially lags behind. 
This suggests that fun is a key motivator of participants’ 
intent to continue. Intent remains strong longer than fun, 
perhaps because it is motivated by extrinsic reasons such as 
saving face (not being seen as a quitter) or parental pressure. 
If lack of enjoyment persists over time, however, a decline 
in intent is likely to follow.

Figure 4 illustrates the results of a simulation when the 
program elements are implemented. In this simulation, the 
number of critical incidents is dramatically reduced. What 
is important, however, is that fun and intent to continue 
increase as critical incidents decline. Critical incidents seem 
to be a key element in fostering negative experiences for 
league participants. It is also interesting to note that there is 
a substantial lag before fun and intent to continue increase. 
This seems to suggest that league participants are already 
socialized to expect an atmosphere of excessive competi-
tion and everything that comes with it. It takes a while for 
the new pattern to be processed. Fun and intent are slow to 
increase, but once the new social atmosphere is accepted, 
fun and intent increase rapidly. 

Conclusions
As this article demonstrates, systems modeling offers a valid 
method for recreation, physical education, and lifestyle pro-
fessionals to determine the effectiveness of their policies on 
the desired outcomes of their programs. Systems modeling is 
particularly useful because outcomes such as sportsmanship 
are infl uenced by more than one attribute of the program, 
and it is, therefore, important to analyze them in the context 
of the entire system. Programs designed specifi cally to serve 
youths also include several elements, the interactions of 
which must be considered in order to determine effective-
ness. The relationship between elements within the program 
(e.g., other participants, referees, regulations, leaders) and ele-
ments outside the program (e.g., peers, family, school, work) 
may all have a potential impact on the desired outcomes. 
Employing systems modeling with these programs will give 
a greater understanding regarding the best means to help a 
program achieve its goals.

The example provided in this article suggests that imple-
menting techniques based on prosocial behavior theo-
ry—including personalization, rewards, punishments, and 
promoting a positive attitude (Ellis et al., 2004; Wells et 
al., 2005)—can improve sportsmanship in the youth sport 
environment by reducing critical incidents and increasing 
fun and intent to continue participation in the future. This 
information implies that many of the techniques used are 

Figure 2. Program and Outputs
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effective at promoting better youth-sport experiences. Parks 
and recreation professionals, as well as educators, could use 
these and similar techniques to improve their programs. 

Personalization can occur both in youth sports and in 
physical education classes. The program that was evaluated in 
this study employed pre-game introductions and post-game 
socials, but other techniques could also be used. Creating 
league rosters or web sites that list the interests of the par-
ticipants may make players more aware of the similarities 
they share with their opponents, helping them to see them 
as people, not merely as the nameless, faceless opposition. 
In physical education classes, when team sports are played, 
it might be useful to ensure that groups of friends are split, 
creating an instant connection among opponents.

Punishment in this league was accomplished through 
the liberal use of technical fouls, and rewards took the form 
of good sportsmanship certifi cates and awards. These tech-
niques could be used similarly in other recreation settings and 
physical education classes. Technical fouls can be used not 
only for players and coaches, but also for spectators, helping 
those watching the game to understand that unsportsman-
like behavior is unacceptable in the sport environment as a 
whole. In a physical education setting, semester-long classes 
could provide an award for the individual who demonstrated 
the best sportsmanship throughout the term. 

Several of the techniques used to promote a positive 
environment can be applied in other settings also. Posting 
positive sportsmanship signs in gymnasiums could serve as 
a reminder in youth sports leagues, as well as physical edu-
cation classes. Further, contracts can be signed on the fi rst 
day of practice or class so that players or students know the 
expectations they have agreed to live up to, and posting the 
contracts in a prominent area of the gymnasium or fi eld can 
serve as a frequent reminder of this commitment. 

Finally, minimizing score discrepancies can occur through 
the organization of teams. In recreational leagues, it would be 
benefi cial to allow only individual, not team, registrations. 
An opening season clinic could then be used to form teams 
based on demonstrated ability (in order to keep the teams as 

even as possible). Teams in physical education courses could 
be created in a similar manner, or even rearranged on a daily 
basis, in order to make sure they are similar in ability. 

Promoting good sportsmanship through the use of these 
techniques and others based on prosocial behavior theory 
can affect the entire sport system. The interactions of each 
component can then help lower the presence of critical 
incidents, while increasing the amount of fun enjoyed by 
participants and their intent to continue participation in the 
future. These improved experiences, one hopes, will ensure 
that youths continue to benefi t from engagement in physical 
activity throughout life.

References
Bar-Tal, D. (1976). Prosocial behavior: Theory and research. Washington, 

DC: Hemisphere.

Bierhoff, H. W. (2002). Prosocial behavior. New York: Taylor & Francis.

Ellis, G. D., Henderson, H. L., Paisley, K., Silverberg, K. E., & Wells, M. 

S. (2004, June). Bringing sportsmanship back to your youth sports 

leagues. Parks & Recreation, 39(6), 47-51.

Engh, F. (2002). Why Johnny hates sports: Why organized youth sports are 

failing our children and what we can do about it. Garden City Park, 

NY: Square One.

National Institutes of Health. (n.d.). Statistics related to overweight 

and obesity. Retrieved March 9, 2004, from http://win.niddk.nih.

gov/statistics/index.htm. 

Wells, M. S. (2005). The effect of goal orientation on sportsmanship in 

youth sport experiences. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, University 

of Utah, Salt Lake City.

Wells, M. S., Ellis, G. D., Paisley, K. P., & Arthur-Banning, S. (2005). De-

velopment of a program to promote sportsmanship in youth sports. 

Journal of Parks and Recreation Administration, 23(1), 1-17. 

Mary Sara Wells (mary.wells@health.utah.edu) is an assistant 
professor at Clemson University, Clemson, SC 29634. Edward Rud-
dell (edward.ruddell@health.utah.edu) is an associate professor, 
and Karen Paisley (Karen.paisley@health.utah.edu) is an assistant 
professor, at the University of Utah, Salt Lake City, UT 84105.

Figure 3. No Implementation Figure 4. Full Implementation

1: Critical Incidents  2: Fun  3: Intent to Continue

Weeks

1: Critical Incidents  2: Fun  3: Intent to Continue

Weeks


