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Abstract

Research has identified fun as the central reason youth participate in sport and lack of
fun as the primary reason they drop out (Crane & Temple, 2015; Visek et al., 2015). The
role of fun in youth sport has gained growing attention from sport organisations. Sport
New Zealand, New Zealand’s Government’s sport sector agency, has developed Balance
is Better, an approach to youth sport emphasising fun and skill development (Sport New
Zealand lhi Aotearoa, 2021a). Understanding the factors that influence fun will inform

policy and practice like Balance is Better and the design of Modified Sports.

The purpose of this research was to contribute to what is known about fun in youth
sport by examining the construct of fun in the context of rugby. Five research questions
were investigated: (i) Why do youth play rugby?, (iij) What do youth find fun about
rugby?, (iii) What are the important fun facilitators for youth playing rugby in New
Zealand?, (iv) Can players be segmented based on how they perceive the importance of
fun facilitators? If so, are these perception differences associated with differences in
specific characteristics of a player’s Intrapersonal Profile? and (v) What are the

important fun inhibitors for youth playing rugby in New Zealand?

The study took a pragmatic mixed-methods approach to the study of fun. In the
Qualitative Stage of the study, 13 boys, age 13-16, took part in semi-structured group
interviews. From these interviews, Core Fun Elements of rugby were identified along
with factors positively (Fun Facilitators) and negatively (Fun Inhibitors) influencing fun

in New Zealand youth rugby.

In the Quantitative Stage, a questionnaire was used to collect data on the importance of
Fun Facilitators and Fun Inhibitors, along with demographic, psychographic and
behavioural data associated with a player’s Intrapersonal Profile. A total of 527 boys
aged 12-17 completed the questionnaire. These data were analysed to identify the
importance of Fun Facilitators and Fun Inhibitors. T-test, ANOVA and correlation

analyses were used to investigate how Intrapersonal Profile variables related to the



player’s perceptions of Fun Facilitator importance. Cluster analysis was used to identify
players that perceived Fun Facilitators importance similarly. The t-test, ANOVA and the
cluster analysis results were then compared to characterise these groups further and
relate Fun Facilitators perceived importance to aspects of an individual’s Intrapersonal

Profile.

The evidence generated from the study shows that fun is the number one reason male
youth play rugby. Furthermore, four Core Fun Elements of youth rugby were identified:
Physical Contact, Ball Play, Brotherhood, and Game Highlights. The Fun Facilitators of
primary importance were found to be associated with: Positive team dynamics, Positive
player attitudes, Learning and development, and Positive coaching. These fun facilitator
themes align with key literature informing the present study (Visek et al., 2015).

Important Fun Inhibitors were Bad or biased referees and Dirty players.

A proposed model of Fun in Youth rugby is offered as a synthesis of the findings of this
study. The model involves the six fun related themes (the four Core Fun Elements of
rugby, Fun Facilitators, and Fun Inhibitors) and their relationship to increased or reduced
fun while playing youth rugby. The proposed Fun in Youth Rugby model also integrates
elements of the Hierarchical Model of Leisure Constraints (Crawford & Godbey, 1987,
Crawford et al., 1991). This Hierarchical Model of Leisure Constraints outlines how an
individual’s Intrapersonal Profile determines what an individual likes and therefore finds
fun. Within the Fun in Youth Rugby model, a relationship is proposed between the six
fun related themes and the Intrapersonal Profile of an individual. It is concluded that the
alignment of a player's Intrapersonal Profile with the four thematic Core Fun Elements
may have a significant role in determining if, and how much, an individual finds rugby
fun. It is also suggested in the model that Fun Facilitators and Fun Inhibitors may
enhance or reduce the fun experience of youth rugby players and that the importance
of these Fun Facilitators, and potentially the Fun Inhibitors, may differ based on the

player’s Intrapersonal Profile.

These findings, the proposed model and the conclusions have implications for sport

delivery, design and modification. Firstly, care should be taken when altering the game
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of rugby in a way that impinges on four Core Fun Elements of youth rugby, since player’s
fun and the attractiveness of the game to players may be affected. Secondly, to attract
new players to a Modified Sport, due consideration needs to be given to the Core Fun
Elements of the Modified Sport and how they may be perceived by the targeted players.
Thirdly, to optimise a positive fun environment and experience for youth rugby players
administrators need to focus on players, referees and coaches. The emotional and social
competence of coaches is as important to player’s fun as the coach’s technical skills.
Referees also have a key role to play in the fun experience of players. The availability of
competent unbiased referees at all levels of youth rugby is very important to the overall
fun experience of players. Lastly, a focus on developing players’ skills and attitudes, and
eliminating ‘dirty play’, are other key factors in maximising the fun experience of youth

rugby players.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Researcher Background

Research and researchers have a context. A researchers’ worldview impacts the
research questions they ask, how they are asked, and how results are interpreted and
presented (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Five and a half years ago | went through a very tough
time. This caused me to think deeply about my life and what it was about. | thought

about why | was not enjoying life, what had given me joy and what | had found fun.

When | thought about fun, | remembered my childhood. Sport had been important to
me, particularly cricket. | am still passionate about cricket. | remember labouring
through the school week with my eyes firmly on the weekend. The weekend was when
| would get out on the cricket field having fun. As a youth and a young adult, | played
many sports and did so because they were fun. Some | enjoyed more than others. Some
| was better at than others, but | played all because | enjoyed each of them. | found them

fun.

| played rugby until | was 11 or 12 and found it a lot of fun. | then had a year with a coach
| did not enjoy. His negative comments, the lack of playing time | got, and playing out of
my favourite position contributed to my losing confidence in my rugby ability and
reducing the fun | felt. When we finished that season, | wandered across the field and
looked at the next team up in the club and thought how big they looked. | thought next
year’s rugby does not look like it is going to be that much fun. | did not play the next
couple of rugby seasons, then went and played soccer. | scored in my first game, enjoyed
it and never went back to rugby. Yet with cricket, it was always fun even when times got

difficult. | never stopped playing cricket because it was not-fun.

These memories of fun in youth sport and the enjoyment | got out of coaching my son’s
cricket teams led me to study sport leadership and management. During this study, two
things captured my interest, talent development and sport participation. Part of what

intrigued me was exploring if and how they are related. Having strong elite teams is at
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least somewhat dependent upon having strong youth participation. Much of youth sport
is played in High Schools rather than sports clubs in New Zealand. The focus in High
Schools seems often on the elite sport teams, the rest considered social and often

ignored beyond simply facilitating participation.

Several theories emerge in the body of related research as to why individuals are
motivated to participate in sport. | saw lots of justifications why sport participation was
important to governments and sporting organisations, and even to an individual’s health
and fitness. However, one thing stood out to me. That was the conclusion, that fun was
the primary reason that youth and children play sport. My first response to that was,

that is obvious, why did we need research to work that out?

However, a couple of things intrigued me about fun. First and foremost, fun is important.
Fun is not frivolous or simply being silly, which is how some perceive it when they
become adults. Fun in itself is an important outcome of playing sport. It is why most of
us play. Second, there had been very little research examining fun in sport, and
specifically individual sports, nor much research on what factors contribute to or

influence fun in sport.

Visek et al. (2015) was the first detailed study on fun in youth sport, and for me, it further
stimulated my interest and raised many questions. Were these results from soccer
playersin the United States applicable to New Zealand and in different sports like rugby?
Visek et al. called the 81 statements coming out of their research ‘fun-determinants’.
But do these 81 fun-determinants determine fun, or are there specific core attributes of
a sport that make the sport fun to play (Core Fun Elements), while the 81 fun-
determinants merely influence the fun experience? If there are Core Fun Elements of a
sport like rugby, what are they and how do they differ from related sports such as rugby
league or touch or very different sports like football? If they exist, are these sport-
specific Core Fun Elements why a participant prefers one sport over another? Then, is
this preference due to whether or how much an individual perceives these Core Fun
Elements to be fun for them and is that perception related to the personality, physical

characteristics, beliefs and perceived skill/competence of an individual? Finally, would
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all of the above knowledge help in the design of Modified Sports to attract new/different

groups of children and youth to sport?

While | recognise that research for the sake of research is interesting and exciting, | have
always been interested in the impact research can have. My first degree was a pure
science degree. My second postgraduate degree focused on product development,
combining technology development, marketing and consumer research. My working
career has been with research organisations in roles focussed on bringing in external
research funding and creating impact from that research. That combination of university
and work experience, together with my history with youth sport as a player and coach,
led me to think about the importance of understanding fun both at the sport-specific
level (product) and at the individual and group level (customer). It also influenced my
decision to focus solely on what youth rugby players (the direct consumer) thought
about fun and not-fun experiences while playing. Understanding youth perceptions
could lead to better sport design, specifically targeted to meet the needs and
perceptions of the youth population and groups within it. It could also lead to improved
delivery of fun by coaches, referees, high schools and sports organisations (the producer
or manufacturer) in existing sports. These outcomes could, in turn, lead to greater
retention of participants and even new sport participants. Thus, | embarked on this

study of fun in youth sport.

1.2 Research Context

Understanding sport participation levels and trends, as well as what influences
participation, is important (Eime et al., 2015). Since the 1980s there has been
considerable research focused on the motives of sport participants (Crawford et al.,
1991; Lavallee et al., 2012; Nicholls, 1984; Rottensteiner et al., 2015; Scanlan, et al.,
1993; Visek et al., 2015; Weinberg & Gould, 2011; Weiss & Chaumenton, 1992). The key
conclusions coming out of this research are that fun is the primary driver of youth sport
participation (Allender et al., 2006; Visek et al., 2015), and lack of fun the primary reason
children and youth drop out of a sport (Crane & Temple, 2015; Kelley & Carchia, 2013).

Knowing sport participation is affected by fun and lack of fun makes it important to
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understand a whole range of factors. These include: what players perceive as fun about
a sport: what factors positively and negatively influence a player’s perception of fun;
how important are fun influencing factors to players perceptions of fun; do the
importance of these factors differ between players; and are there aspects of an
individual's profile (physical, mental, emotional, values and beliefs) that drive these

different perceptions?

There has been considerable debate around the conceptualisation of fun as a
psychological construct. An exclusive definition or measure of fun has not evolved
(Wankel, 1997). However, a single definition of fun may not be important. What is
important, is how each person perceives and experiences fun for themselves. Crawford
et al. (1991) in their Hierarchical Model of Leisure Constraints set out the idea that an
individual’s beliefs, psychology, values, physical attributes, competencies and masteries
(their Intrapersonal Profile) directly affect what an individual likes or does not like, their
preferences. This Intrapersonal Profile may also affect the degree of fun an individual
experiences when participating in a sport or other activity. The ideas embedded within
the Hierarchical Model of Leisure Constraints implies that the experience of fun will
differ between individuals. This concept of individual perceptions and experiences of fun
is supported by Hopple (2015), who suggested that children may differ in the factors
that are important to their having fun. Hopple also suggested that the importance of
these ‘fun factors’ may be difficult to predict. On the negative side of fun, not-fun
experiences may also impact the overall fun experience. Hopple looked at not-fun
factors in younger children’s physical activity, however, limited research has so far

focussed on factors that reduce fun in youth sport.

Exploring fun, Visek et al. (2015) undertook a detailed study looking at the determinants
of fun in youth sport context with soccer players, parents and coaches in a small region
of the United States. They identified 11 fun-factors and 81 fun-determinants affecting
soccer player’s fun experiences. Further analysing this data (Visek et al., 2018, 2020),
Visek et al. uncovered subtle differences between how players, coaches and parents

perceived the importance of these fun-determinants. In contrast to the suggestion by
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Hopple (2015) above, however, the differences between groups of players based on sex,
age or level of play were relatively small (Visek et al., 2020). The limited differences
between these groups should not be unexpected. As Scanlan (1993) pointed out in their
earlier study of enjoyment, players who have chosen to play sport typically tend to view
their current involvement in sport positively, therefore it is not unreasonable to expect
constrained variances in the data. However, small but significant differences in
perception may be important signposts to operational initiatives and priorities, as well

as to targeted delivery of sport to different groups of players.

As noted above, the Visek et al. (2015, 2018, 2020) related papers pointed to a range of
interesting questions for future studies. Firstly, are the results of the Visek et al. study
transferrable to other sports, countries and cultures? What factors reduce fun in youth
sport? Integrating Visek et al.’s study with that of Crawford et al. (1991) Hierarchical
Model of Leisure Constraints, is the importance of fun-determinants associated with
demographic or psychographic variables related to a player's Intrapersonal Profile, or
other factors separate from biological sex, age and level of play? If this is so, can players
be segmented or clustered into different groups and sports delivery customised to meet
their needs? The opportunity to pursue some of these questions provided the impetus

for the present study.

1.3 Research Significance

Accepting fun is the major reason youth play sport, it follows that fun also drives sport
participation. Due to the benefits that derive from increased participation, increasing
sport participation is a goal for Governments and sport organisations. These perceived
benefits include healthier and more dynamic sports, elite success, improved physical

and mental population health.

For national sporting bodies, higher participation numbers contribute to a healthier
sport and organisation, a higher public profile, more spectators interested in the game
and a wider player base for the elite programme (Sport New Zealand lhi Aotearoa, 2019,

2020a). Success at the elite international level draws government and commercial
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funding to a sport (New Zealand Herald, 2015; High Performance Sport New Zealand,
2019, 2021).

Maintaining and raising sport participation during adolescence also has important
benefits at several levels of society. International evidence shows that sport can deliver
mental, emotional, physical, financial, and social benefits to the individual (Sport New
Zealand, 2017). However, insufficient physical activity is now common in developed
countries such as New Zealand, Australia and the United States (Eime et al., 2015; Tucker
et al., 2011). Lack of physical activity is considered the fourth leading cause of death
globally (Kohl et al., 2012). Reduced physical activity contributes to overweight and
obesity problems (Eime et al., 2015) and has been linked with several diseases including
the obesity pandemic in developed countries (Kohl et al., 2012), heart diseases, stroke,
type 2 diabetes, some cancers, depression and osteoporosis (US Department of Health
and Human Services, 2008). Maintaining regular physical activity throughout life is
important for good physical and mental health (US Department of Health and Human
Services, 2008), while continued sport participation through adolescence is important
to maintaining physical activity into young adulthood (Perkins et al., 2004; Telama et al.,

2014).

Sport participation and active recreation can also contribute to educational outcomes
as well as social cohesion (Sport New Zealand, 2017). Economic benefits accrue from
sport participation through improved health outcomes and consumer expenditure on
sporting goods and events. Employment opportunities also accrue from sport
participation while many New Zealanders consider sport participation to be part of the

New Zealand culture and identity (Sport New Zealand, 2017).

These benefits from sport participation need to be considered in the context of two
important youth sport participation trends. The first of these is the rapid decline in sport
participation during the teenage years. The second being static or declining organised

sport participation.
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International government, industry and peer-reviewed research have found that sport
participation rates tend to peak before or in early adolescence, with dropout
accelerating during the latter half of adolescence (Athletic Footwear Association, 1990,
as cited in Petlichkoff, 1992; Gould, 1987; Sport New Zealand, 2018; Wall, et al., 2011).
A study by Sport New Zealand found participation in competitive sport peaks between
ages 12-14 and drops significantly between ages 15-17, both in terms of the number of

sports played and time spent participating (Sport New Zealand, 2018).

Around the world, organised sport participation rates are static or declining (Allender et
al., 2006; Eime et al., 2015; Ifedi, 2008; Vail, 2007; Wallerson 2014). New Zealand
participation in adult sport and physical activity shows a downward trend. A Sport New
Zealand (2018) report showed declines in adult participation in sport and active physical
activity (7.7%), and more so in young adults (13.9%). Sports club membership declined
by 11.1 %.

In terms of youth rugby, teenage participation in club and school rugby in New Zealand
has shown a steady decline among 14-18-year olds, with the greatest decline in
Auckland (Colmar Brunton, 2014). Secondary School Sports Council statistics showed a
29 per cent decline of teenage rugby player numbers in Auckland between 2012 and
2014, including 848 fewer males (Napier, 2015). Over the period 2013 — 2018, the
number of Secondary School rugby teams in Auckland reduced from 225 to 181 (New
Zealand Rugby, 2019). The New Zealand Rugby review of Secondary School Rugby (New
Zealand Rugby, 2019) also highlighted a reduction in North Harbour teams (just over the

Harbour Bridge from Auckland) in the same period.

Given these trends under current approaches to sport participation, a new approach is
needed to reverse these current trends and to reduce dropout. As fun is the number
one reason youth play sport, putting improvements to participants fun experience at
the centre of sport management policies and practices could result in improved
participation numbers and reduced dropout. A more nuanced and in-depth
understanding of fun could inform new strategies for sport delivery. Alternate sport

delivery design in which fun attributes align with new participant Intrapersonal Profile
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would be innovative. Improving participation policies and practices at the youth level
would support both grassroots participation and elite success (Snyder, 2014, as cited in

Visek et al., 2018a).

Fun in youth sport has gained growing attention from sporting bodies. Sport New
Zealand, the New Zealand Government’s sport sector agency, has developed Balance is
Better, an approach emphasising fun and skills development for youth sport participants
(Sport New Zealand Ihi Aotearoa, 2021a). Fifteen New Zealand National Sport
Organisations (Rugby, Cricket, Football, Hockey and Netball, Athletics NZ, Badminton
NZ, Basketball NZ, Golf NZ, Gymnastics NZ, NZ Rugby League, Softball NZ, Touch NZ,
Volleyball NZ and Waka Ama NZ) have joined the Balance is Better initiative, pledging
collective and individual action in support of it (Sport New Zealand |hi Aotearoa; 2020,

2021).

Sport New Zealand developed the ‘Balance is Better’ evidence-based philosophy to
inform and provide a sport framework in New Zealand that puts the needs of the
participant first. This philosophical approach focuses Sport New Zealand’s participation
strategies on why young people play sport, which is to have fun, to be challenged, to
develop and improve, to be part of a team or group, and to enjoy time with friends

(Sport New Zealand, 2021a).

To give effect to this ‘Balance is Better’ philosophy, Sport New Zealand is working with
the National Sport Organisations and supporting them to bring about change by
providing quality sporting experiences for young people aged 5-18. This philosophical
approach includes both highly competitive young people aiming at elite sport and
those who are playing just to have fun. Sport leaders, coaches, administrators,
teachers and parents involved in delivering youth sport in New Zealand are all being

encouraged to adopt the ‘Balance is Better’ philosophy.

Sport New Zealand and the National Sporting Organisations have committed to a range

of strategies and actions to give effect to this Balance is Better philosophy including:
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Ensuring all young people can receive a quality sport experience, irrespective of
the level at which they are involved.

Leading attitudinal and behavioural change among the sport leaders, coaches,
administrators, parents, and caregivers involved in youth sport.

Providing leadership to support changes to competition structures, participation,
and athlete development opportunities.

Sports and schools identifying young talent later in their development, rather than
sooner.

Reviewing the role and nature of national and regional representative selections
and tournaments to ensure skill development opportunities are offered to more
young people.

Supporting young people to participate in a range of activities and play multiple
sports.

Raising awareness of the risks of overtraining and overloading and proactively
managing workload.

Working collaboratively to encourage the widest possible change for the wellbeing
and sport participation of young New Zealanders.

All New Zealanders having the right to participate in sport in an inclusive, fair and

safe environment.

Knowing what influences fun in the youth sports experience will aid initiatives like this,

enabling sport managers and coaches to positively influence fun in youth sport and

through that participation.

1.4 Research Purpose, Goals and Research Questions.

The overall purpose of this study was to examine the construct of fun in the context of

youth rugby. Within this overarching purpose, the researcher’s goal was to contribute

to the understanding of fun in youth sport by confirming, extending and deepening the

research of Visek et al. (2015, 2018, 2020). Confirming Visek et al. by exploring fun in a

different sport, rugby, in a different country, New Zealand. Extending and deepening

Visek et al. firstly by identifying the core elements of the sport of rugby that make it fun
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to play. Secondly, by identifying factors that negatively contribute to the fun variable by
being fun-inhibitors or not-fun for youth when playing rugby. Thirdly, by exploring
differences in player’s perceptions of Fun Facilitator importance and whether these

differences are associated with characteristics of a player's Intrapersonal Profile.

Based on the previous research outlined earlier in this chapter, several premises were
identified which underpin this research: (i) That youth play rugby primarily because they
wish to experience fun, (ii) That there are core elements of rugby Core Fun Elements that
make playing rugby fun for youth, (iii) That there are factors associated with playing
rugby that facilitate (Fun Facilitators) or inhibit fun (Fun Inhibitors) for youth, (iv) That
players perceive individual Fun Facilitators and Fun Inhibitors to be of differing
importance to fun, and (v) That based on the characteristics of player’s Intrapersonal
Profile rugby players may perceive Fun Facilitators and the Fun Inhibitors to be of more

or less importance.

With that intent and those premises in mind, it was important within this research to
firstly understand the place of fun amongst the reasons why youth play rugby (RQ1l
below). The expectation being, based on previous research in youth sport participation,
that fun would be the predominant reason (Allender et al., 2006; Visek et al., 2015).
However, it was important to confirm the role of fun in youth rugby participation, since
the importance of fun in participation underpins the importance of the other research

goals in this study and funs importance to youth participation in rugby.

With that foundation, an important aspect of the study was to identify the core
elements of rugby contributing to youth having fun while playing (RQ2 below). Based on
the research of Visek et al. the expectation was that multiple factors would be found
that contribute to a fun variable and a youth rugby fun experience. However, there could
be core elements of a sport, including rugby, which form the Core Fun Elements for youth
in choosing to play that sport. Based on the research of Crawford et al. (1991) and their
Hierarchical Model of Leisure Constraints, individuals with differing Intrapersonal
Profiles may differ in their view of whether the Core Fun Elements of a sport are fun or

how much fun, and therefore of the sport’s attractiveness to play.
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Identifying the important factors that positively influence a player’s fun experience, Fun
Facilitators, while playing rugby, then understanding how players perceive the relative
importance of these factors to having fun, was another intention of the research (RQ3
below). This intent was similar to the research of Visek et al. (2015) but was undertaken
to understand the similarity and therefore transferability of Visek et al.’s results to other
team sports such as rugby. The results from this aspect of the research were also
intended to uncover any distinct groups of youth rugby players that differed in their
perceptions of the importance of these Fun Facilitators and investigate whether these
differences were associated with characteristics of their Intrapersonal Profile (RQ4

below).

The final planned intent of this study of fun was to identify important factors that
negatively contribute to the fun variable (RQ5 below). That is, those factors that are Fun
Inhibitors or not-fun when playing youth rugby. These Fun Inhibitors run counter to the
positively influencing fun factors in their effect on the fun variable and may contribute
to dropout and reduced participation. It was hoped that by examining the construct of
fun in the context of youth rugby in this way, that rugby administrators would gain new
insights on how to design and deliver the rugby experience to maximise fun for

participants.

The research was therefore guided by the following research questions:

Why do youth play rugby?
What do youth find fun about rugby?

What are the important Fun Facilitators for youth playing rugby in New Zealand?

A

Can players be segmented based on how they perceive the importance of Fun
Facilitators? If so, are these perception differences associated with differences in
specific characteristics of a player’s Intrapersonal Profile?’

5. What are the important Fun Inhibitors for youth playing rugby in New Zealand?
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1.5 Methodology

This research used a pragmatic mixed-methods approach, utilising both quantitative and
gualitative methods to address the research questions. The qualitative component
involved group interviews and thematic analyses to explore player’s perceptions of what
was fun about rugby and what factors contributed positively and negatively to fun in
youth rugby. Thirteen boys, age 13-16, participated in the qualitative part of the study.
Based on the themes found in the participant responses, an initial model for fun in youth

rugby was developed.

In the quantitative research component, a questionnaire was used to collect data on the
importance of Fun Facilitators and what are the important Fun Inhibitors, along with
potentially relevant demographic, psychographic and behavioural data. These
respondent data included variables contributing to understanding an individual’s
Intrapersonal Profile (refer Section 2.8.1 Hierarchical Model of Leisure Constraints). A
total of 527 boys aged 12- 17 participated in this part of the study. The data were
analysed to firstly find the importance of Fun Facilitators and the important Fun
Inhibitors. T-test analyses were used to investigate how demographic, psychographic
and behavioural data, including those associated with an individual's Intrapersonal
Profile, related to perceptions of Fun Facilitator importance. Cluster analysis was used
to find groups of players that differed in their perceptions of Fun Facilitators importance.
The t-test and the cluster analysis results were then compared to characterise these

groups further and the results related to aspects of Intrapersonal Profiles.

Both the qualitative and quantitative results informed a proposed model for fun in youth
rugby. Finally, suggestions were made for sport managers in implementing the findings

and future research that might be undertaken.

1.6 Thesis Structure

This thesis is set out in six chapters. This first chapter is an introduction to the context,

purpose, research questions, and methodology. Chapter 2 is an examination of relevant
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academic literature across a range of youth sport participation related topics. Firstly, the
range of benefits accruing from sport participation and current trends in youth sport
participation rates are outlined. This literature provides a strong justification for the
importance of this research. The literature review then outlines how fun is the primary
reason youth play sport and lack of fun the primary reason for dropping out. Then,
research into the concept of fun in youth sport is detailed. Finally, links are made
between fun and other sport participation theories and models. Of particular note is
that of Crawford et al. (1991) and their Hierarchical Model of Leisure Constraints (refer

Section 2.8.1).

In Chapter 3 the theoretical perspectives that influenced the mixed methods research
design adopted in this thesis are given. Next, an overview of participants in the study
and how they were recruited is provided. Then the rationale, purpose, design and
detailed methods used in the research are set out. Chapter 3 concludes with an outline

of the ethical considerations and practices in the study.

The findings, analyses and discussion of the qualitative data are set out in Chapter 4. The
construct of fun in youth rugby is examined and the research questions: ‘Why do youth
play rugby?’ and the ‘What do youth find fun about rugby’ are addressed. The positive
and negative factors that affect fun for youth playing rugby are also explored in this
chapter. The research results are then discussed considering the earlier academic
literature on sport participation and fun in youth sport. Finally, an interim model of fun

in youth rugby based solely on the qualitative results is proposed.

In Chapter 5, the results and analyses of the quantitative questionnaire data are
presented. These are then discussed in the context of the research questions — ‘What
are the important Fun Facilitators for youth playing rugby in New Zealand?’, ‘Can players
be segmented based on how they perceive the importance of Fun Facilitators? If so, are
these perception differences associated with differences in specific characteristics of a
player’s Intrapersonal Profile?’ and ‘What are the important Fun Inhibitors for youth
playing rugby in New Zealand’. In the discussion of the results and analyses, comparisons

and contrasts are drawn with earlier research.
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The qualitative and quantitative results then feed into Chapter 6 Summary, Conclusions
and Recommendations. In Chapter 6, conclusions from the quantitative study (Chapter
5) are integrated with those of the qualitative study (Chapter 4), to propose and discuss
an updated model for fun in youth rugby. The limitations of the research are then
discussed, and suggestions are made for further research. Finally, for sport managers in
schools and sport organisations, insights and recommendations for implementation of
the research results are made to enhance fun and hopefully encourage participation and

reduce dropout.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

Fun in youth sport is the focus of the literature review. The review firstly describes the
benefits of and current trends in youth sport participation. Then the link between fun,
not-fun and sport participation is discussed. To set out and provide the context and basis
for the current research, and to highlight the novelty of the present study, the review
then focuses on the current state of knowledge on motivations for participation and fun

in youth sport.

In the first section, the benefits of sport participation and participation trends are set
out to establish the importance of the present study and to highlight the need for, and
challenge of, maintaining and growing participation numbers during adolescence. Fun is
central to this thesis, so the concepts of fun and enjoyment are discussed next. The
review summarises the evidence that fun is the number one reason that youth play sport
and ‘lack of fun’ is the number one reason that youth stop playing sport. Then the review
outlines the research which has investigated the concept of fun in youth sport. In
particular, the research of Visek et al. (2015, 2018, 2020) is summarised. This research
generated the Fun Integration Theory and provided the primary foundation upon which

this thesis builds.

Five relevant sport participation/motivation theories and models are detailed. These
theories and models have important connections to the concept of fun as a strong
motivator for sport participation and with factors that may influence player’s fun
experience while playing youth sport. Visek et al. (2015) identified the connection
between elements of these theories and their Fun Integration Theory. The relatedness
of these theories to fun and the research in this thesis is explored later in the chapter
(refer Sections 2.8.1 Hierarchical Model of Leisure Constraints; 2.8.2 Competence
Motivation Theory; 2.8.3 Achievement Goal Theory; 2.8.4 Self Determination Theory;
2.8.5 The Sport Commitment Model).
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The literature review chapter concludes with an overview of how the present study
explores the transferability of Visek et al. (2015, 2018, 2020) results from youth soccer
in a small region of the United States to youth rugby in New Zealand. Then, how this
research significantly extends the current research status by examining and identifying:
the Core Fun Elements of the sport of rugby; groups of players that perceive the
importance of Fun Facilitators differently and linking these differences to variables
associated with an individual’s Intrapersonal Profile (refer Section 2.8.1 Hierarchical
Model of Leisure Constraints); and identifying Fun Inhibitors, factors that negatively

contribute to the fun variable when playing youth rugby.

2.2 Benefits of Youth Sport Participation

Sport participants should expect to have a mostly fun experience while playing.
Knowledge on how to create a fun sporting environment for children and youth is
important in assisting sports managers to achieve this goal for their participants. There
is, therefore, heightened interest in this area of research within the sport management
field, both because of its potential to positively impact participation rates and because

of the benefits that can flow from sport participation.

There has been considerable international research focus on the health and social
benefits of sport participation (Bailey et al., 2013a; Bangsbo et al., 2010; Eime et al.,
2015; Eitzen & Sage, 2009; Faude et al., 2010; Hardman & Stensel, 2003; Ottesen et al.,
2010; Randers et al., 2010; Randers et al., 2010a; Smoll & Smith, 1996). The results of
this research highlight the important role sport participation can play in the emotional,
financial, intellectual, physical, and social health of both individuals and societies (Bailey
et al., 2013a; Hardman, & Stensel, 2003). As little as two to three hours participating in
physically active sport per week has shown to result in significant musculoskeletal,
metabolic and cardiovascular benefits (Bangsbo et al., 2010; Faude et al., 2010; Randers
et al., 2010; Randers et al., 2010a). Other studies have shown psychological, emotional,
cognitive, and social benefits of sport participation (Eitzen & Sage, 2009; Ottesen et al.,

2010; Smoll & Smith, 1996).
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While there are positive benefits from sport participation, it should be noted that sport
participation can also have negative impacts. These negative impacts include
heightened risk of acute sport and overuse injury, and negative psychosocial outcomes
such as increased and binge alcohol consumption, stress, anxiety, and social pressure
(Merkel, 2013; Mills et al., 2019). The evidence however indicates that the positives of
moderate sport participation and physical activity outweigh the negatives and that
potential harm is typically associated with low or high participation (Mills et al., 2019).
Merkel (2013) also highlighted that an emphasis on having fun, while balancing physical
fitness, psychological well-being, together with lifelong lessons for a healthy and active

lifestyle, is important to reducing sport attrition in children and youth.

Due to these and other benefits of sport participation and physical activity, interest in
sport participation has gone beyond the sport management research field, to a diverse
range of stakeholders who have an interest in and benefit from higher levels of sport
participation (Eime et al., 2015). These stakeholders include national and community
sport organisations along with local and national government organisations. Within New
Zealand, key stakeholders include government organisations such as Sport New Zealand,
regional sporting trusts such as Sport Auckland and Aktive, and national sporting
organisations (NSOs) such as New Zealand Rugby (New Zealand Rugby, 2020). Sport New
Zealand is the New Zealand organisation responsible for operationalising sport
participation strategies on behalf of the New Zealand Government (Sport New Zealand
Ihi Aotearoa, 2019) Sport New Zealand is currently driving a new strategy around fun
and youth sport participation called Balance is Better (Sport New Zealand |hi Aotearoa

2020).

Much of sport at the youth level in New Zealand is managed within High Schools and
Colleges and through College sport organisations such as College Sport Auckland. These
organisations also have an interest in encouraging sport participation. There is currently
controversy around some schools focus on the elite sport to the possible detriment of

general sport participation (College Sports Media, 2018).
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For NSOs, higher participation numbers contribute to healthier sports and organisations.
High participation levels provide NSOs with a wider player base and more dynamic
environments in both grassroots and elite programmes (New Zealand Rugby, 2019).
They also contribute to a higher public profile and more spectators interested in the
game. The government’s interests overlap with those of NSOs, but Governments also
have a keen interest in the national health benefits of sport (Sport New Zealand Ihi
Aotearoa, 2019). This potential health and other societal benefits influence government

policy to encourage sport participation (Sport New Zealand Ihi Aotearoa, 2019).

Sport New Zealand commissioned a report on the value of sport and active recreation,
which outlined international evidence that sport delivered physical and mental health
benefits, educational outcomes, and social cohesion (Sport New Zealand, 2017). This
study also found sport brought economic benefits from improved health outcomes,
consumer expenditure on sporting goods and events, and employment opportunities.
Further, it reported that sport can help shape the identity of a country. Some New
Zealanders believe that sport defines who New Zealanders are and that sport is part of

the national identity, such that sport is “in our DNA” (Sport New Zealand, 2017, p. 19).

2.3 Sport Participation Trends

2.3.1 Introduction to Sport Participation Trends

Two trends in youth sport participation signal both the importance and the urgency of
research into fun in youth sport. Firstly, sport participation tends to peak in early
adolescence, with dropout accelerating during the latter half of adolescence (Athletic
Footwear Association, 1990, as cited in Petlichkoff, 1992; Chalip & Hutchinson, 2017;
Gould, 1987; Sapp, & Haubenstrieker, 1978, as cited in Petlichkoff, 1992; Sport New
Zealand, 2018; State of Michigan, 1976, 1978, 1978a, as cited in Petlichkoff, 1992; Wall
et al., 2011). Secondly, organised sport participation may be static or declining in New
Zealand and around the world (Allender et al., 2006, Eime et al., 2015; Ifedi, 2008; Rowe
et al., 2004; Wallerson, 2014).
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2.3.2 Sport Participation Dropoff During Adolescence

A range of early American studies shows that drop-off in youth sport participation during
adolescence is a consistent trend, with indications that sport participation peaks in the
early teens and then declines (Athletic Footwear Association, 1990, as cited in
Petlichkoff, 1992; Gould, 1987; Sapp & Haubenstrieker, 1978, as cited in Petlichkoff,
1992; State of Michigan, 1976, 1978, 1978a, as cited in Petlichkoff, 1992; Wall et al.,
2011). More recently and closer to home, a New Zealand study found participation in
competitive sport peaks between ages 12—-14, then drops significantly between the ages
of 15-17, both in terms of the number of sports played and time spent taking part (Sport
New Zealand, 2018). Slowing this decline in participation during adolescence is
beneficial, as continued sport participation through adolescence is important to
maintaining physical activity into young adulthood (Perkins et al., 2004; Telama et al.,

2014).

2.3.3 Decline in Overall Sport Participation

Participation rate research over the last 30 years by mostly government and industry
sources has generally indicated that organised sport participation levels have been static
or decreasing (Allender et al., 2006, Eime et al., 2015; Ifedi, 2008; Rowe et al., 2004;
Wallerson, 2014). This research was undertaken in countries comparable to New
Zealand culturally, such as Canada, United States, United Kingdom and Australia. These
declining participation levels are often despite significant initiatives attempting to grow

participation (Vail, 2007).

Limited academic research into sport participation rates has provided mixed results.
Booth et al. (2015) undertook a comprehensive literature review to summarize overall
physical activity trends, including those in organized sport. They found only limited
research on temporal trends in children’s and adolescents’ physical activity, and only
seven studies investigating organised sport participation trends. All studies of organised
sport participation trends they reviewed employed self-report (six) or proxy-report

(one) methodologies. These methodologies are open to errors in data collection. These
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errors occur through poor recall, misinterpretation of the question and social desirability
bias (Booth et al., 2015). The seven academic studies indicate that organised sport
participation trends are somewhat inconsistent across countries. Mixed results and
inconsistent magnitudes of change were identified. More studies reported an increase
in participation than those that reported a decrease — three showed significant
increases, two stable or slight increases and two showed declines (Booth et al., 2015).
Despite these mixed results for participation rate trends, high dropout rates during
adolescence should remain an ongoing concern given the benefits of sport participation
and the generally low baseline rates for youth sport participation, (Chalip & Hutchinson,

2017).

In New Zealand, participation in sport and physical activity also appears to be declining.
Sport New Zealand (2016) reported declines in participation for adults (18+), especially
in young adults. Participation for all adults declined by 7.7% between 1998 and 2014
and by 13.9% for younger adults (18-24 years). The Sport New Zealand study also found
sports club membership decreased by 11.1% over this period. In terms of New Zealand
rugby, the context for this study, teenage participation in club and school rugby have
shown a steady decline among 14-18year-olds (Colmar Brunton, 2014). Total teenage
player numbers increased in 2019 after a couple of years of stabilisation (New Zealand
Rugby, 2020), however, nationally between 2012 and 2018 U13 — U18 Secondary School
male rugby players reduced by 16% (refer Appendix A) (M. Hester, personal

communication, September 4, 2019).

This decline in youth rugby has been especially noted in Auckland, where numbers of
U13-U18 Secondary School male players had reduced by 20% between 2012 and 2018
(refer Appendix A) (M. Hester, personal communication, September 4, 2019). On the
other hand, Secondary Schools Sports Council (NZSSSC) statistics indicate a 29 per cent
decline in teenage rugby player numbers in Auckland between 2012 and 2014, including
848 fewer males (Napier, 2015). Other statistics show that in the five years from 2011-
2015, the number of boys and girls playing rugby union dropped by 1668 students. This
decline was among boys playing rugby, dropping from 9665 in 2011, to 7997 in 2015
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(Edens, 2017). Over the period 2013 - 2018 the number of Secondary School rugby
teams in Auckland reduced from 225 to 181 (New Zealand Rugby, 2019). The New
Zealand Rugby Review of Secondary School Rugby (New Zealand Rugby, 2019) also
highlighted a reduction in North Harbour teams (just over the Harbour Bridge from

Auckland) over that period.

Some reported declines in participation in specific sports are individuals switching sports
(Butcher et al., 2002; Chalip & Hutchinson, 2017). This raises interesting questions. What
are the reasons behind these changes in sports? Is this just trialling multiple sports or
are these changes in sport participation driven by perceptions of fun attracting youth to
a new sport oris lack of fun in the current sport driving them away, or a combination of
both? To develop strategies, policies, and practices to drive participation up, influences
on participation, such as fun, and trends in participation need to be understood (Eime
et al., 2015). This argument can be applied to sport participation generally or to

participation in a particular sport.

Taken together, the benefits of sport participation and participation trends highlight the
importance of understanding what motivates children and youth to take part in sport
and what causes them to drop out of sport. Furthermore, as part of a deeper and more
nuanced understanding of motivations, it follows that there is a need to examine what
drives fun or not-fun to create environments to maximise the fun participants have
while playing. The benefits and participation trends highlight the importance of finding
ways to create a better sport environment to keep more participants in sport and from
an NSO perspective within specific sporting codes. This is the overarching sport
participation context within which this study is set and indicates why researching fun in
sport is both important and gaining significant interest within the sport management

research community and sport managers generally.
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2.4 Fun and Enjoyment

Researchers have long been intrigued by fun and enjoyment in sport. Jackson (2000, p.
137) said that “Sport always begins as a free-choice activity” and went on to suggest that
“sport exists to make us feel good” (p. 137), and we must know more about how sport
does this. In sport psychology, most studies on positive sport ‘feel good’ experiences
have focussed on two positive emotions, fun and enjoyment (Jackson, 2000). While
there have been debates around the concept of fun and enjoyment, there is a general
understanding that fun and enjoyment are positive emotional states or positive affective
responses (Jackson, 2000). Scanlan and colleagues defined enjoyment as “a positive
affective response to the sport experience that reflects general feelings such as

pleasure, liking and fun” (Scanlan et al., 1993, p. 275).

Sport psychology has tended to see enjoyment and fun as interchangeable terms,
positive emotions generated, in this context, in response to playing sport (Jackson,
2000). Scanlan et al. (1993) and Visek et al. (2018a) also hold that fun and enjoyment
are synonymous and may be used interchangeably. Scanlan et al. (1993) also suggested
that enjoyment, liking, and fun are all similar terms, having used both fun and liking
items to measure enjoyment reliably. Enjoyment has been the main term used in sport
literature to describe how people feel about positive sport experiences. Children,
however, more commonly use the word ‘fun’ when describing how they feel about their

positive sport experiences (Bengoechea et al., 2004).

There has not been an exclusive definition of fun (Wankel, 1997). The lack of an exclusive
definition may, however, not be important. As Jackson (2000) poses, “Everyone knows
what fun is, right?” (p. 138). Individuals inherently know what fun is when they
experience it. What is more important and more challenging is getting beyond sport just
being fun (Jackson, 2000) and uncovering the specifics of what it is about sport or a sport

that generates fun for individual players.

What stimulates fun may differ from individual to individual. Hopple (2015) found that

factors important for fun are specific and unique, differing from person to person.
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Hopple also suggests that the importance of these fun factors can be difficult to predict.
Therefore, if we are to create a sport environment for youth tailored for generating fun
and stimulating participation, it is important to hear directly from the voice of youth.
The ‘youth voice’ is the focus of this study, while fun is left to individual participants to

define for themselves.

2.5 Fun is the Primary Reason Youth Play Sport

Fun has consistently emerged in research over the last 30 years as the most common
reason youth give for playing sport (Colmar Brunton, 2014; Ewing & Seefeldt, 1996;
Gardner et al., 2017; Petlichkoff, 1992; Sadiman, 2017; Seefeldt et al., 1992; Sport New
Zealand, 2018; Vallerand & Losier, 1999; Vierimaa et al., 2017; Visek et al., 2015). For
instance, Ewing and Seefeldt (1996) surveyed 8000 youth involved in club and school

sport and found fun was the number one reason for taking part in sport.

However, fun is not the only reason youth play sport. Studies have also reported a wide
range of other motives for sport participation including social factors, physical fitness,
staying in shape, competition, cooperation, success, and coaches' behaviours (Allender
et al., 2006; Petlichkoff, 1992; Seefeldt, et al., 1992; Sport New Zealand, 2018; Vallerand
& Losier, 1999). For instance, Allender et al. (2006) reviewed the qualitative research
into sport participation published between 1990 and 2004 and found that motivations

for youth sport participation included social networks, peer and family support.

Sport New Zealand (2018) found 76% of New Zealand young people cited fun as the
reason they participated in sport. Other key reasons cited included hanging out with
family and friends (45%), fitness and health (31%), learning a new skill (31%), physically
challenging themselves or to win (28%) and having a parent or school make them (28%).
In New Zealand, Sadiman (2017) found that fun was the main reason that children aged
7-13 years were playing in community-led tag rugby programmes. Sadiman also found
that an ‘ideal’ sporting environment also involved socialisation with friends and team-
mates; equal game time; opportunities to make their families proud; positive comments

from the side-line for both teams playing; less emphasis on winning, and parents just
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there and showing genuine interest in their child's sport. Children in the study did place
some importance on winning, this may have been due to the desire to make their
families proud. Winning has been rated significantly lower in importance as a motivator
for youth sport participation than having fun (Petlichkoff, 1992). Petlichkoff, however,
did hypothesise that future research might show that winning and fun overlap to some

degree.

Interestingly, with ramifications for elite sport development, fun was found to play a key
role in athlete development to the highest level (Visek et al., 2018a). United States
Olympians from the 1984-1998 Games and the 2000—2012 Games were asked to rate
the importance of 12 potential motives for their early sport participation. Fun as a
motive was ranked second and fourth by Olympians respectively (Snyder, 2014, as cited

in Visek et al., 2018a).

In direct relevance to the current study, New Zealand Rugby commissioned independent
research into youth rugby participation in 2013. While the core purpose of the research
was to identify what was causing young people aged 14 - 18 years old to disengage with
school and club rugby, the study found that the main thing youth wanted out of rugby
was enjoyment (Colmar Brunton, 2014). Other reasons given by youth for playing rugby
in this study included competition, achievement, and social aspects such as hanging out
with mates. The Colmar Brunton research helped stimulate and set the scene for the

present study on fun in New Zealand youth rugby.

2.6 Lack of Fun is the Primary Reason Youth Drop Out of Sport

Assorted reasons have been provided by researchers, psychologists, and practitioners
for why children and youth drop out of a sport. However, the most frequently cited
reason for dropping out of sport is ‘lack of fun/enjoyment’ or a sport ‘no longer being
fun’ (Allender et al., 2006; Bailey et al., 2013; Bengoechea et al., 2004; Butcher et al.,
2002; Crane & Temple, 2015; Jakobsson, 2014; Klint & Weis, 1986; Petlichkoff, 1992;
Visek et al., 2015; Wiersma, 2001). For instance, Kelley and Carchia (2013) reported on
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a study in the United States that had found that of those dropping out of a sport, 38%

of girls and 39% of boys had given ‘lack of fun’ as their main reason for doing so.

Other reasons put forward for dropping out have included physical factors such as injury
and maturation, competing priorities and other sports, social pressures, low perceptions
of competence, limited playing time, negative coaching relationships, negative
experiences, and lack of interest (Butcher et al., 2002; Carlman et al., 2013; Crane &
Temple, 2015; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008; Lindner et al., 1991; Seefeldt et al., 1992;
Strube & Strand, 2016). Many of these reasons for dropping out can be viewed as not-
fun experiences (low perceptions of competence, limited playing time, negative
coaching relationships, negative experiences) or a result of reduced fun (choosing
competing priorities including other sports, acceding to social pressures and lack of

interest).

Crane and Temple (2015) undertook a systematic review of the research into the factors
associated with children and youth dropping out of organised sports, covering 43
publications from Europe, North America, and Australia. They categorised the sport
dropout variables from each study they analysed into intrapersonal, interpersonal, or
structural constraint categories from Crawford and Godbey’s (1987) Leisure Constraints
model (refer Section 2.6.1 Hierarchical Model of Leisure Constraints). Three key findings
came out of the review by Crane and Temple (2015). Firstly, a lack of enjoyment and lack
of physical competence came out as the most frequent reasons for dropout. These two
dropout factors may be strongly associated with a perceived lack of physical
competence affecting the fun experienced. Secondly, Crane and Temple (2015) found
five major areas were associated with dropout. These were: lack of enjoyment, physical
factors like maturation and injury, competing priorities, social pressures, and feelings of
low competence. Thirdly, 