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Overview

• Explore sports-based PYD

• Share findings from an 
empirical study examining PYD 
among indoor competitive 
climbers

• Discuss implications and 
opportunities for future 
research



Introduction



Indoor Competitive Climbing (ICC)

• Climbing indoors in purpose-built 
facilities 

 Bouldering

 Sport (or lead climbing)

 Speed climbing

• Significant growth in ICC over the 
past 20 years; Rapid expansion of 
climbing walls in schools and 
commercial facilities (Baláš et al., 2009)



Indoor Competitive Climbing (ICC)

• Unorganized rec activity → formal 
sport (Gagnon, Stone, Garst, & Arthur-Banning, in 
press)

 National governing body
 Organized competitions
 Formal coaching
 Team structure 

• ~1.2 million youth ages 6-17 participate 
in climbing (Outdoor Foundation, 2013)

• Few studies have examined ICC as 
a sport that may enhance 
developmental outcomes in youth 



Sports-Based Positive Youth Development (PYD)

• 60 million U.S. youth participate in 
organized sports annually (National 
Council of Youth Sports, 2008)

• SPORT → PYD relationship? 

• Sports-based PYD aligns supportive 
orientations and actions (from 
peers, parents, coaches, 
administrators) with growth 
opportunities available in sport 
contexts (Coakley, 2011



Sports-Based Positive Youth Development 
(PYD)



Sports-Based Positive Youth Development (PYD)

• One approach = ‘‘5 C” model of PYD (competence, 
confidence, connection, character, and caring) (Lerner, 2004) 



Sports-Based Positive Youth Development (PYD)

• One approach = ‘‘5 C” model of PYD (competence, 
confidence, connection, character, and caring) (Lerner, 2004) 

Confidence/
Competence

Pro-Social 
Values



Relevant Literature

• Climbing motivations (Ewert, 1985; 1994)

• Self-determination & climbing identity 
formation (Kiewa, 2001)

• Perceptions of climbing management 
(Schuster, Thompson, & Hammit, 2001)

• Physical & physiological impacts of 
climbing (summarized in Morrison & Schöffl, 
2007)

• Pedagogy of PYD and climbing (not an 
empirical study) (Hansen & Parker, 2009)

• Climbing as a lifestyle sport            
(Gagnon, Stone, Garst, & Arthur-Banning, in press)

• No studies of PYD and ICC 



Purpose • Explore ICC climbing as a 
developmental experience for 
youth

• It was hypothesized that ICC 
experiences would exhibit some 
PYD features, but it was unknown 
exactly how, and to what extent, 
climbers would describe climbing 
as contributing to PYD

• Understand whether or not ICC 
contributes to PYD more, less, or 
differently than other sports 



Methods



• USA Climbing (USAC) – Clemson 
University collaboration

• 948 USAC members (purposeful 
sample)

• 623 USAC members responding 
to the question: 
“Does indoor competitive climbing 
contribute to positive youth 
development?”

Participants and Instrument



• Content analysis; Inductive approach from data to theory

• Independent open and axial coding identified initial topics; 
Collaborative coding to identify patterns or trends resulting 
in the construction of 4 main themes (Strauss & Corbin, 1990)  

• Trustworthiness procedures
 Audit trail

 Researcher reflection to acknowledge and minimize bias

 Identification of “alternative perspectives”

Qualitative Data Analysis



Results



• Majority White (86.5%) 

• Male (53%); Female (47%) 

• Average age = 34.5 years                            
(SD = 14.33, range 11-70 years)

• Average climbing days/month = 12.69 days 
(SD = 6.31 days)

• Average years of climbing experience = 
7.53 years (SD = 7.46 years)

Participant Demographics (n=623)



1. Holistic development

2. Supportive relationships

3. Confidence & self-
efficacy

4. Sportsmanship & 
character development 

Constructed Themes



1. Holistic development

2. Supportive relationships

3. Confidence & self-
efficacy

4. Sportsmanship & 
character development

Alternative perspectives 

Constructed Themes



• Growth across physical and cognitive domains 

"In general climbers are more physically aware and physically capable 
than their peers." 

"For a pre-teen/young teen-aged girl, having the physical strength 
required for climbing is a huge confidence builder that transfers to all 
areas of her life." 

Theme #1- Climbing contributes to holistic 
development



• Boundaries between physical and cognitive development 
are less distinct

“Comp[etitive] climbing offers an unparalleled level of demand on all 
aspects of a person's mental and physical strength and development. 
Climbing shows us there is little boundary between mental and 
physical."

Theme #1- Climbing contributes to holistic 
development



• “Us against the wall” mentality

“…the climbing community is unique in the way that everyone 
encourages their competitors. At comps, we want our friends to 
get the routes or problems just as much as we want to get it 
ourselves.” 

“[The sport] is competitive, but you're competing more with 
yourself than you are with your peers. I don't know another sport 
where your direct competition is so supportive. Where your best 
friends compete with you and it only makes you closer. It 
challenges an individual to push themselves, think creatively, and 
value their decisions while forging friendships that will last a long 
time.”

Theme #2- Climbing provides supportive 
relationships



• Peer and adult role models

“…with the right responsive and respectful coaching (rather than 
pushy and risk taking) this activity can help young people." 

"Like any other competitive sport, it is only as positive as the mentors 
and role models working with the kids." 

Theme #2- Climbing provides supportive 
relationships



• Confidence linked to development of tangible skills and 
physical fitness

"self confidence boost...keeps me out of trouble, gives me a home 
away from home...as a female, especially made me one with my 
body" 

"It is helping my girls be strong and confident. They love that they are 
as strong as or stronger than many of the boys they know. They love 
that they are able to compete and succeed at this stage in their lives" 

Theme #3- Climbing fosters confidence and self-
efficacy



• Atmosphere of healthy competition

“[Competitive climbing] teaches core values and promotes 
competition in a positive environment. Most climbers aren't out to 
get each other, they help each other and want their 
friends/teammates to succeed. But it teaches persistence, hard work, 
how to deal with defeat, how to deal with success. Climbers tend to 
be consumed by the sport and are often in the gym with their team as 
opposed to getting into trouble some place....”

Theme #4- Sportsmanship and character were 
developed through the competitive climate



• Resilience, perseverance, and persistence

“…teaches youth about commitment, the relationship between 
practice and progress and that there is no barrier that cannot be 
broken with effort and will” 

“creative problem solving” 

“deal with stress and perform when it counts”

Theme #4- Sportsmanship and character were 
developed through the competitive climate



• ICC inhibitors= potential for injury, hyper focus on individuality, 
over-competitive environment

• ICC as exclusionary

• “The teams are too competitive and there is little room for a skilled climber 
who has does not want to compete at the top level. The only team in the 
area...systematically shut[s] out kids who are not willing to train at the 
highest level.  The coaches ignore the kids who are not the best and the 
other parents belittle kids who do not compete as well as their kids.  We left 
[a] team to train individually with highly skilled climbers to get away from 
the negative attitudes and bad treatment.”

Alternative Perspectives- Neutral or opposing 
stance about ICC contributing to PYD



Developmental Outcomes of ICC Mapped to 
the 5Cs Model



Discussion



• This exploratory study–
through which the 5C’s 
of PYD emerged–
supports that ICC is a 
developmental 
experience for youth 
among USAC climbing 
members. 

ICC and PYD



• Respondents frequently stated their belief 
that climbing was unique when compared 
with traditional sports

 Competitors encourage one another and focus 
as much on the development of their peers as 
they do on personal success. 

 ICC seen as an alternative sport where youth 
whose personalities and abilities did not align 
with the traditional sport model could thrive. 

Is This Sport Unique?



• Findings support a 5Cs vs. 
a  2-factor model (Jones et 
al., 2011)  

Theoretical Considerations



• Findings support a 5Cs vs. 
a  2-factor model (Jones et 
al., 2011)  

• Only “C” not supported by 
this study was 
“contribution” (proposed 
as the sixth “C” in the 5Cs 
model) (Lerner et al., 2005; 
Hershberg, Johnson, Desouza, 
Hunter, & Zaff, 2015) 

• Longitudinal or 
retrospective study of the 
influence of ICC on a young 
person’s life might reveal 
such an impact on 
“contribution.” 

Theoretical Considerations



• We think that effective PYD experiences are 
intentionally designed and regularly evaluated. 

• Movement toward intentionality by climbing 
competition organizers, trainers, and coaches 
may increase PYD impacts. 

• Being mindful of how supports (people, 
programs, and skills) and opportunities (novel, 
challenging, and engaging experiences) are 
provided (before, during, and after climbing 
competitions) may enhance PYD outcomes.  

• When trainers and coaches collaborate to 
provide these supports and opportunities, 
parents may be more likely to associate ICC 
with PYD (Morrison & Schöffl, 2007).

Greater Intentionality



• Holistic development—whole-body development in the areas of 
strength and health, cognition and mental conditioning, and social 
skills—appears to be a hallmark of the sport.  Providers should 
highlight this unique whole-body benefit to parents and the public. 

• The strength development and confidence association, particularly 
for girls, and the influence of this relationship on girls’ body image 
that was indicated by the study findings, is compelling for program 
providers interested in developing programs to enhance 
adolescent girls’ body image and sense of self. 

Implications for Practice



• Skill enhancement associated with ICC is 
also noteworthy.  

• Developmental benefits of ICC identified in 
this study reflected a number of 21st century 
skills (Casner-Lotto et al.,  2006), including work 
ethic, teamwork/collaboration, and critical 
thinking/problem solving, which adds 
support for these opportunities. 

• Program providers, including municipal 
recreation departments, day and resident 
camps, and K-12 educational institutions 
might consider the addition of climbing 
walls and programs in their facilities. 

Implications for Practice



• Convenience sample limits how these results may actually 
represent indoor competitive climbers, however we captured a 
majority of USAC memebers. 

• Bias associated with self-reported data:  image management, lack 
of introspective ability, lack of understanding, and response bias 
(Austin, Gibson, Deary, McGregor, & Dent, 1998; Fan et al., 2006)

• Due to the anonymous nature of the survey, there was no 
opportunity for follow-up to better understand respondents’ view 
on PYD and to “member check” their responses and our 
interpretations.

Limitations



• What are the underlying mechanisms 
for sports-based PYD outcomes?

• How can program providers be more 
intentional, and does intentionality 
really matter within sports that focus 
on PYD?  

• What is the role of adults (e.g., 
parents, coaches, mentors) in these 
experiences? 

• Critically evaluate ICC settings as 
exclusionary

Future Research
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