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ABSTRACT
Participation in organized sports is generally regarded as a highly valued activity, particularly due 
to its perceived potential to foster positive youth development, as well as its contribution to 
psychological and social health benefits. This is primarily attributed to the fact that sports provide 
opportunities not only for physical activity but also for the development of essential life skills, such 
as teamwork, goal-setting, managing adversity, conflict resolution, emotional regulation, and the 
ability to push personal boundaries.
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Introduction

Participation in organized sports is generally regarded as 
a highly valued activity, particularly due to its perceived 
potential to foster positive youth development, as well 
as its contribution to psychological and social health 
benefits (Eime et al., 2013; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005; 
Gould & Carson, 2008). This is primarily attributed to the 
fact that sports provide opportunities not only for phy
sical activity but also for the development of essential 
life skills, such as teamwork, goal-setting, managing 
adversity, conflict resolution, emotional regulation, and 
the ability to push personal boundaries (Mahoney & 
Stattin, 2000). Moreover, organized sports attract 
a large proportion of children and youth, primarily 
because they find it fun and enjoyable, while a lack of 
enjoyment is one of the main reasons for dropout (Crane 
& Temple, 2015; Visek et al., 2023). Factors such as the 
opportunity to do their best, positive team dynamics, 
and positive coaching are among the most significant 
contributors to children and youths’ fun experiences in 
sports (Visek et al., 2015). However, scholars have long 
agreed that participation in organized sports does not 
automatically lead to positive development, or that 
youth necessarily have fun. What is crucial is how the 
sport activities are organized and structured (Coakley,  
2011; Coalter, 2016).

Various sports programs have made, and continue to 
make, efforts to organize and structure athletic environ
ments to promote positive experiences, psychosocial 
development, and long-term participation among young 

people (McCalpin et al., 2017). Examples of these program 
modifications, collectively referred to as competitive engi
neering (CE), include alterations to league structures, 
rules, facilities, and equipment scaling to foster an auton
omy-supportive competitive climate, intrinsic motivation 
and to enhance desired cognitive, social, and behavioral 
outcomes in youth sports (Burton et al., 2011).

Overall, the majority of studies utilizing some form of 
CE indicate positive changes. In a review by Buszard et al. 
(2016), it was found that scaling sports equipment and 
play areas (e.g., smaller balls, shorter pitches) was asso
ciated with greater task engagement, improved skill 
performance, and more desirable movement patterns. 
Similarly, Harwood et al. (2018) demonstrated that 
a reduction in cricket pitch length led players to perceive 
the matches as more engaging and enjoyable to parti
cipate in. In another study, Timmerman et al. (2019) 
demonstrated that manipulating the number of players 
(three or six per team) and adjusting the playing field 
characteristics in field-hockey (i.e., number of goals per 
team) increased the frequency of technical actions and 
enhanced decision-making skills. Moreover, Jones et al. 
(2021) demonstrated that players who were guaranteed 
to play at least half of the rugby match experienced 
a higher level of enjoyment and a greater intention to 
continue playing rugby compared to those who played 
irregularly.

Evidently, the limited research based on the frame
work of CE has primarily focused on the reduction of 
field size, the scaling of equipment and rule change (e.g., 
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Buszard et al., 2016; Harwood et al., 2018; Jones et al.,  
2021; Timmerman et al., 2019), with less emphasis on 
modification of competitive structures (e.g., removal of 
league standings and playoffs). Beyond the CE frame
work, other approaches such as weight classes, bio- 
banding, and Paralympic classification also aim to 
enhance fairness by adjusting competitive structures 
according to physical or maturational differences (e.g., 
Langan-Evans et al., 2011; Malina et al., 2019; 
Ravensbergen et al., 2016). However, in the current 
study, we use the concept of CE primarily to refer to 
structural modifications of the competition format, 
rather than to classification systems based on individual 
physical characteristics.

In Sweden, the use of league standings and playoffs 
(LSPO) in youth sports has sparked intense discussions 
about the impact on young athletes, particularly within 
football. On the one side, the Swedish Football 
Association, argues that the presence of LSPO creates 
an excessive focus on winning and results at too early 
age. They claim this competitive pressure increases the 
risk of early specialization, selection, stress, and anxiety. 
Factors that in turn raises the likelihood of dropout. 
Football is by far the most popular organized sport 
among children and adolescents in Sweden, engaging 
approximately 40% of all youth participating in orga
nized sports (Swedish Research Council for Sport 
Science [CIF], 2025), yet between 20% and 50% of 
players discontinue their participation each year 
(Carlman et al., 2013; Fraser-Thomas, Falcão, & Wolman,  
2018). This trend is particularly pronounced among ado
lescent girls (CIF, 2025), with approximately 35% drop
ping out annually before reaching early adulthood (e.g., 
Balish et al., 2014; CIF, 2025). Although dropout rates are 
less pronounced among younger age groups, under
standing dropout during these formative years (i.e., 
ages 7–13) remains important, as they coincide with 
the period in which many children establish, or lose, 
their patterns of physical activity (Telama, 2009), which 
can lead to negative consequences for individual well- 
being and psychosocial development (Eime et al., 2013; 
Logan et al., 2019).

Aiming to promote long-term athletic development 
based on intrinsic motivation, enjoyment, and sustained 
participation, the Swedish Football Association (SFA) 
decided in 2016 to discontinue the use of LSPO for 
children under the age of 13, with the policy being 
implemented in 2017 (Swedish Football Association, 
2024).1 Meanwhile, there is significant opposition from 
LSPO advocates, particularly expressed in Swedish 
media (e,g., Aftonbladet, 2017; 2023), who oppose the 

removal of these competitive components. They argue 
that competition is an essential part of sport and that 
league standings and playoffs provide meaningful goals, 
help children learn to win and lose, and enhance moti
vation. Without these structures, there is a concern that 
engagement may actually decrease, as children may find 
sport less exciting or purposeful without clear outcomes 
to strive for. Moreover, it has also been recognized that 
too much alteration of specific CE components may lead 
to children not recognizing themselves in the sport, and 
therefore not finding it interesting and fun, increasing 
the risk to drop-out of sports (Murata et al., 2021). There 
are thus two clearly opposing views on the significance 
of removing LSPO. In light of this, the limited number of 
studies in this area raises important questions about 
whether the removal of league standings and playoffs 
affects children’s motivation and willingness to partici
pate in football.

To the best of our knowledge, only one study has 
indirectly examined the removal of LSPO within the 
context of broader CE strategies. McCalpin et al. (2017) 
employed a qualitative approach to investigate how 
young female Canadian athletes, aged 8–11, experience 
their modified soccer environment, including changes in 
the competitive structure, such as keeping no score and 
eliminating post-season play, reducing the pitch length, 
utilizing no offside rules, reducing goal and ball size, 
ensuring fair time distribution in all positions, and adapt
ing the number of players according to field size (e.g., 7 
vs 7 players). Based on the reported statements, particu
larly regarding the absence of scorekeeping and the 
elimination of post-season play, these changes were 
predominantly perceived in a positive manner. The 
alterations neither diminished the players’ desire to 
score nor reduced the joy experienced when scoring 
a goal. Additionally, they felt that these changes fostered 
greater team cohesion, contributed more effectively to 
their development as football players, and increased 
their overall enjoyment of the game. Factors that pre
vious studies have shown to be associated with sus
tained participation in sports (see Weiss, 2019). 
McCalpin et al. (2017) study indicates that the removal 
of LSPO can have positive effects on young people’s 
motivation to participate in football. However, to date, 
no studies with a quantitative approach have specifically 
investigated how the removal of league tables and play
offs affects youth participation in sports, particularly 
among children in the formative stages of their athletic 
and psychosocial development. This knowledge gap is 
significant, as understanding how LSPO affect young 
athletes’ participation patterns in organized sports is 

1https://aktiva.svenskfotboll.se/tranare/spelarutbildning/fragor-och-svar/
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essential for developing evidence-based guidelines that 
support long-term athletic development and well-being 
(Eime et al., 2013; Logan et al., 2019). Consequently, this 
study aims to investigate whether the presence or 
absence of league standings and playoffs (LSPO) is asso
ciated with participation in a children’s and youth soccer 
environment. Based on previous studies (e.g., McCalpin 
et al., 2017), which have shown positive responses 
among children following the removal of LSPO, and on 
the Swedish Football Association’s rationale for eliminat
ing league tables and scorekeeping, we hypothesized 
that there would be significant level or slope increases in 
participation rates relative to the population after the 
removal of LSPO.

Material and methods

Participants and study design

To draw reliable conclusions about whether the removal of 
LSPO is associated with young people’s participation in 
sports, it could be argued that conducting a field experi
ment involving both an experimental group and a control 
group would be appropriate (see L. Cohen et al., 2018). The 
experimental group would participate in games where 
scorekeeping and post-season play are allowed, while the 
control group would participate in games without these 
elements. Over time, the participation rates in each group 
could be compared to identify any significant differences, 
providing insight into the potential relationship between 
LSPO and sustained involvement in sports. However, since 
the use of scorekeeping and post-season play was discon
tinued when the Swedish Football Association implemen
ted the removal of league standings and play-offs 
nationwide in 2016, no unaffected comparison group 
remained within the country. Moreover, comparable regis
try data with the same structure and detail were not avail
able for other countries, making cross-national 
comparisons impractical. At the same time, this nationwide 
implementation created conditions resembling a natural 
experiment, although the absence of a control group 
means that the study is more appropriately interpreted as 
an observational design, allowing us to examine changes in 
participation patterns over time in relation to the policy 
implementation.

Based on the aforementioned, we chose to analyze 
pre-existing registry data derived from a specific sports 
context, school class football, which has the great advan
tage that the conditions in the environment have gen
erally been constant since its inception in 1979. The only 
substantial modification occurred in 2017, when official 
scorekeeping, league standings, and playoffs were 
removed for all age groups (7–12 years; preschool to 

grade 5), while the oldest age group (13 years; grade 6) 
continued to play under the original conditions. This 
approach makes it possible to study participation trends 
and compare groups (i.e., before, during and after the 
change as well as between genders) while maintaining 
reasonable control by using population data for resi
dents of the municipality within the specific age groups 
to ensure that the change did not result from a change 
in population.

School class football is a well-established initiative run 
by a sports club in a mid-sized Swedish city (approxi
mately 100,000 inhabitants), where around 3,000–3,500 
children and young people, out of a total of 6,000–7,000 
in the municipality, participate each year. In school class 
football, each team consists of a single class that com
petes against other classes from different schools within 
the municipality. Participation is voluntary, both for 
classes to register and for individual children to join. 
The schools do not bear responsibility for the participat
ing classes; instead, teams are coached by volunteering 
parents. School class football incorporates elements of 
competitive engineering (CE), with rules adapted in var
ious ways to promote inclusivity and accessibility (i.e., 
playing on smaller pitch, using smaller goals and foot
balls, having boys and girls play together, and requiring 
that at least two boys and two girls be on the pitch at all 
times). Each match lasts 20 minutes and is paused every 
5 minutes for player substitutions. Teams consist of 
approximately 10 to 25 players, with six outfield players 
and one goalkeeper on the field at a time. There is no 
limit to the number of substitutes. A total of five matches 
are played each term. The team leaders, together with 
the children, decide whether or not they wish to hold 
training sessions. In general, the school class football 
reaches a broader spectrum of children than the con
ventional sports clubs.

Sample size estimation and justification

Due to the nature of this study, our sample was not 
actively recruited. All available (except for the covid-19  
years) registry data from the programme were included, 
covering six pre-intervention years (2011–2016) and six 
post-intervention years (2017–2019, 2022–2024). 
Because the available data were determined by the 
registry’s time span and the timing of the policy change, 
no a-priori power calculation was conducted. Following 
Lakens (2022), we explicitly acknowledge that no formal 
justification for the number of observations exists 
beyond the constraints of the available data. 
Consistent with guidance for registry-based observa
tional research, including all available data is 
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nonetheless considered the appropriate approach in this 
context (Leatherdale, 2019). To provide some basis for 
evaluating the study’s sensitivity, we specify a smallest 
effect size of interest (SESOI; Lakens, 2022). Youth sport 
participation is shaped by multiple competing influ
ences including demographic trends, infrastructure, 
peer influence, and coaching quality (Weiss, 2019). 
Given the many competing influences on youth sport 
participation, only a large effect would carry practical 
policy relevance. The study was powered to detect 
effects of d > 1.79 at 80% power, which we consider 
a reasonable threshold for this context.

Data collection

After receiving ethical approval (HS 2022/1036), repre
sentatives from the sports club were contacted, and they 
granted us permission to access their archived register. 
This register contained a list of all participants from six 
years prior to the implementation of the LSPO policy 
(2011–2016) and six years after it came into effect 
(2017–2024), excluding the years affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic (2020–2021), covering over 40,000 
participant records. Due to inconsistencies in the original 
registry data (e.g., duplicate registrations, missing 
entries, and incorrect gender information), the first 
author manually verified and cross-checked all annual 
participant lists. In total, this process required approxi
mately 35–40 hours of detailed review of physical 
records from all years combined to ensure the accuracy 
and completeness of the dataset. Following this verifica
tion process, the final dataset comprised aggregated 
counts of participation by year, gender, and age group. 
Individual-level tracking over time was not possible due 
to data traceability constraints. Consequently, the ana
lyses describe year-by-year group trends rather than 
repeated measures on the same individuals.

Measures

Gender
Females, males and the total group are included. They 
were categorized using information from participation 
sheets when data was manually collected.

Participation
Participation was measured by dividing the number of 
participants of a given age and sex in a particular year by 
the total number of residents of the same age and sex 
residing in the municipality during that year. In this 
specific context, participants were registered through 
their school classes, and each class competed as 

a team over a predetermined five-week period. As the 
same participants remained in their respective teams 
throughout the event, this setup provides a stable and 
accurate reflection of actual participation during the 
study period.

Data analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted on aggregated 
group-level data, as individual trajectories could not be 
estimated, and were carried out using Jamovi (version 
2.3.21; The Jamovi Project, 2023). The dataset was 
restructured into long format on a yearly basis to accom
modate repeated-measures analyses. The final year (6th 

grade) was omitted because table rankings were consis
tently implemented during that period, posing a risk of 
confounding the outcomes.

Participation data were analyzed using Generalized 
Linear Models (GLMs) with Gaussian distributions and 
identity link functions, appropriate for repeated- 
measures designs (Singer & Willett, 2003). Three models 
were run – total participants, girls, and boys – each 
assessing both absolute participant numbers and parti
cipation rates (proportion of eligible population). Model 
fit statistics (R-squared, Akaike Information Criterion 
[AIC], Bayesian Information Criterion [BIC], and deviance) 
were calculated and presented in Table 2.

Statistical significance of effects was tested using like
lihood ratio tests (Table 3), reporting chi-squared values, 
degrees of freedom, and p-values. Estimated marginal 
means, standard errors, 95% confidence intervals, z- 
values, and p-values for each main effect are presented 
in Table 4.

To evaluate temporal changes in participation, 
a segmented regression analysis was conducted 
(Singer & Willett, 2003). This model estimates three para
meters: (1) the pre-intervention trend (annual change in 
participation before LSPO removal), (2) the immediate 
change in participation at the time of policy introduc
tion, and (3) the post-intervention trend (annual change 
after LSPO removal). This allows assessment of both 
abrupt and gradual changes in participation patterns 
over time following the LSPO intervention, controlling 
for pre-existing trends. Segmented regression analyses 
were conducted separately for boys, girls, and all parti
cipants, and detailed results appear in Table 5 and 
Figure 1.

Effect sizes were interpreted according to conven
tional guidelines (J. Cohen, 1988), with small effects 
defined as Cohen’s d ≈ 0.2 or a percentage change of 
<5%, moderate effects as d ≈ 0.5 or 5–10%, and large 
effects as d ≥ 0.8 or >10% change (L. Cohen et al., 2018). 
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Absolute changes in annual participation of fewer than 
5% were considered small, 5–10% moderate, and >10% 
large in the context of population-level interventions 
(Bernal et al., 2016).

Results

Number of participants and teams

Table 1 presents the number of participants by sex and 
the number of teams, illustrating a steady overall 
increase over the study period for both girls and boys. 
The upward trend is also mirrored at the team level, with 
the number of teams expanding roughly in proportion 
to participant growth. While participation increased 
markedly across the observation period, the underlying 
population of 7–13-year-olds in the municipality showed 
only modest growth. A distinct peak in participation 
occurred in 2017, followed by a brief downturn in 2018 
and subsequent recovery, culminating in the highest 
recorded participation in 2024. Overall, these descriptive 
patterns point to a positive trajectory in school-football 
participation and provide the empirical foundation for 
the GLM analyses that follow, examining period-specific 
changes and the potential impact of the rule 
modification.

Model fit

All models converged successfully, confirming the relia
bility of the parameter estimates. The model fit statistics 
are presented in Table 2.

As shown in Table 2, the R-squared values indicate 
moderate model fit for absolute participant numbers, 
with values ranging from 0.16 to 0.18, suggesting that 
the pre – post period accounted for approximately 16– 
18% of the variance in absolute participation numbers. 
However, when analyzing participation as a proportion 
of the eligible population, the models showed low expla
natory power, with R-squared values between 0.02 and 
0.03. Model fit indices (AIC, BIC, and deviance) showed 
higher deviance values for absolute participation models 
and substantially lower values for proportional models.

The likelihood ratio tests, presented in Table 3, indi
cate that statistically significant differences in participa
tion were found in models analyzing absolute 
participation numbers (p < 0.001 for total, girls, and 
boys). However, no significant differences were found 
when participation was analyzed as a proportion of the 
total population (p = 0.153 to 0.257). These findings sug
gest that while more children participated in school- 
class football after LSPO removal, their participation 
rates relative to the population did not significantly 
change.

Table 1. Number of participants by sex, number of teams, and population size in the same age group in the municipality, with annual 
percentage change (2011–2024).

Year Girls Boys Total Teams Municip. Δ Girls (%) Δ Boys (%) Δ Total (%) Δ Teams (% Δ Municip.

2011 1022 1423 2445 161 5 643 – – – – –
2012 1094 1554 2648 183 5 717 +7,0 +9,2 +8,3 +13,7 +1,3%
2013 1214 1728 2942 208 5 921 +11,0 +11,2 +11,1 +13,7 +3,6%
2014 1272 1767 3039 202 6 075 +4,8 +2,3 +3,3 −2,9 +2,6%
2015 1300 1849 3149 205 6 230 +2,2 +4,6 +3,6 +1,5 +2,6%
2016 1296 1952 3248 214 6 505 −0,3 +5,6 +3,1 +4,4 +4,4%
2017 1513 2152 3665 243 6 726 +16,8 +10,2 +12,8 +13,6 +3,4%
2018 1374 1964 3338 228 6 974 −9,2 −8,7 −8,9 −6,2 +3,7%
2019 1548 2203 3751 244 7 108 +12,7 +12,2 +12,4 +7,0 +1,9%
2020 – – – – 7 255 – – – – +2,1%
2021 – – – – 7 342 – – – – +1,2%
2022 1628 2160 3788 255 7 421 – – – – +1,1%
2023 1671 2354 4025 270 7 342 +2,6 +9,0 +6,3 +5,9 −1,1%
2024 1854 2499 4353 270 7 439 +11,0 +6,2 +8,1 0,0 +1,3%
Total 16 786 23 605 40 391 2683 93 698 +81,4% +75,6% +78,1% +67,7% +31,8%

Table 2. Model fit statistics for all generalized linear models.
Model R2 AIC BIC Deviance

Total Participants 0.18 942.04 948.95 1,349,645.93
Total Proportion 0.03 594.69 601.60 12,350.69
Girls’ Participation 0.16 828.17 835.08 289,703.84
Girls’ Proportion 0.02 582.43 589.34 10,464.87
Boys’ Participation 0.17 850.54 857.45 391,944.24
Boys’ Proportion 0.03 605.09 612.00 14,213.71

Note. R2 = R-squared; AIC = Akaike Information Criterion; BIC = Bayesian Information Criterion.
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Table 3. Likelihood ratio tests for all generalized linear models.
Model Chi-squared (χ2) df p-value

Total Participants 15.67 1 <0.001
Total Proportion 2.04 1 0.153
Girls’ Participation 13.51 1 <0.001
Girls’ Proportion 1.28 1 0.257
Boys’ Participation 14.97 1 <0.001
Boys’ Proportion 2.17 1 0.141

Table 4. Model results for generalized linear models.
Model Estimate SE 95% CI Lower 95% CI Upper z-value p-value

Total Participants 126.04 31.84 63.63 188.45 3.96 <0.001
Total Proportion 4.35 3.05 −1.62 10.32 1.43 0.157
Girls’ Participation 54.24 14.75 25.32 83.15 3.68 <0.001
Girls’ Proportion 3.18 2.8 −2.32 8.67 1.13 0.261
Boys’ Participation 66.39 17.16 32.76 100.03 3.87 <0.001
Boys’ Proportion 4.82 3.27 −1.59 11.22 1.47 0.145

Table 5. Segmented regression analysis for trends of participants before, during and after rule change.
Girls Boys All

Statistic Est SE p Est SE p Est SE p

Intercept 218.38 7.30 <.001 306.12 8.37 <.001 524.50 15.61 <.001
Pre trend 8.99 6.12 0.147 15.76 7.03 0.028 25.22 13.10 0.058
Rule change 6.10 29.53 0.837 −1.10 33.87 0.974 5.39 63.17 0.932
Post trend −4.36 7.27 0.551 −12.33 8.34 0.144 −16.24 15.55 0.300

Figure 1. Participation pattern trends from segmented regression analysis before and after 2017 rule Change.
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Model results

Total participation
The analysis of absolute participation numbers (Table 4) 
showed a significant increase in the total number of 
participants after LSPO removal (χ2 (1) = 15.67, p <  
0.001), with an estimated mean difference of 126.04 
additional participants (95% CI: 63.63, 188.45). The esti
mated marginal means indicate that participation 
increased from 459.78 (SE = 22.82) before the rule 
change to 585.82 (SE = 22.21) after. However, when con
sidering participation as a proportion of the eligible 
population, no statistically significant effect was found 
(χ2 (1) = 2.04, p = 0.153). The estimated marginal means 
suggest that the participation rate increased slightly, 
from 52.81% (95% CI: 48.45, 57.16) before to 57.16% 
(95% CI: 52.92, 61.39) after LSPO removal, but the wide 
confidence intervals indicate uncertainty in this esti
mate. This suggests that while the absolute number of 
participants increased, this may reflect broader popula
tion trends rather than a direct rather than a pattern 
directly attributable to LSPO removal.

Girls’ participation
Results for girls (Table 4), the absolute number of parti
cipants also increased significantly (χ2 (1) = 13.51, p <  
0.001), with an estimated mean difference of 54.24 addi
tional participants (95% CI: 25.32, 83.15). The estimated 
marginal means indicate that participation rose from 
190.53 (95% CI: 169.45, 211.60) before LSPO removal to 
244.76 (95% CI: 224.25, 265.28) after. However, when 
looking at girls’ participation as a proportion of the 
eligible population, no significant difference was found 
(χ2 (1) = 1.28, p = 0.257). The estimated marginal means 
suggest that the proportion increased only slightly, from 
45.61% (95% CI: 41.61, 49.62) before to 48.79% (95% CI: 
44.89, 52.69) after LSPO removal, but the lack of statis
tical significance suggests that the observed change 
could be due to natural fluctuations rather than 
a pattern directly attributable to the policy change.

Boys’ participation
The pattern for boys (Table 4) mirrored that of the 
total group and girls. The absolute number of boys 
participating increased significantly (χ2 (1) = 14.97, 
p < 0.001), with an estimated mean difference of 
66.39 additional participants (95% CI: 32.76, 100.03). 
The estimated marginal means indicate that partici
pation increased from 272.03 (95% CI: 247.51, 296.54) 
before LSPO removal to 338.42 (95% CI: 314.56, 
362.28) after. However, when considering boys’ parti
cipation as a proportion of the eligible population, 
the model did not show a significant effect (χ2 (1) =  

2.17, p = 0.141). The estimated marginal means indi
cate that the proportion increased from 60.00% (95% 
CI: 55.33, 64.67) before to 64.82% (95% CI: 60.27, 
69.36) after, but as with the girls’ results, the wide 
confidence intervals suggest that this change may 
not be directly linked to LSPO removal.

Segmented regression analysis

All results from the segmented regression analysis for 
participation trends with participation numbers are pre
sented in Table 5 and visualized in Figure 1.

Total participation
The overall participation trend followed showed pre- 
trend was not statistically significant (β = 25.22, p =  
0.058), indicating an increasing trend before 2017. 
Further, neither the immediate effect (β = 5.39, p =  
0.932) nor the post-trend (β = −16.24, p = 0.300) were 
statistically significant.

Girls’ participation
The pre-rule change trend was not statistically signifi
cant (β = 8.99, p = 0.147), suggesting that girls’ participa
tion remained relatively stable before the rule change. 
The immediate effect was also not significant (β = 6.10, 
p = 0.837), indicating that participation did not suddenly 
increase or decrease after the rule change. Similarly, the 
post trend was not significant (β = −4.36, p = 0.551), 
meaning that participation growth continued at 
a similar rate after 2017.

Boys’ participation
Unlike girls’ participation, the pre-rule change trend for 
boys was statistically significant (β = 15.76, p = 0.028), 
indicating an increase in participation before the rule 
change. However, the immediate effect was not signifi
cant (β = −1.10, p = 0.974), showing no sudden shift in 
participation numbers. The post-change trend was also 
not significant (β = −12.33, p = 0.144), suggesting that 
participation growth evened out after the intervention.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine whether participa
tion levels were related to the presence or absence of 
league standings and playoffs (LSPO). Building on pre
vious research showing positive child responses to the 
removal of competitive structures (e.g., McCalpin et al.,  
2017), and on the Swedish Football Association’s ratio
nale for eliminating league tables and scorekeeping, we 
hypothesized that participation rates relative to the 
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population would increase following LSPO removal. 
However, the results did not support our hypothesis, 
indicating that the removal of LSPO in children’s soccer 
is not associated with substantial changes in participa
tion rates. While the absolute number of participants 
increased significantly following the rule change, likely 
reflecting an overall rise in children’s interest in playing 
soccer (see CIF, 2025), the proportion of eligible youth 
participating remained largely unchanged across girls, 
boys, and the total sample. Furthermore, segmented 
regression analysis did not reveal any significant 
immediate or long-term shifts in participation trends 
following LSPO removal. Among girls, participation 
levels were relatively stable before the rule change, 
with no significant increase or decrease coinciding with 
the policy. Among boys, there was a statistically signifi
cant upward trend in participation before LSPO removal, 
but this growth did not accelerate or decline after the 
rule change, suggesting that existing trends persisted 
regardless of the competitive structure. Furthermore, 
the observed increase in participation rates among 
boys prior to LSPO removal underscores the importance 
of considering pre-existing trends when evaluating pol
icy interventions. Although the visual pattern in Figure 1 
may suggest a flattening of the upward trajectory after 
the rule change, this apparent shift was not supported 
by the inferential analyses, indicating that the observed 
fluctuation likely reflects normal year-to-year variation 
rather than a true change in trend. Given this, and the 
modest size of the yearly series, it is also important to 
interpret any visual deviations cautiously, as they may 
create the impression of effects that are not statistically 
verified.

Taken together, these results imply that league tables 
and playoffs may not be as influential in shaping parti
cipation trends as some proponents have previously 
assumed. More specifically, the removal of LSPO does 
not appear to be associated with any clear additional 
motivational change among school-aged football parti
cipants, contrary to indications from earlier studies (e.g., 
Buszard et al., 2016; Harwood et al., 2018; McCalpin et al.,  
2017) and the intentions of the Swedish Football 
Association. The absence of a clear increase or decrease 
in participation following LSPO removal suggests that 
other factors, such as coaching quality, peer influence, 
access to sports infrastructure (e.g., Atkins et al., 2015; 
Erikstad et al., 2021), may be more strongly associated 
with participation patterns in youth soccer involvement.

Notably, our method did not allow for an analysis of 
changes in participant composition. It is possible that 
there was an increase in new participants in school class 
football, that is, individuals who had previously chosen 
not to take part due to an excessive emphasis on 

winning and the use of LSPO. At the same time, 
a corresponding proportion may have discontinued par
ticipation because they found the game less enjoyable 
without LSPO. Hence, it is important that future research 
conducts longitudinal studies in which participants are 
followed over time, and their perspectives are recorded 
both before and after the implementation or removal of 
LSPO. Moreover, future research should explore other 
dimensions of youth sport experiences, such as per
ceived motivational climate, perceived football compe
tence, enjoyment to play and intentions to drop-out, to 
better understand the factors that influence the use or 
non-use of LSPO in organized sports. These aspects are 
particularly noteworthy since for instance an autonomy 
supportive motivational climate (e.g., being supportive, 
having a permissive attitude, children’s preferences and 
perspectives are considered), have been positively 
linked to children’s intrinsic motivation, enjoyment, well- 
being, and prolonged participation in sports (Atkins 
et al., 2015; Gagne, 2003). Furthermore, there is a need 
for studies that explore children’s perspectives in their 
own words. We have identified only one qualitative 
study (McCalpin et al., 2017) that indirectly addresses 
children’s attitudes and intentions toward LSPO. Since 
adaptations such as no goal counting, reduced pitch 
size, and smaller ball size differ from the removal of 
LSPO, further research is needed to understand LSPO’s 
specific impact on participation, motivation, enjoyment, 
and prolonged participation in sports.

Limitations and future directions

While the ability to examine changes observed following 
a specific modification over time represents a clear 
methodological strength, it is important to acknowledge 
that one possible reason for the absence of significant 
changes in participation patterns following the removal 
of LSPO may be the prior implementation of several 
other modifications to the competitive structure within 
the school-class football context including playing on 
smaller pitches, using smaller goals and balls, allowing 
mixed-gender teams, and requiring that at least two 
boys and two girls be on the field at all times. As 
a result, many children may already perceive this envir
onment as less competitive, particularly when compared 
to football activities organized in sports clubs. This con
text may therefore function as an alternative sporting 
environment in which results and competition are not 
central concerns. This reduced-competition setting may 
therefore limit the extent to which removing league 
standings and playoffs can influence participation pat
terns. Future research should therefore investigate the 
effects of LSPO removal in more traditional club-based 
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football systems where competitive structures are more 
pronounced. A promising design for future research 
would be to follow a cohort of players across the transi
tion to age 13, when league tables and playoffs are 
introduced. By collecting data one season before and 
one season after this age threshold (e.g., from ages 12 to 
13), researchers could more precisely assess whether the 
onset of LSPO is associated with changes in motivation, 
skill development, enjoyment, or intentions to dropout 
from football. It would also be valuable to expand this 
line of inquiry to international contexts where similar 
restrictions on league tables and scorekeeping exist, 
such as Norway and Finland (see Football Association 
of Finland, 2025; Norwegian Football Federation, 2025) 
to assess whether participation patterns following LSPO- 
like regulations show comparable developments. 
Another promising avenue would be to conduct other 
forms of quasi-experimental studies or natural experi
ments that leverage existing differences across sports. 
For instance, some team sports introduce league tables 
at earlier ages than others, thereby creating potential 
‘intervention’ groups (where tables are introduced early) 
and ‘comparison’ groups (where tables are delayed). By 
systematically comparing outcomes such as dropout 
rates, skill development, and enjoyment across these 
formats, researchers may begin to isolate the effects of 
LSPO.

Like several other studies based on data from the 
period during which the COVID-19 pandemic was 
ongoing, we lack data from two years that were heavily 
impacted by the pandemic (i.e., year 2020 and 2021). 
These data would have been important to include in 
order to clearly identify any possible significant trends. 
However, this limitation is partially mitigated by the fact 
that we have data covering a relatively long period both 
before and after the removal of LSPO. At the same time, 
it should be acknowledged that lingering effects of 
COVID-19 on children’s and youths’ sport participation, 
such as altered routines or reduced engagement, may 
still have influenced participation patterns after orga
nized activities resumed.

Another important limitation of this study is the 
absence of a control group. Given this, and the observa
tional nature of the study, causal inferences cannot be 
drawn, and the findings should therefore be interpreted 
as temporal associations rather than effects of the policy 
change. While a controlled design would better support 
causal inferences, the universal implementation of the 
LSPO policy and the lack of access to comparable youth 
football initiatives made the establishment of such 
a group infeasible. As a result, the current approach 
relies on pre-post comparisons over time, which, 
although informative, do not allow for disentangling 

changes associated with the policy from broader con
textual developments or pre-existing participation 
trends (L. Cohen et al., 2018; Singer & Willett, 2003). 
Future research should therefore seek opportunities for 
quasi-experimental designs or exploit variation across 
regions and sports to strengthen causal claims. 
A further limitation of this study is that only aggregated 
participation data were available. The absence of indivi
dual-level follow-up restricts the ability to analyze 
within-person changes or heterogeneity in response to 
the policy. Future studies incorporating longitudinal 
individual-level data would provide a more nuanced 
understanding of how participation patterns evolve.

Finally, a retrospective sensitivity analysis indicated 
that the study was well-powered to detect large effects 
on absolute participant numbers (post-hoc power >  
0.987, d = 2.81–2.92) but had limited power to detect 
moderate effects on participation rates (power = 0.30– 
0.41, d = 0.97–1.15). We cannot rule out that small or 
moderate effects on participation rates exist. However, 
given the multiple determinants of youth sport partici
pation, we argue that only large effects would carry 
practical policy relevance, and the study was adequately 
powered to detect those.

Conclusions

While previous debates around LSPO have often cen
tered on concerns that league tables discourage 
youth participation, the present study provides 
empirical evidence that participation trends remained 
largely stable regardless of their presence or absence. 
Rather, it appears that the observed growth in abso
lute numbers may have been influenced by broader 
demographic trends and/or other intra- or interperso
nal factors, rather than being directly attributable to 
LSPO removal. These findings should also be inter
preted in light of the school-based football environ
ment examined, which is relatively low in competitive 
intensity and may therefore limit the extent to which 
changes in competitive structure can influence parti
cipation. Moreover, the nationwide implementation 
of LSPO in Sweden precludes the use of internal 
control groups, and the absence of individual-level 
data restricts the ability to examine heterogeneity in 
children’s responses.

Given these findings, future research would benefit 
from expanding the scope to more traditional club- 
based settings, other regions in Sweden, and interna
tional contexts where similar restrictions exist. 
Methodologically, following a cohort across the tran
sition to age 13, when LSPO is introduced, may offer 
a design for identifying potential causal effects on 
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motivation, enjoyment, skill development, and drop
out. Longitudinal studies tracking individual participa
tion over time would also offer deeper insights into 
whether certain groups of children are more affected 
by LSPO changes than others. Additionally, investigat
ing the perceived motivational climate, children’s 
enjoyment, and their intrinsic motivation in response 
to competitive structure modifications would be cru
cial in refining youth sports policies.
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