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What is a Successful
Retention Rate?
by Dennis A. Johnson, EdD

Sport participation in the United States continues to
grow with more than 50 million children involved in
non-school sports and another 7.5 million plus that
compete in scholastic sport.  Depending on the
intention, experience, and education of the coach,
there are a number of positive attributes that a
child can learn (e.g., leadership, persistence,
teamwork, etc.).   Therefore, why then by age 13 is
there over a 70% attrition rate, in other words only
three of ten children have decided to continue with
the sport experience (1).
 
Currently, many high school teams are forced to
forfeit weights and I believe that the emphasis
placed on the youth programs is one of the direct
causes.  Youth wrestling seems to have morphed
into somewhat of a professionalized model in
which clubs run tournaments to make money for
program operation at the high school.  Recently
one coach I met was puzzled as to why their
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one coach I met was puzzled as to why their
elementary program routinely had 50 participants,
yet the middle school only had five to seven
competing.  I would suggest that the high attrition
rate can be attributed to the following:  too much
(2-3 practices per week), too long (6 months), and
too hard (tournaments every weekend) with
parents and inexperienced coaches administering
the program.
 
Mike Moyer executive director of the NWCA
suggests that a more acceptable attrition rate for
wrestling from year to year might be 30% for youth
programs, 15% for middle schools, and 10% for
high school programs.   I have just returned from
the United States Center for Coaching Excellence
conference in Atlanta and I believe the number one
thing we in the wrestling world can do to retain our
participants is to use a positive coaching system
based on sound growth and development
principles.  I also believe that our coaches MUST
have completed some type of coaching education
and proper certification.
 
I again refer to Pete Jacobson and his work in
Middle School Recruitment & Retention Playbook
with regard to retention rates for wrestling (2).  He
insists on sprinkling fun throughout the experience,
holding team bonding and teambuilding activities,
educating parents, and having personal contact
(with coaches, older wrestlers, etc.).  Moreover, he
likes to grow the number of participants in the
middle school from year to year (and has done so
over the past three years), rather than suffer
attrition.
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Be sure to sign up now for this year’s NWCA
convention August 4-6 in Daytona Beach and
go to the NWCA website for materials such as
NWCA Wrestling Coaches Resource Manual
(Scholastic Edition) for more ideas on increasing
retention rates for next season.
 
Find a way and make things happen!
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The NWCA Scholastic Coaches Resource Manual: The
NWCA, through a collaborative effort with nationally renowned
high school coaches Dave Crowell (Nazareth, PA) and Dave
Caslow (Philipsburg, PA), has developed the ultimate resource
guide for the junior high or high school coach. With over 50 years
of coaching experience and over 750 combined wins, the two
legends have designed the resource to serve as a “standard code
of operating procedure” for junior high and high school wrestling
programs.
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