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A common criticism of youth hockey in North America is that it is prohibitively expensive. Journalists have 
documented the sport’s high cost, while organizations, including the NHL, have taken steps to expand 
accessibility for children from lower-income families. Yet while there are attempts to make the sport 
accessible to boys and girls of all backgrounds, the highest levels of competition––the pro leagues, 
national teams, major juniors in Canada, college hockey in the United States––are increasingly becoming 
the preserve of those from affluent families. How did this situation develop? 
 
Youth sports in North America, including hockey, grew in the postwar decades as communities 
accommodated the surge of Baby Boomers. Sports opportunities were typically offered through public 
schools or volunteer-driven, non-profit organizations. The stated aims of these programs were to provide 
for children’s physical fitness and to teach teamwork, discipline, and other virtues necessary for 
productive and loyal citizenship. Of course, some parents saw youth sports as a pathway to the 
professional ranks for their sons. Already in the 1960s and ‘70s, there was criticism of minor hockey in 
Canada as being overly focused on preparing players for the NHL. However, there was still broad 
acceptance of youth hockey as an integral part of Canadian life. 
 
Hockey offers a case study of how this postwar model of youth sports was transformed in the 1980s. In 
the aftermath of the Baby Boom, organizations had to adapt their sports programs to attract a shrinking 
number of participants. As North American players and coaches engaged with Europeans in the 1970s, 
the older model of player development was criticized as insufficient, leading to better prepared coaches 
and more intensive player training––all of which was expensive. And as professional athletes earned more 
money and gained more visibility on television, pro sports came to be seen as a highly desirable career 
path, even by affluent parents. An equally desirable goal, one that could be attained by the growing 
number of girls in hockey, was a college athletic scholarship. While the old aims of fitness, teamwork, and 
discipline were still mentioned, the real goal––whether expressed explicitly or implicitly––was preparing 
a young athlete for the next level of competition, with a pro contract or college scholarship as the ultimate 
aim. Due to these and other factors, youth hockey moved from a volunteer-driven, community-based 
model to one in which training was professionalized and players and their families decided on individual 
development paths. This model required greater commitment of family resources, yet there were many 
parents willing to pay high costs for the athletic success of their children. Once established in the 1980s, 
this model has remained in place in North American youth sports and has spread elsewhere in the world. 


