
The Covid Affect in XC 
 

 

With the threat of Covid and the resulting shutdown of in-person schooling, it had always been an open 

question as to what impact this would have on participation in sports throughout the nation.  Would turnout be 

diminished?  Of course.  But by how much?  And would the decline be across the board or show gender or 

regional differences?  We are in a position to determine this impact for high school Cross Country in Oregon. 

 

We have explored the participation numbers, and certain historical trends from the recent pre-Covid 

seasons jump out:  (1) sophomore year was commonly the largest turnout grade for both genders, with 

senior year the smallest; (2) for boys the number of freshmen regularly exceeded the number of seniors per 

season by a healthy margin (80+ runners), while no such pattern existed for girls; (3) historically from 

junior of one year to senior of the next year the continuation rate averages above 83%, and (4) girls has 

been experiencing a steady decline in participation in the four prior seasons. 

Here are the numbers for the 2020c (covid season), plus the four years which precede it. 

 
 

Conclusion:  

➢ Participation in cross country statewide dropped significantly, by 48.85% relative to the prior season’s 

numbers.  Put another way, the number participating in cross country in 2020c is only 51.15% of the 

total who had done it a season prior, in 2019.  

➢ Remarkably, this drop was balanced regardless of gender (relative to 2019 participation rates, girl’s 

turnout declined 49.05% and boys 48.72%).  

➢ Furthermore, in the recent three years (pre-covid) from junior of one year to senior of the next year the 

continuation rate averages 85%-86% (boys) and 83%-87% (girls), but was 48.8% (boys) and 46.1% 

(girls) in 2020c. 

➢ When we further narrow down the data into 

school size, we see differing margins of decline 

➢ Only four schools which fielded cross country 

teams in 2019 did not do so in 2020c (all four are 

small schools) 

 

There are a lot of reasons why someone might not 

come out, all of which stem from a sequence of 

events initiated by Covid: (1) closed schools means challenges identifying and recruiting high and middle 

schoolers; (2) students or their parents may have had health concerns for themselves or their family; (3) 

emotional fatigue, as the anticipated start to the season was regularly postponed by OSAA; (4) some may 

have gotten jobs during the spring season and were reluctant to give them up as cross country season 

approached; (5) concerns about running with a mask; (6) the absence of a concluding State Championships 

removed a targeted goal (State was not considered feasible until after the season already began); and (7) 

with schools not meeting regularly in person each day, doing a sport might present transportation hardships 

for families (this is particularly true for young students and in communities devastated by wildfires).  

 

Looking nationally, XC participation rates in 2020c were only 66.7% of what they were in 2019 (more 

specifically: 69.6% girls, 64.8% boys).  This disparity with Oregon may be accounted for by the different 

policies states took to address the Covid virus.  We ponder how long it may take for the cross country 

numbers to rebound back to their recent norms.  
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