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INTRODUCTION 

Excitement for ski racing in the 
United States is high and the 
sport continues to evolve with the 
times.  It has recently responded 
to the changes in equipment 
design, snowmaking capabilities, 
ease of travel, the COVID-19 
pandemic, and more.  We must ensure appropriate development practices as we adapt, but 
much of the response has resulted in an expensive, confusing, and some might say illogical 
system.  Have we lost the essence of what makes the sport affordable, understandable, and 
manageable?   
 
By some estimates, the ski racing costs for a year in the life of a U16 can be up to $70,000.  A 
young family signing their 12-year-old up for their local ski club can be as much as the cost of a 
new car.  An athlete reaching the elite level of the sport requires time away from school, 
several national and international trips, and a large quiver of skis.  Travelling out of one’s region 
to enter races with perceived point opportunities have become too common and is driving the 
cost of the sport up.  The professionalism of the sport is driving club fees up.  The cost to race 
(transportation, lifts and entry fees, and lodging), are all spiraling upward. 
 

It is time to get the sport back under control and 
take a fresh look at our systems, always keeping 
development as our focus.  We need clear 
pathways for advancement that are based on 
performance and skill level.  There should be age-
based controls on how much an athlete races to 
keep travel and school absences in check.  
Calendaring needs to be examined to increase 
efficiencies and allow coaches to design 
manageable schedules.  Club fees can be reduced 
by lowering peripheral costs. 
 
This paper is intended to describe these issues in a 
broad sense while offering general possible 
solutions.  The hope is that it will spark productive 
conversations across the country.  Bold action is 
required in redefining our sport for the betterment 
of the generations to come.  
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METHODOLOGY 

The Health of Sport (HOS) task force was formed in 2019 to examine the US alpine ski racing 
systems, costs, and trends.  Their mission is to make recommendations of best practices and 
policies to better the sport.  The task force is comprised of USSS staff, USSS committee chairs 
and members, program directors, experienced coaches, and athlete representatives from 
across the country. 
 
HOS tenets: 

1. Increase accessibility - reduce barriers to entry 
2. Reduce Cost - look for efficiencies/reduce school absences 
3. Increase enjoyment - leading to higher retention and a feeling of success 
4. Simplify systems and pathways for advancement 

 
 
The task force gathered information from: 

• USSS 2018 survey of 75 clubs, academies, and colleges across the 3 regions of the US 
(Illustration #1, pg. 09)  

• observations by industry leaders 
• feedback from parents and athletes 
• information gained from other alpine countries 

The task force has made recommendations over the past two years, resulting in some effective 
programming changes.  However, the discussions require a broader reach to develop a more 
thorough understanding of the challenges and solutions. 
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KEY FINDINGS 

Club Fees and Season Pass* 
Program fees are a higher percentage of overall cost for the lowest cost youth programs 
and highest cost academy programs incorporating academic tuition. Season Pass costs 
are negligible except at the lowest cost youth programs. 
 
Club fees are driven by services provided. Personnel costs are the most significant 
expense. Coach to athlete ratios, full-time vs. seasonal staff or volunteers, 
administration, development, and in-house specialists providing conditioning, re-
habilitation, tuning, sport psych, nutrition and other non-primary services all contribute 
to expenses and drive fees (see “Professionalism of the sport” below). 
 
Athletes are most likely to be introduced to the sport in low-cost programs at their local 
ski resort and seek additional services as their interest, ability and commitment grows. 
 
Services provided by high profile programs drive an “arms race” whereby clubs are 
increasingly attempting to outdo each other to attract athletes and improve 
performance. 
 
Recommendation:  By the NGB clearly defining sport pipelines and supporting the 
advancement of high performers, athletes can make informed decisions about what 
services are essential and how to pursue their sport appropriately.  
 
*See related issues in Prep Period/Calendaring and Professionalism of the Sport below. 

 

Sport Structure* 
Currently the US has a loose system of advancement with an unclear pipeline.  The top 
athletes are mostly being selected to the correct high-level races, but too many athletes 
are racing outside their level of skill which results in discouragement, creates unrealistic 
expectations, contributes to drop-out and drives costs up. 
 
US ski racers deserve a logical progression with clear markers that reward performance.  
The progression is not complicated:  young athletes start at the development level and 
compete at that level until they are consistently racing into the top percentage of that 
group.  As athletes excel at one level, they are qualified to move into the next higher 
level.  The highest level provides opportunity for selection into the NorAm and national 
or regional championships. 
 
Promoting High School racing and USCSA Collegiate racing in the overall structure of 
alpine racing, provides reasonable and accessible levels of competition that may be 
appropriate and fulfilling for a large percentage of our U16 and older athletes.  These 
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avenues provide a pathway to stay in the sport and continue to enjoy competitive racing 
as they begin to realize that the US Ski Team or NCAA racing may not be a realistic goal.  
 
Recommendation:  Regions need to reexamine their pipeline and make sure that a 
structure is in place which allows for advancement based on reasonable standards.  It 
should allow for promotion that results from performance.  
 
*See Illustration #2, pg. 9 

 
1. Distinct levels of competition - Advancement based on standards 
2. Children’s racing (U14 and younger) – lots of fun racing with no qualification tied 

to it.  Parallel head-to-head racing using format where there is no elimination 
3. U16’s start at development level and advance based on standards 
4. Development level national point race series 
5. Elite level national point race series 
6. FIS development level series 
7. Elite level FIS series 

 

Travel Costs  
  

Financial costs (transportation, room and board, entries, and lifts) and opportunity costs 
(education, training, rest, periodization) are greatly impacted by competition schedules 
at all levels affecting both performance and retention. 
 
Travel costs are directly affected by athletic pipelines.  Great care must be taken to 
establish best practices that provide high achieving athletes with the necessary 
challenges and experiences to realize their potential and maintain their competitiveness 
with their international age group peers while not inappropriately driving the 
expectations and cost for athletes whose age group peers are national, regional, 
divisional, or local. 
 
Championship events:  Cost of a championship event can be significant.  Lessening the 
overall costs to athletes in general can include controlling the field sizes at these events.  
Selection to one’s championship series should reflect their ability to be competitive at 
that level.  Championships should be fielding smaller field sizes than the qualifiers from 
which selections are made.  The depth of the field should go only as far as necessary 
whereby the last racer on the start list is competitive.   
 
Recommendation: 

1.  Utilize a system of advancement that is focused on graduated levels of 
advancement (divisional, then regional, then national, etc.). 

2. Limit Championship field sizes to 50 per gender. 
3. Championship host club may only host if they commit to very low cost to the 

athletes. Qualifiers for championship events are to be rewarded with subsidized 
costs for attendance.  The combination of entries, lifts, lodging and meals may not 
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exceed the equivalent of the FIS maximum for European Cup by more than 50% 
(90chf in 2021-22) 

 
Prep period / Calendaring issues 

Prep period:   
The season has been creeping forward slowly over the recent several years which puts 
pressure on families/athletes to feel the need to seek out extended summer and early 
fall training.  These camps are costly and for most American ski racers, unnecessary. 
 
Solutions to this problem lie in cooperative efforts between clubs, regions or NGB, and 
race calendaring (addressed below).  For the select athletes who are at a level where 
they need early season preparation for NPS, NorAm or Europa Cup, specific prep camps 
would suffice.  Other race series would need to start later in the season to allow for 
adequate preparation at one’s home hill.   
 
Clubs should not be obligated to plan expensive camps that their athletes feel pressure 
to attend.  Calendaring should be thoughtfully organized to allow for normal season 
preparation.   
 
Related staffing costs: By following this program, staffing costs become less 
burdensome on a club, which leads to lower club fees for the athlete. 

 
Calendaring:    
Racing should start after there has been adequate home preparation time.  What is the 
perfect date across such a large geographic area and climatic variations?  There is no 
perfect time, but reasonable start dates are Jan. 1 for U14 and younger (allowing all of 
November and December for preparation) and Dec. 15 for U16 and older so holiday 
races may be calendared (allowing for glacier skiing for those who require it – NorAm 
and above - and early season training for others). 
 
It is hard to resist the lure of entering races scheduled all around the country and world 
if one’s pocketbook allows.  While a small percentage of athletes need the exposure 
beyond their region to go head-to-head with the next level, most are still competitive at 
home.  So, until an athlete is consistently on the podium at their current level there is no 
need to look beyond.  There is still plenty of competition where they are. 
 
Calendaring entry level and elite level races should be planned in such a way that 
advancement is possible.  As entry level athletes improve and consistently achieve 
podium results, they advance to the higher-level race series.  Likewise, as elite level 
racers achieve podium results on a regular basis, they can then advance to out-of-region 
races, and so on. 
 
Recommendation:  Selections to regional events and championships should be designed 
to reward head-to-head racing.  Criteria should include series points and downplay 
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National points or FIS points to incentivize racing close to home (cost savings, less 
absenteeism from school). 
The NGB must establish the standards, so club coaches and parents have a clear 
understanding of the pathways and access. 
 
With this system in place, costs are controlled, the path is clear, and there is motivation 
to improve.   
 
National/International advancement standards 

1. Eligibility for racing out of athlete’s division based on meeting approved 
standards (standard met or approval required) 

2. Eligibility for racing out of athlete’s region based on meeting approved standards 
(standard met or approval required) 

3. Eligibility for racing out of country based on meeting approved standards - 
Northern Hemisphere (standard met or approval required) 

4. Eligibility for racing out of Northern hemisphere based on meeting approved 
standards (standard met or approval required) 

 

Start Limitations 
Start limitations apply to age regardless of which series or level of racing.  It is widely 
believed that U16 and 1st-year U18 athletes still require much attention on training and 
building fundamental technical skills.  By applying a cap on the amount of racing these 
ages are allowed, the appropriate race:training ratio is ensured. 
 
Recommendation: 

1. U16:  25 tech starts (slalom and GS only – SG and DH unlimited) 
2. 1st year FIS:  35 FIS tech starts (slalom and GS only - speed unlimited) 
3. 1st year FIS:  no entry in Southern Hemisphere races 

 

Professionalization of the sport 
As youth sports trend toward talent identification at younger ages, the push toward 
professionalism in ski racing is becoming more prevalent.  This professionalism is a 
significant contributor to increased costs.  The more parents feel extra support is 
needed to help their child get ahead (conditioning, ski tuning, sports psychology, tutors, 
etc.), the more clubs respond by staffing specialists to meet these perceived needs.  
Larger, more specialized staff = higher club fees. 
 
Young ski racers of course need to ski on properly tuned skis and certainly need to have 
well-conditioned bodies, but the extent to which these services are demanded is 
disproportionate with the most important elements of developing talent:  cultivating a 
love of the sport and learning proper ski technique. 
 
Recommendation:  It is recognized that Clubs and Academies are free to offer what they 
believe serves their clientele.  If it is agreed that more services are required as an 
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athlete reaches higher levels of competition, then it follows that a standards-based 
system of advancement is necessary to help athletes and their parents know what is 
needed. 
 

Accessibility – Athletes, Coaches, Officials 
 

There are additional costs of participating in the sport of alpine ski racing that are rising 
and should be looked at carefully. 
 
Entry level athletes/participants: 
Every effort should be made to keep costs low for young families.  The entry level 
U10/U12 athletes are paying more and more to participate as rates for US Ski and 
Snowboard membership increase, club fees rise, and entry fees need to absorb more 
and more expenses. NGB, regions, divisions, clubs and race organizing committees need 
to be cognizant of the fees our sport demands compared to other sports. 
  
The structure of our Club Certification requirements should incentivize clubs to provide 
high levels of scholarship above other programming.  High Performance Clubs should 
prioritize youth participation and assistance programs to ensure accessibility. 
 
Coaches: 
It is a lot to ask young coaches with limited disposable income to travel over a weekend 
for a coach certification course.  If a club is expected to pay for their coaches to travel to 
educational opportunities, that expense is passed on to the members and fees go up.  
Online and local coach education courses would lower the cost to young coaches or 
weekend/part time coaches, and could help lower club fees. 
 
Officials: 
How do we incentivize young coaches and parents to enter the officials pool?  With so 
many events throughout the country, the officials community is working hard to keep 
up with demand.  What efficiencies are available that would make access more 
palatable?  Can Referee and TD shadowing be at a hill close to home to eliminate the 
need for travel?  Can official’s certification move to a more online or virtual format?   
Can we utilize high level officials at their home hill to evaluate or educate younger 
officials attending races there? 
 
Recommendations: 

1. Fees should be reasonable to continue to attract participation 
2. High performance club certification should prioritize assistance programs for young 

athletes 
3. Online and local education opportunities for coaches’ certifications. 
4. Local TD’s should be allowed to officiate at their home hill 
5. High level officials serve as evaluators at their home hill or their assigned event to 

promote and educate emerging officials  
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CONCLUSION 

It is time to examine all aspects of how we operate.  There are many overlapping and complex 
issues that contribute to the rising cost of ski racing in the United States.  Several articles have 
surfaced recently in prominent news sources highlighting the expensive nature of ski racing in 
the U.S.  With this attention fresh off the presses, now is the right time to respond and look 
carefully at our systems and all parts of the complex web that is alpine ski racing.  Where are 
we overlooking efficiencies?  How can we make the sport more accessible and understandable?  
Are there ideas we can implement that will help families who love the sport but find it 
prohibitively expensive? 
 
Is it time to institute some change for good? 
 
 
Key Takeaways 
• The cost of ski racing is increasing 
• Controlling costs is complicated and there is no single solution 
• Clearly defining pathways is one measure that can help define what costs are necessary and help 

define an understanding of setting appropriate expectations 
• Thoughtful calendaring that is consistent across the country can help define a clear system 
• Promoting a culture that simultaneously rewards excellent skiing and provides appropriate pathways 

for all can ease the pressure to spend unnecessarily 
• Regional differences exist – each region should have latitude to design programming designed to 

achieve the overall goals that makes sense for their area. 
• Efficiencies are available to us to promote accessibility to young ski racers, coaches and officials.    

 
 


