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Abstract: Among today’s youth, the most ubiquitous OST activity is 
sports. However, many of these youth are also participating in at 
least one other OST activity along with their participation in sports. 
Using longitudinal data from 1,622 youth (56.8% female) from the 
first three waves (Grades 5, 6, and 7) of the 4-H Study of Positive 
Youth Development (PYD), we employed a pattern-centered 
approach to assess differences in adolescent functioning depending 
on what types of OST activities youth were participating in along with 
their sports participation. 
 

Our findings suggest that youth benefit from their sports 
participation differently depending on what other types of additional 
activities they participate in during their out-of-school time. In 
particular, a participation pattern characterized by high participation 
in sports and Youth Development Programs was found to be the 
most effective activity profile for promoting PYD and preventing 
youth problems. Implications of these findings in research and 
practice are discussed. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Introduction 
 
Theory and research converge in pointing to structured out-of-school (OST) activities as 
important assets in the positive development of youth (Chaskin & Baker, 2006; Mahoney, 
Larson, & Eccles, 2005). Participation in structured OST activities has been associated with 
higher academic and occupational achievement, reduced rates of delinquency, and the 
development of identity and initiative (e.g., Barber, Eccles, & Stone, 2001).  
 
Research regarding youth activities has examined activity participation in various ways, 
including time devoted to a particular activity domain, and aggregate scores of the number of 
activities in which youth engage. These studies have demonstrated that different activities can 
and often do influence youth development differently (Eccles, Barber, Stone, & Hunt, 2003; 
Larson, Hansen, & Moneta, 2006;), and the more activities youth are involved in, the higher 
their scores on various indicators of positive youth development (PYD) (e.g., Mahoney, 2000; 
Zaff, Moore, Papillo, and Williams, 2003).  
 
However, whether we count the number of activities youth are involved in, or consider the 
different types of activities in which youth engage, there is increasing evidence that within any 
one school year a large percentage of youth participate in more than one OST activity context 
(Shanahan & Flaherty, 2001; Theokas, Lerner, Lerner, & Phelps, 2006). Some researchers have 
begun to examine how youth organize their out-of-school time across multiple structured and 
unstructured activities during the course of a day, week, or year. Their findings suggest that 
across activities there are a variety of common activity participation patterns among 
adolescents. Moreover, the relation of participation in activities to each other varies in the 
degree to which they foster development (Bartko & Eccles, 2003; Peck, Roeser, & Zarrett, in 
press; Zarrett, 2006). Therefore, considering youth patterns of participation across activities is 
important for understanding what activities, in combination with one another, best promote 
PYD (Bartko & Eccles, 2003; Zarrett, 2006).  
 
Among today’s youth, the most ubiquitous OST activity is sports (Larson & Verma, 1999; 
Theokas et al., 2006; Ewing, Seefeldt, & Brown, 1996). In comparison to non-participants, 
youth who participated in organized sports reported greater increases in liking school between 
10th and 12th grades, received more frequent educational and occupational support, had higher 
academic performance in high school, had more total years of tertiary education by age 25, and 
attained a job at age 24 that offered autonomy and a promising future (Barber, et al., 2001). 
Female athletes reported lower rates of sexual activity and/or early sexual intercourse, net of 
the influence of race, age, SES, quality of family relations, and participation in other 
extracurricular activities (e.g., Miller, Sabo, Farrell, Barnes & Melnick, 1998). Participation in 
sports was also linked to lower use of cigarettes, marijuana, cocaine, and “other drugs” (Page, 
Hammermeister, Scanlon, & Gilbert, 1998), lower rates of depression, and lower incidence of 
suicidal behavior; these associations were not found with participation in art, community 
service, or school activities (e.g., Barber, et al., 2001). 
 
However, many of these youth are also participating in at least one other OST activity along 
with their participation in sports. Little research has explored how sports participation may 
benefit youth differently depending on what other activities they participate in during their out-
of-school time. The present study extends previous research (Theokas et al., 2006) on the 
benefits of sports participation by using a more holistic, pattern-centered approach to identify, 
and then compare:  



1. youth with different types of common 7th grade sport-dominant activity patterns to each 
other; and,  

2. to youth with other non-sport related patterns, on multiple indicators of functioning, 
including PYD, Contribution, risk behavior, and depression. 

 

Method 
 
Full details of the methodology of the 4-H Study have been presented in earlier reports (e.g., 
see Jelicic, Bobek, Phelps, Lerner, Lerner, in press; Lerner, Lerner, Almerigi, et al., 2005). 
Accordingly, we present here those features of methodology pertinent to the focus of the 
present report. 
 
Participants 
This report is based on a subsample of 1,622 of the original 3,500 adolescents (56.8% female; 
43.2% male) from the 4-H Study of Positive Youth Development (Lerner et al., 2005), and 
includes the sample of youth who participated in at least two of the first three waves of 
assessment (5th, 6th, and 7th grades). In the first wave of data collection, participants in the 4-H 
study came from sites located in 13 states that provided regional, rural-urban, racial/ethnic, and 
religious diversity. Participants were 1,722 fifth grade adolescents (48% males, mean age 
=11.1 years, SD =.52; 52% female, mean age =10.9 years, SD =.45) and 1,139 of their 
parents.  At Wave 2, youth were retested during the sixth grade. In addition, in order to control 
for the influence of prior testing on the findings, an additional sample was added. A total of 
1,872 sixth graders (43% male, mean age =12.2 years, SD =.07; 57% females, mean age 
=12.1 years, SD =.33) and over 1,300 of their parents participated in Wave 2 data collection, 
sampled from 18 states across the nation.  At Wave 3, in addition to retesting Wave 1 and 
Wave 2 participants, a new group of participants was again added to the sample. A total of 
1,600 youth (40% male, mean age =13.2 years, SD =.08; 60% female, mean age =13.2 years, 
SD =.90) and over 1,182 of their parents from 17 states were tested. 
  
The sample was largely European American (63.7%), but included some variation in 
race/ethnicity (Latino/a =11.9%, African American =6.1%, Asian American =3.7%, Native 
American =2.3%, Multi-ethnic/racial =4.2%, Other =.6%). Because the autocorrelation for the 
family per capita income between the three waves was highly significant (r =.81, .87,  
.89 p < .001, for Waves 1 and 2, Waves 2 and 3, and Waves 1 and 3, respectively), the 
average family per capita income was computed for each participant, based on available data 
(1, 2, or 3 waves). The mean of this composite variable was $13,996 (SD=$9,241).  
 
Measures 
Indexing Structured OST Activities. As shown in Table 1, the present report categorized 21 OST 
activities into eight activity types for our analyses. The list of activities included Youth 
Development (YD) programs such as 4-H and Boys & Girls Club, after-school clubs (e.g., school 
government, chess club), team and individual sports, the performing arts (e.g., music, drama), 
arts and crafts, service activities (e.g., volunteering), and paid work. At Grade 7, youth reported 
the amount of time they spent participating in each activity during the current school 
year/summer (0 =never to 5 =every day). 
 
 
 
 
 



Table 1 
The 21 Structured Activities and Eight Activity Types in Grade 7 

 

Type of Activity Individual Activities 

YD Programs 4-H Club 

Boys Scouts and Girl Scouts: 

YMCA and YWCA 

Big Brothers and Big Sisters 

Boys and Girls Club 

Sports Team sports (such as soccer or football) 

Individual sports (such as martial arts or tennis) 

Performing Arts School Band 

Drama 

Dance 

Music 

Arts and Crafts Arts and Crafts 

Interest Clubs Academic Clubs (such as math club) 

School Government 

School Newspaper 

Hobby Clubs (books, chess) 

Volunteering Mentoring/Peer Advising: 

Volunteer Work 

Religious Activities Religious Education 

Religious Youth Group 

Paid Work Employment 

 
 
Indexing Adolescent Functioning. We examined the relation of participation to various indicators 
of adolescent well-being. We first examined overall PYD, shown to be a second-order latent 
construct constituted by psychological, behavioral, and social characteristics reflecting “Five 
C’s:” competence, confidence, character, connection, and caring (Lerner et al., 2005). In turn, 
research suggests that among thriving youth a sixth C, Contribution (e.g., to family and 
community) develops (Lerner et al., 2005). Therefore, we also examined the degree to which 
youth contributed to their families/communities (Contribution), measured as a composite score 
of twelve items divided into four subsets: leadership, service, helping, and ideology.  
 
Other indicators of functioning assessed included: participation in risk behaviors, including 
questions regarding the frequency of substance use (e.g., alcohol) and other delinquent 
behaviors (e.g., “how many times have you hit or beat up someone?”) in the last year, and 
depressive feelings (CES-D; Radloff, 1977), such as how often a youth felt sad during the past 
week. The construction, reliability, and validity of these measures are described in Lerner et al. 
(2005). 



Results 
 
We first explored adolescents’ 7th grade activity participation across multiple OST activities using 
Cluster Analysis (Ward’s Method, Ward, 1963). This pattern-centered approach enabled us to 
identify the common activity participation patterns of youth, and more specifically, to determine 
the different types of sports-dominant activity patterns in which youth engage. Within the 10 
cluster solution that emerged, we found three different types of sports-dominant participation 
profiles. In the first of these sports clusters, youth were more involved in sports relative to their 
participation in other activities (they had lower than average reports of time spent in all other 
activities measured). For ease of presentation, this group of youth was referred to as the 
“Sports-Only” profile, but the reader should keep in mind that a brief one or two word label 
cannot adequately capture the entire profile of activity involvement.  
 
The second sport cluster, “Sport+YD” is distinguished by high rates of participation in both 
sports and Youth Development programs, and by slightly above average time spent 
volunteering and in religious-based activities. The third sport cluster, which we named the 
“High-Engaged” group, is characterized by spending above average time in all the activities 
measured. In fact, the time High-Engaged youth devoted to sport is similar to the amount of 
time Sport+YD youth spent in sports; both groups spent more time in sport than youth in all 
other groups including the Sport-Only youth (see Table 2 for means). A fourth activity profile, 
“Work+Religion,” involved youth who spent considerably less time devoted to sports in 
comparison to the other sport profiles, but was characterized by above average participation in 
sport relative to the non-sport profiles that emerged. Therefore, in our comparison analyses we 
also considered these youth as having another type of sport-dominant activity profile. 
 
Six non-sport activity profiles also emerged. The fifth activity profile included youth 
characterized by high involvement in school clubs, “Clubs.” The sixth cluster was primarily 
characterized by youth who participated in performing arts, “PerfArt,” and the seventh profile 
was characterized by youth who mainly participated in arts and crafts, “ArtCraft.” The eighth 
profile included youth who spent much of their time in religious-related activities, “Relig,” and 
the ninth profile, “Work,” included youth who spent most of their free time in paid work. The 
tenth profile, “Low-Engaged,” involved youth who spent considerably lower than average time 
in all activities we examined.   
 
For our comparative analyses, the youth from several of these non-sport OST activity profiles 
were combined and considered the “Other-Activities” profile, with the exception of the “Low-
Engaged” youth and the “Work” youth. Youth who had either of these types of activity profiles 
were examined separately because of previous research suggesting that youth who spend 
excessive time in paid work and those who spend little time in structured OST activities fare 
worse than other youth on indicators of positive functioning (e.g., Bachman & Schulenberg, 
1993; Zarrett, 2006) (see Figure 1). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Total 

(N=1150) 

-.19 (.89) 

-.04 (1.00) 

-.06 (.94) 

-.11 (.97) 

-.14 (.93) 

-.07 (.96) 

-.08 (.99) 

-.08 (.97) 

Low 

Engaged 

(n=166) 

-.46 (.48) 

-1.14 (.16) 

-.42 (.13) 

-.76 (.48) 

-.64 (.18) 

-.53 (.37) 

-.80 (.39) 

-.75 (.37) 

Work 

(n=200) 

-.34 (.58) 

.09 (.93) 

-.35 (.26) 

-.16 (.92) 

-.47 (.45) 

-.04 (.84) 

-.60 (.48) 

.81 (.87) 

Religion 

(n=145) 

-.49 (.41) 

-.24 (.80) 

-.34 (.29) 

-.72 (.46) 

-.58 (.34) 

-.32 (.47) 

.89 (.83) 

-.51 (.55) 

Arts & 

Crafts 

(n=179) 

-.30 (.59) 

-.11 (.92) 

-.11 (.69) 

.28 (.94) 

1.42 (.78) 

-.04 (.72) 

-.12 (1.00) 

-.20 (.84) 

Performing 

Arts 

(n=130) 

-.28 (.60) 

.07 (.91) 

-.15 (.63) 

1.06 (.52) 

-.51 (.39) 

-.14 (.68) 

.23 (.97) 

-.50 (.57) 

School 

(n=56) 

-.30 (.62) 

.10 (.93) 

1.54 (.70) 

-.38 (.81) 

-.64 (.25) 

-.48 (.37) 

-.48 (.61) 

-.34 (.76) 

Work+ 

Religion 

(n=54) 

-.13 (.74) 

.31 (1.06) 

-.33 (.44) 

.32 (1.00) 

-.24 (.62) 

.17 (.73) 

1.24 (.75) 

1.60 (.48) 

Sport 

(n=92) 

-.54 (.36) 

.47 (.71) 

-.41 (.12) 

-.76 (.45) 

-.65 (.20) 

-.63 (.19) 

-.87 (.10) 

-.61 (.46) 

Sport+YD 

(n=61) 

1.75 (.93) 

.84 (.77) 

-.29 (.43) 

 

-.32 (.83) 

-.14 (.90) 

.24 (.80) 

.25 (1.03) 

-.17 (.74) 

High 

Engaged 

(n=67) 

.82 (1.78) 

.84 (1.12) 

2.17 (1.94) 

.65 (1.06) 

.77 (1.19) 

2.18 (1.78) 

.64 (1.03) 

.75 (1.11) 

Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations of Adolescents’ rate of participation in activities by 7th Grade Activity Participation Profiles 

Cluster 

 

Activity 

YD Programs 

Sport 

School 

Perf Arts 

Arts & Crafts 

Volunteer 

Religious 

Paid work 

 



Figure 1 
Youth 7th Grade Activity Participation Profiles
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Activity Participation Patterns by Socioeconomic Status and Gender 
 
In our sample, SES does not appear to predict adolescents’ activity choices (see Table 3 for 
means of the average per capita income for each activity profile). There is some variation in 
average per capita family income by activity profile reflective of previous research findings (e.g., 
that highly engaged youth have the highest family income) (Posner & Vandell, 1999; Zarrett, 
2006). However, our results of a one-way, between-group fixed effects Analysis of Variance 
indicated that these differences in income by activity profile were not significant, F (9, 977) 
=.656, p =749.  
 
In contrast, a 2 (gender) X 7 (activity pattern) chi square analysis, indicated that activity 
participation patterns did vary significantly by the gender of the youth [χ2 (6, N=1150) =32.35, 
p< .001]. Consistent with national data that indicate that males still participate in sports at 
higher rates than do females (The Woman’s Sports Foundation, 2001), we found that males 
were significantly more likely than expected by chance to participate in the Sports-Only activity 
pattern while females were significantly underrepresented in the Sports-Only activity pattern. 
However, the sports-dominant activity patterns that also included participation in other OST 
activities did not significantly differ by gender. Along with their overrepresentation in the Sport-
Only activity pattern, males were also more likely than expected by chance to have an activity 
profile characterized by high amounts of time spent in paid work. Females were more likely 
than expected by chance to participate in both an activity pattern dominated by time spent 
engaging in the performing arts (“PerfArt”), and a participation pattern that mainly involved 
participation in arts and crafts (“ArtCrft”) (see Table 3). 



Table 3 
Percentage of youth who participate in each activity pattern by gender and family income 

 
 

  
Total 

% 

 
Males  

% 

 
Females 

% 
 

 
Average Per Capita                                                         

Family Income 
(Mean) 

Activity Patterns     

 
High Engaged 

 
5.8 

 
5.3 

 
6.2 

 
$15,126 

Sports+YD 5.3 6.1 4.7 $12,225 

Sports 8.0 11.6 + 5.5 $14,757 

Work+Relig 4.7 5.3 4.3 $13,465 

Clubs 4.9 5.5 4.5 $12,936 

Perf Art 11.3 6.1 15.0 + $13,676 

ArtCraft 15.6 10.1 19.4 + $13,776 

Relig 12.6 14.3 11.4 $13,555 

Work 17.4 20.2 + 15.4 $13,491 

Low Engaged 14.4 15.8 13.5 $14,839 

 +Significant overrepresentation in an activity by gender is indicated in bold. 

 
 

Are there combinations of sports and other OST Activities that are 
differentially associated with indicators of functioning in Grade 7? 

  
We considered differences in PYD, Contribution, risk behaviors, and depression by adolescents’ 
participation profiles across multiple activities, with a focus on how the relation between sports 
participation and PYD may differ dependent on what types of additional activities youth 
participate in during their out-of-school time. 
 
Using 2 (gender) X 7 (participation pattern) ANCOVAs, with average family per capita income as 
a covariate, differences between youth by their participation profiles were found for PYD, F(8, 
934) =8.09, p<.001, Contribution, F(8, 929) =25.63, p<.001, and depressed feelings, F(8, 928) 
=3.24, p<.01. Post-hoc contrasts (Tukey) indicated that the High-Engaged youth scored 
highest on PYD, significantly higher on PYD than youth in all other activity profiles except for 
youth in the Sport+YD profile and youth in the Work-Religion profile, who had similarly high 
levels of PYD. The Sport+YD youth were significantly higher in PYD than the Sport-Only, Work, 
and Low-Engaged groups and were similar in PYD to youth highly involved in other structured 
OST activities (“Other-Activities”). Youth in the Work-Relig sport profile were significantly higher 
on PYD than the Sport-Only and Low-Engaged youth. In contrast, the Sport-Only youth were  



significantly lower on indicators of PYD in comparison to youth of all other activity profiles, with 
the exception of the Work and the Low-Engaged youth, who had similarly low levels of PYD.  
 
The High-Engaged youth and those youth who had a profile of Sports+YD reported similar 
levels of Contribution, significantly higher than youth in all other groups. In contrast, youth with 
a Sport-Only activity profile reported significantly lower levels of Contribution in comparison to 
youth in all other activity profiles, except for those who had a Low-Engaged activity pattern, 
who reported equally low levels of Contribution. 
 
Although youth in the Sport-Only profile reported lower PYD and Contribution than youth in the 
other activity profiles, they reported significantly lower depression than both the High-Engaged 
and Low-Engaged youth. In fact, while Sport+YD youth were not different from any other 
group in their experiences with depression, post-hoc tests indicated that High-Engaged youth 
were at greatest risk for experiencing depressed feelings. Youth of all activity profiles reported 
similarly low incidence of risk behaviors (see Table 4 for means). 
 

Table 4 
Means and Standard Deviations of Indicators of PYD by Grade 7 

Activity Participation Profiles 
 

 

PYD Contribution Risk Behavior Depression 

Clusters 

M SE M SE M SE M SE 
 
High Engaged 75.55 1.56 60.26 1.63 1.96 .46 16.26 1.25 

 
Sport+YD 74.44 1.68 57.42 1.76 1.24 .51 14.53 1.39 

 
Sport 67.88 1.37 43.82 1.44 1.54 .42 11.96 1.15 

 
Work+Religious 73.11 1.79 53.07 1.84 1.50 .53 12.52 1.44 

 
School 74.34 1.75 50.97 1.82 1.71 .52 13.09 1.46 

 
Performing Arts 72.16 1.15 50.90 1.20 1.39 .34 12.73 .93 

 
Arts/Crafts 71.86 .99 51.96 1.03 1.18 .30 13.03 .80 

 
Religious 70.95 1.06 48.32 1.11 1.74 .31 11.87 .87 

 
Work 70.05 .91 49.65 .95 2.02 .27 12.58 .76 

 
Low Engaged 65.72 1.04 40.59 1.07 1.97 .31 15.69 .83 

Note: All reported means and standard errors are net the effects of gender and average per capita family 
income. 
 

 
 
 
 



Discussion 
 
Among the wide array of activities in which youth choose to participate, almost two-thirds of 7th 
graders nationwide are participating in sports (Larson & Verma, 1999; Theokas et al., 2006). 
Our pattern-centered analyses indicated that among these sport participants, many combine 
their sport participation with one or more additional OST activities. Accordingly, our study 
examined differences in adolescent functioning depending on what youth were doing in addition 
to their sports participation. In support of previous research (e.g., Zarrett, 2006), our findings 
suggest that youth benefit from their sports participation differently, depending on what other 
types of additional activities they participate in during their out-of-school time.  
 
First, similar to research that measured participation using an aggregate score of the number of 
activities in which youth participated (e.g., Zaff et al., 2003), our findings indicated that youth 
highly engaged in a variety of activities (“High-Engaged”) along with their sports participation 
were faring well on multiple indicators of positive functioning. Some researchers have proposed 
that participation in multiple OST activities is most beneficial for youth because engagement in 
such a variety of activities is presumed to provide access to a larger and more diverse group of 
social supports, opportunities to master a variety of competencies, and to cope with challenging 
tasks (Mahoney, 2000). However, using a pattern-centered approach, we found another sport-
dominant activity pattern that was just as beneficial to youth as the High-Engaged pattern. 
Specifically, those youth who had a Sports+YD activity pattern fared just as well as the High-
Engaged youth on PYD, Contribution, and problem behaviors. Moreover, the Sports+YD group 
had lower depression scores than the High-Engaged youth. Therefore, a key “take away” 
message for practitioners is that Sports+YD is one of the most effective sport-dominant OST 
activity configuration for promoting positive development and preventing youth problems. 
 
Accordingly, the present findings not only suggest benefits of combining other activities with 
participation in sports, but also that the type of sport setting provided youth may be another 
important factor for youth to benefit from their participation. For example, in contrast to the 
Sport-Only youth, it may be that the Sport+YD youth were participating primarily in the sport 
activities provided by their YD program (e.g., YMCA). YD settings are typically focused on 
providing youth with highly safe and structured environments, positive mentors, and positive 
overarching goals. For example, 4-H is a “community of young people across America who are 
learning leadership, citizenship and life skills” (National 4-H Council website, 2006), and the 
Boys & Girls Clubs focuses on “promoting and enhancing the development of boys and girls by 
instilling a sense of competence, usefulness, belonging and influence” (Boys & Girls Clubs of 
America website, 2006). With a majority of youth participating in some type of sports activity, it 
is important for all sports programs to begin establishing an activity setting that, while 
continuing to cultivate skill-specific learning and mastery, also stresses some broader goals and 
values such as cooperative community-building.  
 
In fact, given such diversity in youth activity participation, and the benefits of multiple activity 
settings, it may serve youth better if practitioners of each program begin to think and work 
collaboratively across such programs in trying to enhance the development of youth. Of course, 
this collaboration is much easier to suggest than to accomplish, especially given the 
competitiveness surrounding the funding mechanisms that support these programs. While it is 
not within the scope of this paper to discuss the different ways OST activity programs can 
collaborate, a significant starting point would be for programs to assess how many of their 
youth are participating in other programs and what sorts of skills or character development the 
programs aim to encourage. Ideally, this collaboration would help activity program leaders to 



encourage further development of important skills cultivated in other activity contexts and to 
design unique opportunities that nurture additional important skill sets that are complementary 
to the interests and skill levels of participating youth. Such collaboration would ensure that 
activity programs addressed the interests of a diversity of youth, and that youth would benefit 
from whatever activity program opportunities available to them. 
 
Accounting for such variation in participation is a first step toward clarifying how sports 
participation can be used to promote PYD. Further research that examines:  
 

1. differences in the quality of the sports programs offered;  
2. school, family, and youth assets/disadvantages linked to both adolescents’ involvement 

in sports and other OST activities and their overall developmental trajectories, and;  
3. within-person changes in the positive functioning of youth who get involved and stay 

involved in a sports activity pattern throughout the adolescent years, is needed to gain a 
better understanding of the relation between sports participation and youth functioning.  

 
Such research, in turn, will help practitioners and policymakers effectively use sports as a tool in 
promoting PYD. 
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