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This article reviews the contemporary literature on school-based activity par-
ticipation, focusing on patterns of participation, academic achievement, sub-
stance use, sexual activity, psychological adjustment, delinquency, and young
adult outcomes. Also, the authors discuss possible mediators and moderators
of extracurricular activity participation in regard to adolescent development.
The review indicates that the associations between school-based activity par-
ticipation and these outcomes are mostly positive but that the picture becomes
mixed once moderator variables are included. The authors suggest areas for
future research that include using new methods for measuring activities and
applying an overarching theoretical framework to investigations of extracur-
ricular activities and adolescent development. Finally, to move toward a
causal model of activities and adolescent functioning, future research must
consider the mechanisms through which activities exert their influence on
development. The authors propose several possible mechanisms of partici-
pation in terms of adjustment during adolescence and young adulthood.
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Researchers investigating extracurricular activities have long been interested in
the relationships between participation in these activities and the social outcomes,
academic achievement, and educational attainment of adolescents. Stemming from
decades of investigation by sociologists, this line of inquiry has uncovered posi-
tive associations between participation and adolescent functioning. More recent
literature from psychologists has focused on the developmental aspects of activity
participation and their impact on individual functioning over time. In this review,
we integrate findings from across these disciplines to provide a comprehensive
picture of rates of school-based extracurricular activity participation, the conse-
quences of such participation, and the current understanding of mediators and
moderators of the effects of participation and to develop a more complete under-
standing of the link between activity participation and adolescent development. We
argue that the field is in need of an overarching theory that pinpoints the mecha-
nisms behind the effects of these activities, that is, a more holistic perspective that
highlights (a) general profiles of adolescents participating in different activities and
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the configurations of these activities and (b) the causal relationship between par-
ticipation and adolescent functioning. 

Ecological systems theory, used in concert with the person-environment fit
perspective, serves as a valuable framework for integrating the sociological and
psychological literatures on activity participation and influencing researchers to
consider both direct and indirect effects of participation on adolescent develop-
ment and well-being. Several recent studies have used ecological systems theory
to examine the link between extracurricular activity participation and adolescent
functioning (Gilman, Meyers, & Perez, 2004; Huebner & Mancini, 2003;
Zaff, Moore, Papillo, & Williams, 2003). The theory, characterized by Urie
Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986, 1998) as a bioecological model, views an individ-
ual’s heredity as joining with multiple levels of the surrounding environment to
shape development. Extracurricular activities are not isolated from other develop-
mental contexts; rather, they are embedded in schools and communities and
influenced by families and peers. Exploring this overlap, such as the degree to
which any benefits or costs of these activities vary in different types of families,
peers, schools, or neighborhoods, would better capture the idea of social ecology,
a web of intersecting developmental contexts. In addition, such a model should
consider how well adolescents fit with the extracurricular activity context and
whether it compensates for a suboptimal fit in another context. Also, by control-
ling for the influence of salient contexts on adolescent development, we can better
isolate the true relation between participation and adolescent outcomes. Such
research could better demonstrate how adolescents influence their own activity
participation and how their participation is influenced by larger social contexts.

Throughout this review, activity participation refers to school-based extracur-
ricular activities engaged in by adolescents, primarily high school students. These
activities are organized and supported by schools and primarily occur on school
grounds. Because they warrant a review of their own, community-based activities
and activities organized by community youth or religious centers are not the focus
of the current review; they are included only in cases in which there are not com-
parable school-based activity studies for the outcome being discussed. Although
we occasionally mention earlier work in an effort to point out where lines of
research have either progressed or gone stagnant, the goal of the current review is
to focus on the work of researchers since the publication of Holland and Andre’s
(1987) activity review, drawing on the psychological, sociological, behavioral sci-
ences, education, and sport psychology literatures. 

Methodology

First, we conducted a broad literature search on adolescent extracurricular par-
ticipation using several databases, including Academic Search Premier, Psychol-
ogy and Behavioral Sciences Collection, Sociological Collection, PsycINFO, and
PsycARTICLES. To this end, we used keywords and phrases such as “adolescent,”
“extracurricular activities,” “after-school activities,” “high school,” and “partici-
pation.” We also conducted broad searches of the work of leading researchers in
the activity field, for example, Jacquelynne Eccles, Reed Larson, Joseph Mahoney,
Herbert Marsh, Merrill Melnick, Ralph McNeal, and Lawrence Steinberg. Next,
by reading these pieces, we narrowed the pool down to those involving school-
based activities only, after which we further narrowed studies to those conducted
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in the United States, those of a quantitative nature, and those in which participa-
tion was used as an independent variable predicting adolescent functioning. Read-
ers will see slight violations of these rules throughout the review in places we
deemed appropriate. For example, the Fredericks et al. (2002) study was qualita-
tive, yet we included their findings because they are related to and further sub-
stantiate the results of another study we discuss in the accompanying section.
Similarly, the Mahoney, Schweder, and Stattin (2002) study involved a Swedish
sample, but it was included as a result of its unique contribution to a particular
section of the review. In addition, we did not include unpublished dissertations or
publications. Finally, although such instances were rare, we excluded reports in
which methods were not provided or methods or results were unclear. 

In the first section, we survey the general state of research on adolescent school-
based activity participation, with a focus on the contemporary work of sociologists
and psychologists. We then offer a methodological description of the studies and
highlight current gaps in the research. We conclude the article with our suggestions
for accomplishing the goals of achieving a broader understanding of and a causal
model for extracurricular activity participation. 

Extracurricular Activity as a Key Setting in 
Understanding Adolescent Development

Despite the large amount of literature focusing on the contexts of adolescent
development, surprisingly little attention has been paid to the role of extracurricu-
lar activities, which are central developmental settings for adolescents. Mahoney et
al. (2002) reported that 75% of 14-year-olds participate in structured extracurricu-
lar activities. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2002), 25%
of all high school seniors participate in academic clubs; 43% participate in athlet-
ics; 8% are members of a cheerleading or drill team; 19% are involved with the
school newspaper or yearbook; 28% participate in music, drama, or debate; and
18% are members of vocational clubs. Moreover, our own investigation revealed
that 70% of the adolescents interviewed in the National Longitudinal Study of Ado-
lescent Health reported participating in at least one school-based extracurricular
activity. Given that such a large number of adolescents are engaged in at least one
type of school-based extracurricular activity, it is crucial to account for these activ-
ities in order to better understand the contextual influences on adolescent develop-
ment. Also, considering the wealth of studies that point to the importance of
examining adolescent development in context (Allen, Hauser, Bell, & O’Connor,
1994; Brody, Stoneman, & McCoy, 1994; B. B. Brown, 1990; Buchanan & Waizen-
hofer, 2001; Coleman, 1961; Dornbusch, Glasgow, & Lin, 1996; Duncan &
Raudenbush, 2001; Elliott et al., 1996; Grotevant, 1997; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn,
2000; McNelles & Connolly, 1999; Roeser, Eccles, & Freedman-Doan, 1999;
Roeser, Midgley, & Urdan, 1996; Rutter, 1983; Steinberg, 2001), the role of
extracurricular activities in adolescent development must be examined in addition
to the family, peer, school, and neighborhood contexts in which they are embedded.

The settings of extracurricular activities serve as a place to act out the develop-
mental tasks of adolescence. It is believed that extracurricular activities offer a
means to express and explore one’s identity, generate social and human capital,
and offer a challenging setting outside of academics. Adolescents form their iden-
tity by developing skills, discovering preferences, and associating themselves with
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others (Eccles & Barber, 1999; Youniss et al., 2002). Being a member of a partic-
ular group structures what individuals do with their time and the kinds of values
and norms to which they are exposed (Eckert, 1989). Participating in extracurric-
ular activities helps adolescents come to understand themselves by observing
and interpreting their own behavior when they are engaged in these activities
(Valentine, Cooper, Bettencourt, & DuBois, 2002). Thus, adolescents’ identity and
peer group influence subsequent activity choices, shaping the nature of their
developmental pathway. Later in adolescence, they may even select an activity
according to its ability to affirm the valued aspects of their identity (Haggard &
Williams, 1992).

In addition to the developmental tasks that are fulfilled, researchers have posited
that participation in extracurricular activities affords adolescents the opportunity
to develop social capital in the form of extended supportive networks of friends
and adults (Carnegie Corporation of New York, 1992; Kahne et al., 2001; McNeal,
1999; Newmann, Wehlage, & Lamborn, 1992; Patrick et al., 1999). The time ado-
lescents spend in after-school extracurricular activities stands in contrast to the
quick-paced schedule of the school day. During extracurricular activities, students
are better able to get to know other peers and adults through personal bonding and
mutual trust and commitment. Students involved in extracurricular activities have
the opportunity to develop mentoring or coaching relationships, develop personal
relationships with peers who share similar interests, and possibly interact with
other adults from the school or community who provide support for the activity
(Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003; Gould, Feltz, & Weiss, 1985; Smith, 2003).
This is hypothesized to promote student engagement in school and to bolster
academic achievement (Lamborn, Brown, Mounts, & Steinberg, 1992). In case
studies of nine high-achieving female high school students, Reis and Diaz (1999)
reported that these young women identified extracurricular activities, among other
factors, as being extremely influential to their success by enabling them to develop
supportive networks of high-achieving peers and adults.

Finally, extracurricular activities may provide a challenging setting for students
outside of academics that helps them maintain contact with the school environment
(Finn, 1989). For some students, activities offer a place to develop additional skills
and recognition that extend beyond academic achievement. However, for others,
activities may be the only place to obtain success tied to the school context, in that
such success would not be obtained through academics (B. B. Brown & Theobald,
1998). While support for this notion is largely theoretical, one study comparing
students who were athlete-scholars, athletes only, scholars only, and neither ath-
letes nor scholars showed that members of the “athletes-only” group had more
friendship nominations and were more likely to part of the “leading crowd” than
members of the “scholars-only” group (Coleman, 1961). Students who were more
successful in sports than in academics were still able to command the recognition
and respect of their peers, which was associated with more positive psychosocial
outcomes. Of course, the issue of self-selection into activity participation must
always be considered. It is possible that students who are more likely be in the
“leading crowd” regardless of participation are those who also choose to partici-
pate in sports. Selection issues, while difficult to account for in most research on
extracurricular activity participation, must at least be acknowledged as a factor.
We discuss the issue of selection later in the review.
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Research on the Links Between Extracurricular Involvement and
Functioning During Adolescence and Young Adulthood

In 1987, Holland and Andre published a comprehensive review of the literature on
extracurricular activity participation and adolescent development. Covering almost
20 years of literature, Holland and Andre outlined what was known about adolescent
activity participation, including personal/social characteristics, academic achieve-
ment, educational aspirations and attainment, degree of activity involvement, and
environmental social context. They also discussed the methodological limitations of
the literature such as sample structures, study designs, and analyses, as well as the
roles of selection and the moderators of participation in adolescent functioning. Many
of the gaps that Holland and Andre (1987) identified have been attended to over the
ensuing years. However, some remain unaddressed, prompting researchers to call for
a more contemporary review of this research (Gilman et al., 2004). 

In general, studies published before 1987 revealed positive relationships
between activity participation and positive adolescent development. At this time,
almost all studies on extracurricular activity participation focused on athletics.
During the past 15 years, many studies have replicated earlier findings while refin-
ing sampling and analysis techniques. A few studies have expanded the literature
by examining areas beyond athletics to include a wide range of activities. As a
result, the associated effects of extracurricular activity participation are mixed, and
in a few cases activity participation has been linked to negative adolescent per-
sonality outcomes and more risky social behavior. Therefore, it is impossible to
generally state that extracurricular activities are beneficial. General findings of the
extracurricular activity literature, a review of developments and advancements in
the field, and highlights of the existing gaps are presented in the sections to follow.
Table 1 provides a detailed account of the relations between extracurricular activ-
ities and the outcomes discussed here.

Patterns of Activity

To date, descriptions of adolescent activity participation patterns that include a
full range of possible activities are rare. Only a few articles have provided partic-
ipation patterns, usually static descriptions during a particular school grade
(Antshel & Anderman, 2000; Mahoney, Cairns, & Farmer, 2003; Zill, Nord, &
Loomis, 1995). These studies show that sports are the most popular activities. Zill
et al. (1995) analyzed four large-scale, representative data sets and reported on the
time-use patterns of 10th-grade adolescents from the late 1980s to the early 1990s.
Forty-six percent of the 10th graders taking part in the National Education Longi-
tudinal Study (NELS:88) reported participating in at least one interscholastic sport
at the varsity, junior varsity, or freshman team level, and 14% participated in intra-
mural sports. Approximately 30% of these 10th graders reported involvement in
an athletic club, and more than 25% were involved in a musical or dramatic activ-
ity or a school play or musical. About 12% reported service club participation; 12%
were members of vocational education or professional clubs; 9% worked on the
school yearbook, newspaper, or literary magazine; 7% served in the student gov-
ernment; and 7% were involved in a hobby club. A similar pattern of participation
was reported among high school seniors taking part in the 1992 Monitoring the
Future Survey (Zill et al., 1995).

(text continues on page 178)
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Findings have indicated that, overall, girls participate in more extracurricular
activities than boys, but boys are more likely to participate in athletics (Antshel
& Anderman, 2000; Eccles & Barber, 1999; Mahoney & Cairns, 1997; Mahoney
et al., 2003; McNeal, 1998; Posner & Vandell, 1999). African Americans have
been found to be as likely as or more likely than White students to participate in
all extracurricular activities other than vocational clubs, in which White students
are more likely to participate (Mahoney & Cairns, 1997; McNeal, 1998). Pat-
terns of extracurricular participation over time and at various grade levels are
still unaccounted for in recent research. For example, what does the pattern of
extracurricular activity participation look like across age, gender, and race? In
addition, how many different activities do adolescents participate in at one point
in time? How does this differ according to gender, race, and age? Despite these
gaps in terms of gaining a holistic understanding of activity participation, other
studies have investigated the relationships between activity participation and
academic, behavioral, psychological, and young adult outcomes, and we discuss
these studies subsequently.

Academic Performance and Attainment

In considering the link between school-based activity participation and aca-
demic performance, researchers have hypothesized that extracurricular activities
might boost the adolescents’ connectedness with their schools, which might in turn
bolster their achievement and attainment (R. Brown & Evans, 2002; Calabrese &
Poe, 1990; Hendrix, Sederberg, & Miller, 1990; Jenkins, 1997). Early research
reported mixed results as to the association between extracurricular activity par-
ticipation and grade-point average (GPA) (Holland & Andre, 1987). Generally, the
relation was positive for male athletes relative to male nonathletes, while female
athletes did not differ significantly from female nonathletes in regard to GPA
(Hanks & Eckland, 1976). In the area of educational aspirations and attainment,
early literature also demonstrated a generally positive relation between extracur-
ricular activity participation and increased educational aspirations and attainment
(Holland & Andre, 1987). In the case of both male and female students, athletic
participation was positively related to plans to attend college. Among male stu-
dents, the relation between activity participation and educational attainment was
found to be independent of moderator variables such as socioeconomic status
(SES) and academic ability (Hanks & Eckland, 1976; Otto, 1975, 1976; Otto &
Alwin, 1977). However, other early literature showed the opposite pattern, demon-
strating that educational attainment among male students was related more to SES,
intellectual ability, and social relationships and that attainment among female stu-
dents was related more to grade performance and teacher and peer contacts, which
were also directly associated with activity participation (Holland & Andre, 1987).

Currently, the literature generally supports the original findings that there is a
positive relationship between extracurricular activity participation and academic
achievement (Broh, 2002; Crosnoe, 2001; Eccles & Barber, 1999; Gerber, 1996;
Hanson & Kraus, 1998; Mahoney & Cairns, 1997; Mahoney et al., 2003; Marsh,
1992; Marsh & Kleitman, 2003; McHale, Crouter, & Tucker, 2001; McNeal, 1998;
Melnick, Vanfossen, & Sabo, 1992b; Spreitzer, 1994). Studies focusing on gender
differences have reported similar findings for male and female students. Among
girls, sports participation has been associated with a higher GPA and desire to
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attend college (Eccles & Barber, 1999; Feltz & Weiss, 1984; Melnick et al., 1992b;
Perry-Burney & Takyi, 2002). Among boys, sports have been related to positive
academic outcomes (Broh, 2002; Crosnoe, 2001). Specifically, football participa-
tion has been related to valuing academic achievement, and football or basketball
participation has been related to higher educational aspirations (Rees & Howell,
1990). One possible explanation for the different outcomes observed by type of
sport is that different “types” of boys play different sports. 

These possible differences in individual characteristics that go unaccounted for
in research represent an example of selection, or the extent to which preexisting
differences are driving the relation between participation and achievement. In the
example just described, preexisting differences were driving the adolescents’ edu-
cational aspirations, not the fact that they happened to be a member of a certain
athletic team. Broh (2002) attempted to control for these preexisting differences
and found that sports participation was linked to improved math and English grades
and increased time spent on homework net of key background, family, and school
characteristics. Similar findings have been reported by other researchers (Marsh &
Kleitman, 2003; Zill et al., 1995). However, these results are not conclusive.
Focusing on another nationally representative sample, Melnick, Vanfossen, and
Sabo (1988) found that sports participation was unrelated to girls’ academic
achievement and was positively related to their educational aspirations.

While numerous studies, including those in the education and sports literature,
have documented the positive association between sports and academic achieve-
ment, other studies have expanded on the prior literature by reporting on the rela-
tion between additional activity types—such as whether activities occurred in or
outside of the school setting and whether they were structured or unstructured—
and educational achievement. Out-of-school activities, including structured activ-
ities (in this study, private lessons and classes and religious activities) and time
spent alone have been positively associated with student achievement, while
spending nonconstructive time with peers, working for pay, and spending time
with adults have been negatively associated with achievement (Jordan & Nettles,
2000). Another study (Schreiber & Chambers, 2002), involving NELS:88, showed
that nonacademic activities, regardless of in- or out-of-school status and whether
they were organized or not organized, were not related to academic achievement
after other factors had been taken into account. Separating extracurricular activi-
ties into structured (supervised by an adult) and unstructured (not supervised by an
adult) categories, McHale et al. (2001) reported a positive relation between struc-
tured activity participation (namely, sports) and school grades, while unstructured
activity participation was negatively related to school grades. In a study focusing
on school-based activities, intramural sports and vocational clubs were found not
to afford students the benefits associated with interscholastic sports (Broh, 2002).
Specifically, students in intramural sports experienced a decline in math and Eng-
lish scores.

In one of only a few studies to examine extracurricular activity participation into
young adulthood, Barber, Eccles, and Stone (2001) examined the association
between activity types and educational and occupational outcomes. Participation
in any type of activity was related to completing more years of education. How-
ever, these authors found that activity participation was no longer influential in
determining young adult outcomes once controls for maternal education and prior
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math and verbal ability scores were included in their models. Rates of college grad-
uation were positively related to participation in all activity types, and sports
participation was related to feelings of “having a job with a future” and having
more job autonomy. In a similar analysis, all types of activity participation were
related to better educational outcomes (college enrollment and years of education),
but only sports and academic club participation were related to better occupational
status (having a career path job and job autonomy) at 25–26 years of age (Eccles,
Barber, Stone, & Hunt, 2003). Spreitzer (1994) conducted a similar study, but his
sample allowed him to examine race more closely. He found, in a similar manner,
that student athletes’ educational attainment was higher than that of nonathletes;
however, he found that this relation was weaker among minority group students
and concluded that such students do not draw particular educational benefits from
high school athletics.

In addition, Marsh and Kleitman (2003) used the NELS:88 data set and found
that high school sports participation was related to college enrollment, more
months attending college, and higher levels of postsecondary education even after
controlling for many of the factors that are also related to educational outcomes.
Their findings were particularly strong among students with initially low test
scores and low educational aspirations, indicating that participation might alter
educational attitudes and values in positive ways. Also, extramural/team sports had
stronger effects than intramural/individual sports. Readers should note Marsh and
Kleitman substituted missing data for almost two thirds of their sample. Nonethe-
less, this study makes an important contribution to the literature by lending support
to the notion that there are distinct educational benefits of activity participation for
at-risk individuals (Mahoney & Cairns, 1997; Mahoney et al., 2002; Schmidt,
2003). This stands in contrast to other studies concluding that participation had no
particular effect among at-risk populations (Davalos, Chavez, & Guardiola, 1999;
Spreitzer, 1994). The definition of “risk” used in future activity research will be
particularly important, and we discuss this issue later in the review.

Finally, the studies just discussed also convey the importance of a more nuanced
definition of activity types. For example, the research contrasting extramural and
intramural sports illustrates this point: Interscholastic sports are more selective, have
more formalized rules, require a greater commitment by students, and are more
competitive than intramural sports (Broh, 2002). Therefore, not all seemingly sim-
ilar activities should be automatically grouped together. Most of these studies (Broh,
2002; Jordan & Nettles, 2000; Schreiber & Chambers, 2002) have involved the
same large, nationally representative data set, NELS:88, and replication with other
representative data sets would be useful in clarifying their findings. Furthermore,
several of the studies cited uncovered important gender and racial differences in the
link between participation and educational outcomes. In the following, we discuss
these moderators and also highlight potential mediators of activity participation.

Peer Group Association as a Mediator/Moderator
The current literature has expanded previous findings to account for the peer

group as mediating the positive relation between sports participation and better
academic/educational performance. In other words, the real link between activity
and achievement is the association with a peer group as opposed to something
inherent about the activity itself. Using the Michigan Study of Adolescent Life
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Transitions (MSALT), a longitudinal study consisting of mostly Caucasian
children from southeastern Michigan, Eccles and Barber (1999) initially reported
a positive association between participation and academic and educational associ-
ations. Generally, all types of activities, ranging from church groups to student
government and cheerleading, were associated with a higher likelihood of full-time
college enrollment at 21 years of age. 

Upon further examination, Eccles and Barber (1999) suggested that peer group
associations mediated this relation between activity participation and positive aca-
demic outcomes. They found that participants’ peer groups were characterized by
a higher proportion of students who planned to attend college and were also doing
well in school (with the exception of sports participants). In another study investi-
gating adolescents’ own reasoning for why they participated in extracurricular
activities, adolescents reported, for example, that they did so “for the enjoyment
of it,” a perception that was derived from their “being good at it” and “having the
opportunity to see friends” (Fredericks et al., 2002). This finding lends additional
support to the need to account for peer networks in determining the effects of activ-
ity participation on achievement.

To build on the Eccles and Barber (1999) work, another study explored the
actual behavioral characteristics of the peer group (Crosnoe, 2001). This study
showed that sports participation predicted friendships with two types of groups:
academically successful students and socially active students (measured via time
spent “partying” each week). Athletes with academically successful friends had
subsequently higher academic achievement themselves. Athletes with socially
active friends had lower subsequent academic achievement. While initial achieve-
ment was the strongest predictor of friendship characteristics and later achieve-
ment, there is little doubt that the characteristics of these adolescents’ peer groups
influenced their participation experiences. Again, preexisting differences, in this
case peer group characteristics, might explain these results in that even after the
participants’ own ability had been controlled, their peers’ ability significantly pre-
dicted their academic achievement. Peer group characteristics are important vari-
ables to consider in activity research with educational outcomes given their direct
relation to educational outcomes. For example, in a longitudinal study of African
Americans, peer support was related to higher math achievement test scores among
adolescents facing multiple risks (Gutman, Sameroff, & Eccles, 2002). Also, other
studies with younger children have shown that those who rate their friendships as
of higher quality exhibit better psychosocial adjustment and academic achievement
(Berndt, Hawkins, & Jiao, 1999; Ladd, Kochenderfer, & Coleman, 1996).

Race and Gender as Moderators 
Several longitudinal studies have revealed racial differences in the relationship

between activity participation and academic achievement. In the High School and
Beyond (HSB) study, sports participation has not been shown to be associated with
improved grades or test scores among African American or Hispanic students
(Hanson & Kraus, 1998; Melnick, Sabo, & Vanfossen, 1992a; Melnick et al.,
1992b; Sabo, Vanfossen & Melnick, 1993). In a study involving NELS:88 data,
Gerber (1996) examined the influence of general activity participation on math,
reading, and science cognitive test scores among African Americans and Whites
and found that school-based activities were related to achievement for both groups.
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However, out-of-school activities, such as religious and neighborhood clubs, were
not related to achievement among African Americans (Gerber, 1996). Therefore,
the picture is complex, and a more nuanced consideration of participation in
extracurricular activities is necessary in order to understand the salience of such
experiences within and between different racial/ethnic groups.

As does race/ethnicity, gender also moderates the relation between activity par-
ticipation and educational outcomes. For example, in their study, Hanson and
Kraus (1998) found that sports participation led to better math and science achieve-
ment among girls but not boys. In addition, Crosnoe (2001) reported that, depend-
ing on type of peer network, a male athlete’s academic performance could
predictably increase or decrease over time. Also, as mentioned earlier, boys’
friendships with academically successful students predicted increases in their own
academic achievement, and friendships with socially active students predicted
decreases in their achievement. Female athletes’ sports participation predicted
friendships with higher-achieving students and, to a lesser extent, friendships with
more socially active students. Unlike male athletes, their friendships with socially
active students did not predict decreases in their own academic performance.
Crosnoe’s (2001) study revealed that peer group affiliations are more influential in
regard to male students’ academic achievement. This is an intriguing finding given
that girls are seen as more interpersonally driven than males. Although these stud-
ies are important, there are still few empirical investigations of the relation between
participation and the educational outcomes of adolescents of different race and
gender groups. There is a gap in research considering activities other than sports.
Further investigations that consider a wide range of activities in attempting to
determine how adolescents’ characteristics moderate their experiences would also
be an important contribution to the field.

Dropout 
At one extreme end of the academic performance spectrum are those individu-

als who drop out of school. While students drop out for any number of reasons,
better grades and greater school engagement may reduce a student’s propensity to
leave. Examination of extracurricular activity participation’s association with stu-
dent dropout began with Zill et al.’s (1995) comprehensive report on adolescents’
time use patterns. They found that participation in 1 to 4 hours of extracurricular
activities per week was related to a reduced likelihood of dropping out. On the
other hand, McNeal (1995) found that only sports participation was related to a
lower probability of school dropout. 

Since then, several studies have demonstrated a positive relation between
extracurricular activity and staying in school, particularly among at-risk adoles-
cents (Mahoney, 2000; Mahoney & Cairns, 1997; Melnick et al., 1992a, 1992b).
Mahoney and Cairns (1997) reported that school dropout rates among at-risk
students were markedly lower for those who had participated in extracurricular
activities than for those who had not. Among at-risk but academically and socially
“competent” students, higher dropout rates were found only in cases in which
students did not participate in any extracurricular activities. Mahoney and Cairns
determined that linear increases in activity participation were accompanied by
large reductions in dropout rates. In addition, Mahoney (2000) reported that
participation in at least one extracurricular activity was associated with reduced
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rates of early dropout among high-risk boys and girls. On the basis of previous
work, Mahoney (2000) asserted that it was not the activity that led to lower dropout
rates. Rather, it was the social networks that adolescents acquired through partic-
ipation that kept them engaged with their schools and prevented them from drop-
ping out. Mahoney (2000) acknowledged possible selection factors that might also
be driving this relation, such as skill level, grades, SES, and social status in the
school. Whenever possible, such factors must be included in considerations of
extracurricular activity participation and school dropout.

Studies investigating high school dropouts usually involve an explicit consider-
ation of youth who are at risk of leaving school. Researchers often have some degree
of latitude in defining which adolescents are at risk. However, different definitions
of risk can lead to different results in terms of the positive relation between extracur-
ricular activities and dropout rates among at-risk adolescents. One study examined
the role of extracurricular activity involvement in dropout by specifically compar-
ing Mexican American and White non-Hispanic adolescents (Davalos et al., 1999).
Mexican American ethnicity was considered a risk factor for dropout. The authors
divided activity involvement into three categories: band, athletic, and other activi-
ties. Band involvement did not significantly influence retention rates. However,
involvement in activities other than band was associated with staying in school in
the case of both ethnic groups and both genders. In contrast to Mahoney, Davalos
et al. (1999) concluded that their results did not provide support for the argument
that extracurricular activity involvement provides a distinct advantage for minority
and high-risk individuals, possibly because students involved in these activities
have a better perception of school even before joining an activity, which might be
the real cause of the lower dropout rate. Such students rated their perceptions of their
teachers, classes, and educational experiences more positively than did nonpartici-
pants. Another study (Melnick et al., 1992a) showed that sports participation was
associated with a lower likelihood of dropping out among several groups, particu-
larly rural Black boys, suburban Hispanic boys, and rural Hispanic girls. 

Clearly, one has to carefully consider one’s definition of “at risk” when com-
paring groups. It may be that factors other than race and SES are important causes
of school dropout. For example, rather than ethnicity, the Davalos et al. (1999)
study may suggest “perception of school” as the risk factor. Research on extracur-
ricular activity participation’s relation to school dropout is still at a relatively early
stage, and further investigation is needed to parcel out the associations among risk
status, participation, and educational success. In other words, are certain extracur-
ricular activities more or less beneficial to some groups of adolescents relative to
other groups? 

Substance Use and Sexual Activity

Moving from academic to behavioral outcomes, adolescent research in general
has focused a great deal of attention on substance use and sexual activity. Research
on substance use includes pathways into, and family and peer influences on, sub-
stance use (Petraitis, Flay, & Miller, 1995; Windle, 2000). Research on sexual
activity has focused on timing of first sexual intercourse and social influences on
adolescent sexual activity (Capaldi, Crosby, & Stoolmiller, 1996; Romer, Black,
Ricardo, & Feigelman, 1994). However, only recently have studies investigated
the association between extracurricular activity participation and drug use, alcohol
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or tobacco use, and sexual activity. It is hypothesized that participation exerts its
influence on substance use and sexual activity in two possible ways: (a) Extracur-
ricular activities might promote developmentally appropriate prosocial behavior
and reduce the likelihood that individuals will engage in risky behavior, or (b)
extracurricular activities might link adolescents to peer groups who do engage in
substance use and sexual activity, increasing the probability that they will engage
in risky behavior. Unfortunately, a clear picture has not yet emerged. The mixed
results observed may be a function of unidentified mediators and moderators, such
as gender, in some studies. For example, studies focusing on only one gender have
sometimes reported different outcomes than studies aggregating both genders.
We first discuss the relation between extracurricular activities and substance
use/sexual activity. We then described the important mediators and moderators of
this relation. 

Alcohol, Tobacco, and Drug Use 
The findings regarding activity involvement and substance use have been mixed.

Several studies have revealed a link between extracurricular activity participation
and lower rates of substance use, even well into young adulthood (Barber et al., 2001;
Cooley, Henriksen, Van Nelson, & Thompson, 1995; Eccles & Barber, 1999; Eccles
et al., 2003; C. Elder, Leaver-Dunn, Wang, Nagy, & Green, 2000; Perry-Burney &
Takyi, 2002; Shilts, 1991; Youniss, Yates, & Su, 1997; Zill et al., 1995). Specifically,
Zill et al. (1995) found that the substance use effect depended on the amount of time
that youth spent in activities. When adolescents participated in 1 to 4 hours of activ-
ities per week, they were significantly less likely to use drugs or smoke cigarettes.
The effect of activity participation on drug use prevention was even stronger when
adolescents spent 5 to 19 hours per week in extracurricular activities. In another
study, adolescents who participated in one or two extracurricular activities were half
as likely to smoke cigarettes and use alcohol as other adolescents and less than half
as likely to smoke marijuana (C. Elder et al., 2000).

A number of studies have investigated the impact that specific activities, includ-
ing athletics, have on the likelihood that adolescents smoke and use drugs. Most
studies have examined whether sports participation lowers the probability that
adolescents use drugs. This research has produced mixed results. In some studies,
sports participation has been associated with less drug or alcohol use (Perry-Burney
& Takyi, 2002), while other studies have shown that sports participation is related
to higher levels of alcohol use (Borden, Donnermeyer, & Scheer, 2001; Crosnoe,
2002; Eccles & Barber, 1999; Zill et al., 1995). Eccles and Barber (1999) found that
boys (but not girls) involved in the performing arts reported a lower likelihood of
drinking alcohol. Moreover, participation in out-of-school activities (church,
community-service, and volunteer activities) has been linked to reduced use of alco-
hol, marijuana, and hard drugs. Although both school-based and non-school-based
extracurricular activities are generally related to reduced levels of alcohol and
marijuana use, one study showed that peers are the strongest predictor of substance
use (Borden et al., 2001). These findings serve as yet another reminder that peer
characteristics should be considered as a potential mediator in analyses of the effects
of extracurricular activities on substance use.

Cooley et al. (1995) explored the relationship between extracurricular activities
and drug experimentation among adolescents. They found that rates of tobacco,
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alcohol, and drug experimentation were lower among students who engaged in
extracurricular activities than among those who did not. However, they argued that
extracurricular activity participation should not be heralded as a guarantee against
experimentation, and they further noted that participants in different groups exper-
iment with different substances. Therefore, depending on the activity in question,
different kinds of substance use are at issue. Cooley et al.’s findings reemphasize
Eccles’s work indicating that not all activities have the same effects and highlight
the importance of examining different types of activities. The majority of these
studies have involved small, nonrepresentative samples, and further examination
is needed with nationally representative samples of adolescents and young adults.

Gender as a Moderator 
In an effort to tease out the influence of sports participation on substance use,

Crosnoe (2002) examined the moderating role of gender; that is, he assessed
whether the relation between extracurricular activities and substance use differed
among boys and girls. He found that gender did not moderate tobacco use. Alco-
hol use, however, did differ according to gender: Its use increased over time among
boys in general (both athletes and nonathletes) and among female athletes. Cros-
noe suggested that boys may engage in such behaviors to maintain their social
standing. In the case of girls, participating in sports is thought to draw them closer
to their peers and to break down prior protective mechanisms such as adult orien-
tations. Furthermore, Crosnoe found that, relative to boys, alcohol use was more
detrimental in regard to girls’ academic performance.

Gender differences also have been found in the relation between participation
in extracurricular activities and illegal drug use among adolescents. In an investi-
gation of illicit drug use over time, Crosnoe (2002) found that participation was
related to a lower likelihood of initial illicit drug use among boys and to a lower
likelihood of illegal drug use over time among girls. Specifically, male athletes,
while initially engaging in drug use less frequently, increased to levels similar to
those exhibited by male nonathletes over the course of the study. In contrast, girls
did not increase their drug use over time or did so at lower rates than boys. Cros-
noe concluded that athletic participation may be initially protective in regard to
substance use among both boys and girls but that, over time, male athletes increas-
ingly engage in such risky behaviors, similar to the pattern of findings observed
with alcohol use among girls. 

Similar moderating effects have been found in young adult samples. Using the
same activity groups from their previous study (Eccles & Barber, 1999), Barber et
al. (2001) examined high school activity involvement and alcohol and marijuana
use in young adulthood. The quantity of alcohol individuals consumed in young
adulthood was shown to depend on the type of activity in which they participated
during high school. Young adults who participated in certain activities in the 10th
grade consumed less alcohol, while other activity types were linked to higher rates
of alcohol use among young adults. Specifically, male athletes and those who par-
ticipated in prosocial activities consumed less alcohol in young adulthood. Con-
versely, female athletes and male performing artists were the most likely groups to
consume alcohol in young adulthood. In addition, participation in prosocial activ-
ities was protective against later marijuana use. Male and female performing artists
and female students involved in school activities were more likely to use marijuana
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in young adulthood. However, female performing artists appeared to stabilize their
use earlier, while male performing artists continued to increase their marijuana use.
Employing a broader definition of “risky behavior,” including consuming alcohol,
becoming intoxicated, using drugs, and skipping school, Eccles et al. (2003)
obtained similar results using the same MSALT data and a slightly larger subsam-
ple. Here, too, performance and prosocial activity participation were related to less
risky behavior in young adulthood, while sports participation was related to more
risky behavior.

In contrast, Spreitzer (1994), using a longitudinal, nationally representative data
set and measuring four time points, found that athletic participation was weak rel-
ative to demographic controls in predicting alcohol use in young adulthood (6 years
after 10th or 12th grade). In addition, he found that athletic participation was an
even weaker predictor of alcohol use among members of minority groups, again
supporting his conclusion that such individuals do not draw any special benefits
from high school athletics. On the basis of Spreitzer’s work, it could be argued that
the influence that activities exert during adolescence may diminish by the time
individuals reach young adulthood.

Given the mixed results regarding extracurricular activity participation and
alcohol use, as well as the narrow concentration on the role of athletic participa-
tion, additional research is needed on the associations between activity participa-
tion and substance use. For example, what role does gender play in alcohol use
among female students involved in academic clubs? Because, unlike sports (Cros-
noe, 2001), academic clubs are not typically associated with more socially active
friendships, and because it has been suggested that female athletes are pulled more
into the social world of males, initial rates of substance use and changes over time
among girls involved in academic clubs might appear to be quite different from
those observed among female athletes (and they may be much lower in magnitude).
In addition, the issue of self-selection into activities must be acknowledged. The
question arises as to whether adolescents who would be more likely to use sub-
stances, even in the absence of extracurricular activities, choose to participate in
activities that will afford them an opportunity to engage in drug use, such as sports,
or whether students who participate in these activities end up using substances as
a result of participation. Such questions are important ones to consider in seeking
to understand whether extracurricular activities play a causal role in adolescent
substance use patterns.

Sexual Activity 
Few studies have examined the role played by extracurricular activity participa-

tion in the decisions adolescents make about their sexual activity. Using three large,
nationally representative data sets, Zill et al. (1995) reported that rates of teenage
childbearing were lower when adolescents participated in 1 to 4 hours of activities
per week. In addition, K. E. Miller, Sabo, Farrell, Barnes, and Melnick (1998), using
a nonrepresentative sample and a cross-sectional analysis design, found that music
and drama participation were related to less sexual activity on the part of adoles-
cents. The relation between athletic participation and sexual activity did vary by
gender. Female athletes reported significantly lower rates of sexual activity than
female nonathletes, while male athletes reported slightly (although not significantly)
higher rates of sexual activity than nonathletes. In a study focusing solely on athletic
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participation, K. E. Miller, Sabo, Farrell, Barnes, and Melnick (1999) found that a
nationally representative sample of female athletes reported fewer sexual experi-
ences, fewer partners, later onset of first intercourse, higher rates of contraceptive
use, and lower rates of past pregnancy than female nonathletes. In contrast, male
athletes reported higher rates of sexual experience and more partners than nonath-
letes, but they were more likely to use birth control. 

K. E. Miller and his colleagues (1999) used cultural resource theory to interpret
their findings. According to this theory, athletics may reduce adolescent girls’
adherence to conventional cultural scripts and provide them with social and personal
resources to draw on while working through their sexual development. Athletics
may provide boys with similar resources but increase their commitment to tradi-
tional masculine scripts. While cultural resource theory serves as a useful frame-
work to study the relationships among gender, activity participation, and sexual
activity, the research in this area is still in its infancy. There is room for further
exploration of this topic, particularly research in which longitudinal data sets and
different types of activities are employed to investigate age of entry into sexual
activity, sexual activity over time, engagement in safe sexual activity, and the pos-
sible roles of increased levels of parent and peer involvement (associated with both
activity participation and sexual activity) as mediators of any associations.

Psychological Adjustment

Extracurricular activities are not only believed to influence adolescent behaviors,
but they are also thought to have an impact on psychological well-being. As is the
case with studies investigating substance use and sexual activity, research indicates
that activity participation can have two possible effects on psychological well-
being: either as a deterrent or as a promoter of mental health. In accordance with
flow theory (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), activity participation has been thought to pro-
vide adolescents with challenges commensurate with their abilities. Such experi-
ences have been linked to enhanced psychological well-being (Csikszentmihalyi,
1990). Early research on the relation between extracurricular activity participation
and an individual’s self-concept and self-esteem reported relatively mixed results.
A majority of the findings revealed a positive relation between most extracurricu-
lar activities and self-esteem among boys and between specific activities and self-
esteem among girls. 

In terms of psychological adjustment, it has been hypothesized that if activities
fit with an individual’s talents, thus validating the adolescent’s sense of self, there
will be a positive relation between participation and psychological well-being.
There is some indirect evidence for this hypothesis in that the better male athletes’
position on a sports team, the higher their self-esteem (Holland & Andre, 1987).
Holland and Andre concluded that, in the case of male students, participation in
activities that bring them publicity is likely to increase self-esteem. Other early
studies reviewed by Holland and Andre (1987) showed that the self-esteem link
was related to school size and to the pressure to participate and be successful.
Participation was more predictive of self-esteem in small schools and especially
among successful male students. Unsuccessful male students in small schools suf-
fered the largest reduction in self-esteem as well as alienation. Clearly, one must
account for the structural characteristics of the school in assessing the effects of
extracurricular activities. The findings just described also beg the question as to
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whether performance and the fit between skill and activity (i.e., “flow”) are possi-
ble moderators of the activity effect on self-esteem, at least among boys. 

In a more recent qualitative study (Fredericks et al., 2002), adolescents appro-
priately skilled in their activity felt an increased level of confidence that kept them
participating, while those students who felt too little or too much challenge in their
activity were more likely to drop out. Receiving recognition from significant oth-
ers strengthened adolescents’ perception of their abilities, which in turn increased
their commitment to the activity. Those students who received awards also
received additional recognition by teachers and peers, which further bolstered their
perceived skills. In another study involving a small sample of soccer players,
swimmers, and track and field athletes, Graham, Kowalski, and Crocker (2002)
found that desired performance goals and causes attributed to meeting (or not meet-
ing) those goals directly predicted emotional experiences in youth sports. The more
important the goal and the lower the subjective ratings of performance, the stronger
the negative emotions (sadness, anger, guilt, shame). These findings and other
discussions of the role of performance (see Larson & Kleiber, 1993) may lend sup-
port to performance being an important mediator or to performance interacting
with school characteristics.

Recent literature linking extracurricular involvement to adolescent well-being
is still quite sparse, and findings have been mixed. One study involving the
NELS:88 database revealed that sports participation between 10th and 12th grade
increased self-esteem and internal locus of control (Broh, 2002). This study also
showed that sports participation increased the amount that students talked to their
parents about school issues as well as students’ contact with teachers outside of
school. Another study involving HSB data showed that sports participation was
not related to psychological well-being among girls (Melnick et al., 1988). Using
a relatively recent (1994), longitudinal, nationally representative data set
(AddHealth), Tracy and Erkut (2002) found that sports participation was positively
related to self-esteem among both White and African American adolescents; how-
ever, the relation was mediated by school attachment and physical health, and
physical health was the stronger mediator. To establish more clear-cut results, there
is a need for further research that incorporates possible mediating variables in the
links between extracurricular activity participation and psychological adjustment. 

As was the case for academic achievement and substance use/sexual activity,
gender differences have been shown in the relation between activity participation
and psychological adjustment. Gore, Farrell, and Gordon (2001), using a mostly
homogeneous (Caucasian), longitudinal sample, found that while team sports
participation was not directly related to depressed mood after controlling for other
protective factors, it was related to reductions in depressed mood among girls (but
not boys) with low GPAs. These authors concluded that sports involvement is a
positive instrumental activity for at-risk girls. 

Furthermore, activity participation can protect adolescents from suboptimal
family environments. Mahoney and colleagues (2002) found that extracurricular
activity involvement mediated the relation between detached parent-adolescent
relationships and depressed mood. Among adolescents who had detached rela-
tionships with their parents, those who participated in structured extracurricular
activities reported lower levels of depressed mood than nonparticipants, and this
was particularly the case for those who perceived high levels of support from their
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activity leader. Such support from after-school activity leaders was particularly
important for youth characterized by highly detached relations with their parents.
While girls reported higher levels of depressed mood than boys, and boys reported
closer relationships with their activity leaders than girls, results were consistent
across genders. Although important, studies such as those just described have not
addressed whether it is this mentoring relationship, the activity in and of itself, or
both that bolster the functioning of at-risk adolescents. Further research with large,
nationally representative samples may help solidify the findings in this area.

Type of Activity as a Moderator 
Research has shown that not every type of activity operates in the same manner

to influence adolescent psychological adjustment. Therefore, the relation between
participation and adjustment depends on the activity under consideration. To illus-
trate this, Rees and Howell (1990) examined the relation between male sports
participation and self-esteem. Football was related to higher self-esteem. However,
boys who participated in a greater number of sports reported feeling more irrita-
ble, while they also reported less of an emphasis on self-control and personal
independence. Basketball players placed less of an emphasis on honesty as well as
on social responsibilities. The authors concluded that sports participation was not
beneficial for adolescent boys’ social and value orientations.

Research focusing on the relation between extracurricular activity participation
and psychological adjustment in young adulthood has shown that there are some
long-term benefits to involvement in activities during the adolescent years (Barber
et al., 2001). Barber et al. found that while activity involvement was unrelated to
level of or changes in depressed mood during young adulthood, participation was
somewhat protective against feelings of worry in regard to family finances, finding
a job in the future, and feeling discouraged about the future. Participation was par-
ticularly protective against feelings of social isolation, was positively related to self-
esteem, and seemed to be driving the association between participation and
depressed mood. Feelings of social isolation decreased over time and self-esteem
increased over time in the case of all activity types. However, some of the long-term
benefits of participation depended on the particular type of activity individuals
reported during adolescence. For example, Barber et al. found that the only nega-
tive association with activity participation involved performing arts participants,
who reported more suicide attempts and visits to psychologists at 24 years of age.
Nevertheless, extracurricular activity participation was related to more positive psy-
chological adjustment in young adulthood. Future qualitative studies could offer a
nuanced understanding of the mechanisms that might explain the types of extracur-
ricular activities that influence or mediate adolescents’ and young adults’ emotional
and societal value development. Such qualitative work, coupled with quantitative
studies considering school and parent-adolescent relationship factors as potential
moderators, could uncover important insights into exactly how extracurricular
activities exert both short- and long-term effects on psychological adjustment.

Delinquency

The relation between participation in extracurricular activities and adolescent
delinquency has been a topic of great interest among researchers. It could be
hypothesized that activity participation might deter adolescents from engaging in
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delinquent acts because extracurricular activities are prosocial in nature, encour-
aging adherence to constructive behavioral norms (Eccles & Gootman, 2002;
Mahoney & Cairns, 1997; Mahoney et al., 2003). Two early studies showed that
participation in athletic or service activities was related to a lower frequency of
delinquent acts, particularly among low-achieving and blue-collar male students
(Holland & Andre, 1987; Landers & Landers, 1978; Schafer, 1969). More recent
research has shown that participation in other highly structured activities, includ-
ing band, orchestra, chorus, plays, and musicals, is associated with lower levels of
delinquency (Mahoney, 2000; Mahoney & Stattin, 2000; Zill et al., 1995). These
researchers suggest that the benefits to an adolescent of taking part in an activity
depend on the attitudes of other activity participants about engaging in certain
high-risk behaviors, such that if the group encourages certain forms of risky behav-
ior, participation in that activity may be detrimental. 

These recent studies suggest that peers may be mediating the relation between
participation and delinquency, similar to the relation between friendship charac-
teristics and academic performance described earlier (Crosnoe, 2001). Mahoney’s
studies (2000; Mahoney & Stattin, 2000) specifically examined the influence of
social networks and activity context on possible benefits of activity participation
in regard to delinquency. Mahoney reported an interaction effect between partici-
pation and social network whereby reductions in criminal arrest rates among high-
risk boys and girls depended on whether at least 50% of their social network also
participated in school extracurricular activities. Mahoney also reported an interac-
tion between number of structured (music, sports, theater) and unstructured (youth
recreation center activities with no regular schedules and little adult supervision)
activities. Among boys, involvement in unstructured activities and absence of
involvement in structured activities were particularly problematic in terms of their
antisocial behavior. Mahoney also reported that participants in unstructured activ-
ities were characterized by deviant peer relationships, poor parent-child relation-
ships, and low levels of support from their activity leaders. These findings point to
close relationships with adults as important influences on delinquent activities
among adolescents. 

Another study involving a small, longitudinal sample (Schmidt, 2003) revealed
that extracurricular activities were associated with less school misconduct among
at-risk adolescents. At-risk status, or adversity, was a composite measure that
included exposure to stressful events within the family context, chronic family dis-
cord or disorganization, and low levels level of safety and support within the
school. Time spent in “daily challenges” such as school work, extracurricular
activities, hobbies, and paid work (as opposed to watching television and socializ-
ing with friends) and perceived success in these challenges were also directly
related to less misconduct.

Many of these researchers have noted that the role selection plays in determin-
ing the relation between activity participation and delinquency is still unclear. Even
with longitudinal samples, the true causal mechanism will be difficult to uncover:
Is it self-selection, or does the activity change the individual in certain ways? When
we are unable to measure individuals’ functioning before they participate in activ-
ities, it is crucial that we control for as many factors as possible that have also been
linked to delinquency, including poverty, delinquent peers, older peers, and poor
school performance (Mahoney & Stattin, 2000). Only then will we be able to make
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reasonable assumptions about the influence of extracurricular activity participation
in regard to curbing or encouraging adolescent delinquency. In addition, partici-
pants’ social values, whether or not their peer group participates in activities
or supports them in their activities, and the ratio of structured to unstructured
activities could be particularly influential as to how participants experience their
activities. Furthermore, we have little insight into the long-term effects of activity
participation on delinquency. Do these activity experiences matter as individuals
make the transition to young adulthood? Or are these potential benefits of activity
participation limited to adolescence?

A Developmental Approach to Activity Research

Consistent/Continuing Participation

Longitudinal data sets that track individuals into young adulthood have provided
a unique opportunity to examine the extent and effects of extracurricular activity par-
ticipation across the life course. The adolescent years represent a critical period in
human development during which young people work toward establishing indepen-
dence and during which contexts outside of the family become more important. The
choices adolescents make and the opportunities made available to them during this
critical period may have lifelong implications for their emotional and physical well-
being. Researchers have documented that patterns of behaviors initiated in adoles-
cence often carry through into adulthood (Maggs, Schulenberg, & Hurrelmann,
1997). Thus, the environments adolescents experience are critical in that they provide
opportunities for maintaining or changing behaviors that may influence their devel-
opment, either for better or for worse. Thus, it is important to consider continuity
in developmental contexts over time. The number of years that adolescents spend in
extracurricular activities might determine whether such participation exerts an influ-
ence on their adjustment into young adulthood.

Although limited, studies considering continuity in participation have begun to
paint a picture of participation across the life span. The work of Scott and Willits
(1989, 1998) provides some important information regarding the stability of par-
ticipation over time. Using a longitudinal sample of individuals who attended rural
high schools in Pennsylvania, the authors followed the participants for more than
45 years. They found continuity in activity participation across life stages and
found that adolescent participation was a significant predictor of later participa-
tion. In addition, Raymore, Barber, and Eccles (2001) lent support to and expanded
the Scott and Willets findings using the MSALT sample to examine young adult
leisure patterns. They also found that stability in leisure patterns, or kinds of activ-
ities, was the most common pathway into young adulthood but that female leisure
patterns were more dependent on the contextual variables that accompany the tran-
sition from adolescence to adulthood. Young women entering into romantic
partnerships or becoming parents were more likely to change their leisure patterns,
becoming less active outside the home.

Mahoney et al. (2003) used an 8-year longitudinal study to investigate the role
of consistent participation in school extracurricular activities as a contributor to
long-term educational success. They found that girls showed more consistent par-
ticipation in early adolescence than boys, but boys’ early participation was more
strongly associated with their educational aspirations (desire to attend college or
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job training programs) in late adolescence. However, once other features of the
educational attainment process were taken into account, the gender difference no
longer remained. Consistent activity participation was also associated with higher
educational status (level of education completed) at 20 years of age, particularly
for the low interpersonal competence (as opposed to high interpersonal compe-
tence) subgroup. Interpersonal competence was measured through teacher ratings
of aggression and popularity with fellow students.

Similar results have been observed in a nationally representative, longitudinal
data set. Using NELS:88, Zaff et al. (2003) examined consistent extracurricular
activity participation across the 8th through 12th grades in relation to academic
achievement, voting behavior, and volunteering 2 years after the 12th grade. Con-
sistent participation in at least one activity each year was related to academic
achievement (measured as college attendance) and prosocial behaviors even after
extensive control variables had been included in the model. Large, nationally rep-
resentative data sets that capture participation at each wave of data collection are
rare, but such data are needed to generalize the effects of consistent participation
over time to the broader population of adolescents and young adults. Longitudinal
data sets can also answer such questions as whether there are critical periods dur-
ing adolescence when participation in certain activities is particularly beneficial in
regard to functioning, an issue that has yet to be addressed in research.

Number of Activities

The total number of extracurricular activities in which an adolescent engages has
also been shown to be an important determinant of adolescent functioning. In early
research, it appeared that the more activities, the better the outcomes. These studies
demonstrated that girls who engaged in five or more activities had higher levels of
educational achievement than those participating in four or fewer activities (Feltz &
Weiss, 1984). A similar pattern was observed for boys: Those who participated in
more than one athletic or service activity had higher educational aspirations and
achievement than those who participated in only one activity (Spady, 1970).

Several studies have indicated a similarly positive relation between increased
activity participation and attitudes toward school. Higher levels of school satis-
faction and more positive attitudes toward the high school experience have been
linked to the total number of structured extracurricular activities in which an ado-
lescent participates (Gilman, 2001) as well as, among boys, the total number of
sports activities engaged in (Rees & Howell, 1990). Total extracurricular activity
participation has also been positively related to social and academic self-concept,
educational aspirations, coursework selection, completion of homework, absen-
teeism, academic achievement, and subsequent college attendance (Gerber, 1996;
Marsh, 1992). An individual’s participation in at least one extracurricular activity
in which members of her or his social network also participate has been linked to
a decline in antisocial patterns (Mahoney, 2000), and a similar link has been shown
for 1–4 hours per week of extracurricular activity (Zill et al., 1995). 

However, other research suggests a curvilinear relation between number of
activities and positive developmental outcomes. Zill et al.’s report indicated that
there is a threshold at which the number of activities no longer exerts a positive
influence on developmental outcomes. Particularly, students who spent 5–19 hours
per week in activities were less likely to engage in risky behaviors than those
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participating in 1–4 hours of activities per week, but participation rates of 20 hours
or more per week did not have such deterrent effects. Marsh (1992; Marsh &
Kleitman, 2002) found a similar curvilinear relation between participation and
young adult social and academic outcomes, although the relation was found to be
weak in a later study (Marsh & Kleitman, 2003). In light of Mahoney’s (Mahoney
& Stattin, 2000) finding that the ratio of structured to unstructured activities is
particularly important, there is a need for further investigation into whether the
total number of activities or the types of activities are more influential in regard to
adolescent outcomes. There are yet other factors that may explain the relation
between extracurricular activity participation and adolescent developmental out-
comes, namely selection mechanisms, which we discuss in detail subsequently.

Summary of Central Themes

Despite the nuances, qualifications, and complexity of the research on extracur-
ricular activity participation and adolescent development, we can draw several gen-
eral conclusions. School-based, structured, extracurricular activity participation, in
contrast to participation in unstructured activities (sometimes including school-based
activities), is associated with positive adolescent developmental outcomes, namely
(a) higher academic performance and attainment; (b) reduced rates of dropout;
(c) lower (to a degree) rates of substance use; (d) less sexual activity among girls;
(e) better psychological adjustment, including higher self-esteem, less worry regard-
ing the future, and reduced feelings of social isolation; and (f) reduced rates of delin-
quent behavior, including criminal arrests and antisocial behavior. The majority of
these positive relations have emerged from studies of sports participation and stud-
ies that group participants as a whole, regardless of gender or race. 

However, the associations of extracurricular activity participation with these out-
comes vary according to many factors. In fact, including mediator and moderator
variables within models linking participation to adolescent functioning results in a
mixed picture. Previous research has uncovered a number of gender differences, and
they have been linked to each of the outcomes just mentioned. Other factors that
mediate or moderate the effects of activity participation include peer associations
(particularly for academic, substance use, and delinquency outcomes), race (for aca-
demic outcomes), type of activity (for psychological adjustment), and identity
(for young adult outcomes). Depending on the sample and the inclusion of these
additional variables, less positive and even negative results have been observed for
some groups. These factors, however, do not represent an exhaustive list of identi-
fied mediators and moderators; others include continuity in participation and total
number of activities. To provide a thorough understanding of its effects, future
research on extracurricular activity participation should pay attention to how activ-
ities are measured, attempt to account for their impact by reducing the influence of
selection bias, and model the impact of extracurricular activities within a concep-
tual framework that can guide analyses. In the following section, we describe these
points in greater detail.

Future Research on Extracurricular Activities

As previously mentioned, several large gaps exist in the literature on extracurric-
ular activities. First, a consensus on measurement of activities is needed. This is a
case in which ecological systems theory is useful in creating different measures
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describing activity involvement. For example, rather than descriptives simply being
provided on gender, race, and SES, characteristics of activity participants could be
developed across several levels, including individual, family, peer, school, and
neighborhood contexts. Regarding identification of the effects of individual activi-
ties, in many cases “sports” has been as a blanket term used to capture individuals
who are involved in athletics. Key research has shown that the effects of sport par-
ticipation vary according to the sport under consideration. Therefore, “sports” par-
ticipation should be “unpacked,” and the effects of specific sports, such as soccer and
lacrosse, should be considered. Although it may require large sample sizes or the cre-
ation of alternative sampling strategies, such a distinction might lead to more clear-
cut results regarding the potential benefits of participating in a specific activity.

In addition, while increasing attention is being focused on considering total
number of activities engaged in, there has not been an actual examination of “port-
folios” of activities. In other words, a look at possible combinations of activities
(e.g., the benefits of combining sports participation with participation in an acad-
emic club) that produce certain outcomes is needed. Perhaps a diversified portfo-
lio promotes positive adolescent development. Few studies have tested such a
hypothesis. Finally, a causal developmental perspective of activity participation is
needed to supplement the largely correlational studies that currently exist on the
relation between participation and adolescent and young adult functioning. An eco-
logical systems perspective could be applied to an exploration of extracurricular
activities in each of these cases.

Measuring Activities

Characterizing Extracurricular Activities 
Not all extracurricular activities share the same characteristics. Activities such

as sports, cheerleading, and debate involve close supervision by a coach or spon-
sor, take place several times a week, involve competition, and usually comprise a
consistent group of students. In contrast, activities such as foreign language clubs,
math and history clubs, and the National Honor Society typically comprise large
student groups with higher turnover rates, take place less often (monthly as
opposed to daily or weekly), and involve less contact with the sponsor. Therefore,
such qualitative differences between activities should be considered. Grouping
qualitatively different activities or simply totaling the number of activities in which
an adolescent participates may lead to ambiguous results. Of course, activity char-
acteristics may differ according to school and community, but it remains that activ-
ities are qualitatively different from each other as well, and this may lead to
differential outcomes among their participants. If researchers are to gauge their true
effects, they need to give careful thought to these processes when they are mea-
suring activities. By examining outcomes of each activity individually and assess-
ing whether one activity is qualitatively different from another, researchers can
group activities into related types on the basis of their developmental outcomes
rather than their conceptual similarities. 

Comprehensive Characterization of Activity Participation 
After a better understanding of the impact of individual activities has been

established, it is also necessary to account for patterns of participation at the indi-
vidual level. Most studies on extracurricular activity participation have examined

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on May 9, 2016http://rer.aera.netDownloaded from 

http://rer.aera.net


Role of School-Based Extracurricular Activities in Adolescent Development

195

one activity or a conceptual group of activities such as sports or academic clubs.
Adolescents’ actual participation patterns, however, typically do not include only
one activity or multiple activities of the same type. For example, results of the
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, which involved a nationally
representative sample, indicated that 47% of students who reported participating
in extracurricular activities participated in activities across conceptual groups. For
example, these students participated in sport as well as academic clubs or in both
student council (a school involvement activity) and drama (a performance activ-
ity). While it is known that different individual activities have different effects on
adolescent development, what are the effects of a combination of activities? As
previously mentioned, portfolios of activities should be used to characterize the
full range of interests that adolescents pursue. 

Several studies have explored the impact that combinations of a few different
types of activities have on adolescent development. In two studies looking at boys’
activity participation, boys participating only in athletics scored lower than the
national average on the SAT, while those participating in both athletics and ser-
vice activities scored higher than the national average (Landers, Feltz, Obermeir,
& Brouse, 1978; Rehberg & Cohen, 1975). Two studies of girls’ performance on
the SAT in relation to activity participation reported mixed results. One of the stud-
ies showed that girls who participated in both athletics and service activities scored
higher on the verbal portion of the SAT (Landers et al., 1978), while the other study
revealed no differences between girls who participated in both athletics and service
activities and those who participated solely in athletics (Feltz & Weiss, 1984). In
another investigation, students who took part in both athletic and music activities
had higher educational expectations than those who took part in athletic-only or
music-only activities (Snyder & Spreitzer, 1977). A possible explanation for these
results is that participation in multiple activities had different effects for boys than
for girls. Further investigation is needed to provide an understanding of the impact
of portfolios on adolescent development. As always, careful attention to possible
mediators and moderators will be important. One possible moderator is the extent
to which adolescents identify with certain activities. Some adolescents may
consider one activity over others as their primary choice, implying the need for
weighting activities. Just as is the case with analyses of individual activities, moti-
vations for participating, identification with the activity in question, and other
factors may influence the impact of portfolios on adolescent functioning. Once
activities have been accurately measured, they need to be included in models that
follow a clear-cut theoretical framework specifying how and under what condi-
tions activities influence adolescent development. In the following, we propose
such a framework.

An Overarching Theoretical Framework

Much of the previous research has focused on adolescents in a single context,
but some studies are beginning to look at the interactions among different contexts
of adolescence such as family relationships and peer orientation (Fuligni & Eccles,
1993; Mounts & Steinberg, 1995). As highlighted throughout this review, extracur-
ricular activities do not exist in a singular context. They are nested in schools and
neighborhoods and are functions of the resources of those contexts. While many
theories could be used to explain the mechanisms through which activities exert
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their influence (e.g., social control theory or cultural resource theory), there is a
need for an overarching theory with which to frame exploration of extracurricular
activities. Ecological systems theory holds that both immediate and distal aspects
of a child’s surrounding environment interact and transact to mold development
and that the child influences his or her experience of these settings as well. Fur-
thermore, adolescents’ characteristics (e.g., gender and risk status) may interact
with their environment in determining developmental outcomes.

Connections between these settings foster development. For example, the
emphasis parents place on extracurricular participation influences whether their
adolescents will participate in activities and consequently experience the costs
or benefits of such participation. Adolescents with parents who place a stronger
emphasis on educational achievement than on activity participation may limit
the activities in which these adolescents take part. Some adolescents may be
able to participate only in academic clubs that might improve their chances of
attending college, and some may not be able to participate at all as a result of
the time it might take away from schoolwork. Alternatively, high-achieving
adolescents, or those who are highly focused on academics, may have parents
who encourage them to explore activities outside of schoolwork. In addition,
adolescents’ friends, teachers, and the available resources of the school and the
state may influence their opportunities to participate in activities and their expe-
rience of such participation. Testing interaction effects in addition to direct
effects of activity participation, including many levels of an individual’s
surrounding environment, would better capture the social ecology of develop-
ment and guide us in new directions of activity research. Statistical techniques
such as hierarchical modeling (Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992) and growth curve
modeling (Rogosa, 1995; Stoolmiller, 1995) can be used to test multilevel,
longitudinal, and interactive models of activity participation and adolescent and
young adult functioning. 

Ecological systems theory (more recently referred to as a “bioecological
model”) is an ideal theoretical framework from which to guide activity research
because it not only includes the contextual levels surrounding a developing
individual but emphasizes the bidirectional processes by which the individual and
particular contexts affect each other. Thus, the perspective on person-environment
fit (Eccles et al., 1993) should also be used in research on activities. Extracurricu-
lar activities may be one part of the microsystem that adolescents can actively
select to fit their own dispositions and talents. Hence, participation may offset the
effects of a lack of fit with other proximal contexts, and it may even enhance the
positive effects of good fits in these areas. Again, researchers should consider key
person-environment interactions in their investigations of the relation between
extracurricular activities and adolescent development.

However, this is not to say that this theory is free of limitations, as there are with
all theories. Bronfenbrenner originally suggested that contextual levels overlapped
each other and that, within a society, systems tend to be consistent (P. H. Miller,
2002). However, some researchers who have expanded on ecological systems
theory have noted that systems may also vary in their degree of embeddedness with
one another and are sometimes even at odds with each other (B. B. Brown &
Theobald, 1998; Sternberg & Grigorenko, 2001), and an individual’s develop-
mental course may be dependent on whether systems are in synchrony (Mahoney
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& Bergman, 2002; Mahoney & Magnusson, 2001). These are all difficult concepts
to accurately measure in empirical studies. We suggest several approaches.

Mahoney and colleagues (Mahoney & Bergman, 2002; Mahoney & Magnusson,
2001) have attempted to tackle such issues, proposing a holistic-interactionistic
framework to studying individual adaptation that extends Bronfenbrenner’s ecolog-
ical systems theory. Just as in research regarding role confusion, examining the
relations among a developing individual’s contexts will reveal more information than
assuming that all contexts are in synchrony. It may be that the influence of activity
participation is quite different when adolescents are experiencing conflicting settings
than when they are not. Therefore, adding the person-environment fit perspective
to ecological systems theory provides researchers with a mechanism to consider
the extent to which systems are developmentally optimal and synchronous for
adolescents.

But what features of the developing adolescent’s environment are critical to
include in activity research? Important contextual features have been discussed
throughout this review. School-based extracurricular activities are generally shown
to provide opportunities for positive developmental outcomes. Thus, contextual
factors that promote these positive outcomes or that could put adolescents at risk
for poor developmental outcomes need to be examined to determine the influence
of activities on adolescent development. Adolescents without supportive peer and
adult relationships, without feelings of belongingness to social groups, without
exposure to positive social norms (neighborhoods, friends), and without integra-
tion of contexts (family, school, neighborhood, peer) may be most at risk for poor
developmental outcomes (Eccles & Gootman, 2002). It is in the absence of any of
these factors that school-based extracurricular activities may exert their influence.
Therefore, variations in the conditions that make up the social ecology of devel-
opment can serve as key moderators of activity participation in models of adoles-
cent and young adult functioning. In the same respect, through examining these
factors, it may become evident that such activity participation is not influential
when an adolescent is already benefiting from opportunities for positive develop-
mental outcomes.

During adolescence, the need for social acceptance leads to decreases in time
spent interacting with family members and increases in the influential power of the
peer group (B. B. Brown, 1990; Eccles & Barber, 1999; Larson & Richards, 1991;
Steinberg, Brown, & Dornbusch, 1996; Youniss et al., 1997). Therefore, it will be
important to measure adolescents’ connectedness to family, peers, and other adults;
the academic, extracurricular, and social activities of their peer group; and their
family’s social activities. Also, these contexts need to be weighted differently
according to the developmental level of the individual. In addition, adolescence is
a time of school transitions, at least from middle to high school, and the school tran-
sition literature indicates that individuals do not thrive in social environments that
do not meet their emotional needs. Factors that may influence these transitions
include school characteristics such as size, the autonomy afforded students, con-
tact with adults, academic emphasis, and teacher efficacy (Eccles et al., 1993; Fine,
1991). Investigations of extracurricular activity participation must include these
school characteristics.

In the following discussion, we highlight many of these contextual factors and
the extent to which they overlap with possible selection factors. Contextual factors
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must be examined in order to determine the true influence of school-based
extracurricular activity participation on adolescent development. As mentioned
earlier, new data sets are needed. Ideally, the field could benefit from a data set in
which data collection is initiated early, before children begin their participation.
The same children should be followed over time and, importantly, into adulthood.
Once participation begins, a number of factors need to be measured, including
(a) position on team or in club, (b) how often the activity is held, (c) how many
students are involved in the activity, (d) who the activity leader is, (e) performance
in the activity, and (f) the student’s perception of the personal importance of the
activity. Information regarding the child’s participation in activities outside of the
school context is also critical. Such research may shed more light on who partici-
pates in school-based activities, whether these activities are beneficial, and the
mechanisms through which they exert influence.

Selection Mechanisms 

While the literature regarding the consequences of extracurricular participation
is extensive, there is little research into why individual students initiate participa-
tion in extracurricular activities and why they maintain participation over time
(Fredericks et al., 2002; Mahoney & Cairns, 1997). However, these reasons for ini-
tiating and maintaining participation may be linked to adolescent functioning.
Generally, extracurricular activities are considered a unique aspect of adolescents’
educational experiences because of the general view that these activities are non-
central or nonessential to their education and relatively voluntary (McNeal, 1998).
However, research supports a theory of micro- and macro-level mechanisms that
determine who participates in school-based activities. These mechanisms include
individual-level characteristics, high school structure, and high school context as
significant determinants of student participation in school-based extracurricular
activities. Table 2 includes a list of the selection factors mentioned in this article,
and we discuss each of these factors in turn.

Individual-level selection mechanisms include a student’s age, grades, skill
level and previous experience, SES, race, and gender (Antshel & Anderman,
2000; Garton & Pratt, 1991; Larson & Kleiber, 1993; Otto & Alwin, 1977; Pass-
more & French, 2001; Quiroz, Gonzalez, & Frank, 1996). Such selection mecha-
nisms are thought to influence patterns of participation (McNeal, 1998, 1999). For
example, students who are older than their classmates are more likely to feel
socially isolated and therefore less likely to try out for or join activities. Students
with poor academic performance are less likely to participate owing to GPA min-
imums and “no pass/no play” rules. Students more likely to participate are those
who are talented in music, athletics, and art; who previously participated in sim-
ilar activities; and are of higher SES (except in the case of vocational clubs). With
the exception of Hispanics, who participate at a slightly lower frequency, mem-
bers of racial/ethnic minority groups participate at rates almost identical to those
of Whites. Girls are more likely to be involved in all extracurricular activities
other than athletics. At this micro level, certain individuals are more likely to be
recruited into, try out for, or join activities; thus, researchers cannot ignore the
question of causality when examining extracurricular activities. It is quite possi-
ble that those adolescents who participate in activities are qualitatively different
from those who do not and that these qualitative differences may drive the asso-
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ciation between participation in extracurricular activities and the outcomes dis-
cussed earlier.

Macro-level factors, including school structure and school context, also influ-
ence activity participation. Elements of school structure include teacher charac-
teristics and school size. Teachers inadvertently serve as gatekeepers to
extracurricular activities via recruitment and sponsorship. Many teachers are will-
ing only to have a specified number of students take part in the activities, thereby
ensuring a stable membership (Quiroz et al., 1996). Teachers’ preconceptions of
their students and activities may differentially affect their selection and recruitment
of members for various activities (McNeal, 1998).

In regard to school size, students participate at lower levels in larger schools
(McNeal, 1998). Many athletic teams have a maximum number of participants, or
slots, regardless of the size of the school. For example, soccer requires 11 players
on the field at a time, limiting the possible number of players on the team to approx-
imately 25. In smaller schools, a greater percentage of the student body is needed
to fill such spots than in larger schools, offering more students an opportunity to
participate. In larger schools, the limited number of spots may lead to increased
competition and increased skill requirements, reducing a student’s ability to par-
ticipate. Smaller schools have also been found to place higher prestige and enthu-
siasm on sports participation than larger schools (Holland & Andre, 1987), which
may encourage more students to participate. Use of multilevel modeling tech-
niques would explicitly take into account such person by school interactions. For

TABLE 2
Multilevel Selection Bias Factors

Individual 
Contextual level

level Family Peer School Neighborhood

Gender Parent-adolescent Emphasis on Region of Availability of 
relationship activities country non-school-
quality based  activities

Age Emphasis on Emphasis on Urbanicity Emphasis on 
activities academic activities

achievement
SES Emphasis on Plans for School size Neighborhood 

academic attending connectedness
achievement college

Race Parents’ Academic School safety
involvement performance
in activities

Academic 
performance Parents’ education Risky behavior Teacher 

involvement
Skill level Parents’ emotional Activity Grade-point 

in activity well-being participation minimums for 
participation

Note. Additional individual-level variables were school engagement, other activities,
emotional well-being, self-perceived identity, and social behaviors.
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example, examination of the characteristics of girls in different types of schools
would allow observation of the variability in effects associated with extracurricu-
lar activity participation.

Contextual characteristics of the school include its emphasis on academic
achievement, its safety, and its social makeup. Schools placing higher value on aca-
demic achievement are more likely to restrict access to extracurricular activities for
students not performing well academically (McNeal, 1999). Often, schools with a
heightened emphasis on academic achievement limit access to activities by insti-
tuting minimum GPA requirements, attendance requirements, and larger course
requirements for graduation. Many students who would otherwise be able to par-
ticipate in activities are denied the opportunity because of their inability to maintain
the minimum GPA required by their school. This would be a case in which high
achievement preceded activity participation; therefore, it would be inaccurate to
conclude that, in such schools, achievement is a result of participation.

Schools with lower rates of theft, vandalism, drug use, rape, and weapon pos-
session and lower levels of student-student and student-teacher conflict foster a
feeling of safety and security among students when they are at school, and as a
result students are more likely to stay at school after hours to participate in activi-
ties (McNeal, 1999). Student bodies with increased concentrations of minority stu-
dents and students from single-parent households exhibit reduced rates of
participation in athletics and overall activities, respectively. Participation in “dan-
gerous schools” might be risky, and the effects associated with activities in these
schools might be the opposite of the effects associated with activities in “safe
schools.” While many studies (Lareau, 1987; Otto, 1975, 1976; Snyder, 1969;
Spady 1970, 1971) have linked higher school-level SES to greater activity partic-
ipation, other studies (Hanks & Eckland, 1976; McNeal, 1999) have shown
that increased school-level SES is linked to lower levels of participation in school
activities, because students from higher-income families engaged in more non-
school-based activities such as private lessons and athletics. In this case, delin-
quency is a determinant rather than a consequence of participation. Hence, it is
important to consider whether private or community-based lessons and activities
will have an impact on school-related outcomes similar to that of school-based
activities and to treat SES as a possible moderator.

Parents represent another mechanism of selection into activity participation.
Parents’ own involvement in community activities is a strong predictor of their
adolescents’ involvement in school- or community-based extracurricular activities
(G. H. Elder & Conger, 2000; Fletcher & Shaw, 2000; Larson, Dworkin, &
Gilman, 2001). Thus, parental values, and not the activities themselves, may be
shaping prosocial behavior among adolescents. Such findings have been proposed
as due to modeling effects or the fact that parental involvement makes similar
opportunities more accessible to children through a better awareness of these par-
ticipation opportunities (Mahoney & Magnusson, 2001). 

Parental endorsement of participation has also been related to increased ado-
lescent school extracurricular activity participation (Huebner & Mancini, 2003).
Activity participation may be an opportunity for parents and adolescents to share
their lives and stay connected. However, this same parental involvement in their
activities may cause children to abandon these activities. According to Fredericks
and Eccles (2002), parents play an important role in socializing their children’s ath-
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letic motivation. They suggested that when parents have high perceptions of their
children’s athletic ability early on, children feel better about their competencies,
which in turn influences how they approach future sport situations. Likewise,
Coakley (1987) suggested that parental involvement in organized sports programs
can negatively affect family relationships and the psychological well-being of chil-
dren when parents depend on continued involvement in sport or on the quality of
children’s athletic performance. In support of this statement, a small study
of young children’s sport participation showed that when parents focus too much
on performance, children not doing well in sports are likely to lose interest in con-
tinued sports participation (Rodriquez, Wigfield, & Eccles, 2003).

Alternatively, when parents are not highly involved in community activities,
authoritative parenting is predictive of adolescent activity involvement (Fletcher,
Elder, & Mekos, 2000; Fletcher & Shaw, 2000). Finally, another mechanism
through which parents encourage activity involvement for their children is the
attachments they form with their children’s friends and their friends’ parents. Ado-
lescents who perceive their parents as valuing these social relationships may them-
selves come to value relationships with community members and participate in
activities that put them into contact with others (Coleman, 1988; Fletcher & Shaw,
2000). All of the studies focusing on this issue have been conducted with fairly
small, nonrepresentative samples, and further investigation is needed.

Family connectedness has also been linked to activity involvement. One study
revealed a significant difference in extracurricular activity involvement dependent
on adolescents’ feeling of a sense of belongingness in their family (Chubb &
Fertman, 1992). Specifically, adolescents who felt a stronger sense of belonging in
their families participated in more school and community activities. Chubb and
Fertman proposed that the security felt by students who perceived themselves as
belonging in their families encouraged them to take more risks in contexts outside
of the family. However, it would be difficult to determine whether these adoles-
cents might be better adjusted in general, which would also encourage such risk
taking. In addition, adolescents who can connect with their parents around activi-
ties such as music, sports, and school activities may have a greater store of positive
topics they can share with their parents than adolescents with interests more diffi-
cult for their parents to understand and feel positive about. 

These studies highlight the need to account for parent-adolescent relationships
when estimating the effects of extracurricular activities. For example, healthier par-
ents tend to have healthier children. If researchers do not control for parent factors,
the effects of extracurricular activities on adjustment may be upwardly biased. Also,
parent factors are important to control for in activity research given their direct asso-
ciation with academic achievement. For example, Gutman et al. (2002) concluded
that parents influence their children indirectly through involvement in their school
and that parental involvement is a critical factor in children’s school achievement at
all grade levels. They found, in a sample of African American students, that parental
school involvement was positively related to GPA and number of absences.

The results of all of these studies, mostly involving small, nonrepresentative
samples, must be interpreted with caution when attempting to generalize to all
adolescents. However, their findings pave the way for more careful, controlled
analyses. Clearly, participation in extracurricular activities is not as voluntary as
generally thought. Many factors are involved in who participates, and there are

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on May 9, 2016http://rer.aera.netDownloaded from 

http://rer.aera.net


Feldman & Matjasko

202

any number of motivations for continued involvement or dropout. Because of the
biased distributions of possible participation benefits through various groups’
differential access to activities (McNeal, 1998), further research on causal
relations, as well as factors that mediate and moderate the consequences of
participation, is greatly needed. Furthermore, the potential benefits of activities
vary according to contextual characteristics such as school safety and must be
accounted for in research on extracurricular activities. Studies involving addi-
tional representative samples and focusing on activities beyond athletics will be
particularly important. 

To reduce selection bias, researchers should control for as many selection
mechanisms as possible when estimating the effects of extracurricular activities
on adolescent and young adult outcomes. Furthermore, if possible, they should
employ regression techniques (e.g., use of instrumental variables) that aim to
reduce the unobserved heterogeneity present in many of the studies on extracur-
ricular activities. In this case, a viable measure is a variable that is correlated with
participation but not correlated with the outcome under consideration. If, for
example, a school-level policy were implemented that required students to
participate in an activity, this policy could be used as an instrumental variable.
Although determination of appropriate instruments is quite challenging, it is
necessary to obtain unbiased estimates of the effects of extracurricular activity
participation.

Conclusion

Throughout this article, we have presented evidence that activity participation
has many positive influences on adolescent development and young adult out-
comes. In the case of some of these outcomes, we have proposed other factors that
might have an influence on the relation between activity participation and adoles-
cent development, including adolescents’ social networks and close, supportive
relationships with adults. However, a more refined inquiry into the impact of
extracurricular activities is sorely needed. It is necessary to measure activity par-
ticipation in a thorough manner, to use a comprehensive theoretical framework to
model the influence of participation on adolescent and young adult outcomes, and
to reduce selection bias to gauge participation’s true impact on the lives of ado-
lescents and young adults. Also, it is important to examine the mechanisms through
which these activities are having their impact. For example, in the Barber et al.
(2001) study identity perception mediated the relationship between participation
and adolescent functioning, but in other studies the activity was directly associated
with adolescents’ developmental outcomes.

Because of the high rate of participation in school-based extracurricular activ-
ities, examination of adolescents in such settings would provide key information
on their development. Structured activity participation has been linked to many
positive academic, behavioral, psychological, and young adult outcomes. Gender,
peer networks, race, self-perceived identity, type of activity, degree of activity
involvement, total number of activities, and interactions between these contextual
factors are important facets that must be considered in future research. Such steps
will move the field closer to assessing the true relation between participation and
adolescent functioning and the role that extracurricular activities play in promot-
ing successful transitions to young adulthood.
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