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Abstract

Violence and substance use disproportionately affect African American youth in urban,
disadvantaged communities. Expanding positive peer and adult connections is a mechanism by
which organized activity participation may reduce risk of negative outcomes. We assessed if
organized activity participation decreases the likelihood of later negative outcomes through
expanding positive social connections using a parallel mediation model (Wave 1: A=681; 50%
female; Mage=14.86 years; SD = 0.65). We found indirect effects from participation to cigarette
use (b =-.04, 95% ClI: -.07, —.01) and violent behavior (b = -.04; 95% CI: -.07, —.01) through
positive peer connections. We did not find indirect effects through positive adult connections. This
may be because of the notable influence of peers on negative outcomes during adolescence.
Organized activities can help youth expand positive peer connections, which, in turn, reduces risk
of later negative outcomes. Implications for prevention are discussed.
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Introduction

Numerous health problems related to violence and substance use disproportionately affect
African American youth in urban, socioeconomically challenged communities. Violence, the
intentional use of threatened or actual physical force or power, is a persistent cause of death
and disability among adolescents, particularly among racial and ethnic minorities living in
racially segregated areas with concentrated disadvantage (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), 2017a; Fingerhut, Ingram, & Feldman, 1992; Krug, Mercy, Dahlberg, &
Zwi, 2002). Homicide is the leading cause of death for African Americans aged ten to
twenty-four years (CDC, 2010). Substance use is also a persistent problem among youth
(Johnston, Bachman, & O’Malley, 2013). Although young people with a history of
marginalization, trauma and/or socioeconomic disadvantage report generally lower levels of
use for some substances (e.g., alcohol), they are among those at greatest risk of substance
abuse with limited access to resources for treatment and prevention (Institute of Medicine,
2015; Kann et al., 2016). Late adolescence marks the time of life when substance abuse, and
related consequences, such as violence, are the highest (SAMHSA, 2014). Consequently,
this developmental period represents an especially vulnerable time for preventable non-fatal
injury and death. Building protective factors that reduce risk of substance use and violent
behavior during this developmental period is critical to improving the health and well-being
of youth. Opportunities to build protective factors may be especially critical for youth living
in socioeconomically challenged communities who experience disproportionately individual
and contextual risk that increases the likelihood of negative outcomes.

Historically, researchers and policy makers have used a deficit-based approach, focused
exclusively on reducing negative exposures to decrease the likelihood of negative outcomes
such as substance use and violent behavior (Benson, Mannes, Pittman, & Ferber, 2004). Yet,
as Pittman and colleagues note, “problem free is not fully prepared” (Pittman, Irby, Tolman,
Yohalem, & Ferber, 2003, p. 6). Researchers, practitioners and policy makers have
increasingly adopted a positive youth development perspective to promote healthy
development and prevent negative outcomes among youth. Positive youth development is a
developmental systems-based model that emphasizes the plasticity of human development
through interactions between the individual and his/her developmental contexts (Geldhof,
Bowers, & Lerner, 2013). Positive youth development emphasizes assets that support
positive developmental trajectories among youth, including positive social connections
(Benson, Scales, & Syvertsen, 2011). Organized activity participation is one important way
that youth build assets that have long-term, positive effects on development.

Organized Activity Participation and Youth Outcomes: Mechanisms of Influence

Participation in structured, supervised activities is a valuable opportunity to expand youths’
positive social environment through building connections with positively-oriented peers and
adults (e.g., peers focused on getting good grades) and may be an effective means to offset
risk (Gardner, Browning, & Brooks-Gunn, 2012; Martin et al., 2015). Organized activities
provide a context in which youth are able to form relationships with peers and other adults
characterized by respect, support, guidance and structure (Mcneely, Nonnemaker, & Blum,
2002). Participation in organized activities is generally associated with a positively-oriented
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friendship group and fewer associations with antisocial peers (Fredricks & Eccles, 2008;
Linver, Roth, & Brooks-Gunn, 2009). Opportunities for expanded positive social
connections may be especially important among youth living in urban, low resource
communities as they may be most at risk for exposure to violence and delinquency that
increase risk of antisocially-oriented social groups and engaging in antisocial behavior
(Tolan, Gorman-Smith, & Henry, 2003; Wilson, 2012). Participation in organized activities
can offer expanded opportunity to engage with positive peers and adults and, consequently,
spheres of positive influence on development. Although researchers have investigated
participation extensively among youth, most of this research has focused on outcomes.
Empirical investigation of the mechanism by which organized activities influence youth
outcomes, such as through expanding positive social connections, has received limited
attention (Mueller, Lewin-bizan, & Urban, 2011).

Positive social connections are a robust protective factor for negative outcomes such as
substance use and violent behavior. Researchers have found, among urban youth, that
activity participation is associated with positive connections with adults (Metzger, Crean, &
Forbes-Jones, 2009). Researchers have also found that positive social connections are
associated with avoiding harmful behaviors such as violent behavior and substance use
(Lerner et al., 2005). Resnick et al. (2004) found that positive connections with non-familial
adults were associated with reduced risk of violent behavior among youth. Kogan et al
(2005) also found that positive peer affiliations reduced the likelihood of substance use
among youth. Taken together, these results support that positive social connections are a
primary mechanism by which organized activities reduce risk of negative outcomes. Yet, few
researchers have investigated explicitly this mechanism among youth living in an urban,
socioeconomically challenged community and if these effects are sustained over time.

Organized Activity Participation Measurement

Researchers debate the optimal way to operationalize participation (see Bohnert, Fredricks,
& Randall, 2010; Busseri & Rose-Krasnor, 2010; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006a; Rose-Krasnor,
2009) and no consensus exists. One approach is to assess behavioral engagement including
intensity (frequency of involvement) or breadth (number of specific activities) (Bohnert et
al., 2010). Yet, appropriate measures may depend on youths’ developmental stage. For
example, youth in middle school are more likely to seek a wide range of activities (i.e.,
breadth) compared to those high school (Busseri & Rose-Krasnor, 2010). During middle to
late adolescence, youth have increasing control over how they spend their time (Fredricks &
Eccles, 2010). Consequently, they often participate in fewer activities more intensely during
high school compared to middle school (Busseri, Rose-Krasnor, Willoughby, & Chalmers,
2006; Denault & Poulin, 2009). Intensity of involvement in activities may be particularly
meaningful to high-school age youth because participation is largely self-directed (Eisman,
Stoddard, Bauermeister, Caldwell, & Zimmerman, 2016). Consequently, intensity of
participation may be the most developmentally appropriate measure of organized activity
participation during the high school years (middle to late adolescence).
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Sociodemographic Factors, Participation and Youth Outcomes

Researchers have reported some characteristics that are generally associated with better
outcomes among youth, such as socioeconomic status (SES) and academic achievement,
may contribute to selection bias in studies investigating organized activity participation.
Youth from higher SES families, for example, are more likely to participate in organized
activities than youth from lower SES families (Meier, Swartz, & Ryan, 2018). Researchers
have also found a robust relationship between academic achievement and participation;
those reporting higher levels of activity participation may be more likely than non-
participants to do well in school in the first place (Eisman, Stoddard, Bauermeister,
Caldwell, & Zimmerman, 2017; Roth, Malone, & Brooks-Gunn, 2010). Consequently, it is
vital to account for SES and academic achievement to reduce selection bias.

Researchers have found differences in substance use by SES; youth from lower SES families
may be at higher risk of cigarette use, but at lower risk for alcohol use (Patrick, Wightman,
Schoeni, & Schulenberg, 2012). Researchers have reported differences in substance use
between adolescent males and females, with males having generally higher rates of
substance use (SAMHSA, 2014). Most researchers have found that males generally engage
in more peer-to-peer violence, such as physical fights and threats with weapons, than
females, although that gap appears to be narrowing (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), 2015, 2017b). Overall, these results suggest that sociodemographic
factors may be associated with violent behavior and substance use, and it is critical to
account for these potential differences.

Current Study

In the current study, we investigate two specific mechanisms by which organized activity
participation during early high school (i.e., freshman year, approximately ages 14-15 years)
operates on violent behavior and substance use among at-risk youth in late high school (i.e.,
senior year, approximately ages 17-18 years). Thus, we test a parallel mediation model that
examines the protective effects of organized activity participation on violent behavior and
substance use among urban youth presented in Figure 1. A parallel multiple mediator model
includes multiple mediators that can operate simultaneously and are correlated, but do not
necessarily causally influence each other (Hayes, 2013). We expect that participation at
Wave 1 (equivalent to the first year of high school) will be positively associated with
positive peer and adults connections at Wave 2 (equivalent to the second year of high
school). We also expect that connections with positively-oriented peers and adults will be
negatively associated with substance use (cigarette and alcohol use) and violent behavior at
Wave 4 (equivalent to the senior year of high school). Finally, we expect that connections
with positive peers and adults will simultaneously mediate the relationship between
organized activity participation at Wave 1 and youth outcomes at Wave 4, including alcohol
and cigarette use, and violent behavior.
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Research Context

Participants

Measures

The current study includes participants from Flint, Michigan. The city of Flint has seen
much economic prosperity and misfortune throughout the years. Transitioning from a
manufacturing to service economy has had a strong effect on the life-circumstances of
young people in Flint. At one time, because of high-paying manufacturing jobs, Flint and
surrounding Genesee County was one of the most affluent metropolitan areas in the U.S. In
the past 40 years, over 70,000 auto industry jobs have been lost, and the population has
declined by half (Scorsone & Bateson, 2011; Taylor, 2016). Like many urban Michigan
communities facing declining populations, the city faces extreme economic and health
challenges, including high rates of crime and violence. Flint has been ranked as the most
violent city over 100,000 in the U.S. (Weigley, Hess, & Sauter, 2013), has suffered from
higher unemployment levels compared to state and national averages for well over a decade
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014) and is ranked as one of the most racially segregated cities
in the U.S. (CensusScope, 2000). During the study period, over 90% of students in the Flint
City School District received free/reduced lunch during the following school year, and over
30% of families with children under 18 are below the poverty level (Michigan Department
of Education, 2017; US Census Bureau, 2015). The baseline sample for the initial study
includes 679 African American youth (80%), 145 white youth (17%) and 26 mixed African
American and white youth (3%). The high percentage of African American adolescents
makes our sample unique because most studies of organized activities as protective
mechanisms for adolescent outcomes, including violent behavior and substance use, consist
of predominantly White samples.

We evaluated data during the high school years (Waves 1-4) from a multi-year longitudinal
study of youth that spanned from mid-adolescence to young adulthood. Youth were eligible
to participate in the initial study if they were in ninth grade, enrolled in one of Flint,
Michigan’s four main public high schools with a grade point average (GPA) of 3.0 or below
in eighth grade and were not diagnosed by the school as having emotional or developmental
impairments (Ramirez-Valles, Zimmerman, & Newcomb, 1998). The 3.0 maximum GPA
criteria was used because the original study was about high school dropout and substance
use, and GPA was used to ensure the sample was at somewhat higher risk for leaving school
before graduation. We sought to focus on our investigation on organized activity
participation among an understudied group of adolescents; consequently our analysis
included only African American respondents (n=681 at Wave 1, 49% male) (Eisman et al.,
2016). Following institutional IRB approval and necessary parental consent and participant
assent, data was collected during in-school interviews. Data was collected annually, and
Waves 1 through 4 correspond to the participants’ high school years.

Organized activity participation (Wave 1).—We measured organized activity
participation using student-report of behavioral engagement measure (intensity of
participation). Participants were asked about involvement in organized school, church and

J Youth Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 October 01.



1duosnuen Joyiny 1duosnuey Joyiny 1duosnuen Joyiny

1duosnuep Joyiny

Eisman et al.

Page 6

community-based activities during out-of-school time. They were asked to list up to four
extracurricular activities each for school, church and community contexts (e.g., in the last
year, have you participated in any school clubs, sports, or other extracurricular activities? If
s0, please provide the name of each activity) for up to 12 total activities. For each activity
listed, youth were asked to report how often they participated in each activity using a 4-point
frequency scale (1=hardly ever; 4= most of the time). We assessed aggregate intensity of
participation by summing the intensity scores for each activity across school, church and
community contexts. Scores could range from 0 (no participation) to 48 (most of the time
for 12 activities).

Positive adult and peer connections (Wave 2).

Positive adult connections.: We assessed extent of connections with adults engaging in
positive behaviors by asking participants how many non-household adults they knew who do
the following: 1. attend church regularly, 2. volunteer at church or other organizations, and
3. attended (or currently attend) trade school or college, from 1=none to 4=all. We used
these three items as indicators for a latent factor in our models (a=.72).

Positive peer connections.: We assessed extent of connections with peers engaging in
positive behaviors by asking participants how many of their friends do the following: 1.
participate in school clubs/athletics, 2. get all A’s and B’s, and 3. plan to go to college, from
1=none to 5= all. We used these three items as indicators for a latent factor in our models
(a=.68).

Outcomes: Violent behavior and substance use (Wave 4, Wave 1 controls).

Violent behavior.: We assessed violent behavior using five items with youth indicating how
often they had engaged in each behavior during the preceding 12 months. The violent
behaviors included the following: 1. hurting someone badly enough to warrant medical
attention, 2. getting into fights in school, 3. getting into fights out of school, 4. group
fighting, and 5. gun carriage from 1= none to 5= four or more times. We calculated violent
behavior as the mean of the 5 items (a=.79) and included it as an observed variable of
outcome. This measure has been used previously in several published reports with good
reliability and validity (Assari, Caldwell, & Zimmerman, 2014; Stoddard, Zimmerman, &
Bauermeister, 2011; Xue, Zimmerman, & Cunningham, 2009).

Substance use.: Measures for cigarette and alcohol use were adapted from the Monitoring
the Future study (Johnston, O’Malley, & Bachman, 1994). We assessed lifetime cigarette use
by asking participants how often they had ever engaged in cigarette use from 0= never to 3=
regularly. We assessed past 12-month alcohol use by asking participants how often they had
alcoholic beverages from 0= none to 3= 20 or more times. We included cigarette use and
alcohol use as observed variables in the final models.

Sociodemographics (Wave 1).—Gender was coded 0/1 (female/male). The original
questionnaire included multiple racial categories: African American, White, and Mixed
African American and Other, but we included only African American youth as they are
understudied in the participation literature and their life experiences may be quite different
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from their White or mixed-race counterparts. We measured family socioeconomic status
(SES) with the Occupational Prestige Score (Nakao & Treas, 1990) that considers both
parental education and type of employment. For this study, we obtained an average prestige
score for each of the 20 major occupational categories listed by Nakao and Treas (1990).
The highest occupational group received a score of 64.38 (equivalent to professional/
specialty) and the lowest group received a score of 29.28 (equivalent to private household
work). We also included reported school GPA at the end of 8" grade as a covariate in the
analysis. GPA was measured on a 4-point scale (4.0=A to 1.0=D).

Data Analytic Strategy

We used structural equation modeling (SEM) to test a parallel multiple mediator model
investigating the relation between organized activity participation and youth outcomes
(violent behavior and substance use) through simultaneous examination of connections with
peers and non-familial adults engaging in positive behaviors. The statistical analysis was
performed using MPIlus version 8.1 (Muthen and Muthen, 2012-2017). We followed the
model building strategy guided by Kline (2014). First, we examined the measurement model
for all latent factors using confirmatory factor analysis. Following investigation of the
measurement model, we examined the structural regression model investigating relations
between organized activity participation during Wave 1 (equivalent to freshman year in high
school), connections with adults and peers engaging in positive behaviors (Wave 2) and
youth outcomes during Wave 4, equivalent to senior year of high school. We were interested
in examining the potential sustained effects of participation during a developmental period
characterized by a notable increase in behaviors such as violent behavior and substance use,
when youth occupy a wide array of social spaces beyond their familial context; these new,
expanded social spaces can influence vulnerability to substance use and violent behavior
(Arnett, 2000). We ran separate models for violent behavior, cigarette use, and alcohol use.
We investigated possible trajectories in our variables of interest (e.g., participation and
positive social connections) to verify that our analytic approach (i.e., investigating positive
social connections at one time point) was suitable and fit the pattern of the data. That is, a
non-significant slope in our predictors of interest would indicate that the constructs are
stable over time, and that one-time measurement period can represent participation and
social connections during the subsequent time points. We evaluated model fit indices using
le Comparative Fit Index (CFI) values and Standardized Root Mean-Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA) with the associated 90% confidence interval. We compared nested
models (e.g., with and without direct effects) using the Xz difference test and accounted for
sociodemographic (e.g., SES) and other factors (e.g., academic achievement) in the models.

We used full information maximum likelihood (FIML) to address missing data and
conducted tests of selective attrition as needed to explore if those lost to follow up and with
missing data on outcomes differed from those retained. We used resampling with confidence
intervals to assess the significance of model indirect effects. We incorporated bias-corrected
bootstrapping to account for asymmetry and non-normality in the sampling distribution in
order to estimate parameters that are more accurate than when estimates based on normal
theory Cls/symmetrical sampling distribution are used (Hayes, 2013; MacKinnon, 2008).
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Finally, we report model coefficients, direct, indirect and total effects in their unstandardized
and unstandardized form.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 includes means and standard deviations for all observed and indicator variables.
Among these youths, 76% reported participating in at least one school, church or community
activity. Mean activity participation intensity score for Wave 1 was 5.32 (SD: 4.37). The
mean age at Wave 1 interview was 14.86 years (SD = .65). Fifty-three percent of
respondents reported at least one instance of violent behavior at Wave 4. Fifty-four percent
of respondents reported any alcohol use in the past 12 months and 53% of respondents
smoking cigarettes at least once in their lifetime at Wave 4. Correlations between outcome
variables are as follows: violent behavior and cigarette use=.21, violent behavior and alcohol
use=.35, cigarette and alcohol use=.41. We also investigated possible differences in our
outcomes of interest by those who did and did not participate (coded 0/1). Our results
indicate that youth who did not participate reported higher levels of cigarette use (t=3.21,
p=.001); we found no differences in violent behavior (t=.35, p=.72) or alcohol use (t=1.88,
p=.06) between participants/non-participants. We found that participation and connections
with peers and adults engaging in positive behaviors were stable (i.e., non-significant slope
terms) across the examined time points (Waves 1-4 for participation and Waves 2-4 for
connections with peers and adults; results not shown). Consequently, we proceeded with
analyses as described below.

Measurement and Structural Models

Our measurement model with positive peer and adult connections latent variables, a two-
factor correlated model, demonstrated a good fit with the data (Xz(df) =4.26(8), p=.83). Fit
indices for all structural models are given in Table 2. The parallel mediation models
demonstrated a good fit with the data (i.e., RMSEA < .06, CFI =.90). See Table 3 for final
structural model results. Consistent with our hypothesis, Wave 1 organized activity
participation was associated with more positive peer and adult connections at Wave 2 in all
structural models. Extent of connections with positively-oriented peers was associated with
less cigarette use and violent behavior at Wave 4. Positive peer connections were not
associated with less alcohol use. We found indirect effects from organized activities to
violent behavior and cigarette use through connections with positively-oriented peers. We
did not find indirect effects linking organized activities to alcohol use via connections with
positive peer connections. Extent of positive adult connections was not associated with our
outcomes of interest, and we found no indirect effects linking organized activity
participation to substance use or violent behavior through connections with positive adults.
We did find a notable correlation between the two latent variables, the extent of connections
with positively-oriented peers and adults, ranging from .28-.41 (results not shown) in each of
the structural models. We found no direct effects from organized activities to any of our
Wave 4 outcomes and chi-square difference results (violent behavior: XZD:.Sl; cigarette
use: XZD:.OS; alcohol use: XZD:AO) did not meet the threshold for significantly improving
model fit (1 df, XZD:3.84 at p=. 05). In the interest of parsimony and given that the models
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without the direct path from activities to outcomes was consistent with our theoretical
framework and hypotheses, our final models did not include this path.

Consistent with previous research, we found that family SES was positively associated with
organized activity participation intensity at Wave 1. Academic achievement was positively
associated with Wave 1 participation in all models. We also found that males were more
likely to participate than females. Males reported more violent behavior (b=.20, p<.05,
unstandardized) and alcohol use (b=.18, p<.05, unstandardized) at Wave 4 than females.
Consequently, we accounted for gender differences in the outcome in these models. We
found no gender differences in cigarette use at Wave 4.

Although the FIML approach addresses missing data, we also conducted attrition analyses to
investigate possible differences between youth excluded and those included in the analyses.
More males were lost to follow up at Wave 4 compared to females (X2:7.45, £>.05), but we
found no differences in organized activity participation at Wave 1 between those lost to
follow up and those retained in the sample.

Discussion

Participation in organized activities is a promising way to promote positive youth
development and, in turn, prevent problem behaviors (Eccles, Barber, Stone, & Hunt, 2003).
Our results build on previous research by investigating explicitly two simultaneous
mechanisms by which participation in organized activities during middle adolescence
influences later adolescent outcomes. Opportunities to expand social networks through
building positive connections with non-familial adults and peers is an important asset related
to positive youth development. Positive social connections support positive developmental
trajectories and aid in preventing problem behaviors, particularly in the context of multiple
social structural risk factors for youth in urban, socioeconomically challenged communities
(Coleman, 1988; Flap & \Volker, 2004).

Our findings suggest that organized activity participation early in high school may help
support positive youth development through expanding social networks and increasing
connections with positively-oriented peers in mid-adolescence. Our findings also suggest
that connections with positive peers are a primary mechanism of influence for the effects of
organized activities on youth outcomes during late adolescence, including violent behavior
and cigarette use. This result is consistent with developmental approaches that suggest peer
influences on youth behaviors expand during middle to late adolescence (Cobb, 2007).
Researchers have consistently found that youth who affiliate with peers engaging in negative
or harmful behaviors (i.e., violent behavior and substance use) are more likely to engage in
negative or harmful themselves (Dishion, Nelson, Winter, & Bullock, 2004; Mahoney,
2000). Yet, the majority of research on peer influences has focused on negative peer
influences increasing risk of negative outcomes (Van Ryzin, Fosco, & Dishion, 2012). Our
study adds to current research by examining the longer-term effects of organized activity
participation on substance use and violent behavior through expanding connections to
positively-oriented peers among youth exposed disproportionately to individual and
contextual risk.
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We did not find that connections to positive adults are a primary mechanism of influence on
late adolescent violent behavior and substance use. This may be for several reasons. First,
non-family adult connections developed within organized activities may not have persisted
once the activity ended. Researchers have found that adult-youth connections within
organized activities are most influential on youth outcomes when these connections persist
over time (Mahoney, Schweder, & Stattin, 2002). Youth living in socioeconomically
challenged communities participate less than their more affluent peers and most do not
continue this participation through middle and late adolescence (Eisman et al., 2016).
Consequently, they may have fewer opportunities to develop longer-term positive adult
connections. Second, youth, when engaging in activities, encounter fewer adults than peers
(e.g., a few adults supervising versus multiple peers participating) and consequently may not
have had sufficient opportunity to significantly expand these social connections. We found
no direct relationship between organized activity participation and youth outcomes. This
may suggest that the long-term effects are not in the activity itself but rather the positive
social networks and subsequent positive social connections it may help facilitate.

We did not find connections with positive peers or adults as a mechanism by which
organized activities influenced alcohol use. This may be because certain types of activities
(e.g., sports) increase risk of alcohol use while other types may not (Mays, DePadilla,
Thompson, Kushner, & Windle, 2010). Consequently, the effects of various types of
activities on alcohol use may have canceled each other out, leading us to find no
relationship. In addition, African American youth in disadvantaged communities, versus
their more advantaged, White counterparts, report less alcohol use in the first place so the
effects may have been more difficult to detect (Patrick et al., 2012). Although we did not
find positive adult connections as a mediating mechanism for the relationship between
participation and our outcomes of interest, we did find an association between connections
with positively-oriented peers and adults. This may suggest that, rather than having more
direct, longer-term effects on youth outcomes, adults may be instrumental in guiding and
facilitating positive peer connections. In addition, although we did not find mediating effects
with our outcomes of interest, connections with positive adults may be an important
mediating mechanism for outcomes not evaluated in the current study, such as sexual risk
behaviors (Ramirez-Valles et al., 1998).

Implications for Prevention

Our results indicate that participation in organized activities is an effective way to promote
positive youth development and reduce risk of negative outcomes among youth living in
urban, socioeconomically challenged communities. Government agencies and private
foundations have invested significantly in organized activities over the last several decades
to support positive youth development and reduce risk of negative outcomes; this research
examining specific mechanisms may aid in further tailoring specific features of activities
across contexts to support the impact of these investments (Eccles et al., 2003). Our results
indicate that substance use and violence prevention efforts may benefit from incorporating a
positive youth development-focused approach and integrating explicit components designed
to expand youths’ exposure to positive peer groups. For example, adults working with youth
in organized activities may benefit from specific training on strategies for fostering positive
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connections and a positive social environment in the context of organized activities. This
may also help adults play a larger role in shaping the social environment and connections to
positive peers which support youths’ positive development and prevent negative outcomes
such as violent behavior and cigarette use. In this way, adults supervising organized
activities could foster skills such as collaboration, collective problem solving and effective
communication to help build respectful and supportive connections.

Our results also suggest, consistent with other researchers, that encouraging involvement in
organized activities offered through schools, faith-based and community organizations may
help reduce risk of detrimental behaviors, such as violent behavior and cigarette use, in
addition to supporting positive developmental outcomes (Fredricks & Simpkins, 2012).
Despite these benefits to participation, researchers have also found that youth living in
urban, disadvantaged communities generally have lower levels of participation in organized
activities than their more affluent counterparts due to multiple factors including resources,
logistical challenges and competing demands (Pedersen, 2005). Identifying strategies to
promote participation and address barriers, such as accessibility, for youth living in urban,
disadvantaged communities is critical to fostering healthy development for all youth. Yet,
addressing these barriers continues to be a significant challenge as schools and other
organizations hosting these activities are often under resourced (Pedersen, 2005).
Government and other agencies supporting organized activities as a way to promote the
health and well-being of youth need consider these barriers when structuring participation
opportunities and include provisions to address them such as providing transportation and
making the programs low or no cost.

Our study was conducted with African American youth in one urban location, so the results
may not be generalizable to other subpopulations or community settings. Yet, this is an
important population to study as urban youth are most at risk for poor developmental
outcomes (Like, 2011). In addition, researchers have not focused extensively on organized
activity participation and violent behavior within this subpopulation of youth (Mcneely et
al., 2002). Nevertheless, studies of a wider range of the population are necessary to test if the
promotive mechanism of participation we found would replicate in other samples. Exclusion
of youth demonstrating high academic achievement may limit the generalizability of the
current study. Our sampling strategy may compromise the internal validity of the data by
limiting the variability in our predictors of interest, especially organized activity
participation, as these are youth with high likelihood of facing disproportionate individual
and contextual risk factors given the study setting (an urban, segregated, socioeconomically
challenged community) and generally engage in low levels of organized activity
participation (Larson, Richards, Sims, & Dworkin, 2001). Despite this limited variation, we
were able to detect some indirect effects of participation on violent behavior and cigarette
use through connections with positive peers. This suggests that we may have been able to
find additional effects (e.g., through connections with positive adults) with more variation.
Thus, our study may have been a conservative test for the mechanism by which organized
activities influences youth outcomes. We also did not examine connections developed
specifically within the context of organized activities but focused on positive social
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connections more broadly. In addition, we cannot ascertain from our data whether
participants had a meaningful relationship with a positive peer or adult and this may have
limited our ability to empirically examine the quality of the relationships with positive adults
or peers as a mediating mechanism. Although we aggregated characteristics that are
commonly observed in positively-oriented peers and adults across contexts to investigate
quantity of social connections broadly, it is vital that researchers build on our results by also
examining the quality of social relationships. We also did not include items that may have
provided additional variation in connections with positive adults (e.g., graduated from
college) and peers (e.g., plans to attend trade school) scales which may have reduced our
ability to detect effects. Yet, we did find a relationship between connections with positive
peers and violent behavior as well as cigarette use, despite this limitation. The current study
relied on self-report data of youth behaviors. Given concerns about social desirability bias,
youth in the study may have under-reported our outcomes of interest, thus diminishing our
ability to detect effects (Tourangeau & Smith, 1996; Tourangeau & Yan, 2007). Despite this
limitation, we were able to find an indirect relationship between organized activity
participation, violent behavior and cigarette use. We were not able to evaluate the effects of
specific activity types on positive connections because we did not have adequate information
to determine the type of activity a youth listed. This was primarily because some participants
provided limited program description and it was not sufficient information to reliably
discern all activity types; for example, participants may have provided the program or group
name, without other details. Researchers have, however, reported that the relation between
specific activities and youth outcomes may depend on the population and community
context studied (Fredricks & Eccles, 2006b; Linver et al., 2009). Finally, our measure of
participation included only intensity. Other types behavioral (i.e., breadth, duration) as well
as psychological engagement (e.g., affective investment) measures of participation exist. Our
measure, however, may be well suited for the participation patterns of youth during the high
school years (Busseri & Rose-Krasnor, 2009; Denault & Poulin, 2009).

Conclusion

Organized activity participation provides a valuable opportunity to reduce risk of negative
outcomes over time among adolescents through promoting positive youth development.
Researchers suggest that one way organized activity participation supports assets related to
positive development is through expanding youths’ positive social environment and building
connections with positively-oriented peers and adults (Gardner et al., 2012; Martin et al.,
2015). Yet, few researchers have examined explicitly these mechanisms among youth living
in urban, disadvantaged communities. The current study examines the sustained effects of
expanding positive social connections with peers and adults among youth at disproportionate
risk of detrimental outcomes and low levels of participation. We investigate simultaneously
the influence of building multiple developmental assets over time among a subgroup of
youth understudied in the participation literature and often with limited opportunities to
build these important assets. We found indirect effects from organized activity participation
to violent behavior and cigarette use through connections with positively-oriented peers;
these results support expanding social connections with positive peers as a key mechanism
by which organized activities can reduce risk of negative outcomes. These findings provide
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important guidance in informing approaches to enhancing this mechanism through activities
youth are already engaging in to reduce risk of future violent behavior and substance use.
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Wave 4

a
Violent behavior
Wave 4
.00
Cigarette use
-.16%*

Model of the proposed mechanism by which organized activity participation influences later
violent behavior (a) and cigarette use (b). W1 corresponds to first year of high school, W2
the second and W4 the fourth. Paths include standardized estimates.
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Descriptive statistics for study variables

Variable Mean (SD)/proportion
Male 49%
Age (Wave 1) 14.86 (0.65)

Family socioeconomic status?
Wave 1 participation intensity
Wave 2 positive adults
Go to church regularly
\Volunteer
Attended or plans to attend trade
school/college
Wave 2 positive peers
Participate in school clubs/athletics
Get all A and B grades
Plans to attend college
Wave 4 Outcomes
Violent behavior
Cigarette use

Alcohol use

39.80 (10.48)

5.32 (4.57)

2.84(1.22)
2.42 (1.15)

2.17 (1.03)

2.96 (1.24)
2.40 (1.04)
3.39 (1.21)

1.34 (.64)
2.17 (1.43)
84 (.93)

Table 1
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aFamin SES was measured using an occupational prestige score (Nakao & Treas, 1990); the highest occupational group was 64.38 (equivalent to

professional/specialty) and the lowest was 29.28 (equivalent to private household work).
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Table 2

Structural model fit indices

Mode Fit Indices  Violent behavior Cigarette Use Alcohol Use

A2 (df), pvalue 161.97 (48), p=.00 161.16 (48), p=.00 169.37 (48), p=.00
RMSEA [90%CI] .06 [.05, .07] .06 [.05, .07] .06 [.05, .07]
CFI .90 91 .90
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