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To date, there is no conclusive evidence with regard to the outcomes that young people
derive from their participation in sport. A body of literature relates youth sport involvement
to various positive developmental experiences (i.e., type of outcomes) on personal and
interpersonal level. However, negative experiences relating to youth sport involvement have
also been reported. The variations in these findings could possibly be due to the fact that
most authors regarded sport as a unitary phenomenon and were primarily focused on
measuring outcomes without considering the possible influence of programme components.
Although researchers have recognised that components of a youth (sport) programme
related to the organisation or staff may be critical for developmental processes (e.g., Vandell,
Larson, Mahoney, & Watts, 2015), this type of research is still in its infancy. Furthermore, it
should be noticed that a vast majority of existing research is based on samples of middle-class
white youth, often because disadvantaged youth in general and disadvantaged girls in
particular are simply underserved in the domain of sport. Moreover, in studies focusing on
disadvantaged youth, there is often a preponderance of boys over girls, probably because of
two reasons. First, because boys and men still have a higher participation rate in organised
sport. Second, because sports-based prevention or intervention programmes that use sport
as a means are primarily targeting boys.
The point of departure of this PhD study has been to explore which programme
components are helpful, not helpful and could be changed to improve the effectiveness (in
terms of fostering developmental outcomes) of sport programmes targeting disadvantaged
girls. The central research question is therefore whether or not this PhD study has generated
a better understanding in how sport programmes working with disadvantaged girls can
effectively generate developmental outcomes? To fully explore this central research question,
this PhD study contains four separate research chapters.
The aim of the first chapter was to explore the relationship between peer group
composition in sport programmes and positive youth development (PYD) in disadvantaged
girls and to determine whether this relationship was moderated by participants’ personal
characteristics. This quantitative research was set up because it has been argued that
individual characteristics of participants shape the environment that mediates the
programme for each participant (Weiss, 1998), but that such research in the domain of youth
sport is sorely lacking (for an exception see Denault & Poulin, 2007). Two hundred young
women aged between 10 and 24 involved in martial arts or urban dance programmes
completed a questionnaire including the ‘Youth Experience Survey for Sport’ (YES-S)
(MacDonald, Côté, Eys, & Deakin, 2012) and questions regarding participants’ socio-economic
characteristics (i.e., migration background, education level, household structure). Multilevel
regression analyses were performed using MLwiN 2.30 to take into account the hierarchical
data structure. At the group level, a higher percentage of girls from a low educational track
and with a migration background predicted greater PYD, as indicated by higher levels of
personal and social skills, cognitive skills and goal setting. Results showed interaction effects
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from 14.7% (personal and social skills) to 30.3% (cognitive skills). The findings revealed that
the extent to which disadvantaged girls derive benefits from their participation in sport also
depends on the group composition. The interaction effects between the group composition
and individual characteristics suggest that when girls participate in a group of similar peers,
those from non-intact families will derive more benefits than their counterparts from intact
families.
The group composition (i.e., an element largely related to the organisation of a youth
sport programme) is merely one component that may be critical for developmental
processes. Another important programme component in youth sport programmes is the
social psychological climate (i.e., containing all social mechanisms within a setting that help to
shape one’s perceptions of what is valued). The motivational climate is one of these
mechanisms that has an impact on an individual perceived competence. Perceived
competence is according to Ryan and Deci’s self-determination theory (SDT) (2000) one
fundamental psychological need to initiate an individual’s innate tendencies towards
development. Furthermore, it has been indicated that that perceived competence has a
greater impact on youth’s development than the two other fundamental psychological needs
in all forms of physical activity (Feltz, 1988; Ntoumanis, 2001). However, the degree to which
perceptions of competence are fulfilled depends, amongst others, on the nature of the
learning environment or the motivational climate created by significant others (Ames, 1992;
Treasure & Roberts, 1998). The aim of chapter 2 was, therefore, to investigate the roles of the
coach- and, the largely unexplored, peer-created motivational climate in sport. Furthermore,
we examined if, and how, coach- and peer-created motivational climates moderated the
developmental experiences based on participants’ personal characteristics. Also for this
second study we had two hundred young females aged between 10 and 24 living in Flanders
who completed a questionnaire including the ‘Youth Experience Survey for Sport’ (YES-S;
MacDonald, Côté, Eys, & Deakin, 2012), the ‘Motivational Climate Scale for Youth Sports’
(MCSYS; Smith, Cumming, & Smoll, 2008), the ‘Peer Motivational Climate in Youth Sport
Questionnaire’ (PeerMCYSQ; Ntoumanis & Vazou, 2005) and questions regarding participants’
socio-economic characteristics (i.e., migration background, education, family situation).
Multilevel regression analyses were performed using MLwiN 2.30 to take into account the
hierarchical data structure. The analysis revealed that a more mastery-oriented coaching
climate predicted greater PYD, as indicated by higher levels of initiative, personal and social
skills, cognitive skills and goal setting. A performance-oriented coaching climate and an intrateam conflict peer climate were positively related to cognitive skills. In addition, results
showed that higher improvement peer climate perception scores were associated with higher
scores on personal initiative among Belgian respondents, but not among girls with a migration
background. Finally, the results showed that higher effort peer climate perception scores
were associated with higher scores on negative experiences among girls from non-intact
families, but not among girls from intact families. The findings of this study offer insights into
vi

As already mentioned, the motivational climate represents just one mechanism related
to the social psychological climate of a youth sport programme. Theory-driven research
suggest that the peer- and coach-created social psychological climate can influence
participants’ developmental outcomes in at least four other ways including modelling, social
approval, dialogue about and resolution of moral dilemmas and the caring climate (Newton et
al., 2007; Weiss et al., 2008). However, existing research related to the influence of the social
psychological climate has been focusing merely on sport participants’ perceptions of the
motivational climate (Smith, Cumming, & Smoll, 2008) and caring climate (Newton et al.,
2007), probably because valid and reliable measures only exist for these two social
mechanisms. The aim of chapter 3 was, therefore, to gain more insight into the different
social mechanisms leading to perceived developmental outcomes among disadvantaged girls.
For this third chapter, three Flemish urban-dance based programmes were selected in which
data were collected by means of in-depth interviews and observations with female
participants who have a disadvantaged background (N=25). Results revealed that, next to the
motivational climate, there are as expected other social mechanisms through which
significant others, including adult staff and peers, can have an impact on participating youth’s
perceived benefits. Identified mechanisms include observational learning, participants’
perceptions of coaches’ autonomy supportive behaviours and caring climate. In addition, we
found that the inherent characteristics of urban dance provide a unique context for
facilitating an autonomy supportive coaching climate. This study, therefore, adds to existing
literature in the way it connects sport-related (urban dance) characteristics with young
people’s opportunities for positive youth development.
In chapter 4 we seek to understand the experiences of those who deliver specific
sports-based developmental programmes for disadvantaged youth in general, and girls in
particular. For this final chapter, a comparative multiple case-study was set up to increase our
understanding regarding the overall specific methodology required for working with
disadvantaged young people in a sport context. A multiple case study approach was used in
preference to a single case study to illustrate differences and commonalities of sports-based
developmental programmes targeting disadvantaged youth. Data were collected through indepth interviews with coaches and other key stakeholders (e.g., welfare workers) (N=14).
From this multiple case study, we learned that sports-based developmental programmes are
in itself a very diverse category. However, despite the differences between the selected
programmes that deliberately choose to use sport as a developmental tool we have noticed a
number of commonalities related to the coaching climate (i.e., an emphasis on sociopsychological competence building, autonomy support and the coach’s perceptivity towards
participants well-being and effort) and specific opportunities for participating youth (i.e.,
possibility to engage in competition and additional activities). These commonalities could be
described as key elements in working towards developmental outcomes with disadvantaged
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Based on the results of this PhD study we know that organised sport programmes have
the ability to foster PYD, and that sport activities have the capacity to reach and connect with
young people who might not be reached by other organised leisure provisions. This finding
should encourage us to further study such sport programmes, with the overall aim to
contribute to their improvement in providing participating youth a meaningful and useful
context in terms of personal and social development.
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In vergelijking met andere jongeren hebben meisjes in maatschappelijk kwetsbare situaties
vaak meer negatieve ervaringen binnen het onderwijs en de vrije tijd. Vaker worden ze
immers geconfronteerd met uitsluiting, discriminatie en gevoelens van mislukking. Dit is erg
nadelig voor hun ontwikkeling. Sport wordt steeds meer gezien als een mogelijkheid voor
deze groep om positieve ontwikkelingservaringen te beleven. Onderzoek naar sportprojecten
voor maatschappelijk kwetsbare groepen toont echter aan dat het aanbieden van sport op
zich geen positieve effecten op dat vlak genereert. De mate waarin sport een positieve impact
zou kunnen hebben, hangt immers sterk af van de context in dewelke het aangeboden wordt.
Dit onderzoek focust op initiatieven die urban dance of vechtsport aanbieden. Het zijn beide
populaire sporten bij meisjes in kwetsbare situaties. Tot op heden werden de ervaringen van
deelnemers en de rol van contextuele factoren, zoals onder meer de groepssamenstelling, in
dergelijke sportinitiatieven nog maar zelden in kaart gebracht. In dit doctoraatsonderzoek
werd dan ook nagegaan in welke mate dergelijke sportpraktijken kunnen bijdragen aan een
positieve jeugdontwikkeling en welke contextuele factoren bevorderlijk, belemmerend en
bijgestuurd kunnen worden om de effectiviteit van deze sportpraktijken te optimaliseren.
Het onderzoek omvat vier studies, bestaande uit twee kwantitatieve en twee
kwalitatieve studies. In de eerste studie werd onderzocht of (a) het participeren aan
georganiseerde sport positieve ontwikkelingservaringen kan bewerkstelligen, alsook of (b) de
groep waarin iemand sport mee bepaalt of iemand positieve of negatieve
ontwikkelingservaringen heeft. In de tweede studie werd nagegaan of de impact van het
motivationeel klimaat (m.a.w. een vaardigheidsgericht of prestatiegericht klimaat) ten
aanzien van positieve jeugdontwikkeling bij meisjes in maatschappelijk kwetsbare situaties
afhankelijk is van de sociale actor(en) met name, de coach of teamgenoten die het klimaat
creëren. Door gebruik te maken van de ‘Youth Experience Survey for Sport’ (YES-S;
MacDonald, Côté, Eys, & Deakin, 2012) werd nagegaan of sportpraktijken bijdragen aan
positieve jeugdontwikkeling. Om de relatie tussen de positieve ontwikkelingservaringen, de
groepssamenstelling waarin deelneemsters sporten en het motivationeel klimaat te
onderzoeken, werd gebruik gemaakt van een multi-level analyse die rekening hield met
verschillende aggregatieniveaus. De ervaringen van 200 (maatschappelijk kwetsbare) meisjes
werden voor deze eerste twee studies geanalyseerd. Een hoger percentage van meisjes in het
technisch of beroepsgeoriënteerd onderwijs en met een migratie-achtergrond blijkt op
groepsniveau gerelateerd te zijn aan meer gerapporteerde ontwikkelingservaringen met
betrekking tot persoonlijke en sociale vaardigheden, cognitieve vaardigheden en het
vooropstellen van doelen. Een homogene groepssamenstelling leidt echter niet altijd per
definitie tot een even kansrijke leeromgeving voor alle deelneemsters. Dit blijkt uit de
interactie-effecten met betrekking tot de gezinssamenstelling. Deze interactie-effecten tonen
aan dat het hebben van een specifiek kenmerk (m.a.w. niet leven bij beide biologische
ouders) een versterkend effect heeft ten aanzien van de leerervaringen in functie van de
groep (aandeel meisjes die niet bij beide biologische ouders leven) waarin er gesport wordt.
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gezinssamenstelling) dan meisjes die wel bij hun beide biologische ouders leven. De
resultaten uit de tweede studie tonen aan dat een vaardigheidsgericht klimaat van de coach
een voorspeller is voor meer positieve ontwikkelingservaringen met betrekking tot initiatief,
persoonlijke en sociale vaardigheden, cognitieve vaardigheden en het vooropstellen van
doelen. Een prestatiegericht klimaat en intrateam conflicten bleken positief gerelateerd te
zijn aan cognitieve vaardigheden. Er werd ook vastgesteld dat één specifieke subschaal van
het vaardigheidsgericht motivationeel klimaat gecreërd door leeftijdsgenoten, waarin het
verbeteren van vaardigheden centraal staat een versterkend effect heeft ten aanzien van het
initiatief dat Belgische meisjes nemen. Dit effect bleek echter niet significant te zijn voor de
meisjes met een migratie-achtergrond. Tot slot, bleek ook dat hogere scores op de subschaal
met betrekking tot inspanning (één van de drie subschalen die het vaardigheidsgericht
klimaat van leeftijdsgenoten mee vorm geeft) geassocieerd werden met meer negatieve
ervaringen bij meisjes die niet bij hun beide biologische ouders leven. Dit effect was niet
significant voor meisjes die wel bij hun beide biologische ouders leven. Deze tweede studie
geeft ons niet enkel een beter inzicht in de rol van het motivationeel klimaat dat de coach
creërt ten aanzien van ontwikkelingservaringen maar belicht ook de impact van het
motivationeel klimaat dat leeftijdsgenoten creëren, hetgeen tot op heden nog maar zelden in
kaart werd gebracht. De verklaringskracht van de statistische modellen uit deze eerste twee
studies, bestaande uit onder meer de socio-economische en migratie-achtergrond van de
deelneemsters (nationaliteit, opleiding en gezinssamensteling) uit een team en het
motivationeel klimaat gecreërd door de coach en leeftijdsgenoten, variëren tussen de 28.2%
(vooropstellen van doelen) en 35.9% (initiatief nemen). Dit wil zeggen dat 71.8 % - 64.1% van
de totale variantie mogelijks verklaard kan worden door andere factoren (vb. kenmerken van
de begeleiding). De totale variantie bestaat uit de variantie tussen de groepen en de variantie
tussen de individuen binnen hun groep. Aangezien de groepssamenstelling en het
motivationeel klimaat slechts deels bepalen of iemand positieve of negatieve ervaringen
heeft, was het van belang om na te gaan welke andere factoren/mechanismen een invloed
zouden kunnen hebben ten aanzien van iemands positieve jeugdontwikkeling.
Het doel van de derde studie was bijgevolg om een beter inzicht te verwerven in de
verschillende psycho-sociale mechanismen die positieve ontwikkelingservaringen kunnen
faciliteren. Aangezien er tot op heden slechts voor twee psycho-sociale mechanismen valide
en betrouwbare meetinstrumenten werden ontwikkeld, werd aan de hand van observaties en
diepte-interviews bij maatschappelijk kwetsbare meisjes (N=25) nagegaan welke psychosociale mechanismen bijdragen tot positieve sportgerelateerde ontwikkelingservaringen. De
onderzoeksresultaten tonen aan dat, zoals verwacht, niet enkel het motivationeel klimaat een
rol speelt maar dat ook andere psycho-sociale mechanismen een impact hebben ten aanzien
van de ontwikkelingservaringen van deelneemsters. Uit deze studie bleek ook dat modeling of
m.a.w. observationeel leren, veilige en ondersteunende relaties met coaches en autonomie
ondersteunend gedrag van coaches een belangrijke rol spelen. Er werd bovendien vastgesteld
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In de vierde en laatste studie werd de implementatie van zes sport-plusprogramma’s,
waarin sport wordt gebruikt als middel voor de persoonlijke en sociale ontwikkeling van
maatschappelijk kwetsbare jongeren, vergeleken en geëvalueerd. Deze studie maakte gebruik
van data uit diepte-interviews (N=14) met coaches en andere individuen uit het werkveld,
zoals jeugdwelzijnswerkers. Uit deze studie hebben we geleerd dat sport-plusprogramma’s
zeer divers zijn. Ondanks een aantal duidelijke verschillen, zoals bijvoorbeeld de grote van de
deelnemersgroepen, hebben we een aantal overeenkomsten in kaart gebracht. Het gaat
onder meer over specifieke opportuniteiten die jongeren in dergelijke programma’s
aangeboden krijgen zoals het kunnen deelnemen aan competities, extrasportieve activiteiten
(bijv. teambuildingsweekend) of aanvullende activiteiten die tot doel hebben om de
persoonlijke en sociale ontwikkeling van jongeren te stimuleren (bijv. vrijwilliger zijn tijdens
events). Verder bleken er ook overeenkomsten te bestaan in het klimaat dat coaches in
dergelijke initiatieven creëren. Er werd door de coaches uit alle geselecteerde initiatieven
belang gehecht aan het welzijn van jongeren, het ontwikkelen van socio-psychologische
competenties, creëren van een autonomie-ondersteunend klimaat en erkennen van de
inspanningen van deelnemers.
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

1. THE POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT PERSPECTIVE
Positive youth development (PYD) is a strength-based perspective of adolescence that
suggests that all young people possess the potential for positive, successful and healthy
development (Lerner et al., 2005). The core ideas within the PYD perspective are (1) the
plasticity of human development and (2) the importance of relations between individuals and
their real world ecological settings (Lerner, 2005). The first idea holds that every adolescent
has the personal potential or personal strength to change the course of his or her
development. The second idea indicates that youth development can be positively influenced
by the strengths or resources available in the social institutions (e.g., school) with whom
young people interact (Benson, Scales, Hamilton, & Semsa, 2006). The key hypothesis within
the PYD perspective is that every young person’s development can be enhanced if the
strengths of youths are aligned across adolescence with development supportive ecological
resources (Lerner, 2009; Lerner, Phelps, Forman, & Bowers, 2009).
The PYD perspective is a conceptual alternative to long-held deficit-based models of this
developmental period (e.g., Lerner, 2009). A deficit-based perspective focuses on the
problems of individuals or families that need to be ‘fixed’ by experts (Maton, Dodgen,
Leadbeater, Sandler, Schellenbach, & Solarz, 2004). Lewin-Bizan, Bowers and Lerner (2010)
suggested that a PYD perspective provides not only a different conceptual model for research
on adolescent development, but also a different focus for policies and programmes aimed at
enhancing the life chances of young people from different backgrounds. They indicated that
instead of searching for conditions that may decrease problem behaviours or prevent
problems from occurring, the PYD perspective broadens the scope of research to include
individual and context relations that have a positive impact on an adolescent’s thriving. From
a PYD perspective thriving in adolescence is not seen as the absence of problems (e.g.,
absence of bullying, drinking, unsafe sex, school failure, substance use). Instead, thriving is
regarded as the growth of positive characteristics that mark a healthy young person (e.g., 6
C’s of PYD including competence, confidence, character, connection, caring and contribution)
(e.g., Eccles & Gootman, 2002). In turn, this perspective suggests that policies should not only
be focused on problem reduction or prevention, but also on fostering conditions that
promote thriving of adolescents.

2. THE IMPACT OF THE ECOLOGY OF YOUTH
Conditions that promote thriving are under-investigated in some contexts such as workplaces
where young people spend portions of their time (King et al., 2011), but received substantial
attention in other social contexts including families, schools and neighbourhoods (Lerner,
Lerner, Bowers, & Geldhof, 2015). Theokas and Lerner (2006), for example, examined indices
of PYD - operationalized by the 6 C’s (Lerner, 2004; Lerner et al., 2005) - and negative
developmental outcomes - such as depression, delinquency and substance use - in
adolescents’ families, schools and neighbourhoods. The findings of their study indicated,
amongst others, that families, schools and neighbourhoods can play a crucial role in fostering
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Findings of Theokas and Lerner’s study (2006) concur with other investigations regarding the
potential positive and negative influence that families, schools and neighbourhoods can have
on the development of adolescents (e.g., Youngblade, Theokas, Schulenberg, Curry, Huang &
Novak, 2007). In other words, the impact of families, schools and neighbourhoods on
adolescents PYD can vary significantly.
Researchers have learned that there are several risk factors (i.e., negative influences on
a young person’s life) and protective factors (i.e., positive influences on a young person’s life)
that can hinder or foster an adolescent’s thriving. It has been found that outcomes worsen as
risk factors pile up in adolescent’s lives (Masten, 1997). For example, youth with fewer
opportunities to engage in collective activities in their families (e.g., eating dinner together)
reported less positive indices of PYD (Theokas & Lerner, 2006). Other risk factors related to
the family are, amongst others, poor parental supervision and discipline, conflict with family
members, low income and poor housing (Youth Justice Board, 2005). Research that
investigated differences at the school level found that youths on lower educational tracks
appear to have lower perceptions of school membership (Smerdon, 2002) and a lower sense
of belonging in class (Van Houtte & Maele, 2012) compared to those in higher educational
tracks. School disorganisation (e.g., organisational change in schools) can also hinder youth’s
positive developmental outcomes and promote youth’s negative developmental outcomes
(Youth Justice Board, 2005). It has been reported that, compared to other youth,
disadvantaged youth is often characterised by more negative experiences in their institutional
contacts which leads to more negative and less positive developmental outcomes
(Vettenburg & Walgrave, 2009). The notion of ‘disadvantaged youth’ refers, in essence, to a
segment of young people with fewer opportunities (i.e., less protective factors and/or more
risk factors) to thrive than their peers (Butts, Bazemore, & Meroe, 2010). Other frequently
used terms to describe this youth segment are ‘socially vulnerable youth’, ‘youth-at-risk’,
‘disconnected youth’, ‘socially excluded youth’ or ‘disaffected youth’ (e.g., Bendit & Stokes,
2003).

3. SEX DIFFERENCES
The outcomes that adolescents derive from their involvement in their families, schools and
neighbourhoods differ not only according to young people’s degree of social vulnerability but
is also related to their sex. Theokas and Lerner (2006) found, for example, that the sex of an
individual was significantly related to both indices of PYD and risk behaviours. In their sample,
girls reported higher scores on the positive developmental outcomes (i.e., competence,
confidence, character, connection, caring and contribution) and lower scores on delinquency.
Since Theokas and Lerner’s (2006) finding is consistent with other empirical evidence (see
e.g., Theokas et al., 2005), they have suggested that future research should examine PYD
separately by sex. They suggested that girls could experience the school, family and
neighbourhood environments in consistently different ways than boys and such differences
may be reflected in different observed ecological assets (i.e., contextual factors that positively
or negatively influence indices of PYD) and that social contexts consequently have differential
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experience aforementioned social contexts differently across a number of constructs (e.g.,
teachers’ belief in adolescents’ cognitive/academic attainment; parents’ belief in their
children’s mathematics ability; the proportion of positive feedback from teachers), which
could result in different developmental outcomes (Jacobs, 1991; Sylva et al., 2014). The
aforementioned differences clearly indicate that sex specific research with regard to PYD is
relevant. The sport domain is an interesting field for this kind of research as a large number of
young people also pass a considerable amount of their leisure time in organised
extracurricular activities such as sport (Larson & Verma, 1999).

4. THE DEVELOPMENTAL POTENTIAL OF ORGANISED SPORT
To date, researchers recognise that along with family, school, and neighbourhood, organised
activities such as sport in which adolescents can take part during their leisure time are
important developmental contexts (Mahoney, Larson, Eccles, & Lord, 2005). In this context,
several measurement frameworks have been created to assess PYD through sport, including
the 5 C’s measurement model (Lerner et al., 2005), the developmental assets framework
(Leffert et al., 1998) and the interpersonal domains of learning experiences (Larson, Hansen,
& Moneta, 2006). Dworkin, Larson and Hansen’s (2003) domains of learning experiences, is
the most extensively used framework to assess and evaluate the effects associated with
organised participation in sport.
Larson et al. (2006) examined growth experiences in five different organised activities
and compared them to average experiences in school, hanging out with friends and having a
job. They found that in comparison to other activities, youth in sport reported significantly
more experiences related to initiative (i.e., sustaining effort and setting goals, and learning to
push oneself), emotional regulation, and teamwork. But these young people also reported
significantly more negative experiences involving negative peer interaction, inappropriate
adult behaviour and stress. These findings for positive experiences in sport are consistent
with previous research (e.g., Dworkin et al., 2003; Hansen et al., 2003) and suggest that,
compared to other organised activities, there are distinct learning experiences related to
sport participation. According to several researchers, these positive results related to
initiative, emotion regulation and teamwork development in sport can easily be understood.
Holt and Dunn (2004) suggested, for example, that coaches typically emphasize the
importance of hard work and pushing oneself through sport, which could explain why the
development of initiative has been associated with organised sport participation. According
to Nicholls and colleagues (2005), sport participants may learn to regulate emotions through
sport because it is a context in which they must learn to deal with stress in order to be
effective performers. Finally, it has also been indicated that learning to work as a team and
dealing with challenges related to teamwork, is a central component of many sporting
experiences (Holt & Sparkes, 2001). Thus, based on the aforementioned suggestion of
Nicholls and colleagues (2005), as well as Holt and Sparkes (2001), one might assume that
competitive team sport may be a good context for teaching youth to develop initiative,
regulate emotions and learn to work as a team.
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exclude young people, who might have other personal goals and needs in terms of sport
participation. In relation to disadvantaged youth, it has been suggested that certain young
people reject organised, competitive mainstream sports, because such contexts share too
many similar components (e.g., formal rules, testing situations) with contexts such as formal
educational settings in which they already experienced failure (Andrews & Andrews, 2003;
Sugden & Yiannakis, 1982). It is also important to notice that studies relating to young
people’s involvement in youth activities and sport have found that associations between
participation and positive indicators are strongest for youth from disadvantaged backgrounds
(Marsch & Kleitman, 2002). Blomfield and Barber (2010), for example, examined the links
between developmental experiences, self-conception, and schools’ socio-economic status.
While the developmental experiences provided to youth in activities, such as sport, were
found to positively predict self-worth, social self-conception, and academic self-conception
among all youth, these links were much stronger for adolescents from low SES schools. Thus,
researchers examining participation among urban, disadvantaged youth suggest that the
developmental benefit may equal or exceed the benefits found for affluent samples.
Organised sport participation may provide this youth developmental opportunities that they
may not otherwise experience to build assets and resources that may foster positive
development.

5. THE ACCESSBILITY AND POPULARITY OF SPORT ACTIVITIES AMONG
DISADVANTAGED YOUTH
Sport also appears to be a very accessible activity allowing a large number of young people to
become involved. There is recent Flemish data indicating that more than 8 out of 10
youngsters between the age of 15 and 17 are involved in at least one sport (Scheerder,
Borgers, & Willem, 2015). Many youth, independently of their socio-economic background,
are attracted to sport due to the nature of the activities which include social interaction,
competition, fun, challenge, as well as the popularity of these types of organised leisure time
activities (Papacharisis, Theofandis, & Danish, 2007; Petitpas, Cornelius, Van Raalte, & Tiffany,
2005; Weiss, Kipp, & Bolter, 2012). There is existing evidence indicating that sports-based
practices reach so-called hard-to-reach youth more easily than other sociocultural practices
(e.g., youth movements, youth centres, youth out-reach practices) (Crabbé, 2006;
Haudenhuyse, Theeboom, & Nols, 2013). In other words, sport is a powerful tool to engage
disadvantaged youth in an organised leisure time context and (as already mentioned in the
previous section 4) to foster PYD (Larson, 2000).
Specific types of sports have been found to be popular for disadvantaged youth in
particular (Lagendijk, 1991; Janssens & van Bottenburg 1999). These relate, on the one hand,
to activities with a working or lower class image (e.g., soccer, basketball, urban dance, street
sports) and on the other hand, to activities that are associated with the use of explicit physical
strength (e.g., martial arts, power-lifting). In addition, Wheaton (2004) argued that youthoriented activities that embody alternative values such as anti-competiveness, anti-regulation
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sports. The latter type of sports are, in contrast to youth-oriented activities, characterised by
structured, interactive activities, with very explicit rules and norms (Theokas, Danish, Hodge,
Heke, & Forneris, 2008). Consequently, recognising that specific types of sport are highly
accessible for the hard-to reach youth explains why such sport activities are increasingly used
by non-sport organisations and services such as youth work organisations that work with
these youngsters (Theeboom, Haudenhuyse, & De Knop, 2010). Despite the potential of sport
to reach disadvantaged youth and foster PYD, there is evidence indicating that disadvantaged
girls are the least likely to participate in organised sport activities and are often
overrepresented in a low-engaged sport activity pattern (Lievens & Waege 2011; Sabo &
Veliz, 2008; Scheerder & Vanreusel, 2002).

6. A MARGINALISED GROUP IN THE DOMAIN OF SPORT
Disadvantaged girls are marginalised girls in the domain of organised sport, primarily for two
reasons. First, because boys and men still have a higher participation rate in organised sport.
There is empirical evidence for the preponderance of girls over boys within the lowest sport
participation categories (Lievens & Waege 2011, Scheerder & Vanresuel, 2002), with the
latter also generally being engaged in organised sport for longer periods and more often in
competitive contexts (Green, 2010; Talleu, 2011). Girls who are underserved in the domain of
sport often have a migrant background, are in low educational tracks (i.e.,
technical/vocational programmes) and grow up in single parent households (Sabo & Veliz,
2008; Scheerder, Taks, & Lagae, 2007; Smith, Thurston, Green, & Lamb, 2007). Second,
sports-based interventions targeting the prevention of, amongst others, crime and
delinquency (e.g., Hartmann, 2001) or the improvement of participants’ social position (e.g.,
Buelens, Theeboom, Vertoghen, & De Martelaer, 2015) are primarily targeting boys. This is
probably related to the fact that boys who resort to destructive coping strategies more often
turn to externalising behaviours such as the use of alcohol or drugs, fighting or reckless
behaviour, while girls more often employ internalising coping mechanisms by engaging in, for
example, eating disordes (Hellinckx, De Munter, & Grietens, 1991; Junger, Mesman, Meeuw,
2003; Ter Bogt, Van Dorsselaer, & Vollebergh, 2002). Youth that employ externalising coping
mechanisms are often regarded as a problem for society and are therefore also often a
concern for policy-makers attempting to tackle such societal challenges. Sport is then often
used by policy-makers because it has not only the potential to reach these young people, but
also because it is regarded as a low-cost tool for advancing a broad range of developmental
objectives or for addressing complex societal challenges (United Nations, 2005).
The marginalisation of disadvantaged girls in sport is of further concern as it has been
indicated that involvement in organised sport can be very beneficial for these youth (see
Barber, Abbott, Neira, & Eccles, 2014). Sex specific research in this domain is also valuable
because girls and boys experience sport differently across a number of constructs (e.g., win
orientation, parents' belief in their child's sporting abilities, amount of recognition from their
fellow team members, coaches, school or community for their athletic accomplishment),
which could result in different developmental experiences (Fredricks & Eccles, 2005; Gould &
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generalisations about sport are unhelpful because programmes targeting this youth segment
often opt for a limited number of sports such as urban dance and martial arts (Schaillée,
Theeboom, & Van Cauwenberg, 2015). Unfortunately, the vast majority of research on the
relationship between particiation in sport and positive youth development is based on
middle-class white samples of youth (Gould, Flett, & Lauer, 2012). Which means that youth
living in disadvantaged situations in general and girls in particular are largely understudied in
the domain of sport.

7. EVALUATING PROGRAMMES OR COMPONENTS
To understand the developmental potential associated with youth sport it is important to
distinguish different types of programmes that exist. One useful way to distinguish different
youth sport programmes is Coalter’s (2010) classification of ‘traditional’, ‘sport plus’ and ‘plus
sport’ programmes. Traditional sport programmes are regular youth sport clubs that may be
based on the implicit assumption that mere sport participation can promote PYD. Sport plus
programmes involve sports that are adapted and/or augmented to maximise their potential
to achieve developmental objectives. And plus sport programmes use sport’s popularity as a
‘hook’ to attract young people to education and training. Coalter (2010) also indicated that
there is a continuum of sport plus and plus sport programmes and that the differences
between the categories are not always clear-cut. He stated that this lack of clarity is related to
the fact that wider outcomes (e.g., increased employability, reduced crime) are pursued via
varying mixtures of organisational values, ethics and practices, symbolic games, and more
formal didactical approaches. In such circumstances, a clear overview of category
characteristics cannot be provided.
In recent years, several sport plus/plus sport programmes have emerged with the goal
of using sport as a vehicle or hook for PYD. Examples of such sports-based programmes in the
US include, SUPER (Theokas et al., 2008), LIFE Sports (Anderson-Butcher, Riley, Lachini, WadeMdivanian, & Davis, 2014), The First Tee (Weiss, Stuntz, Bhalla, Bolter, & Price, 2013), Girls on
the Run (Gabriel, De Bate, High, & Racine 2011), Harlem RBI (Berlin, Dworkin, Eames,
Menconi, & Perkins, 2007) and Tenacity (Berlin et al., 2007). Some of these programmes were
developed in the US and later carried out in other contexts. For example, the First Tee
programme was developed in the US and has been carried out to Ireland and New Zealand
(Weiss et al., 2013). Other examples are the Girls on the Run programme that was
implemented in Canada (Gabriel et al., 2011) and the SUPER programme which was also
implemented in Greece (Goudas, Dermitzaki, Leondari, & Danish, 2006). Examples of PYD
programmes in Europe include, Short to the ball (Belgium) (Buelens et al., 2015), Boxing
Upward (Haudenhuyse, Theeboom, & Coalter, 2012), IPSY (Germany), Fit and Strong for Life
(Germany, Austria, Denmark and Luxembourg), Growing Up (Germany), Portfolio (Spain) and
Zippy’s Friends (Norway, Lithuania, Poland, Denmark) (Busiol, Shek, & Lee, 2015).
It is interesting to note that studies focusing on such sports-based developmental
programmes for disadvantaged youth (e.g., Haudenhuyse, 2012, Buelens et al., 2015) usually
make use of a single case-study approach. Such a research approach develops, for instance,
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youth, delivers their program. But such a research approach does not allow us to examine
similarities and contrasts among different programmes. We have noticed that, to date, there
are hardly any studies that evaluate and compare different implementations of sports-based
programmes for disadvantaged youth (for an exception focusing on prevention programmes
for boys see Kim, 2007). In order to describe if and why some programmes could be more
successful than others in terms of fostering PYD there is a need for more explorative research
that use a multiple case study approach.
In addition, it has been argued that many sport plus programmes are guided by inflated
promises and a lack of clarity (Coalter, 2010). It is often not clear why it is assumed that
participation in particular programmes can have certain impacts on participants’ personal and
social development (Coalter, 2011). Coalter (2007) also mentioned that the added value of
sports-based social interventions are often formulated in imprecise terms, which reduces the
ability to evaluate the effectiveness of such programmes. According to Hansen, Larson and
Dworkin (2003), existing evaluation practices, in relation to youth programmes, have done
little to differentiate what processes or experiences with organised youth activities are
related to participants’ personal and social development. The aforementioned unclarities
have led researchers to refer to such practices as ‘black’ or ‘magical’ boxes (see Coalter,
2007), implying that researchers often concentrate on the outcomes of a programme without
analysing the actual programme’s content and processes.
As a result, little is known about the ways programmes are actually working in relation
to their often hard-to-follow outcomes (Haudenhuyse, Theeboom, & Nols, 2012). This narrow
focus on the ‘magical’ contribution of sport has also led to limited insights into how to best
support and improve sports-based programmes targeting disadvantaged girls. Coalter (2013)
argued, with reference to Pawson (2006), that a shift from families of programmes (e.g., sport
plus programmes) to families of mechanisms (e.g., diversion, deterrence and pro-social
development) is fundamental. He furthermore suggested that because of such a shift in
approach, we can discover that different programmes share common components. It has also
been stated that evaluations on the level of programme components, instead of on the
totality of programmes, will create less defensive and unreceptive attitudes towards
evaluators in the field because programmes as a whole cannot be labelled as good or bad
(Weiss, 1998).

8. NECESSARY AND SUFFICIENT CONDITIONS
It has been indicated that programme level components can be divided in necessary and
sufficient conditions (Coalter, 2007b with reference to Patriksson, 1995; Svoboda, 1994). The
former can be described as basic conditions that are needed to allow other things to occur.
For example, participation in sport is necessary to allow developmental opportunities through
sport (Coalter, 2013). Consequently, it is very likely that the low level of regular involvement
in organised sport among disadvantaged girls in general demands for specific strategies to
overcome existing sport participation barriers including a number of practical (e.g., lack of
money), intrapersonal (e.g., body image dissatisfaction), interpersonal (e.g., peer teasing), as
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the competitive and exclusive characteristic of club sport) (Caisey, Eime, Payne, & Harvey,
2009). However, it has been indicated that merely taking into account the aforementioned
barriers in order to increase regular involvement in sport will not suffice to expect that
participants can actually benefit developmentally from their participation in sport (e.g.,
Coakley 2011; Haudenhuyse 2012).
Therefore, the second type of conditions (labelled as sufficient) refers to those
components that are considered to be essential for maximizing developmental outcomes.
Programme components of organised activity programmes that have been linked to PYD in
previous research are: (1) safe and health-promoting facilities, (2) clear and consistent rules
and expectations, (3) warm, supportive relationships, (4) opportunities for meaningful
inclusion and belonging, (5) positive social norms, (6) support for efficacy and autonomy, (7)
opportunities for skill-building and (8) coordination among family, school, and community
efforts (Larson, Eccles, & Gootman, 2004). According to Haudenhuyse (2012), the
aforementioned components represent the state of the art thinking about what might make
organised activities an effective context for PYD, but have not been empirically analysed to
date within sport programmes for disadvantaged youth. He argued that we still have to
comprehend how such components would shape the way sport programmes for
disadvantaged youth need to organise their activities, in order to facilitate access, prevent
drop-out and generate an added value for those involved. What the aforementioned
components reflect, is the fact that developmental benefits of sport are contingent on socialcontextual factors that are largely based on how peers, coaches, officials and administrators
contribute to the ways in which sport is delivered and experienced (Holt, 2008; Petitpas et al.,
2005; Weiss & Bjornstal, 2009). In addition to the aforementioned eight features (e.g., safe
and health-promoting facilities), researchers recognise that there are other components of a
youth (sport) programme related to the organisation or staff that may be critical for
developmental processes (Vandell, Larson, Mahoney, & Watts, 2015).
To date, the majority of the sport-related youth studies in the PYD domain have focused
on the impact of coaches. For example, research related to coaching behaviour (Gould &
Carson, 2011), motivational climate and caring climate (Gould et al., 2012). Although it has
often been indicated that peers in organised activities (including sport) can be a positive
source of influence for youth development compared to other sources (such as coaches and
parents), their position has received only moderate attention from researchers (Denault &
Poulin, 2007; Holt & Jones, 2008; Holt & Sehn, 2008). Other factors that are particularly
relevant for investigation are the ones that can be controlled or regulated by the coaching
staff or management staff of a programme such as (a) staff education, (b) group size, (c) staff
to child ratio, (d) group composition, (e) social psychological climate, (f) activity features
(Coalter, 2012; Haudenhuyse, 2012; Vandell et al., 2015; Weiss, 1998). All these components
have been hypothesised to be important to programme quality, and for some of these
factors, such as the group size, there is empirical evidence indicating that this factor has an
impact on the social interactions between peers and coaches, which may consequently
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(Haudenhuyse, 2012).
In addition, it is important to note that both type of conditions - necessary and
sufficient - can be studied across different programmes, irrespective of their ascribed
typology (e.g., sport plus or plus sport), category (e.g., traditional or alternative) or sector
(e.g., sport versus youth welfare). Thus, in order to understand the underlying processes
leading to developmental outcomes, we need to deconstruct sport programmes and evaluate
at the level of programme components instead of at the general programme level. Coalter
(2012) argued that for sports-based programmes it would be more beneficial that evaluations
focus on the influence of programme components because such an approach will contribute
in creating better and more effective sports-based interventions.

9. THE FLEMISH SPORTS LANDSCAPE
In Flanders there are two sectors that organise sport programmes for disadvantaged youth in
general, and girls in particular, but only reach a limited number of these young people. These
relate in particular to sport programmes of the (a) organised sport sector (i.e., sport clubs and
federations) and (b) the formal education sector. The organised sport sector has been
regarded as the primary actor in the Flemish sport for all policy. Flemish sport policy-makers
have, therefore, implemented a number of structural measures (e.g., implementation of
specific decrees on local sports policy and participation) and specific campaigns (e.g., to
increase ethnic minorities in sports clubs) to sensitise the organised sport sector to be more
accessible for socially vulnerable groups (Theeboom, Haudenhuyse, & De Knop, 2010).
However, there is existing evidence indicating that the number of sport clubs in Flanders that
specifically target or reach disadvantaged youth still remains very limited (Haudenhuyse, Nols,
Theeboom, & Coussée, 2014; Roggeman, Smits, Spruyt, & Van Droogenbroeck, 2013). It has
furthermore been indicated that the few sport clubs that actually succeed in attracting
disadvantaged youth are often in need of specific support (e.g., more knowledge about
working with this youth as well as about youth developmental strategies) (Haudenhuyse et
al., 2014). In addition, they argued that the reluctance of the majority of the clubs to target
disadvantaged youth is most likely caused by the fact that many of them face a multitude of
problems which they consider as more important (e.g., financial and infrastructural shortage,
a lack of qualified sport coaches). The Flemish formal education sector has taken an interest
in the use of sport for reaching youngsters that are not actively involved in regular sport clubs
or community sport programmes (De Meester, Aelterman, Cardon, De Bourdeaudhuij, &
Haerens, 2014). Collaborations between schools and various leisure organisations (e.g., youth
work, arts, sport clubs) have resulted in the so-called extended schools (Brede School) or
Sport-after-School programmes. The idea of extended schools is not only to improve the
accessibility of organised leisure activities (including sports) for disadvantaged youth but also
to provide these youngsters with an additional social context in which learning experiences
can be fostered (Ernalsteen & Joos, 2011). However, with regard to Flanders it has been
indicated that Sport-after-School programmes insufficiently reach young people from less
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Cardon, 2015).
Sports-based programmes in Flanders where disadvantaged young people in general
and disadvantaged girls in particular have been reached in greater numbers are mainly
organised by the youth welfare sector and local governments. Within the youth welfare
sector there are various organisations that have started to make use of sport as a means for
fostering personal and social development, building social capital and improving the wellbeing of specific groups of young people (Theeboom et al., 2010). Since the nineties, also
local governments (i.e., cities and larger municipalities) became more active in using sport as
a social tool for reaching youth in disadvantaged situations (Haudenhuyse, 2012). This
resulted in so-called community or ‘neighbourhood sport’ activities, characterised by a
flexible organisation in which several local structures cooperate with the intention to provide
highly accessible sport activities. Cities and larger municipalities have started to use their
community sport programmes with the intention to foster social integration in sport among
specific (mostly underserved) target groups (Haudenhuyse & Theeboom, 2015).
To date there is, however, no empirical evidence indicating that sports-based
programmes organised by the aforementioned sectors produce positive developmental
outcomes for its participants. For example, the Flemish Government supports Sport-afterSchool programmes because empirical evidence indicates that in addition to the involvement
in physical activities or sport, participation in such programmes have been related to various
physical (e.g., improved physical fitness), personal (e.g., improved self-esteem), as well as
academic (training and obtained certificates/diplomas) and occupational (career, future
prospects and job autonomy) outcomes in later life (e.g., Ara et al., 2006, Barber, Eccles, &
Stone, 2001; Broh, 2002). But in the context of academic achievement, for example, it has
been indicated that students who select themselves into organised activities, such as sport,
may have higher academic achievement prior to participation compared to non-participants
(Fredricks & Eccles, 2005). In other words, abovementioned positive academic-related
outcomes of Sport-after-School programmes may be related to self-selection instead of being
a result from participation. Taken together, it seems that some sectors more easily reach
hard-to-reach youth, such as disadvantaged girls, but also that sport is used for various
purposes without knowing if participation in organised sport in a recreational context can
actually serve as a means for PYD.

10. AIMS OF THE PHD
In this general introduction, reference was made to the black box approach in which the
outcomes (e.g., developmental experiences) of a sports-based programme are measured,
while little is known about the specific context of the programme. There is a lack of research
examining the underlying conditions and mechanisms fostering positive youth development
in sports-based programmes aimed at targeting disadvantaged girls. As indicated in the
literature, several programme components might be influential during these processes. In
order to obtain more insight into the black box of programmes targeting disadvantaged girls,
it is relevant to examine these components. Therefore, the aim of this PhD study is to explore
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effectiveness of sport programmes targeting disadvantaged girls.
Thus, instead of focusing on families of programmes (e.g., sport plus programmes vs.
plus sport programmes) we have chosen to examine the role of programme components that
are largely based on how peers, members of the coaching staff (i.e., coaches and youth
welfare workers), the organisation of a programme and the inherent characteristics of the
activity contribute to the ways in which sport is delivered and experienced. With this research
we also aim to increase our understanding with regard to the implementation of sports-based
programmes for disadvantaged girls by using a multiple case-study approach. In this context,
the research sought to identify what happened and develop an understanding of process the how and why - and the reasons for inter-programme differences, in order to consider
issues of good practice.
As already mentioned, we focused on disadvantaged girls because of several reasons.
First of all, we have indicated that they are a marginalised group in the domain of sport,
which is of particular concern because involvement in organised sport can be beneficial for
youth from disadvantaged backgrounds. In addition, we have mentioned that sex differences
have an impact on how young people experience a number of constructs which could result
in different developmental experiences among boys and girls. Another, although somewhat
perhaps less crucial, aspect that also contributed to our motivation to focus on girls related to
the fact that sex issues have an impact on the research process. Sex differences between the
researcher and the researched play an important role in conducting as it may influence
perceptions of the participants (Järviluoma, Moisala, & Vilkko, 2003; Pini, 2005). It has been
indicated that a shared sex idendity will help the researcher to obtain trust and more
accurate information from female participants (Kosygina, 2005). Thus, sharing the same sex
indentity with the youth involved in this study would probably allow the researcher to obtain
rich data from her participants.
The preliminary findings of this study were presented and discussed at several national
and international scientific conferences (see Appendix A. List of publications and
presentations). This provided us the opportunity to establish an international network of
researchers, which resulted in a collaboration for a qualitative paper regarding Flemish
initiatives targeting disadvantaged youth with Prof. Dr. Eivind Skille who works at Hedmark
University College in Elverum, Norway. Finally, the several stages that were passed through
this PhD have resulted in various contributions of which one is published at present and two
others are under review in scientific journals with an international referee system. Two other
contributions are published in scientific monographs with a national referee system.
Furthermore, this PhD study resulted in one specialist article and one vulgarizing publication
aimed at a wider audience.

11. BRIEF OUTLINE OF THE PHD STUDY
The central research question of this PhD study can be formulated as follows: ‘How can sport
programmes effectively foster positive youth development (PYD) among disadvantaged girls?’
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In Figure 1 an overview is presented of how this is viewed in this doctoral dissertation.

Figure 1. Representation of the four separate studies in this PhD
In chapter 1, we examine the relationship between peer group composition in sport
programmes and positive youth development (PYD) in disadvantaged girls, as well as
determine whether this relationship was moderated by participants’ personal characteristics.
Two hundred young women aged between 10 and 24 involved in martial arts or urban dance
programmes completed a questionnaire including the ‘Youth Experience Survey for Sport’
(YES-S) (MacDonald, Côté, Eys, & Deakin, 2012) and questions regarding participants’ socioeconomic characteristics (i.e., migration background, education level, household structure).
Multilevel regression analyses were performed using MLwiN 2.30 to take into account the
hierarchical data structure. The findings related to the reported positive and negative
developmental experiences are presented and the extent to which positive youth
development is linked to the group composition is discussed.
In chapter 2, we examine the relationships between young female sport participants
reported developmental gains and perceptions of a coach- and peer-created climate, and
determine whether these relationships were moderated by personal characteristics. Two
hundred young females aged between 10 and 24 living in Flanders completed a questionnaire
including the ‘Youth Experience Survey for Sport’ (YES-S; MacDonald et al., 2012), the
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‘Peer Motivational Climate in Youth Sport Questionnaire’ (PeerMCYSQ; Ntoumanis & Vazou,
2005) and questions regarding participants’ socio-economic characteristics (i.e., migration
background, education, family situation). Multilevel regression analyses were performed
using MLwiN 2.30 to take into account the hierarchical data structure. In this chapter we
discuss if there is a relationship between positive youth development and perceptions of a
coach- and peer-created climate. We also describe the extent to which the coach- and peercreated climates determine participants’ positive and negative experiences in sport.
The aim of chapter 3 is to gain more insight into different social mechanisms (i.e., the
result of specific attitudes, values or behaviours among peers and adults) leading to perceived
developmental outcomes, because existing research related to the influence of the social
psychological climate has been focusing merely on sport participants’ perceptions of the
motivational climate (Smith et al., 2008) and caring climate (Newton et al., 2007). For this,
three Flemish urban-dance based programmes were selected in which data were collected by
means of in-depth interviews and observations with female participants who have a
disadvantaged background (N=25). In this chapter we describe the role of the (a) motivational
climate and (b) caring climate, but also indicate how (c) the autonomy supportive style of
coaching and (d) observational learning can have a positive impact on one’s personal and
social development.
The aim of chapter 4 is to increase our understanding regarding the implementation of
sports-based developmental programmes for disadvantaged youth. Therefore, this study
evaluates and compares different implementations of sports-based developmental
programmes for disadvantaged youth. By using a multiple case study approach we evaluate
and compare six sports-based developmental programmes. Data were collected through indepth interviews with coaches and other key stakeholders (e.g., welfare workers) (N = 14).
We describe several common elements and distinguishing features of the sports-based
developmental programmes scrutinised here.
Finally, in the last chapter we highlight the encountered challenges, provide an
overview of the major results of this PhD thesis, present the underlying research paradigms,
discuss the theoretical and practical implications of the study and mention the strengths,
limitations and potential further research pathways.
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Introduction of the first chapter
To date, there is a broad consensus among researchers that the sport context largely
determines if young people derive developmental benefits from their participation in sport
(e.g., Coakley, 2011; Coalter, 2013). There is empirical evidence indicating that specific
features (e.g., positive social norms) of organised activity programmes are related to
participants’ personal and social developmental outcomes (Larson, Eccles, & Gootman, 2004).
However, researchers have also recognised that other factors of a youth (sport) programme
may be critical for developmental processes (Vandell, Larson, Mahoney, & Watts, 2015).
Weiss (1998) stated that the group composition of the peer group is one of these factors. It is
crucial to explore the role of the group composition in adolescents given the fact that in
particularly the younger ones are very susceptible to peer influence as a result of their
psychosocial immaturity (Sumter, Bokhorst, Steinberg, & Westenberg, 2009). However,
studies that focus on the role of the peer groups examined the quality of friendships in sport
(e.g., Weiss, Smith, & Theeboom, 1996) and the role of specific group processes (e.g., Bruner
et al., 2014). But there are hardly any studies that explore the role of participants’
characteristics (for an exception see Denault & Poulin, 2007), although it has been stated that
individual characteristics of participants shape the environment that mediates the
programme for each participant (Weiss, 1998). Next to the participants’ age and gender
explored in Denault and Poulin’s study (2007) there are other characteristics such as family
structures (Peskins, 1967), ethnicity and education level (Rivera, Soderstrom, & Uzzi, 2010)
which could explain why youth may have different outcomes depending on which group they
were in. By exploring the role of the group composition, which is one programme component,
we also seek to help practitioners and policy-makers that have to regulate or evaluate sportsbased programmes in the context of funding. Finally, it is important to mention that we
focused on disadvantaged girls because the sport participation levels among this youth
segment are very low (e.g., Sabo & Veliz, 2008), which is of further concern as it has been
indicated that that involvement in organised sport can be particularly beneficial for these
young people (Barber, Abbott, Neira, & Eccles, 2014).
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