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Abstract The current cross-sectional study investigated
the links between various dimensions of organized activity
involvement and depressive symptoms, loneliness, and
peer victimization in an ethnically and economically
diverse sample of adolescents (N = 152; 58% female).
Results indicate that adolescents who were involved in
organized activities for more years also reported lower
levels of loneliness. There was evidence of diminishing
returns when adolescents were very highly involved in
organized activities; those who were either under- or over-
involved reported the highest levels of depressive symp-
toms. Conversely, findings indicate that adolescents who
participated in a narrow or wide range of activity contexts
reported the lowest levels of depressive symptoms. In
addition, results suggested that the relation between orga-
nized activity involvement and adjustment differs among
adolescents from diverse ethnic and socioeconomic back-
grounds. Findings from the current study also under-
score the importance of considering multiple indices of
activity involvement when assessing its association with
adjustment.
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Introduction

Adolescence is a critical time for self-development that
involves various emotional, physical, cognitive, and social
changes. Though many changes that occur during this
period are positive, adolescence is also a time of increased
psychological vulnerability and social difficulty (Andersen
and Teicher 2008). There is compelling evidence that
adolescents who are more involved in organized activities
experience better emotional and social outcomes, including
improved psychological well-being, increased social capi-
tal, and expanded peer networks (Bohnert and Garber
2007; Eccles et al. 2003; Busseri et al. 2006; Larson et al.
20006). Less is known, however, about whether adolescents
who are more involved in activities experience lower levels
of negative social outcomes, such as loneliness and peer
victimization. Additionally, few studies have explored
whether the benefits of involvement level off or show
diminishing returns at a certain degree of involvement (see
Fredricks and Eccles 2006a, b; Mahoney et al. 2006 for
exceptions). Finally, the proposition that organized activity
participation is uniquely associated with adjustment among
adolescents of different ethnicities and from diverse
socioeconomic backgrounds continues to be understudied.
Thus, the current study will use an ethnically and eco-
nomically diverse sample to: (1) examine linear and cur-
vilinear relations between various indices of organized
activity participation (i.e., intensity, breadth, and duration)
and depressive symptoms, loneliness, and peer victimiza-
tion, and (2) determine if linear relations between various
indices of activities and adjustment are moderated by
adolescents’ ethnicity or socioeconomic status. In addition
to addressing significant gaps in scientific knowledge,
evidence that involvement in organized activities is related
to fewer emotional and social adjustment problems may

@ Springer



1188

J Youth Adolescence (2009) 38:1187-1198

inform policy decisions regarding the best use of adoles-
cents’ discretionary time.

Organized Activity Involvement and Adjustment

The majority of research on organized activity involvement
during adolescence has focused on problem behaviors and
academic achievement, suggesting that participation is
related to decreases in various risky behaviors (e.g.,
smoking, marijuana use, and delinquent and anti-social
behaviors) as well as increased academic motivation and
higher GPAs (Eccles and Barber 1999; Mahoney 2000;
Mahoney et al. 2003; Youniss et al. 1999). Findings from
studies that have explored the relation between organized
activity involvement and depressive symptoms have been
mixed. Although most studies have been unable to detect
relations between organized activity involvement and
depressive symptoms (i.e., Barber et al. 2001; Darling
2005; Fletcher et al. 2003), some evidence from both cross-
sectional and longitudinal studies points to greater partic-
ipation being associated with lower levels of internalizing
and depressive symptoms (i.e., Bohnert et al. 2008; Fre-
dricks and Eccles 2006b; Mahoney et al. 2002; McHale
et al. 2001; Simpkins et al. 2006).

To date, there is little information about whether more
activity involvement is associated with fewer negative
peer experiences including loneliness and peer victim-
ization. Some studies indicate that youth who are more
involved in activities also experience increased social
competence, social capital, and peer status and acceptance
(Fletcher et al. 2003; Mahoney et al. 2003; Strauss and
Pollack 2003; Busseri et al. 2006) as well as decreases in
rejection or isolation (Mahoney et al. 2003; Sandstrom
and Coie 1999). Although it is possible that these positive
social experiences may act as the mechanism by which
involvement in organized activities buffers against expe-
riences of loneliness and peer victimization, only one
study to date has reported that increased participation is
associated with less loneliness (Bohnert et al. 2007). No
study, however, has explored links between organized
activity involvement and peer victimization. Thus, given
that adolescents are at an increased risk for experiencing
depressive symptoms, loneliness, and peer victimization
(Garber et al. 2002; Horowitz and Garber 2006; Mahon
et al. 2006; Storch and Ledley 2005), more research is
needed to explore the links between organized activity
involvement and these indicators of adjustment. The
current cross-sectional study seeks to extend previous
work by examining how adolescents’ participation in
organized activities may be associated with depressive
symptoms, loneliness and peer victimization.
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Curvilinear Analyses

Prompted by the heightened media attention on the asser-
tion that some youth and adolescents are overly involved in
organized activities (e.g., “Over-scheduling Hypothesis” in
Mahoney et al. 2006), researchers have begun to investi-
gate curvilinear effects. Though support for the over-
scheduling hypothesis is scant, there is some suggestion
that the benefits of involvement either level off or even
decline at a relatively high degree of participation (Busseri
et al. 2006; Fredricks and Eccles 2006b; Marsh 1992;
Marsh and Kleitman 2002; Rose-Krasnor et al. 2006). In
addition to declines in positive adjustment at high levels of
involvement, research has also indicated threshold effects
for breadth of involvement, with positive outcomes level-
ing off for youth involved in five to six different activity
contexts (i.e., drama/fine arts, volunteering) (Rose-Krasnor
et al. 2006). Given these findings, the current study con-
sidered both linear and curvilinear relations when exam-
ining the effect organized activity participation has on
adjustment in adolescents.

Ethnicity & SES as Moderators of Organized Activity
Involvement—Adjustment Relations

Although much of the literature on organized activities is
guided by an underlying assumption that participation in
organized activities is equally beneficial for all youth, the
association between involvement and adolescent adjust-
ment may vary across individuals (Darling 2005). How-
ever, most studies to date have not been able to examine
ethnicity and socioeconomic status as separate and unique
moderators, thus confounding the unique effect of each
demographic factor. Using an ethnically and economically
diverse sample, the current study considered the unique
role ethnicity, family income, and/or parental level of
education has in moderating the link between organized
activity involvement and adjustment.

Ethnicity

Organized activity participation may be particularly bene-
ficial for youth of certain ethnic backgrounds. For example,
it has been found that African American children who
spend more time in organized activities were rated as better
emotionally adjusted, while European American youth
with higher intensities of involvement showed poorer
emotional and academic outcomes (Posner and Vandell
1999; Mahoney et al. 2006). Conversely, while breadth of
participation was found to be associated with decreased
alcohol use among European American adolescents, it was
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linked to increases in use among African Americans
(Fredricks and Eccles 2006a). Few studies to date have
explored the unique effect of organized activity participa-
tion on adolescents from other ethnic groups. The current
study extends previous work by examining the influence of
involvement on adjustment in a diverse sample which
includes Latino, Asian American, African American and
European American adolescents.

Family Income

Research suggests that when children and adolescents from
low-income families and neighborhoods have the oppor-
tunity to get involved in organized activities, they benefit
(Pedersen and Seidman 2005; Posner and Vandell 1999). In
fact, studies that have examined whether income level
moderates the relation between involvement and adjust-
ment demonstrate stronger effects for low-income youths
(Mahoney 2000; Marsh 1992; Marsh and Kleitman 2002).
Other studies, however, have not been able to detect dif-
ferences in benefit between low- and high-income youth,
thus supporting the generalizability of positive effects of
organized activity involvement on adjustment in youth
(Fredricks and Eccles 2006b; Larson et al. 2006).

Parental Level of Education

Although family income is a commonly used proxy for
socioeconomic status, researchers investigating discre-
tionary time use have argued that using parental education
level rather than family income as a measure of SES is
preferable (Entwisle and Astone 1994; Fredricks and
Eccles 2006b; Mahoney et al. 2006; McHale et al. 2001).
Previous studies have shown that adolescents with more
educated parents are more likely to get involved in activ-
ities and have higher rates, greater breadth, and longer
duration of activity participation once they get involved
(Bartko and Eccles 2003; Fredricks and Eccles 2006a;
Markstrom et al. 2005). In addition, studies that have
included parental level of education in composite measures
of SES have found that SES moderates the relation
between organized activity involvement and adjustment
(i.e., Marsh 1992; Marsh and Kleitman 2002). No study to
date, however, has specifically examined the effect parental
level of education has on the relation between organized
activity involvement and adjustment among adolescents.

Dimensions of Organized Activity Involvement

Increasingly, researchers have included multiple dimen-
sions of activity involvement and examined how each
separately influences adolescent adjustment (see Bohnert
et al. 2007; Busseri et al. 2006; Fredricks and Eccles

2006a; Rose-Krasnor et al. 2006). For example, duration of
organized activity participation in school clubs was posi-
tively related to psychological resilience and decreased
alcohol use whereas breadth of participation was related to
higher school belonging and psychological resilience but
not to decreased alcohol use (Fredricks and Eccles 2006a).
Furthermore, though research suggests that high rates of
involvement (i.e., intensity) is linked to improved adjust-
ment outcomes (Bohnert et al. 2007; Powell et al. 2002;
Simpkins et al. 2006), recent cross-sectional and longitu-
dinal studies have determined that, when intensity is
examined in conjunction with breadth, breadth of
involvement is more strongly related to positive develop-
mental indices such as risk behavior, well-being, and social
relations (Busseri et al. 2006; Rose-Krasnor et al. 2006).

Purpose and Hypotheses of the Current Study

The current study addresses several important gaps in the
literature regarding the relation between organized activity
involvement and adolescent adjustment. More specifically,
the current study used an ethnically and economically
diverse sample to (1) examine linear and curvilinear rela-
tions between three of the most utilized indices of orga-
nized activity participation (i.e., intensity, breadth, and
duration) and depressive symptoms, loneliness, and peer
victimization as well as to (2) determine if linear relations
are moderated by adolescents’ ethnicity or SES. Of note,
the cross-sectional design does not allow for determining
the direction of causality nor whether adjustment may
serve as a potential selection mechanism that influences
adolescents’ involvement in organized activities.

It was expected that the relations between organized
activity involvement and adjustment will differ based on the
activity index and outcome assessed as well as by adolescents’
ethnicity and SES. Namely, it was hypothesized that (1)
duration and breadth of involvement would be linearly (neg-
atively) related to all adjustment outcomes (2) intensity of
involvement would be curvilinearly related (U-shaped curve)
to depressive symptoms, (3) African American and Latino
adolescents would benefit the most from organized activity
involvement, and (4) low-income adolescents would benefit
more from participation than high-income adolescents.

Method
Participants
Participants included 152, 9th and 10th grade students

(M = 14.95 years; SD = .65) from an urban, selective-
enrollment magnet high school. Fifty-eight percent of the
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sample (n = 88) was female. Twenty-six percent (n = 40)
reported being African American, 13% Asian American
(n = 19), 30% European American (n = 46), 26% Latino
(n = 39), and 5% Other (n = 8). Over one-fourth of the
parents received a high school degree or less, 43% of the
sample had some college education or received a Bachelors
degree, and 28% completed some graduate school or
received a graduate degree. Regarding family income, 15%
reported earning under $30,000 per year, 40% earned
between $30,000 and $69,999, 25% earned between $70,000
and $110,000, and 20% earned over $111,000 per year.

Participants whose parents did not return the demo-
graphic questionnaire (n = 52) were excluded only from
moderation analyses. Analysis of variance analyses
(ANOV As) indicated adolescents with parent demographic
data (i.e., family income, parental level of education) did
not differ significantly from those who were missing parent
demographic data in terms of organized activity involve-
ment, adjustment, or other demographic variables such as
age and ethnicity. In addition, using the Power Analysis
and Sample Software (PASS) (Hintze 2006), it was deter-
mined that a sample size of 100 achieved sufficient power
in our moderational analyses.

Procedure

Students were recruited from an urban, selective enrollment
magnet high school. In order to be eligible, students must be a
city resident, have a high GPA, and perform well on stan-
dardized tests and an admission exam. At the beginning of the
fall semester, a research assistant visited all 9th and 10th grade
gym classes at the school, provided information about the
study, and distributed assent forms. Students’ questions were
answered at this time, and they were reminded that partici-
pation was voluntary, that their responses would in no way
influence their grades, and that they could withdraw at any
time. Participants who provided assent and received parental
consent for participation completed questionnaire packets
about adjustment and activity involvement at the end of the
fall semester. In addition, a demographic questionnaire was
mailed to the parent or guardian. Follow-up phone calls were
conducted with parents who did not return the demographic
questionnaire via mail.

Measures

Demographics

Parents completed a demographic form which included
information about family level of income, parent’s highest
level of education, parent’s employment status, and adoles-

cents’ date of birth, gender, and ethnicity. Parents reported
their highest level of education using nine, pre-coded
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responses ranging from 1 (some grade school) to 9 (received
a graduate/professional degree), and indicated the family’s
total yearly income by choosing from one of seven pre-coded
responses (i.e., 1 = under $10,000, 2 = $10,000-$29,999,
3 = $30,000-$49,000, 4 = $50,000-$69,000, 5 = $70,000—
$89,000, 6 = $90,000-$110,000, and 7 = over $110,000).
Ethnicity was coded using five mutually exclusive categories
(1 = African American,2 = Asian American,3 = European
American, 4 = Latino, and 5 = Other).

Organized Activities

The Organized Activity Impact Form (OAIF) asks the
respondent to list up to four organized activities that he/she
was involved in during the past school semester, and provide
information about intensity, duration, and breadth of activity
involvement. For each listed activity, adolescents identify
how many hours per week they are involved (i.e., intensity)
and how many years they have participated (i.e., duration).
For intensity, a total score was created by summing the
number of hours reported across all activities. Duration was
calculated by totaling the number of years participated in all
activities and then dividing the sum by the number of
activities listed. To determine breadth, all activities listed on
the OAIF were collapsed into seven mutually exclusive,
exhaustive, and pre-determined categories based on activity
categories used in prior studies (see Eccles and Barber 1999)
as well as on the type of activities available at the school.
Activity contexts included sports (e.g., individual, team,
competitive, and recreational), performance/fine arts (e.g.,
dance, orchestra, drama), prosocial (e.g., volunteer organi-
zations), religious (e.g., church groups), academic clubs
(e.g., debate, honors society), school involvement (e.g., pep
club, cheerleading), and culture/identity (e.g., Asian Amer-
ican Culture club, Latino Unidos, Pride club). Each partici-
pant’s breadth score was determined by summing the total
number of different activity contexts in which adolescents
participated (range 0—4).

Depressive Symptoms

The Child Depression Inventory (CDI) (Kovacs 1981) is a
widely used scale that assesses depressive symptoms. The
instrument includes 27 items assessing cognitive and
behavioral depressive symptoms, and the respondent rates
his/her level of depressive symptoms in the last 2 weeks on
a 0-2 scale (i.e., 0 = I am sad once in a while; 1 = I am
sad many times; 2 = I am sad all the time). Higher scores
indicate more depressive symptoms. The CDI exhibits
good psychometric properties (Garber 1984; Saylor et al.
1984), and the alpha coefficient for the CDI for the sample
was .80. Further, the alpha coefficients for African Amer-
ican (o = .81), Asian American (o = .72), European
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American (¢ = .82), and Latino adolescents (« = .80)
suggest good psychometric properties of the CDI across
ethnicities.

Loneliness

The Loneliness Scale (LS) (Asher and Wheeler 1985) is a
24-item survey that probes an adolescent’s feelings
regarding his or her state of loneliness. Adolescents rate on
a 5-point scale from 1 (not true at all) to 5 (always true)
how much they feel the statements are true. Higher scores
indicate more loneliness. The LS has demonstrated ade-
quate reliability and validity (Asher and Wheeler 1985;
Crick and Ladd 1993), and the alpha coefficient was .89 for
the current sample. The alpha coefficients for African
American (¢ = .87), Asian American (o = .90), European
American (¢« = .87), and Latino adolescents (« = .90)
suggest good psychometric properties of the LSA across
ethnicities.

Peer Victimization

The Revised Peer Experiences Questionnaire (RPEQ)
(Prinstein et al. 2001) is an 18-item survey that asks ado-
lescents about overt and relational forms of aggression that
he or she has experienced personally over the last
9 months. Adolescents must rate on a 5 point scale ranging
from 1 (never) to 5 (a few times a week) how often they
have experienced the events. Higher scores indicate more
peer victimization. The RPEQ has demonstrated good
validity and reliability (Prinstein et al. 2001), and the alpha
coefficient was .76 for the sample. The alpha coefficients
for African American (¢ = .72), Asian American
(¢ =.79), European American (o = .78), and Latino
adolescents (o = .76) suggest good psychometric proper-
ties of the RPEQ across ethnicities.

Results
Data Preparation and Analytic Plan

Initially, all activity indices were standardized (M = 0;
SD = 1) as recommended for curvilinear analyses (Aiken
and West 1991; Marsh 1992; Marsh and Kleitman 2002)
and also used in all other analyses to be parsimonious. Two
adolescents who reported participating in organized activ-
ities for 33 or more hours per week (3 or more SD above
the mean) were identified as outliers, and were thus omitted
from analyses involving intensity of activity involvement.
Examination of study variables revealed that they were
normally distributed, thus requiring no transformations.

Multiple regression was then used to assess the linear
and curvilinear relations between each organized activity
involvement index and adjustment outcomes. In these
analyses, all three involvement indices (intensity, breadth,
and duration) were included in Step 1 of each regression
model. In order to assess possible nonlinear effects, qua-
dratic (squared) terms for intensity, breadth, and duration
were added in Step 2. All terms were computed based on
standardized scores and thus the unstandardized regression
coefficients are interpretable as standardized effects.

Prior to conducting moderation analyses for ethnicity,
the 4-level ethnicity variable was dummy-coded with
European Americans as the comparison group. Participants
who indicated the Other ethnicity category (n = 8) were
excluded from analyses. Significant interactions were
interpreted using the procedures outlined by Aiken and
West (1991). More specifically, relations between the
activity index and the adjustment outcome at each level of
ethnicity were compared. Thus, multiple sets of regression
equations differing with regard to which level of the eth-
nicity variable served as the comparison group were
computed to analyze the interaction. The regression coef-
ficients for the lower order effect of the continuous pre-
dictor variable (i.e., activity index) were then compared
across regression equations and assessed for significance.

In Step 1 of each regression model testing for moderation
by ethnicity, the adjustment variable (e.g., depressive
symptoms) was regressed onto both family income and
parental level of education to control for the possibility that
indicators of socioeconomic status may confound the effect
ethnicity has on adjustment (APA Task Force on Socioeco-
nomic Status 2007). In Step 2, the activity index (i.e.,
intensity) was entered. In Step 3, the main effect of ethnicity
was entered followed by two-way interaction terms in Step 4.

For regression models testing for moderation by SES
(i.e., income, parental level of education), the adjustment
variable was regressed onto ethnicity in Step 1. All activity
indices were entered in Step 2. In Step 3, the main effect of
SES (i.e., income) was entered, followed by two-way
interaction terms in Step 4. Using procedures outlined by
Holmbeck (2002), post hoc probing of all significant
moderational effects was conducted using a final model
which included the covariates, all significant main effects,
and the significant interaction terms.

Descriptive Analyses and Correlations

Means, standard deviations, ranges, and correlations for
study variables are presented in Table 1. On average, ado-
lescents were involved in organized activities for about 9 h
per week (M = 9.41, SD = 6.99), and approximately two
different activity contexts (M = 1.91, SD = 1.08). They
reported being involved in organized activities for an
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Table 1 Descriptive information and correlations among predictor and outcome variables (excluding ethnicity)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Depressive symptoms -

2. Loneliness 49%% -

3. Peer victimization 27F* 42%* -

4. Intensity .02 —.10 .02 -

5. Duration —-.07 —.17* —.02 S59%* -

6. Breadth —.05 —.10 —.10 A2 245k -

7. Parental level of education® .05 -.07 .06 29 42%* 31#* -

8. Annual income® —.16 —.13 .06 13 .19% .14 53#* -
Mean 7.14 28.07 35.48 9.41 2.45 1.91 6.25 4.45
Standard deviation 5.11 7.90 6.90 6.99 1.95 1.08 2.03 1.78
Range 23.00 38.00 37.00 30.00 10.00 4.00 7.00 6.00
? Spearman rank—order correlations

*p <.05; % p <.01; *** p <.001

average of about 2Y2 years (M = 2.45, SD = 1.98). Cor-  adolescents participated in organized activities for

relational analyses indicated numerous significant relations
between study variables (see Table 1). More specifically,
significant positive relations were found among all adjust-
ment outcomes. ANOVAs indicated ethnic differences in
terms of activity involvement and adjustment. Results
indicated that breadth and duration of involvement differed
according to ethnicity, F' (3, 152) = 3.74, p < .05 and F (3,
152) = 3.34, p < .05, respectively. More specifically, post
hoc probing revealed that European Americans participated
in a wider range of activities than African Americans
(p < .05), and participated in organized activities for more
years than Latinos (p < .05). European Americans partici-
pated in an average of 2.08 activity contexts (SD = 1.03)
and for a total of about 2.95 years (SD = 2.12) while
African American adolescents were involved in an average
of 1.40 activity contexts (SD = 1.09) and Latino

1.78 years on average (SD = 1.62).

Organized Activity Involvement—Adjustment
Relations (Linear and Curvilinear Effects)

As shown in Table 2, results indicated that there was only
one significant linear relation between organized activity
involvement and adjustment; duration of involvement was
negatively related to levels of loneliness, with longer par-
ticipation linked to lower levels of loneliness. Further, this
effect remained significant when levels of reported
depressive symptoms were controlled for (p = .05). In
addition, two curvilinear effects were found for depressive
symptoms. First, spending a relatively low and high number
of hours per week in organized activities was associated
with higher levels of depressive symptoms (U-shaped). As

Table 2 Organized activity involvement as a predictor variable (linear and curvilinear effects)

Predictor Depressive symptoms Loneliness Peer victimization

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2
Intercept 7.22 7.14 28.02 26.89 35.48 35.65
Intensity 0.51 —0.68 0.68 —0.58 0.93 0.20
Breadth —0.25 0.76 —1.08 —0.15 —1.11 —1.20™
Duration —0.55 —0.84 —1.74* -2.10 —0.52 0.77
Intensity? 1.01%* 1.16™ 0.45
Breadth® —1.09* —0.31 0.08
Duration’ 0.10 0.32™ -0.71
Adj R? —.01 .03 .04 .05 .00 .00
AR? .01 .06%* .06* .03 .02 .02

Regression coefficients are shown by criterion (column variable). Step 1 indicates linear relations between activity indices and outcomes and
Step 2 indicates curvilinear relations between activity indices and outcomes

™ p <.10; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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shown in Fig. 1, adolescents who spent a relatively mod-
erate amount of time in organized activities (about 10 h per
week in the current study) exhibited the lowest levels of
depressive symptoms. Second, a negative curvilinear rela-
tion between breadth and depressive symptoms was detec-
ted (N-shaped). As shown in Fig. 2, participating in a

Depressive Symptoms
=y — - —
£ [+:] (=] (=] LS ] = [+:3
*

(8]

o

0 5 10 15 20 25 30
Intensity (hours/week)

Fig. 1 Curvilinear relation between intensity of organized activity
involvement and depressive symptoms

Depressive Symptoms
E-S

0 1 2 3 4
Breadth (number of activity contexts)

Fig. 2 Curvilinear relation between breadth of organized activity
involvement and depressive symptoms

narrower or wider range of organized activity contexts was
related to lower levels of depressive symptoms. All indices
of organized activity involvement were found to be unre-
lated to peer victimization.

Ethnicity & SES as Moderators of Organized Activity
Involvement—Adjustment Relations

Results indicated that ethnicity moderated the relation
between intensity of involvement and loneliness (see
Table 3). Follow-up analyses revealed that intensity of
involvement significantly predicted levels of loneliness
only for African Americans (b = —4.40, p < .01). More
specifically, the more hours per week African American
adolescents spent in organized activities, the lower their
reported levels of loneliness (see Fig. 3). Ethnicity also
moderated the relation between duration of organized
activity involvement and peer victimization (see Table 4).
Follow-up analyses revealed that duration of involvement
was significantly associated with peer victimization for
African Americans (b = —.34, p < .05) and Asian Amer-
icans (b = .97, p < .01), was marginally significant for
Latinos (b = —.45, p = .11), and was not significant for
European Americans (b = —.11, p = .50). More specifi-
cally, as shown in Fig. 4, results indicated that the more
years African American adolescents spent in organized
activities, the lower their reported levels of peer victim-
ization. Conversely, among Asian Americans, the more
years on average that they spent in organized activities, the
higher their levels of reported peer victimization.
Furthermore, income significantly moderated the rela-
tion between the intensity of organized activity involve-
ment and loneliness (b = 2.58, p < .01). However, post
hoc probing of moderational effects indicated that partici-
pating in more hours of organized activities per week was
not significantly associated with loneliness for adolescents
from low income (b = .26, p = .19) or high income fam-
ilies (b = .30, p = .17). Additionally, parental level of

Table 3 Intensity of organized activity involvement and loneliness moderated by ethnicity

Step Predictors B SE B p Adjusted R® R? Change
1 Parental level of education —-.23 .90 —-.03 —.01 .01
Family income -.73 .93 —.09
Intensity —1.39 .95 —.15 .00 .02
Ethnicity (Afr. Amer) —1.60 2.02 —-.07 .00 .03
Ethnicity (As. American) .18 2.92 .00
Ethnicity (Latino) —-3.29 2.33 —.18
4 Afr. Amer x intensity —6.09 2.13 —.42 .06 .09%*
As. Amer X intensity .34 3.46 .01
Latino x intensity —3.48 2.63 —.16

ms

p <.10; * p <.05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001
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36

African Americans
34 Ty=-4.4x+29.18

-~

Asian Americans

3 European Americans
1) y=1.69x + 29.30
£
°
=
o
)
Latinos
241 y=-1.79x + 26.83
22 A
20

-1 0 1
Intensity (Z-scores)
M=9.07, SD =6.56

Fig. 3 Regression lines for relations between intensity of organized
activity involvement and loneliness moderated by ethnicity.
M Mean; SD standard deviation. Note: Intensity scores ranged from
0 to 26 h/week

education was not a significant moderator of activity
involvement and adjustment.

Discussion

There is considerable evidence that organized activities
serve as important contexts for youth development (e.g.,
Mahoney et al. 2005). Interestingly, despite the lack of
research, findings in the current study indicated that par-
ticipation is strongly associated with levels of loneliness in
adolescents. As hypothesized, results suggest that adoles-
cents who spend more years in organized activities (i.e.,
duration) also experience lower levels of loneliness. Year-
to-year participation in organized activities has been shown
to improve adjustment among youth as evidenced by
increases in interpersonal competence, improved academic
performance, and positive psychological adjustment (Fre-
dricks and Eccles 2006a; Mahoney et al. 2003; Zaff et al.
2003). Considering that organized activities have been
identified as salient venues for developing social skills,
meeting new friends, and interacting with extra-familial

55
Asian Americans
y=6.24x+38.58 _

50 -
= 457 - -~
) African Americans -
I
N
E
=
2
>
i
)
p7)
o

Latinos
25 y=-2.90x + 33.80
20
-1 0 1 2

Duration (Z-score)
M=244,SD=1.96

Fig. 4 Regression lines for relations between duration of organized
activity involvement and peer victimization moderated by ethnicity.
M Mean; SD standard deviation. Note: Duration scores ranged from
0 to 10 years

adults (Dworkin et al. 2003; Kinney 1993), it follows then
that adolescents who spend more years in organized
activities have more time to form supportive relationships
with the adults and peers and thus experience less loneli-
ness. Alternatively, given that our study was cross-sec-
tional in nature, it is also possible that youth who are less
lonely are also more likely to initially become involved and
then continue to engage in year-to-year participation in
organized activities.

Of particular interest was the fact that the link between
organized activity involvement and loneliness was stronger
for certain ethnic groups. More specifically, African
American adolescents who spent more hours per week in
activities also reported experiencing lower levels of lone-
liness. This finding is consistent with the work of Mahoney
et al. (2000) suggesting that increasingly intense involve-
ment in organized activities may differentially impact the
extent to which African American versus European
American adolescents are able to foster and maintain
connections with their families (i.e., family meals and
family discussions). For European American youth, the
frequency of family meals and discussion with parents

Table 4 Duration of organized

o Step Predictors B SE B p Adjusted R? R? Change
activity involvement and peer
victimization moderated by 1 Parental level of education 32 78 05 —.02 .00
ethnicity .
Family income .00 .81 .00
Duration —1.03 .69 —.16 -.01 .02
3 Ethnicity (Afr. Amer) 2.62 1.71 —.11 .01 .05
Ethnicity (As. Amer) 3.22 2.47 .18
Ethnicity (Latino) —.47 1.99 —.03
4 Afr. Amer x duration —1.47 1.42 —.14 A1 2%
, As. Amer x duration 3.45 1.25 .30
“p<.10;*p <.05 Latino x duration 2121 205 —12

w3 p < 01; #% p < 001
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increased up to and then leveled off at 5-10 h per week of
activity participation. However, for African American
adolescents, the frequency of family meals increased
through 20 or more hours per week of activities and dis-
cussion with parents continued to increase until it began to
decrease at 20 h per week. Thus, we propose that African
American youth in the current sample reported lower levels
of loneliness with increasing levels of participation because
they were able to continue fostering close relationships
with parents even while they were intensely involved in
organized activities.

Current findings also indicated that African American
youth who participated in more years of organized activi-
ties also reported experiencing less peer victimization.
Although it was expected that spending more years par-
ticipating in organized activities would be linked to lower
levels of reported peer victimization, it is less clear why
this is particularly true for African American adolescents.
Work by Hanish and Guerra (2000) exploring the roles of
ethnicity and school context in predicting peer victimiza-
tion suggests that African American youth who attend
ethnically integrated schools such as the school in the
current study are at a slightly lower risk for peer victim-
ization. Perhaps more years of participation in organized
activities within a supportive and ethnically diverse context
influenced the lower rates of reported peer victimization
among African Americans in the current sample.

Interestingly, results indicated that for Asian American
adolescents, more years of participation was associated with
higher levels of peer victimization. Although no known
study to date has specifically explored the unique impact
organized activity involvement has on Asian American
youth, prior research may help explain this unexpected
finding. Time-use studies have indicated that Asian Amer-
icans are more likely than other minority students to spend
after-school hours in lessons (e.g., language, art, music, and
dance) or in academic-related activities (Kao et al. 1996;
Peng and Wright 1994). In addition, research suggests that
Asian American parents, as compared to those of other
ethnicities (i.e., European American, Latino, and African
American), hold higher educational expectations for their
children and emphasize involvement in more educational
activities (i.e., academic lessons, museum visits) (Peng and
Wright 1994). Thus, it is possible that Asian American
youth tend to spend more years participating in activities
that are considered to be less socially accepted by the
“popular” crowd, thus putting them at an increased risk for
social difficulties such as being victimized or isolated by
their peers (Barber et al. 2001; Schwartz et al. 2006).

Findings from the current study also support prior work
indicating not only that separate indices of activity
involvement are linked to various outcomes, but also that
certain indices tend to be related to more indicators of

adjustment than others (Fredricks and Eccles 2006b). In
addition, intensity and breadth of involvement demon-
strated only curvilinear effects on depressive symptoms.
Thus, mixed findings across prior research regarding the
link between organized activity involvement and depres-
sive symptoms may attributed to the fact that only linear
analyses were conducted.

The positive curvilinear relation between intensity of
involvement and depressive symptoms supports for the
notion of threshold effects/diminishing returns associated
with high intensity of involvement (e.g., Busseri et al.
2006; Fredricks and Eccles 2006a; Mahoney et al. 2006;
Marsh 1992; Marsh and Kleitman 2002; Rose-Krasnor
et al. 2006). More specifically, adolescents who were over-
involved (e.g., participated in activities for more than 10 h
per week) reported increasing levels of depressive symp-
toms. Even more compelling, rather than the benefits lev-
eling off at relatively high amounts of participation, results
indicated that adolescents who were extremely involved in
organized activities (i.e., 20 h or more per week) reported
more depressive symptoms than those who did not partic-
ipate at all. However, while it is tempting to ‘scapegoat’
over-involvement in organized activities as the primary
factor underlying these negative adjustment outcomes,
longitudinal studies indicate that some adolescents may
experience an external push towards ‘resume building’ and
that this overemphasis on accomplishment over character
puts adolescents at risk for depression, anxiety, and sub-
stance use (Luthar and Becker 2002; Luthar et al. 2006).
Thus, it may be that it is not over-involvement in organized
activities per se that puts adolescents at risk for elevated
depressive symptoms, but rather the high levels of parental
pressure that they experience related to their participation.

Contrary to expectations, findings from the current study
also demonstrated that adolescents participating in a rela-
tively narrow or wide range of activity contexts reported
the lowest levels of depressive symptoms, while involve-
ment in a moderate range of activities was linked to higher
levels of symptoms. In other words, adolescents who par-
ticipated in approximately two activity contexts reported
the highest level of depressive symptoms. Although this
finding runs counter to Lerner et al. (2001) suggestion that
moderate breadth may be optimal, previous research has
indicated the developmental benefits of both focused
involvement in a few activities (Jacobs et al. 2005) as well
as participation in a wide variety of activity contexts
(Bartko and Eccles 2003; Busseri et al. 2006; Fredricks and
Eccles 2006b). Participation in one activity context likely
facilitates the development of skill mastery in that area and
has been shown to positively predict levels of adolescent
self-perceived competence in that that particular domain
(Jacobs et al. 2005). However, greater breadth of involve-
ment has been linked to indicators of positive adjustment
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such as more positive well-being and stronger interpersonal
bonds (Rose-Krasnor et al. 2006).

Limitations

The results need to be interpreted in light of some meth-
odological issues. The data is cross-sectional and relations
between adolescent adjustment and involvement in orga-
nized activities cannot be interpreted in terms of causation.
For example, although more years of participation may
cause adolescents to experience less loneliness, it is also
possible that loneliness serves as a selection mechanism.
That is, adolescents who are less lonely are more likely to
become involved and then maintain participation in orga-
nized activities. Furthermore, the study also used only self-
report measures and the possible range of breadth reported
by the adolescents was limited to four activities. In addi-
tion, the sample is unique in ways that could limit gener-
alizability to adolescents at large. Adolescents in the
current study come from highly competitive, urban magnet
high school and it is likely that the adolescents were a self-
selected group of highly motivated students. Of note, the
selected high school places a particular emphasis on
organized activity involvement, providing its students with
up to 100 various clubs and sports to choose from; ado-
lescents from the current study were more involved in
organized activities than most American children and
adolescents (i.e., 5 h per week) (Mahoney et al. 2006). The
sample was also unique in its ethnic and socioeconomic
diversity, with a significant number of high-income,
minority students as well as low-income, European
American students. Last, mean levels of adjustment vari-
ables were low, which may have limited the degree to
which activities were associated with adjustment outcomes.
Related, although a significant negative curvilinear relation
was found between breadth and depressive symptoms, the
difference between levels of depressive symptoms at low
versus high breadth levels was minimal.

Future Directions and Conclusions

Although the present study has extended the literature in
many ways, it has also raised numerous questions. To
begin, longitudinal research that controls for selection
effects (i.e., prior adjustment) and utilizes an experimental
study design that manipulates aspects of activity involve-
ment are needed to determine whether involvement in
activities promotes better outcomes. In addition, more
work needs to be done to expand our knowledge about how
various indices of organized activity involvement uniquely
impact a wider range of adjustment outcomes. Further-
more, results indicate that researchers should more readily
explore the relations between organized activity
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involvement and negative social experiences. It is also
evident that future work must consider how participation in
organized activities differentially influences adjustment
among youth and adolescents of different ethnicities, and
explore whether these relations may be best explained by a
third variable, such as marital status or familial stress. Last,
given that there was a trend suggesting that more intense
involvement was associated with lower levels of loneliness
for low-income adolescents but higher levels of loneliness
among high-income adolescents, future researchers should
explore why participating in extremely high levels of
activity negatively impacts adolescents’ adjustment, espe-
cially among high-income youth.

In sum, this work provides further evidence of relations
between organized activities and emotional and social out-
comes among adolescents. By assuming a more nuanced
approach toward examining the influence organized activity
involvement has on adolescent adjustment, the current study
detected relations that would have otherwise been over-
looked. More specifically, findings demonstrated that vari-
ous dimensions of involvement have unique effects on
adjustment and highlighted that participation in organized
activities is strongly linked to levels of loneliness experi-
enced by adolescents. Furthermore, the study highlights the
importance of considering curvilinear effects when assessing
the link between involvement and depressive symptoms. The
current study also emphasizes the growing need to explore
how organized activity involvement may differentially
impact adolescents of varying ethnic and socioeconomic
backgrounds. Most importantly, these findings provide
information that is relevant for legislators and policy makers
who are considering initiatives aimed at influencing the way
adolescents spend their discretionary time.
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