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Abstract

The Soccer for Peace Programme used a sport plus approach
to teach Jordanian coaches how to develop and instill
citizenship, peaceful living, and leadership skills in youth
through football. Through the program, which is based on
sport-for-development theory (SFDT) and a train the trainer
approach, coaches learned how to create a positive
environment for their teams. Specifically, the programme
was designed to improve coaches’ skills in developing
citizenship behaviours and peaceful living skills in their
athletes; advance coaches’ knowledge about technical and
tactical aspects of coaching football; and to promote mutual
understanding. Upon completing the programme, coaches (n
= 115) reported being more knowledgeable about football
and peaceful living skills, satisfied with their experience, as
well as prepared and confident to teach their new knowledge
to athletes. Coaches’ participation also affected their comfort
when working with someone of another gender, but not
another culture (mutual understanding). Limitations,
implications, and future research ideas are also discussed.

Background

When the concept of peace is discussed, the focus is often
centered on the absence of violence; violence otherwise
termed as negative peace.!> Positive peace, on the other
hand, involves actively challenging environments and
societal norms that foster inequities to prevent further cycles
of violence and conflict. >3 Positive peace is particularly
relevant in the development of peace-building strategies,
which typically involve a grassroots, positive approach.

Keywords: sport-plus; life skills; sport for development; Middle East

These strategies create a structure of peace by addressing the
underlying causes of conflict within social, psychological
and economic environments, and are often focused person-
to-person.!- 4 Sport is a growing positive peace strategy.

Lyras’># sport-for-development theory (SFDT) is a useful
framework for developing effective sport-based positive
peace programmes that help build peace. The foundation of
SFDT is based upon the facilitation of human development
and inter-group acceptance, which in turn is rooted in the
theories of Allport’ and Maslow’s!'® hierarchy of needs.
More specifically, Ryan and Deci’s '! work is grounded in
Maslow’s theory emphasizing the need for individuals to
feel connected to others, competent to meet their potential,
and safe and autonomous in their surroundings in order to
promote psycho-social growth and developmental potential.
Lyras® recommended using these concepts to design
effective sport for development and peace (SDP)
programmes.

To understand the varying purposes of SDP programmes,
Coalter ¢ developed three categories. His sport plus
category, which is most relevant to the current study,
involves the use of sport in conjunction with non-sport-
related education. In this use of sport, the focus of the
programme is cooperative, inclusive and mastery-based
rather than competitive and outcome-based. > ' Such a
focus challenges the status quo, provides an important step
needed for peace-building, and mirrors the more typical non-
sport based peace-building strategies that focus on inter-
group acceptance. 3
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In the current study, researchers evaluated a sport plus
intervention with the goal of using soccer, also known as
football, as a medium to teach children concepts such as
citizenship, conflict resolution and leadership skills.
Designed with the concepts of SFDT, the current
programme focused on teaching Jordanian grassroots
coaches how to create a positive environment within their
football teams. Coaches were targeted as main participants
in a train-the-trainer approach, since coaches are
instrumental in teaching these skills as they are often highly
respected, viewed as experts, and typically have a lot of
direct interaction with youth. '3 Furthermore, research
indicates that when U.S. coaches have been trained on how
to foster a positive sport environment, they demonstrate
more positive coaching behaviours post-training, '3 4 and
youth athletes display increased self-esteem !5-17 and more
enjoyment in their sport experience. '4 16

Internationally, Sugden!® found similar results that
emphasize the importance of training coaches in SDP
programs as evident in the evaluation of the Football 4
Peace programme, which is designed “to use values-based
football coaching to build bridges between neighbouring
Jewish and Arab towns and villages in Israel” (p. 405). He
found that the facilitators or coaches who were
knowledgeable and sympathetic were able to conduct
important off-pitch activities and those who were more
intimately involved were able to express the positive
benefits of the programme. Schulenkorf and Sugden!® also
indicated the importance of proper role models to get youth
to engage as did Pink and Cameron? who found
corresponding results with their Future in Youth (FIY)
soccer project. Coaches felt more competent in their
coaching abilities and were more motivated to coach local
youth upon completion of the training progammme.
However, they did express concerns regarding the barriers
to the programme’s sustainability that related to support,
transportation and parental attitudes.

Cultural Context for Current Programme

In accordance with recommendations and best practices
from previously conducted SDP programmes,!'® 21-23 the
current SDP programme was designed to teach coaches how
to incorporate teachable moments and deliberate activities
into practice that will further develop their athletes as well
as inter-group relations. Specifically, coaches were
instructed on how to help youth identify positive team
expectations and provide them with constant visual
reminders, reinforce problem-solving skills, and support the
acknowledgement of others’ feelings, which are all peace-
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building strategies. Additionally, coaches were taught how
to promote empathy, actively listen, mutually respect one
another, appreciate diversity, find common ground, and ask
questions to identify areas of needed growth among their
athletes. 18,24, 25

The programme took place in Jordan, an Arab kingdom
located in the Middle East with an area slightly smaller than
the state of Indiana. 2627 Jordan is a constitutional monarchy
whose governmental members are appointed. 27 Saudi
Arabia, Iraq, Syria, the Palestinian territories, and Israel all
border Jordan with the Palestinian territories and Israel
sharing control of the Dead Sea with the Kingdom. 2¢ The
majority (98%) of Jordanians consider themselves Arab, and
the other two percent consider themselves Circassian or
Armenian. 27 Arabic is the official language, while English
is widely understood among those in the upper and middle
classes.

Few things are closer to the Jordanian heart and psyche than
the sport of football. 2° Prince Ali bin Al Hussein, the head
of the Jordanian Football Association (JFA) and the Vice-
President of FIFA (Fédération Internationale de Football
Association, or in English, International Federation of
Association Football) explained that although in general
their Ministry of Education does not allocate significant
monetary resources to sports, football is the most popular
sport and he emphasized building its infrastructure. 39 FIFA
reports that as of 2013, there are a total of 121,191 football
players in Jordan and of those players, 4,941 are registered
with the football association while 116,250 are unregistered.
31 Most people on every street, from neighbourhood to
neighbourhood, play football. It has become even more
popular because of the vast improvement in the country’s
national football team. ?° There also are football-related
Little Leagues and Youth Clubs that have become very
popular; the Jordan Football Association, the governing
body of football in the country, supervises and administers
some of them.

Using a train-the-trainer approach, this study was designed
to assess two sets of in-country workshops provided through
the Sport for Peace and Understanding in Jordan (SPUJ)
programme. This programme was designed to teach coaches
how to develop citizenship behaviors and conflict resolution
skills in youth through the game of soccer. The particular
goals of the programme were for coaches to increase their
mutual understanding of working with individuals from
diverse backgrounds, incorporate possible applied conflict
resolution skills in their coaching, and teach methods of
coaching soccer effectively. Programme effectiveness was
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evaluated through three main metrics: a) Increases in
content knowledge, b) Increases in mutual understanding
scores, and ¢) Increases in perceived abilities of coaches.

Method

Participants

Participants were recruited with the help of in-country
organizations to ensure a targeted recruitment effort. A total
of 115 Jordanian coaches participated in this study. The
majority of the coaches were male (n = 75, 68.8%) around
36 years of age (M=35.78, SD=8.74). The female coaches
(n = 34, 31.2%) were approximately 27 years of age
(M=27.23, SD=7.80), with six participants who did not
report their gender. Overall, coaches ranged from 20 to 49
years of age. The coaches were primarily Arab (81.1%, n =
78), from Jordan (80.3%, n = 102), and had an average of
seven years coaching experiences (M = 7.33, SD = 7.09).
Evaluation data indicated that approximately 22 coaches

attended both sets of in-country workshops.

Instruments

Evaluation involved measuring coaches’ knowledge gains,
mutual understanding, perceived abilities, and satisfaction

through a pre/post-test descriptive design.

Knowledge. A  multiple-choice, criterion-referenced
pre/post-test of subject material assessed coaches’
knowledge gains. Content experts, who were responsible
for training the Jordanian participants in football-specific
coaching and peaceful living skills, developed the test
measurements. The football items addressed strength and
conditioning along with technical and tactical training
topics, while the peaceful living items pertained to both the
good citizens’ curriculum and the peaceful living

curriculum.

Mutual Understanding. Mutual understanding was
operationalized as a lack of social avoidance and rejection,
which is a dimension of “social distance.” The construct of
social distance was measured through an adapted version of
the Bogardus’ Social Distance Scale,> which was
determined as the most appropriate device to use based on
its reliability and validity. 33-37 The evaluation involved a
series of Likert statements (see Results section for specific
examples) using a 4-point scale (1 “Strongly Disagree” to 4

“Strongly Agree”).

Perceived Abilities and Satisfaction. Instrumentation also
included coaches’ self-reported assessment of their
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perceived levels of the efficiency, effectiveness and
satisfaction with the overall programme using a 4-point
Likert-type scale, (1 “Strongly Disagree” to 4 “Strongly
Agree”). Self-reported “preparedness” implied how efficient
instructors were at delivering quality information to the
participants where participants perceived a real increase in
their personal skill sets. Self-reported “confidence”
illustrated the participants’ perceived ability to return to
their individual context and incorporate the skills learned
and served as a reflection of the effectiveness of instruction.

Programme

The programme was designed for coaches to learn how to
develop citizenship behaviours and peaceful living skills in
their athletes through the game of football. In a “train-the-
trainer” approach, the coaching clinics were constructed to
integrate information on technical football skills with
techniques on building citizenship and peaceful living skills.
The curriculum was based on curricula developed by the
Indiana Soccer Association, the Peace Learning Center
(PLC) of Indianapolis, and Ball State University’s Center
for Peace and Conflict Studies (CPCS). The curriculum
also included topics suggested in the SFDT:#

» Citizenship Development: The Indiana  Soccer
Association Human Development (HD) Project: The
Indiana Soccer Association developed this curriculum
with the purpose of introducing techniques and drills that
coaches could use to develop good citizenship alongside
strong and healthy habits in their players through the
game of football. “HD” stands for human development
and high definition meaning that football organizations
can offer more than just a picture of good football.

* Leadership: Based on the social learning theory3® and
flow theory,® the curriculum included coaching
techniques that can be used to foster cooperation,
autonomous behaviours, feelings of competence,
enjoyment, and motivation among individual athletes.
Furthermore, discussions included positive coaching
practices and methods for establishing a mastery-oriented
environment.

* Peaceful Living Skills Curriculum: This component of
the programme was based on the definition of Christie,
Wagner, and Winter* that peace is the nonviolent
resolution of conflict and the pursuit of social justice,
which are considered to be peacemaking and peace
building, respectively. In order to serve as positive role
models, which is an important component of SFDT,
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coaches learned skills that relate to the ability to live
peacefully with others such as assuming personal
responsibility, understanding conflict, communicating

effectively, respecting cross-cultural differences

similarities, and using the STEP method (a synthesis of
conflict resolution and mediation techniques) to effectively
resolve conflict.” Coaches subsequently learned how to

promote these skills within their athletes.

It is important to note that many Jordanian education
institutions, especially primary and secondary schools, stress
rote memorization as a primary mode of instruction.
However, the project team’s experiences with Jordanian
students suggested that children and adults were both
capable of and excited about active learning techniques such
as role-playing as well as large or small group discussions.
Consequently, the study employed a problem-based
educational approach using physical activities as a way to
encourage the full engagement of coaches and players
during the clinics. At the end of the coaches’ clinics, the
newly trained coaches in conjunction with the project staff
led clinics for local youth football athletes using the material

from the earlier training sessions.

Analysis

All instrumentation used and the methodology described
was approved by the researchers’ Institutional Review
Board (IRB) prior to its administration. Instruments were
translated into Arabic and administered to participants either
in classrooms or on the football field during the exchange
visits. Participants were instructed to use a combination of
their initials and birthdate to accurately pair pre/post-tests.
Upon return, all data were entered and analyzed using SPSS

by external evaluators.

Knowledge tests were scored by traditional criterion-
referenced measures, where there is a ‘right’ answer to each
question, and a ‘wrong’ answer, yielding a percentage of
correct responses. However, knowledge-test outcomes were
analyzed more as norm-referenced measures of individual
achievement where the percentage correct (regardless of the
baseline) was not measured against a pre-determined
standard (i.e., grading scale) but rather against their own
[pretest] score for signs of improvement in their
performance on content knowledge assessments. Different
measures were used for each exchange with results from the
first exchange demonstrating football (12 items) and peace
(2 items) knowledge, while the second exchange included
measures with a more balanced curricula (4 football skills

related items, 5 peaceful living skills related items).
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Responses to the mutual understanding and perceived
abilities items were considered relative to the 2.5 best-
practice standards indicating item agreement; if the
remaining decimal fraction is greater (>) than 1/2 unit of
measurement, it is necessary to round and to increase the
preceding digit by 1. In this practice, a 2.5 is necessary to
equate to “agreement” or a “3” as represented on the Likert-
scale. Responses were then recoded according to those that
met “agreement.” The total number of participants who met
the standard was then recalculated as a percentage of the
whole.

Non-parametric tests and inferential analyses were used to
examine individual subject differences that were observed
between pre/post-test scores. Gains in mutual understanding
were analyzed through participants’ paired pre/post-test
responses to social distance scale items.

Results

The study’s focal point were the results determining
individual participant increases in observed scores of
content knowledge (including overall improvement on the
post-test, and improvements on the post-test items specific
to football content and peace curricula), observed decreases
in social distance scores (indicating increased mutual
understanding), and measures of participants’ self-perceived
preparedness and confidence to apply the taught skills.

First, determining the characteristics of the distribution was
a critical step in the post-hoc selection of the appropriate test
statistic. Results of a skewness test did not reveal normal
distribution for any of the pre/post-test data associated with
the project’s two success metrics: knowledge gains
(including overall [football plus peaceful living skills]
scores; content-specific [football or peaceful living skills]
scores; and mutual understanding (social distance items),
which were found to violate normality. Neither a Log-10
transformation nor a square root transformation distributed
this positively skewed data normally; thus, the Wilcoxon
Signed Ranks Test was determined as the most robust
selection for this series of analyses. Due to the normality
violation, nonparametric tests were utilized for further
analysis.

Results of a Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test indicated that
there was a significant increase in the coaches’ overall
(football plus peaceful living skills) post-test performance, Z
=-5.49, p < 0.001. Similarly, content-specific comparisons
of coaches’ pre/post-test performance followed this trend
where football content achieved a significant
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Table 1. Paired Characteristics of Coaches’ Knowledge Gains

Pre-test Post-test
Mean Mean
Percent Percent
n Correct n  Correct Z p value
Overall Content 98  48.54% 98 58.51% -5.49 <.001
Soccer Content 98 36.50% 98 42.30% -3.92 <.001
Peaceful Living Skills Content 98  35.90% 98 42.65% -3.56 <.001

Table 2. Paired Characteristics of Coaches’ Mutual Understanding Scores

Pre-test Post-test
n  Mean | n Mean pvalue

I feel comfortable when talking to people from 95 348 | 94 3.57 21
another culture.
It would (not) bother me if a person from a different 93  3.39 | 90  3.42 75
culture moved next door to me.
I can work well with people from different cultures. 94  3.43 | 92 3.52 14
If someone from a different culture was qualified, I 94 348 | 97 3.61 16
would feel comfortable having them supervise me in
my job.
I feel comfortable when working with a person of 95 324 |94 3.39 .05
the opposite gender.

increase on the post-test (Z = -3.92, p < .00) as did content
that was related to peaceful living skills (Z = -3.56, p < .00).
These results suggested that the programme increased
performance on the post-test or knowledge gains achieved
among coaches (see Table 1).

Results of a Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test for mutual
understanding indicated that only the last item, (“I feel
comfortable when working with someone of the opposite
gender”), achieved significance, Z = -1.95, p = .05. Thus,
coaches were more comfortable working with the opposite
gender after engaging in the programme. Pre- and post-
programme means for each social distance item appear in
Table 2.

To operationalize the efficiency and effectiveness of the
programme, coaches were asked to consider “preparedness”

and “confidence” relative to coaching tactical and technical
football skills, promoting physical fitness and developing
citizenship behaviours and peaceful living skills among
youth. These constructs of preparedness and confidence are
based on the attributional theory of achievement motivation.
Weiner’s*! work identifies behavioral preparation and self-
confidence as the dominant achievement attributes in
motivating others. The Jordanian coaches’ ability to
replicate and incorporate lessons learned (football and
peaceful living skills) into their personal coaching style
were largely operationalized based on these motivational
constructs. The theory also accounts and allows for emotion
as a causal factor to motivation, not a bias. In this case, for
example, the self-reported items related to “feeling prepared
and/or confident” are considered dominant attributes and not
social desirability.
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Items were collapsed into a single compendium score of
coach “preparedness” to implement football-related and
peaceful living skills into their coaching. Results indicated
that 88% (n = 88) of the coaches reported feeling prepared
to implement the football skills highlighted in the
programme into their coaching (vs. 12%, n = 12). The
subscale (see Table 3) focused on coaches’ “preparedness”
regarding football-related skills, which included five items
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(o =.53). All coaches who responded to the peaceful living
skills items indicated preparedness to implement these skills
into their coaching (100%, n = 103). The subscale designed
to assess coaches’ peaceful living skills “preparedness”
included five items (a = .61). These less robust
observations of internal consistency related to these items
may be due to the variable levels of coaches’ experience.

Table 3. Coaches’ “Prepared” Post-Programme Survey Results

n Mean a

Prepared

Prepared to Implement Soccer Skills

100 3.24 0.53

Items: 1 feel prepared to better teach individual defending

skills to my players.

I feel prepared to better teach individual attacking skills to

my players.

The workshop prepared me to use the most effective
method of coaching my players on the field.
I feel prepared to incorporate conditioning and fitness

skills into my coaching style.

I feel prepared to incorporate nutritional skills into my

coaching style.

Prepared to Implement Peaceful Living Skills 103 3.70 0.61
Items: The workshop prepared me to assist my players to

develop into good citizens through soccer.

The workshop prepared me to encourage peaceful living

skills among players.

I feel prepared to incorporate peaceful living skills into

my coaching style.

I feel prepared to incorporate human development

activities into my coaching style.

I feel prepared to incorporate youth development skills

into my coaching style.

Results for the self-reported “confidence” items indicated
that nearly 93% of the coaches (number of participants that
met 2.5 standard recalculated as a percentage of all
participants) were confident regarding their ability to
integrate football-related skills into their coaching that was
highlighted in the current programme (n = 90). The subscale
(see Table 4) focused on coaches’ confidence to implement
football-related skills included seven items (o = .77). Again,
100% of responding coaches were confident that they could
integrate peaceful living skills content into their coaching (n
= 98). The subscale designed to assess coaches’
confidence to implement peaceful living skills included

eight items (a = .80).

Participant satisfaction also was considered to be a critical
part of the evaluation process. The subscale related to
coaches’ satisfaction with football-related content consisted
of five items (o = .83) with almost 91% (n = 90) of the
coaches indicating positive ratings of satisfaction with the
football-specific content and its delivery. Peaceful living
skills content and delivery was also very positively rated
(across the six related items [a = .63]) with 100% of
responding coaches (rn = 102) indicating satisfaction with
this aspect of the programme (see Table 5).
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Table 4. Coaches’ “Confident” Post-Programme Survey Results

Journal of Sport for Development

n Mean

a

Confident

Confident to Implement Soccer Skills 97 3.34
Items: 1 feel confident that I can teach individual
defending skills to my players.

I feel confident that I can teach individual attacking skills
to my players.

I feel confident that I utilize effective methods of coaching
my players on the field.

I feel confident I can identify opportunities to reinforce
conditioning and fitness skills during practice.

I feel confident I will integrate conditioning and fitness
skills into my coaching style.

I feel confident I can identify opportunities to reinforce
nutritional skills during practice.

I feel confident I will incorporate nutritional skills into my
coaching style.

Confident to Implement Peaceful Living Skills 98 3.64
Items: 1 feel confident that I can help my players develop
into good citizens.

I feel confident that I can encourage peaceful living skills
among players.

I feel confident I can identify opportunities to reinforce
peaceful living skills during practice.

I feel confident I will incorporate peaceful living skills
into my coaching style.

I feel confident I can identify opportunities to reinforce
human development activities during practice.

I feel confident I will incorporate human development
activities into my coaching style.

I feel confident I can identify opportunities to reinforce
youth development skills during practice.

I feel confident I will incorporate youth development
skills into my coaching style.

0.77

0.80

Discussion and Implications

This SDP programme utilized a sport-plus, train-the-trainer

theory from sport for development, social learning, sport

psychology, youth development and leadership. Overall, the

findings provide support for the success of the SPUIJ

approach whereby trained coaches returned to their programme as well as ideas for future programme
communities to teach athletes peace building and conflict development.
resolution through football. The approach was grounded in
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Table 5. Coaches’ “Satisfied” Post-Programme Survey Results
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Satisfied

Satisfied with Soccer Content and Delivery 99 3.29
Items: I am satisfied with how the instructors introduced
methods of coaching my players on the field.

I am satisfied with how the instructors introduced ways to
teach individual defending skills to my players.

I am satisfied with how the instructors introduced ways to
teach individual attacking skills to my players.

I am satisfied with the conditioning and fitness skills
instruction I received from this workshop.

I am satisfied with the nutritional skills taught during this
workshop.

Satisfied with Peaceful Living Skills Content and 102 3.67
Delivery

Items: 1 am satisfied with the instructors’ teachings on

developing players into good citizens.

I am satisfied with how the instructors introduced peaceful

living skills.

I am satisfied with how the instructors encouraged me to

coach peaceful living skills among players.

I am satisfied with the instructors’ teachings on how to

consider developmental aspects of players.

I am satisfied with the peaceful living skills instruction I

0.63

received from this workshop.

I am satisfied with the human development activities

taught during this workshop.

Programme Evaluation

Results indicated that from the programme’s beginning to its
conclusion, coaches increased their content knowledge and
also became more willing to work with someone of a
different gender. The majority of coaches also reported
feeling prepared and confident in their ability to use their
newly learned skills and satisfied with their training overall.
Upon more in-depth analysis of the data, it became apparent
that the coaches’ knowledge levels were only moderately
improved. However, these findings were not surprising
given the abbreviated amount of time coaches spent learning
various football and peaceful living skills in the programme.
After the first stage of the programme, results indicated that
participants failed to transfer connections between the
general subject of football and peaceful living skills. Thus,

the results suggested the workshop taught football and
peaceful living skills, not football with peaceful living skills.
In order to achieve educational objectives, the lessons on the
football field needed to be applicable to situations outside of
the football field.!® Modifications were subsequently made
to the second training in Jordan to allow coaches to
participate in four days of training and spend more time
integrating football with peaceful living skills. Data
indicated that adequate attention was given to each singular
subject and how they could converge to promote strong
citizenship and peaceful living skills through the game of
football.

Inconsistent with expectations and in contrast to the
knowledge gains achieved by coaches through their
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programme participation, no change occurred in four out of
the five coaches’ self-reported mutual understanding and
social distance responses (i.e., comfort when talking to,
working with, living next to, or being supervised at work by
people from another culture). Perhaps there was not enough
time for enculturation considering the first training session
was only two days long and the second session just four
days.#>> 43 Additionally, these workshops did not include
direct activities to promote mutual understanding, rather it
was indirectly addressed through team-building activities
and group work. Clearly, merely participating in a sport was
not enough to increase mutual understanding. ¢’

Coaches did report, however, increased mutual
understanding on one item related to comfort when working
with someone of the opposite gender. From a cultural
perspective, this result is noteworthy, as women and men do
not work together regularly in many contexts in Jordan,
suggesting that it is possible to promote egalitarian activities
between genders at least in the context of football. While
this was not a direct topic of conversation during the
training, both the project director and one of the lead soccer
instructors from the SPUJ programme were women.
Perhaps, this modeling of interaction might have
demonstrated another approach to gender work-based
interaction. Parents, community members, and religious
leaders have expressed widespread concern with female
participation in sports, which is a common theme in other
international SDP programmes.2%- 22

It is notable that it was a challenging task to accurately
measure  mutual  understanding under  short-term
circumstances and interventions in this programme. Bias
also was introduced, as questionnaires were confidential but
not anonymous due to its design. It was difficult for the
programme to facilitate a significant increase in mutual
understanding through a short workshop measured through
a pre/post-test quantitative design. Scores improved as
participants spent more time with key project personnel as
was the case in the latter exchange. It is recommended that
statements in future projects be specific to interactions such
as “through this training, I learned to work with others from
different cultures.”

The next set of findings provided stronger support for the
programme’s effectiveness. At the conclusion of the
programme, 88% of the coaches stated they were prepared
to incorporate the football skills they had learned into their
coaching and 100% reported being able to incorporate the
peaceful living skills learned during the programme.
Furthermore, after completing the programme, the coaches

Journal of Sport for Development

were confident about their ability to teach the football and
peaceful living skills they had acquired through the
programme. More specifically, 93% of the coaches reported
being confident with respect to the football skills, and 100%
in terms of the peaceful living skills. These results suggest
the participant coaches thought that they had the knowledge,
ability, and self-efficacy to teach what they had learned to
their athletes. Coaches were also very satisfied with the
programme, reporting high positive ratings for the football
(91% of coaches) and peaceful living (100% of coaches)
content addressed in the programme.

SDP Programme Development

From a SDP programme development viewpoint, several
lessons were learned that led to some modification between
the first and second training sessions and to
recommendations for future programmes. Lessons learned
included methods to better integrate content and application,
address organizational change and consistency in
evaluation.

Based on the current findings that will enhance learning,
future curriculum must include a balance of technical
content alongside the programme’s application or
experiential components, which includes effective methods
to deliver both components. Focus needs to be placed on
each of these components individually. Much more time
needs to be devoted to coaches practicing the desired
behaviours. Future projects need to give greater
consideration to developing curriculum that blend topic
areas cohesively so that coaches’ lessons of these critical
“life skills” are seamlessly integrated with the football
practice exercises employed in culturally applicable ways;
Coalter?? and Sugden!® recommend this approach as well.
Lyras and Peachey > recommended inclusive and
collaborative programming among expert groups and
stakeholders, which may assist with this integration in
culturally relevant ways. Furthermore, experiential activities
combined with didactic presentations in real-time seems to
be appealing to coaches, who tend to be action and
movement-oriented. It is also important for future
programmes to integrate break times that include physical
movement and “fun” activities.

To facilitate adequate learning time, it is important that
content is streamlined and the agenda is flexible enough to
allow time for interpretation. The first set of workshops
involved real-time interpreting on the field and only a few
pre-work discussions with the interpreters.*> The time taken
to interpret instructions took away from instructional time,
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leaving some material uncovered. This may have affected
the overall satisfaction rating of participants if they were
disappointed by the perceived gaps in the material.
Allowing more time for interpretation may have helped
increase participant satisfaction and knowledge gains.

Future projects may wish to consider revising content
lessons, devising a time sensitive agenda, and creating
smaller work groups where this is possible.

Another lesson learned was the importance of including
deliberate discussion time and goal-setting regarding
organizational and sustainable change. This was
insufficiently addressed during the first programme
exchange due to unexpected delays delivering the content
and the limited time in each city. For these reasons, there
were no formalized discussions with the Jordanian coaches
regarding long-term changes during the first exchange. By
altering the format of the second exchange in Jordan, more
sufficient time was devoted to sustainability discussions.
Through this process, Jordanian coaches were given helpful
hints and specific examples in which they could fully
implement the skills that they learned into their coaching
styles. These discussions are crucial for sustainable
change.?0> 44 45 In Jordan, religious and parental concern
over girls participating in sports is a major barrier to
sustainable change. This barrier must be addressed without
imposing western ideology, so it is recommended that
western programme staff collaborate more with in-country
partners such as parents in future programmes. For example,
this method would better promote the discussion of parental
concerns and assure them that the norms and values linked
with the Islamic faith will be followed during their
daughter’s potential or actual involvement in the
programme.!® However, it should be noted that SDP
programme staff should be cautious in promoting a western
agenda that fosters the participation of women in sport (see
Caudwell*® for a more thorough discussion).

Finally, the importance of consistency among instruments is
critical. While each programme exchange had its own
purpose, the foundation of measurement must be the same,
yet maintain a degree of flexibility.*¢ It is only through
consistency of questions and items that longitudinal results
can be interpreted. This is especially the case for items
assessing “preparedness” and “confidence” constructs.
Consistent verbiage related to contextualizing these
constructs is necessary to obtain valid data on the
percentage of participants meeting the expected outcome.
Using diverse items to assess similar constructs across
different training sessions makes determining the
psychometric properties of composite variables less
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intuitive, resulting in some subscales with low internal
consistency.

Conclusion

SDP initiatives are not only seen as catalysts but as main
instruments in positive peace-building strategies. Results
from this study show that an international sport-plus SDP
programme, which was designed to increase coaches’ ability
to use football to teach conflict-resolution skills to their
athletes, led to coaches’ satisfying experiences, knowledge
gains, confidence in using their newly learned skills, and
increased comfort and openness to working interactions
between men and women. Utilizing sport as a tool to
promote empathy, leadership, communication, peace-
building skills and collaboration among diverse populations
may provide young athletes with the skill-sets needed to
become productive and well-rounded adults who are better
prepared to contribute to society. Conversely, the
implications of missing an opportunity to capitalize an
avenue such as sport in order to initiate social change may
result in continued social segregation, fear of other cultures,
and the inability to meaningfully interact with those who
hold different values and perspectives. In planning future
initiatives to impact social development, leaders of
organizations need to consider the value of training sport
coaches as a vehicle to deliver positive messaging to young
people to help shape grassroots development. Additionally,
researchers and practitioners might consider further
discussion about the debates related to neo-colonialism in
SDP work and the impact it has on programmes overall.
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Global Sport-For-Development: Critical Perspectives is an
intuitive, empirically grounded and well-structured text,
which offers a welcome blend of critical theory and
reflective development practice. The book’s focus is on
Sport For Development (S4D) projects, which are projects
that are intended to act as a ‘conduit’ or ‘vehicle’ for
achieving various social, cultural, economic or health-
related outcomes as opposed to offering sports development
or participation for its own sake. Given the ever-increasing
number of S4D projects, this book is a much-needed
addition to the field, and will appeal both to scholars from a
variety of disciplines and to S4D practitioners. The book is
divided into two principle parts: a ‘Framework’ section
(chapters 2 - 5), which offers a conceptual background of
the S4D field, and a ‘From the Field” section (chapters 6 -
12), which focuses on the practical issues faced by those
implementing S4D interventions.

In Chapter 2, Giulianotti and Armstrong map the various
ways in which the S4D sector is structured and orientated,
cataloguing the various institutions and forms of
engagement (technical, practical, and critical) that are
currently at play within a disparate, multi-level sector. They
apply two broad theories, ‘global civil society’ and
‘glocalisation’, to this mapping exercise, which offers an
interesting engagement with power relations and cultural
processes and opens up questions about the extent to which
S4D interventions are shaped towards local needs. They

Keywords: sport for development; glocal; book review

conclude that a more influential role for radical NGOs and
social movements would allow the S4D sector to forge
“more critical or ‘glocal’ projects, more creative
partnerships, and more democratic relationships with their
user communities” (29). However, their confidence that
such organisations can be “empowered to engage selectively
and innovatively with the more transnational features” of the
S4D movement may understate the power relations involved
and overlook the potential for such organisations to be co-
opted.

In Chapter 3, Darnell and Hayhurst advocate a post-colonial
feminist research ethic, which contends that many of the
current social and political problems with which S4D is
engaged have their roots in the colonial project and that S4D
interventions can play a role in reproducing inequalities.
They urge practitioners to think critically about the language
of ‘empowerment’ and to consider the ways in which
neoliberal practices are reproduced rather than resisted
through the emphasis that S4D programmes place on “the
promotion and education of individual capital, and the
building of skills necessary to survive within such structures
of violence”(45). They also offer a nuanced critique of the
politics of representation within S4D, noting that the current
call for increased monitoring and evaluation (M&E) has a
tendency to reinforce “unjust hierarchies of knowledge
production” while also urging practitioners to think carefully
about the ways in which they represent “beneficiaries.”
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Coalter elaborates on the importance of critical reflection in
the representation of S4D in Chapter 4. He warns that the
‘studied vagueness’ of much writing on sport is
compounded by the ‘amorphous’ concept of ‘development’
(65) and claims that there is a fundamental problem of
displacement of scope in much discussion of S4D
interventions, whereby micro-level changes to individual
behaviour are conflated importance and complexity of the
social relations facilitated with projected changes at the
meso- and macro- levels. He shares the concerns of Darnell
and Hayhurst that focusing on selective individual
testimonies and measurements of self-efficacy are
misleading since “amy social intervention will produce
individual successes” (71), and also tend to reproduce
neoliberal values. Coalter follows Levermore (2008) in
suggesting that we consider multiple levels of ‘sports-for-
development’ in terms of its effects not only on individuals
but on broader processes involving social capital and
collective organisation.

Sugden argues in chapter 5 that in the context of conflict
resolution and peace-building through sport, sociologists are
ideally placed to offer a nuanced understanding of historical
context and the complex relationship between sport and
political and civil society. He uses Salomon’s ‘ripple effect’
to conceptualise communication across international,
regional and grassroots levels, mapping the complexities of
these networks in diagram form. In general, the opening
chapters provide a sense of the scope of both the existing
initiatives and the critical frameworks that can be applied to
them. The introductory chapters provide vital context for the
case studies to follow, even if connections made to the
broad social processes and theoretical paradigms are at
times expressed in vague technical terms and lack explicit
empirical grounding.

The second section of the book opens with Wallis and
Lambert’s reflections on Football for Peace in Israel. They
offer experiential insights into the organisation, application
and development of the project, which evolved a coaching
methodology emphasising the promotion of five key pro-
social values through ‘research cycles of action-evaluation-
reflection-adaptation’ (103). They are also candid in their
critique of certain aspects of project delivery such as asking
why local coaches often became disengaged with the project
and noting research showing that very few local coaches
could actually read the training manual, which was not
translated into Arabic wuntil 2008. Monitoring and
Evaluation (M&E) is a theme that emerges throughout the
book, and Wallis and Lambert argue that much of this work
fails to assess the project’s key aims of targeted behavioural,
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attitudinal and emotional change on an individual level.
They also note that much research is conducted by ‘research
parasites’ with short-term access and who merely use the
project to increase their own academic prestige.

Mwaanga and Mwansa’s contribution applies a Foucauldian
concern with discourse to the study of S4D rhetoric, and
argues that hybrid notions of Ubuntu and Christian values
can challenge top-down, neoliberal discourses, which
champion the individual over the collective. However, their
uncritical presentation of ‘economic empowerment’ through
small business loans to individuals somewhat confuses this
critique of neoliberal practice.

In Chapter 8, Jeanes and Magee discuss the lack of research
which foregrounds the lived experience of those
participating in S4D projects. Their in-depth interviews with
Zambian female footballers indicate the complex nature of
ideas about ‘empowerment’, identity formation and gender
roles, whilst exposing a lack of alignment between the
organisational aims and what the women participating
sought from playing football.

The necessity to engage more with the needs of
communities is further addressed in Chapter 9 through
Richards and Foster’s discussion of a football-based
intervention in Gulu, Uganda. They note that the formative
evaluation of the programme, which involved consultation
with local people, was actually carried out retrospectively,
because “at the time it was completed, the programme
objectives and design had already been finalised in order to
secure funding for the programme” (163). This fundamental
disconnect between local knowledge and external
intervention meant that the project, whilst successful in
terms of organising a competitive football league, failed to
address peace-building. We should note that whilst the
project appeared to have some success in promoting
physical activity through football, when it was considered
purely through the lens of a peace-building agenda, it could
be seen to have failed as a S4D initiative as defined by the
book’s introduction.

Kaufman, Rosenbauer and Moore’s contribution presents
the perceptions and experiences of six practitioners in
carrying out M&E programmes in the Caribbean. They
outline a tendency to focus on monitoring during interviews
and note that there was little emphasis on outcome
evaluation or on sharing findings with individual
organisations. In conclusion they set out a variety of ways in
which organisations in the Caribbean and elsewhere might
improve their M&E practices.
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Chapter 11 presents the personal testimonies of Kath and
van Buuren, who reflect on the Soldados Nunca Mais
programme in Rio de Janeiro. They reflect on the role of
football as a culturally significant means of bringing people
together in Brazil but note that football games alone do not
lead to the positive social outcomes they identify. Through a
detailed account of one individual, ‘Juliano,” who has left
the drug trade through the programme, they discuss the
through sport as well as the role in which social workers

play as ‘change agents’.

In the final ‘From the Field’ chapter, the ‘reflective praxis
exercise’ of Siefken, Schofield and Schulenkorf examines
the importance of developing a hybrid approach combining
Western and Pacific Island perspectives for implementing a
health promotion programme in Vanuatu. A community
participation strategy whereby local women chose their
preferred initiative (in this case a team-based, rather than
individual, walking challenge) was combined with social
marketing tools and the use of pedometers developed in
Western health promotion initiatives. Whilst the programme
had some success in improving physical activity and local
capacity-building, it proved unsustainable due to excessive

staff turnover and a loss of government support.

As with any edited volume we can identify some
inconsistencies. The first section of the text presents a high
level of theoretical critique which sometimes relies on
overly broad generalisations and vague connections to
broader theoretical discussions but which nonetheless makes
frequent references to the politics of representation and the
danger of reproducing neoliberal values. This level of
critique is rarely matched by the ‘From the Field’ chapters,
which often present issues of ‘empowerment’ and ‘voice’
relatively uncritically. The spectre of ‘neoliberalism’ as in
much social scientific writing on development, is only
vaguely defined and is deployed unevenly throughout the
book, whilst the call for a greater focus on ‘radical NGOs,’
which challenge hegemonic representations made by
Giulianotti and Armstrong, is not answered by the ‘From the
Field’ chapters. Instead, the chapters largely present the
views of established development workers. More detailed
ethnographies that focus on participants in S4D programmes
would add a valuable dimension to the text and go further
towards tying together the concerns of authors across the
two sections of the book. We must hope that this valuable
contribution to the field spurs more writing that precludes
the need for separate ‘Framework’ and ‘From the Field’
sections, since critically engaged writing on S4D should be

able to provide both of these facets at once.
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Abstract

Although there is a plethora of literature calling for changes
and improvements to the methodology and theory in sport-
for-development (SFD) research, a first-hand account of the
initial barriers and challenges faced by scholars in SFD
research has not been undertaken, nor has there been a
synthesis of strategies that scholars have tapped to overcome
these issues. As such, the purpose of this study was to
examine barriers and challenges that scholars encounter
when they initially consider engaging in SFD research.
Additionally, this study serves to explore strategies that are
used to overcome these barriers and challenges. We
interviewed eight well-established SFD scholars for this
study. The initial barriers to engaging in SFD research are
scholars’ perceptions that SFD organizations have had
negative experiences working with academics and
challenges posed by the higher education system. A number
of concrete strategies were identified for targeting these
barriers and working within higher education to advance
SFD research. Drawn from the findings, implications for
engaging in the SFD field are elucidated and future research
directions are outlined.

While the ideology of sport-for-development (SFD) has
been around for centuries, dating back to the tradition of the
Olympic truce that suspended wars and postponed legal
debates, the field has only recently emerged as a subject of
heightened attention, both in practice and in academia.
Research articles and commentaries have been published in
journals within the sport management field and other
interdisciplinary journals. In addition, several books

focusing specifically on SFD and a journal dedicated to this
topic (Journal of Sport for Development) have recently
emerged. These research efforts and the overarching goals
and effectiveness of SFD have been met with intense
scrutiny. Several scholars have offered critiques of SFD, its
efficacy, and noted challenges in conducting research in this
space.!-¢

Although there is a plethora of literature calling for changes
and improvements to methodology and theory in SFD
research along with increased calls for the need to monitor
and evaluate outcomes (which is different than research per
se, explained below), little attention has been paid toward
the initial barriers and challenges faced by scholars when
considering adopting SFD as their research agenda. In a self-
reflective article on the difficulties researching marginalised
populations, Sherry’ light-heartedly noted how she “found
[herself] reaching for the ‘compulsory’ glass of wine at the
end of the day . . . and began to wonder if perhaps it was not
just [her] research participants using alcohol as a crutch”
(p.281). Additionally, scholars have noted how the academic
tenure and reward system can impede research agendas,
compelling them to focus on quantity over quality in
publications and spend time attempting to acquire grants
versus collecting data or working on manuscripts.® The
genesis of this manuscript emerged after a few debriefing
sessions between the authors as we considered how best to
navigate through the SFD research space. We encountered
initial barriers and frustrations engaging in SFD research,
generating curiosity as to the perceptions of other scholars
with regards to barriers they encountered and how they
navigated them.

Keywords: sport for development; sport for development and peace; sport for social change; monitoring and evaluation
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Despite these experiences of SFD researchers, a first-hand
account of the initial barriers and challenges to engaging in
SFD research faced by scholars has not been undertaken. In
addition, there has not been a synthesis of strategies scholars
have tapped to overcome these issues. Therefore, the
purpose of this study was to examine barriers and
challenges encountered by scholars when initially
considering engaging in research in SFD and to explore the
strategies that were used to overcome these barriers and
challenges. To guide this investigation we developed two
research questions:

RQ1: What are the perceived barriers and challenges that
may discourage scholars from initially engaging in SFD
research?

RQ2: What strategies are employed by these scholars to
address and overcome the perceived barriers and challenges
to initial engagement in SFD research?

Background

The growth of SFD within the past few decades has rapidly
expanded both in practice and within academia.® Whilst the
focus of this article does not permit for an extensive review
of the SFD literature, it is important to recognise the
research, both theoretical and practical, which has
contributed to a better understanding of SFD across
contexts. Before doing so, it may be helpful to distinguish
between research and evaluation, as these terms are often
confused. Research in SFD is not just about conducting
program evaluations and publishing the results or providing
feedback to organisations, which is a common
misconception. Rather, research more broadly is undertaken
to produce knowledge, build theory, and enhance an
understanding of a phenomenon, which may or may not
include programme evaluation (e.g., Hayhurst’s!? study of
SFD organisations and programmes). In the current study,
we were interested in scholars’ perceptions of initial barriers
to conducting research in SFD and strategies for addressing
these barriers. As such, scholars were explicitly asked to
talk about research in SFD and not just evaluation, although
the discussion illustrates that some scholars in this study
also seemed to equate research with evaluation, whether
intentionally or not.

Most individuals reading this article are likely aware of the
cliché in academia “publish or perish”. While the thought of
perishing is mildly extreme, there is a very real awareness of
academics on the need to publish in order to succeed and
obtain tenure and promotion. In one study highlighting
perceptions of faculty regarding academic pressures, Miller,
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Taylor, and Bedian'! note tenure-track faculty “emphasize
productivity at the expense of creativity and innovation” (p.
435). The authors continue to suggest the trepidation of
unconventional research potentially results in studies that
lack substance or restate obvious questions. In another
assessment on the culture of academic pressure, Carson,
Bartneck, and Voges® highlight the negative impact that
competition can have on academics who compete for the
same funding dollars and top tier journal publications.
Specifically, they indicate constant rejection can lead to
lowering standards and publishing becomes more vital than
discovery and knowledge acquisition. Specifically, along
with guiding the direction of ideas and findings, the peer-
review process is crucial in determining individual
advancement and achievement.!?

Moving forward, some SFD research and evaluation has
begun to highlight the impact sport can possibly have on
various societal issues. Research has illustrated the
importance of sport in increasing social capital and also
minimising the social exclusion of marginalised
populations, such as individuals suffering from
homelessness, and those recovering from drug and alcohol
addiction.!3-15 Other literature has detailed the impact sport
can have towards fostering intercultural exchange,
particularly with countries and regions in war torn areas.!6-18
Beyond simply elucidating the ability of sport to potentially
yield a positive impact on society, scholars have begun to
focus on the importance of how sport is implemented.¢
Recognising that sport alone is not capable of creating
societal change, Coalter’> recommends to avoid making
“overly romanticized, communitarian generalisations about
the ‘power’ of sport for development” (p. 1386). While
sport can serve as a valuable mechanism in certain sport-
plus or plus-sport programming, it is not realistic to assume
it can by itself solve large-scale problems,!-? and should be
packaged with other educational and cultural activities to
achieve optimal effect.b 1

Several scholars have offered critiques of SFD, its efficacy,
and noted challenges in conducting research (and
evaluation).!:¢ Coalter'-? critiques the academic process and
outcomes of many SFD initiatives, suggesting the necessity
of a more ‘logical’ approach to monitoring and evaluation
along with programme implementation. As stated by
Cornelissen,?® “one of the biggest problems with the sport-
for-development movement is the lack of an evidentiary
base, and the often substantial gap between theory and
practice” (p. 507). Several well-established scholars have
reflected on the direction of research in the field and the role
of sport within the SFD context.? 2!1-22
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Whilst there have been many claims about the positive
benefits sport can have throughout society, there have also
been numerous critiques on the lack of empirical evidence
and calls for stronger monitoring and evaluation efforts.!- 23
As Black?* notes, "emphasis on practice has come, for the
most part, at the expense of critical and theoretically-
informed reflection" (p. 122). These efforts are seemingly
easier said than done, as effective research and evaluation
can be expensive, complex, and time-consuming for
scholars with multiple competing demands of research,
teaching, and service.? And of course, it must be reiterated
that not all SFD research is evaluation work (nor should it
be), and the critiques and basic research carried out by some
SFD scholars make significant contributions to the field and
theory building, beyond just monitoring and evaluation
efforts.

Literature critiquing SFD commonly suggests that the value
and impact of sport should not be overestimated or
overvalued .2 In a review and critique of the SFD field,
Hartmann and Kwauk?3 draw forth two critical reflections.
First, they suggest that sport participation and programming
does, and should, not guarantee positive impact, noting
these gains need to materialise within proper conditions and
suitable resources. Second, they note sport initiatives should
collaborate with non-sport programming for a wider range
of development goals to be accomplished. This opinion is
supported by Schulenkorf and Sugden,?? who argue that
involvement of passionate leaders and change agents is a
more critical component then the act of sport itself, and that
greater focus on ancillary aspects of sport events should
occur. More specifically, Hartmann 2¢ suggests "the success
of any sport-based social interventionist programme is
largely determined by the strength of its mnon-sport
components" (p. 134).

In an effort to stress the potential of SFD along with the
necessity for stronger findings, Levermore?’ claims "more
evaluation is required to determine the exact nature of
[sport's] potential” (p. 189). Kay> stressed four major issues
within SFD research and evaluation that have emerged in
recent years: (a) the belief that sport provides social benefits
beyond direct participation, (b) rhetoric and policy
endorsing the ability of sport has heightened expectations of
practitioners in the field, (c¢) benefits claimed often over-
reach the research that was conducted, and (d) the necessity
for stronger data to further prove or disprove the impact of
sport. Literature has also illustrated the need for academics
to assist in the monitoring and evaluation efforts of SFD
organisations or initiatives due to these organisations’ lack
of time, limited staff and lack of research-based skills.®!> In
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addition to conducting research for the sake of knowledge
production in SFD, scholars can also play a role to advance
research agendas that encompasses broader, long-term
assessment of benefits and challenges of participants.??
While many SFD organisations have become more skilled at
evaluating and quantifying outcomes, scholars may still be
able to bring more complex and sophisticated
methodologies to their SFD work. Thus, practitioner/scholar
engagements and collaborations could be crucial for
continuing to build the credibility of the SFD field.’
However, as evidenced above, there could be barriers to
conducting research in SFD, some of which may be posed
by the higher education system. Therefore, this research was
undertaken to help shed further light on the barriers and
challenges initially encountered by scholars when they first
consider engaging in SFD research, with the view towards
uncovering strategies employed to help address these issues.

Method

To gain insight into the barriers, challenges, and strategies
encountered and employed by scholars when they initially
consider engaging in SFD research, we conducted a
qualitative investigation with eight international, well-
established SFD scholars. Qualitative methods were adopted
for this exploratory study because this enabled us to ask
probing and clarifying questions in order to gather rich
data.”8

Participants and Procedures

Eight SFD scholars were ultimately selected to take part in
semi-structured interviews. In an effort to identify potential
interviewees for our research we began by locating peer-
reviewed articles incorporating the term “sport-for-
development” through a Google Scholar search. We also
conducted key word searches for “sport for social change”
and “sport-for-development and peace” to further identify
published articles related to SFD. To narrow down the list
of scholars, the next step entailed locating articles with high
citation rates published in peer-reviewed journals both
inside and outside of sport, such as the International Review
for the Sociology of Sport, Journal of Sport for
Development, Journal of Sport Management, Sport
Management Review, and Third World Quarterly. Finally,
we aimed to identify academics publishing from a range of
research  perspectives  (e.g.,  international  policy
development, community sport, youth sport and
development, social inclusion, and conflict resolution),
along with representing different geographic locations (e.g.,
North America, Europe, Australia, and Africa).
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Initially, 12 well-established scholars were identified as
possible study participants. A personal email was sent to
each with an invitation to take part in a one-on-one phone or
Skype interview. We followed up with two reminder emails
one and two weeks later after making initial contact. In the
end, eight scholars volunteered to be interviewed and take
part in this investigation. Additionally, each professor gave
permission to have their names and institutions included in
findings and reports: Dr. Cora Burnett, University of
Johannesburg, South Africa; Dr. Simon Darnell, University
of Toronto, Canada; Dr. Wendy Frisby, University of
British Columbia, Canada (now retired); Dr. B. Christine
Green, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, U.S.;
Dr. Mary Hums, University of Louisville, U.S.; Dr. Roger
Levermore, Hong Kong University of Science and
Technology; Dr. Nico Schulenkorf, University of
Technology, Australia; and Dr. Emma Sherry, La Trobe
University, Australia. Each audio recorded interview lasted
approximately 60 to 90 minutes.

The semi-structured interview guide was developed from
the limited SFD literature that particularly articulated
barriers and challenges to engaging in SFD research and
potential strategies for addressing these challenges and
barriers,!2 6 15 17, 2931 and from the literature outlining
challenges posed by higher education.®!! Interview
questions revolved around topics such as the challenges
encountered when considering whether to embark upon
SFD research, potential barriers posed by the higher
education system, and strategies employed to address these
challenges.

Data Analysis

During the initial stage of data analysis, we coded the
transcripts to a priori themes drawn from the
aforementioned literature on SFD and higher education
systems focused on research challenges and potential
strategies for addressing these challenges.!-> 6.8, 11.15.17, 29-31
The authors expected additional themes to materialise from
the data,32 which led both authors to utilise a more inductive
and open coding process to analyse the transcripts line-by-
line to identify data demonstrating the challenges, barriers,
and strategies. All of these codes were then collapsed into
prominent themes.28. 32

Coding and analysis were performed by both authors
independently. Following the individual coding process, the
authors discussed their findings three times in an attempt to
debate and then agree upon themes and enhance the
dependability of the analysis. To conclude the coding

Journal of Sport for Development

process, the authors identified key quotations that best
characterised the emergent themes.’* Data saturation was
achieved by continuously acquiring data until the data set
was complete, which was indicated by replication or
redundancy.?* To enhance the dependability and credibility
of the study, triangulation of investigators was employed,
and member checks were carried out with the scholars.®
They had the opportunity to review their transcripts to
ensure accuracy and representativeness as well as the
interpretations of the study. None of the scholars had any
changes to their transcripts and they agreed with study
findings and interpretations.

Results

Barriers and Challenges to Initially Engaging in Sport-for-
Development Research

The results of the current study revealed that scholars
perceived two major barriers and challenges to initially
engaging in SFD research (research question one); the
perception that practitioners have had challenging
experiences working with academics in the past and thus are
reluctant to engage in research and evaluation exercises with
academics, and the perception that the higher education
system presents substantial barriers to engaging in SFD
research for scholars. These two themes are explored in
detail below.

Perceived challenging experiences working with academics.
All scholars perceived that many practitioners — across a
variety of contexts, from local community-based
organisations to international level NGOs — have not always
had positive experiences working with academics. Because
of these challenging experiences, a barrier can be erected
that scholars may find difficult to overcome when making
initial overtures to SFD organisations. Several scholars
spoke about their perceptions regarding the suspicion
practitioners have about those in higher education based
upon their previous experiences working with academics.
Frisby’s comment is illustrative of this suspicion as she
reflected upon the local, grassroots organisations in
particular that she has worked with in Canada:

They can see through you and there is some suspicion
around, and rightly so, academic researchers and service
providers who’ve maybe come in and out of their life and
exploited them and got what they needed for their careers
and moved on...I hear stories of previous researchers who
have come in and said we’re going to give back in some
way, and [ SFD organisations | never hear back from them.
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Speaking in general about the SFD field, Green commented
on her perception of this suspicion: “I think the key is, we
have a lot to overcome in terms of an image of an academic.
I think we’re initially perceived as users . . . we need money
to do something that’s of value to me.” While Burnett also
shared her perception about the suspicion national and
international NGOs have about academics in terms of
“exploiting others . . . these are the ethical issues I think,”
she also mentioned that some practitioners (local, national,
international) may believe that academics are abusing the
SFD community: “I think working with NGOs is very
difficult. They say to me you are abusing our
community. You ask the same questions, but you don’t
bring the balls, you don’t bring the equipment. What’s
wrong with you?” Specifically, Burnett is referring to her
context of South Africa and southern Africa, drawing from
her knowledge of several practitioner and academic
engagements carried out in this part of the world that were
not perceived as helpful by practitioners. In addition,
Burnett expressed her opinion about some scholars in the
Global North who have a sense of entitlement and such
privilege may contribute to the negative perceptions SFD
practitioners may hold of academics: “There is ignorance
and entitlement of some academics from the Global North,
especially post-graduate students delivering papers with
great confidence and ignorance, not having been in the
field.”

Furthermore, some of the scholars perceived that the
unhelpful deliverables many in higher education provide to
organisations contribute to these not-so-positive experiences
of working with academics. These unwieldy deliverables are
often not user-friendly and the research and evaluation
results are not communicated to organisations in appropriate
forms for their use, as Green opined, drawing from her
experiences working with youth sport organisations: “I think
that’s a challenge. Are we producing evaluation results that
they can use in their funding request or marketing materials
so they can improve their programmes? . . . The type of
report you produce might be very different.” Schulenkorf
also spoke about his perception of the SFD field in general,
and that where and how scholars publish their findings are
not accessible or meaningful to practitioners:

We publish it in some obscure journal that has an impact
factor of this or that and has absolutely no meaning to the
people that are there. So unless you're able to use your data
and use your findings and communicate them back in a
more meaningful way to the participants and to the people
that we're helping out who are organising the projects,
there’s not much point in actually doing so. . . . It’s
important to get away from the academic writing to get the
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message across.

One other contributing factor was identified by Hums as a
lack of involvement and credibility of researchers among
practitioners. Here, Hums spoke from her experience
working with adaptive sport and human rights through sport
organisations. Due to previous challenging experiences
working with scholars in these contexts, Hums perceived
that these organisations learn not to trust academics, causing
academic researchers to often lose credibility in the eyes of
the organisations, which presents a fundamental challenge
to engaging in research with them: “I think one of the issues
we have is lack of credibility, sort of street credit within the
industry. I think that makes a big difference in our work
being accepted.”

Perceived barriers and challenges posed by the higher
education system. Scholars in this study perceived barriers
and challenges posed by the higher education system to be a
second contributing factor discouraging scholars from
initially engaging in SFD research. Levermore began be
explaining how, in his opinion, SFD is not regarded very
highly in some academic circles, which may discourage
scholars from considering SFD as a viable line of research:

You have those who are real development experts who think
it’s a bit of a Mickey Mouse sideshow and it’s not important

One of the reasons they get put off by sport-for-
development is that some of the people . . . think that sport
can solve anything. It’s just taken as a little bit of a joke.

Similarly, Darnell shared his perception about how SFD is
regarded by mainstream development experts:

[Development scholars] don’t really consider sport to be
part of the development studies field . . . I think this [SFD]
is something that attracts people who have backgrounds in
sport rather than people who have backgrounds in critical
development studies. . . . If you just turn up and have kids
throwing  balls around, people from the broader
development paradigm would be sceptical about it.

Additionally, all scholars identified academic pressures and
rewards as a key constraint which may discourage
researchers from engaging in SFD research, due to the
possible lengthy time commitments for project development
and for carrying out the research longitudinally, and due to
the fact that goals of higher education systems may not
necessarily be aligned with goals of the research. For
instance, Schulenkorf shared his view drawn from personal
experience:
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From a university perspective, while they applaud you and
and you may get a pat on the
shoulder. What matters here is the research outcome and
ideally in an ‘A’ journal . . . and clearly the impact you are
trying to achieve is very different to the one the university

go ‘that’s very nice’ . . .

wants to have.

Schulenkorf is alluding to the fact that many SFD scholars
are engaging with organisations over the long term to
conduct their research or evaluate programmes and provide
recommendations to these organisations for programme
improvements and development. However, these goals may
be at odds with designing research to publish quickly in top-
tier journals. Levermore also provided his opinion on the
perceived lower-tier status of SFD research within top tier
journals: “The problem with sport-for-development is that
it’s not easy to get into the big management journals, and as
a result of that, you don’t get rated highly [by the institution]
for the research exercise.” Frisby agreed with Shulenkorf
and Levermore, commenting that the academic reward
system may discourage young scholars from pursuing
research methodologies used in SFD, such as participatory
action research (PAR), that take considerable time: “I think
the other thing is the reward system in the Academy . . .
pumping manuscripts out quickly and PAR work is not
quick. For graduate students, it is much tougher to do.”
Darnell, who was a doctoral student of Frisby’s, also
commented on the publication pressures: “I guess this is one
of the pressures of research, you have to get the publications
out. When the project is over we move onto the next thing,
but I wonder if there is more we should be doing with
following up [with SFD organisations].”

In addition, lack of resources for conducting SFD research,
in terms of university and external funding options (grants
and contracts), were also identified as barriers preventing
some scholars from engaging in SFD research. For example,
Sherry shared her view: “One of the things with this type of
research is it is incredibly difficult. It’s very hard to get
money, and any money that you do get is on an absolute
shoestring.” For Darnell, he perceived that in-depth research
in SFD did not lend itself easily to funding: “While you’re
doing that in-depth, critical work, the funding passes you by
and then you are left with nothing.” Levermore agreed:
“There’s not much money out there for the field, and the
projects take a long time, and we need to do our teaching
and have other demands.” Drawing from her experience in
seeking funding over 20-plus years, Hums shared that
“who’s going to give money to a pencil-headed professor
who wants to study . . . implementation of the Convention
of Rights to people with disabilities?”” Finally, Hums also
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gave her perspective on trends in academia to gain tenure
and the necessity to pursue grants, which may prove
difficult in the SFD sphere:

When [ started it was all about publications. Actually, when
1 started it was about solo publications . . . now
collaboration is okay but they want you to be first author . .
. in terms of the tenure ride they want you to get money.

Strategies to Address Perceived Barriers and Challenges

Whilst the scholars identified two key barriers and
challenges to initially engaging in SFD research, they also
perceived several important strategies for overcoming these
barriers and challenges (research question two).

Strategies  for addressing negative experiences of
practitioners. As mentioned, scholars in this study perceived
that SFD practitioners have had negative experiences
working with academics, which may diminish their interest
in allowing scholars to conduct research with or evaluate
their organizations. To help overcome these potential
negative perceptions, all scholars in the current study spoke
to the necessity of spending time building relationships,
trust, and credibility with organisations and practitioners.
For example, Frisby shared about her approach working
with marginalised and disenfranchised populations to help
allay suspicions that practitioners may have of academic
researchers:

1t’s trust. It all goes back to building trust, that this is going
to be a safe place for them. Many of them are quite
suspicious about that, and if you can’t do that with a

partner, you know the project is not going to move forward.

Levermore agreed: “It is just about networking and
developing trust with practitioners.” Similar to Frisby and
Levermore, Burnett also emphasized the importance of
developing trust with NGOs in her South African context:

We have to develop trust. To build that trust, we have to
negotiate understandings with the NGOs we work with. . . . I
take six months to orient them to the development

framework. I say I will not publish anything unless you give

me the go ahead. . . . So, it’s all a process of engagement
and trust that you have to build up.

Thus, it appears one of the key strategies to carrying out
effective research is to spend the requisite time necessary to
build strong relationships, trust, and credibility with
practitioners.
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In this same vein, Burnett not only perceived the importance
of developing user-friendly tools to assist practitioners with
the research process, but also the necessity of having
impartial researchers involved in the process: “They need
user-friendly tools to capture M&E (monitoring and
evaluation), but need outsiders to link to existing data and
do an impact assessment without undue bias.” Finally,
Hums shared her opinion that theory should be
deemphasized because this can be beyond the scope of a
practitioner’s interest, and that scholars should focus on
hard data and results to provide tangible information to
assist in day-to-day operations such as acquiring funding: "I
think [those in the SFD field] need, not theories about
management evaluation; we need someone to actually go in
and say, you know we’ve seen this. We need numbers [for
the practitioners].”

Strategies for working with and within the higher education
system. The scholars also shared their opinions on various
strategies for working with and within the higher education
system to facilitate engagement with SFD research.
Following your passion was a theme that emerged from
conversations with many of the scholars, as typified by
Frisby on the course of action she took when first carving
out her research agenda:

If this is your passion . . . I would say just go for it. I did my
traditional thing and started going down this path . . . and
they all advised me against going this route because it
didn’t fit with the norms of the Academy . . . but I just kept
going. . . . You’ll find ways, because people working in
other fields run into challenges and they find a way to work
around it. We need to do the same.

Frisby continued by giving advice on developing an SFD
publication plan very early in one’s career to help navigate
the higher education system:

If you get so involved in this work that you're not
conforming to the norms in the system of academia, you 're

not going to be in academia for very long. . . . Come up with
a publication plan pretty early in a project. . . . I can think

of eight or 10 [scholars] who did this sort of work by just
starting at their Master’s or their PhD and have been very
successful because they built in a plan for the writing.

Similarly, Levermore encouraged new SFD scholars to
think outside the box and be creative as they design studies
and engage with organisations: “Do something that has not
been done by anybody else. Think outside of the box, and
use your strengths. . . . Keep an open mind that sport doesn’t
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always do good.” Levermore also suggested scholars
consider how their SFD research will link to mainstream
research agendas in order to gain credibility and traction for
their work within the higher education system: “If you are
doing something like this, keep it linked to the mainstream
to give yourself as many opportunities as possible. . . .
Speak general, and engage with the mainstream community
as much as you can.” Along these lines, Darnell shared how
he drew from other disciplines for his work, and encouraged
other scholars to do likewise: “The issues we are tackling
[in SFD] are ones development studies people have been
paying attention to for a long time. . . . I try to draw from
this broader perspective and encourage others to do the
same.”

Scholars in this study also advocated that SFD scholars
should collaborate with other researchers, both inside and
outside of the field and from different geographic areas in
order to best advance knowledge and address issues related
to academic pressures through building a supportive,
collaborative group of researchers. For instance, Sherry
shared that “someone in the States could learn from Africa,
from someone in India, and the more we can cross culturally
collaborate probably the stronger the research will be in the
long run.” Burnett agreed: “We need to find people to grow
the field together. We work a bit in isolation. I think we
should really pull together to exchange knowledge.” Darnell
added: “I think collaboration between researchers is really
significant. This field can be lonely, and you get to the end
of a project and think, ‘did I actually make a contribution’?”
Relatedly, Levermore thought that new SFD scholars should
reach out to senior development and SFD scholars to
collaborate with them, as these individuals can help guide
longer-term projects and potentially have access to funding:

It’s an entirely different pond, an entirely different ball
game with senior researchers. Because they've already got
that experience, they 've got that credibility that allows them
to do 5-10 year research projects. And they can get access
to resources.

Many of the scholars in this study also mentioned that it was
vital to involve students in SFD research and field work, not
only to train and encourage young potential scholars and
practitioners in SFD theory and practice, but to also gain
credibility for SFD within academic circles as student
interest grows. For example, Hums iterated that “I hope we
can get the SFD message into our classrooms so that the
people who are future sport managers and scholars get SFD
on their plate in an understandable way.” Burnett also
thought that “we really need to engage students and get
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them out there into rural areas. Get them into compromising
contexts so that they can learn, but under guidance.” In
addition, Levermore advocated for involving international
students in SFD research to better position the relevance of
SFD within curricula and academic disciplines:

Involve students from Indonesia or the Phillipines, or
Malaysia, or from South America . . .
focusing on very few geographic areas at the moment. We
have to explore what’s really going on elsewhere to give

because we are

viability to SFD in academia and practice.

In terms of research funding, Darnell urged scholars to
consider third party funding for their projects, instead of
relying on SFD organisations:

The structure I was imagining is that we would be bringing
our own kind of third party funding. You find an
organisation that is willing to partner with you, but then you
have to go and get the money from somewhere else.

Burnett also raised an interesting criticism of SFD scholars
about not getting into the field and being on the ground with
the research, and challenged researchers to do this when
engaging in SFD research and working within the higher
education system:

The most irritating is you have entitled people who have
fantastic theoretical perspectives, but they just want to push
the context to fit the theory. I think that’s total ignorance. 1
think people are not making their hands dirty, not being in
the field, not understanding what they are writing about.

Finally, given Burnett’s challenge above to scholars to get
out into the field more, Sherry provided a cautionary note
about becoming too imbedded when conducting SFD
research:

I became particularly embedded. I would have participants
ringing me up because they were about to commit suicide. .
.. Things happened in my life that made me less involved. |
have a better understanding of the role I can have to help
and sometimes that’s just listening. [ can’t fix it. I'm not
trained to fix it.

All of these strategies helped the scholars in this study
navigate the challenges of the higher education system, or
point towards new ways to do so.

Discussion

Noted scholars have discussed challenges of SFD, primarily
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from a programme design, implementation and impacts
assessment perspective.!-% 23 36 Work outside of the SFD
context has also examined challenges posed by the higher
education system for scholars in carrying out research
agendas primarily due to the academic reward system.® !!
What has not been undertaken before, however, is a first-
hand account of the initial barriers and challenges
encountered by scholars when considering engaging in SFD
research and a synthesis of the associated strategies for
addressing them. As the current study elucidates, many of
these initial barriers and challenges to engaging in SFD
research emanate from the higher education system itself.
We believe it is critical to obtain a lay of the land in SFD
research and to identify barriers and challenges currently
encountered by active scholars in the field, and the
strategies they are employing to effectively engage in SFD
research, in order to advance SFD research, knowledge, and
academic engagement.% 1

Our first research question was concerned with identifying
the perceived barriers and challenges experienced by
scholars that may discourage them from initially engaging in
SFD research. It was intriguing that all scholars in this study
perceived that SFD organisations across a variety of
contexts have had challenging experiences working with
academics, which may cloud the ability and effectiveness of
researchers to engage with organisations in research. This is
a disconcerting finding and it is likely related to the
pressures and time demands placed upon researchers by
their institutions to publish or perish and to be prolific in
publishing efforts while balancing many other demands of
teaching and service inherent in the faculty role.’’
Unfortunately, these actions may undermine the credibility
of the higher education system in the eyes of practitioners
and inhibit the ability to advance knowledge and theory
building in SFD if practitioners are disinclined to engage
with academics for long-term research efforts. However, it
must be noted that when asked specifically about examples
of negative experiences practitioners have had when
working with academics, the scholars in this study were
reluctant to cite specific examples of organisations or
academics, preferring to speak more broadly about their
perceptions. It could be that SFD organisations have not had
positive experiences working with all of the scholars in this
study as well or even with the authors of the current study.
Even these well-established scholars, as well as the authors,
may not be beyond succumbing to the pressures of the
academic reward system, which could perpetuate
practitioner suspicion of academics engaging in research
with SFD organisations in order to further their own
interests.
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Furthermore, while scholars in this study were specifically
asked to reflect upon challenges and strategies for
conducting research in SFD, it is apparent through some of
the quotes that even these well-established scholars could
equate research with programme evaluation. As noted
earlier, research and evaluation are not one and the same.
This could be problematic for the SFD field if scholars
assume that monitoring and evaluation is the most
significant form of SFD research and neglect engaging in
basic research and critical reflections for the sole purpose of
advancing knowledge and building theory.

In addition, scholars perceived that a key challenge and
barrier to engaging in SFD research originated from within
the higher education system. The institutional pressures
discussed above may discourage scholars from pursuing
innovative or novel SFD research agendas in lieu of easier
or cleaner studies. As noted, the threat of competition or
fear of rejection can often alter a scholar’s research.® Whilst
a principal barrier was posed by the higher education
system, as perceived by these scholars, there are systemic
issues here within higher education systems not necessarily
unique to discouraging SFD scholars, but which may
discourage scholars in other fields as well from taking on
long-term, meaningful projects requiring immense time and
energy due to the pressures and demands of the higher
education environment. However, it is important for SFD
scholars to advocate for their research agenda and its value
with department chairs and deans. Perhaps as individuals in
key decision-making roles come to understand the nature
and demands of SFD research and evaluation, there will be
adjustments and considerations incorporated into the
promotion and tenure guidelines to account for the long-
term nature of the projects and the limited funding available.
When this occurs, more scholars could feel free to move
into the SFD field earlier in their careers. Greater
consideration could also be given to service and public
engagement initiatives when weighting promotion and
tenure requirements, which could promote stronger
engagement with practitioners.

Our second research question delved into the strategies
employed by these scholars to address and overcome the
perceived barriers and challenges to initially engaging in
SFD research. A few scholars have previously identified
challenges with conducting SFD research and evaluation,'+
 but we believe this is the first effort to identify initial
barriers and challenges and then to synthesise strategies for
addressing these challenges drawn from scholars who have
been working in SFD for a considerable time. A key
strategy emerged to address the negative perception
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practitioners may have of academics due to previous
unhelpful experiences working with them, which is for
scholars to take time to build relationships and trust with
practitioners. This relationship focus of taking time to
develop trust and understanding could be critical to effective
SFD research when working with organizations centred
upon marginalised populations who may have been abused
by society in the past.!3: 1538

The scholars identified a number of key strategies for
working with and within the higher education system and
several in particular warrant further elucidation. First,
Levermore and others encouraged SFD scholars to
collaborate together to enhance the credibility of the field
and to link their work to mainstream development efforts in
order to gain credibility and acceptance. We might suggest
that SFD scholars also consider linking to other fields as
well, such as sociology, business, psychology, health care,
social work, and others to further gain traction within
academic circles for SFD. There is much merit in
broadening the scope of publication outlets for SFD
research, as well as collaborative partners, as doing so can
only help provide further legitimacy to this emerging field.
Further, there is opportunity to utilise theory and research
from these other fields within SFD to advance both
scholarship and practice. Additionally, the scholars
encouraged SFD researchers to get into the field and to
connect with practitioners, participants, and organisations
outside of their typical confines of higher education. We
concur, as this strategy can assist with translating theory into
practice, which is the age old dilemma within many
academic circles. In particular, SFD is at a point where
further theory building and development must be
undertaken® !° and this can only be done effectively if
scholars situate themselves in and among those programmes
they are attempting to theorise about.

Implications and Recommendations

There are a number of key implications and
recommendations for scholars engaging in SFD research
that can be drawn from this study. It will be imperative for
researchers to develop the human side of research, taking
time to build trust and sustainable relationships with
organisations, practitioners and programme participants. In
turn, building and sustaining these relationships will help
establish viable forms of academic engagement, which can
move the SFD field forward, practically as well as
theoretically. It must be noted, however, that developing the
human side of research could be seen as counterintuitive to
advocating for the objectivity of research. For SFD scholars,
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this could prove difficult terrain to negotiate because science
and academia call for objectivity and dispassionate
engagement, while effective research in SFD seems to
warrant building strong relationships and engagement with
practitioners and likely research subjects. Maintaining
objectivity is perhaps even more challenging when one
considers that many SFD scholars are calling for more
immersive and action forms of qualitative research. SFD
scholars should also think in terms of long-term engagement
and involvement, not necessarily performing speedy
research with quick data collection and academic
publications, which provide limited use for practitioners. By
so doing, scholars can give attention to their target
populations and organisations (interests, needs, skills,
resources) and consider their research as a service to
advance the SFD field and not just their own interests. For
SFD practitioners, it is important to understand that scholars
may have, in some instances, ulterior motives for engaging
in research mainly to further their own interests related to
the pressures and rewards of the academic system.
Practitioners should do due diligence before engaging with
scholars and recognise that in most cases, scholars will also
need to derive benefits from the engagement.

Scholars must provide the deliverables that have been
promised to practitioners in a timely fashion, and also be
sure the deliverables are in the proper format for the
organisation. Simply regurgitating scholarly manuscripts
published in academic journals for impact reports when
doing evaluations will do little by way of providing helpful
and usable feedback for organisations or overcoming the
negative perceptions practitioners may hold of academics. It
will also be beneficial for SFD scholars to form
collaborations with other academics from a variety of
disciplines (e.g., sociology, psychology, anthropology,
business management) to enhance their engagement and
effectiveness in SFD research through employing
multidisciplinary lenses, epistemologies and perspectives.
Similarly, scholars in the Global North can collaborate with
scholars in the Global South and other areas to gain a better
understanding of socio-cultural contexts and nuances. In
addition, an important implication from this study is that
SFD scholars should involve their students in research
efforts and bring the SFD agenda into the classroom. These
efforts will help inspire new practitioners and scholars in the
field, and assist in enhancing the relevance and credibility of
SFD within academic circles. Finally, as discussed earlier, it
will be important for SFD scholars to constructively
challenge the academic reward system, helping
administrators understand the complexities in the field and
the lengthy gestation period that SFD research often entails.
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Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study does have its limitations, which can be addressed
with future research. Admittedly, only a small sample of
SFD scholars participated in this study and shared their
views about initial barriers, challenges and strategies. We
cannot suggest the challenges and strategies identified here
are the only ones encountered and recommended by SFD
scholars, and we welcome future commentary expanding on
our findings. We recognise the scholars in this study mostly
represent perspectives of the Global North. As initial
barriers and challenges could be linked to socio-cultural
contexts, future research should endeavour to gain
perspectives from additional scholars representing even
more diverse SFD content areas and geographic locations
(i.e., the Global South) to help further our understanding of
the field. Additionally, research can focus specifically on
the differences in academic constraints to engaging in SFD
research, since the academic reward and tenure systems can
vary across contexts. There is also the possibility that social
desirability bias could have occurred.?® In addition,
researcher bias may have transpired, as our own personal
experience was the genesis for this research. As this is an
exploratory and interpretive study, and as is commonly done
in qualitative research, it is recognised that the authors may
have their own biases and interpretations that influenced the
findings.?8

Stemming from this research, future investigations could
gather perspectives from SFD practitioners as to their
barriers, challenges, and strategies for working with
academics, because their perspectives may counter those
presented by the scholars in the current study. It would also
be interesting to ascertain the motivations for engaging in
SFD research among scholars working in the field, and
importantly, the reasons why they remain involved in SFD
in spite of the challenges and barriers illuminated in this
study and other works. There is much work yet to be done
in SFD and many scholars are needed to join in these
efforts.
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Abstract

The Girls Just Wanna Have Fun (GJWHF) programme was
designed to help female youth increase their physical
activity and develop life skills. Although in recent years
there has been a rise in community-based physical activity
programmes for youth, there remains a dearth of evaluation
and research to understand the impact of such programmes.
The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to explore the
contextual factors viewed by participants as important in the
delivery of GJWHF and the perceived developmental
outcomes resulting from participation in the programme.
The study specifically sought to examine whether the
programme was perceived as embodying Petitpas et al’s
framework for positive youth development. Results indicate
that the programme supported the framework. It was found
that the GJWHF programme provided a trusting and caring
environment, afforded positive and supportive leaders, and
helped foster positive developmental outcomes in youth
participants (i.e. a positive future orientation, a sense of
identity, and life skills including teamwork and leadership).
Overall, the results provide initial evidence that the
programme may be having a positive effect on the
development of female youth participants.

Background

Research has shown that participation in community-based
sport and physical activity programmes can lead to enhanced
psychosocial development and health outcomes for the
participants.!-2 However, recent data reveal that only seven
percent of Canadian youth are meeting the Canadian

Physical Activity Guidelines, which recommend 60 minutes
of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity per day. 2
Therefore, the data suggest that youth should be provided
with more community-based programmes that offer
organized physical activity and sport.> Based on the current
statistics, Active Healthy Kids Canada recommends that
policymakers, funders and programmers target adolescent
females, particularly those from low-income families,
because this group has the lowest rates of physical activity.?
In addition to physical activity levels, female youth also
score consistently lower on indicators of psychosocial
development compared to their male counterparts.? For
example, beginning in grade six, levels of self-confidence
markedly decline so that by grade 10 only approximately
14% of females report that they believe in themselves.?
Furthermore, although it can be argued that all female youth
need opportunities to enhance their development, female
youth from low income families are particularly vulnerable.
These youth have greater risks of dropping out of school,
experiencing mental health problems, having difficulties
with the law, and engaging in risk-taking behaviour.3-5

As a result, there has been a call for increased community
physical activity and sport programming for female youth.°
It appears, however, that simply providing opportunities
may not be sufficient. Sport and physical activity
programmes must be deliberately structured to encourage
youth to develop positive outcomes.” 8 Incorporating a
positive youth development (PYD) approach into youth
programmes can enhance developmental outcomes. % 10
PYD is a strength-based approach with the perspective that
all youth have the potential for positive and healthy

Keywords: programme evaluation; positive youth development; physical activity; community programming; female youth
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development.!- 12° As such, PYD programmes focus on
promoting positive behaviours in youth while also working
to decrease problem behaviours.!* Providing youth with
opportunities to facilitate these behaviours may allow them
to acquire positive life skills (i.e. goal setting, time-
management, self-regulation, communication, and problem-
solving) that enable them to lead meaningful lives and
positively contribute in society.!!- 12, 14

An argument for integrating a PYD approach specifically
into physical activity and sport programmes is based on
research, which has found that PYD programmes emphasize
mediating variables such as social support and enjoyment
for physical activity and sport.!>> ¢ Furthermore, reviews
have shown that these psychosocial determinants of youth
physical activity such as social support and enjoyment are
the same psychological and social variables significantly
associated with later adult participation in physical activity.
16,17 Thus, youth physical activity interventions that focus
on integrating a PYD framework may be effective in
enhancing both the physical and psychosocial development
of youth.

The PYD framework for sport programmes designed to
enhance psychosocial development by Petitpas et al'® was
used to guide the development of Girls Just Wanna Have
Fun (GJWHF), the programme on which this research is
based. This framework outlines three specific components
that should be incorporated into PYD programmes in order
to enhance development: (a) context, (b) external assets, and
(c) internal assets. First, Petitpas and colleagues assert that
youth need to be engaged in a challenging and motivating
activity within a physically and psychologically safe
environment (context). Second, these youth also need to be
surrounded by responsible and caring adult mentors and a
positive peer group (external assets). Finally, the teaching of
life skills (internal assets) is critical in helping youth
develop the capacity to successfully cope with various life
situations. In addition, Petitpas et al'® stress the importance
of evaluation to ensure that a programme produces the
desired outcomes (research and evaluation).

The GJWHF programme is a community-based youth-
driven programme designed to help female youth increase
their physical activity and develop life skills; Bean,
Forneris, and Halsall'® provides a complete program
description. This programme was developed in
collaboration with the local Boys and Girls Club (BGC).
The BGC is a non-profit community-based organization that
focuses on providing opportunities for youth (ages 5-18)
from low-income families. Similar to the data reported
above, a 2008-2009 annual report produced by the local
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BGC identified a gap within physical activity programmes
indicating that approximately three times more male
members participated in physical activity programming
compared to female members.

Along with a call for increased programming, there is also a
need for evaluation of physical activity and sport
programmes that integrate a PYD approach.?? The purpose
of this study was to explore the contextual factors identified
by participants as important in the delivery of GJIWHF as
well as the perceived developmental outcomes resulting
from participation in the programme. More specifically, this
study sought to examine whether the programme was
perceived as embodying Petitpas et al’s!® framework.

Methods

This research used a mixed-methods approach. An
embedded design was employed, such that quantitative data
played a supportive role into a larger qualitative study. 2!
The qualitative data was intended to provide depth of
understanding of the participants’ perceptions of processes
and/or components that may help explain perceived
psychosocial outcomes. The quantitative data was intended
to gain an understanding of whether the youth perceived the
programme as helping them develop specific life skills that
were intentionally incorporated into the programme (e.g.,
goal setting, emotional regulation, relationship skills, future
orientation and identity).

Context

The GJWHF programme targeted female youth ages 11 to
14 years from a local BGC located in a city in Eastern
Ontario, Canada. The programme was implemented from
September 2011 to May 2012 and involved one 75-minute
session per week. A total of 31 sessions were planned and
30 of these sessions were carried out. One session was
cancelled due to bad weather during the winter months.
Within each programme session the youth participated in
one life skills activity and one sport or physical activity that
was designed to reinforce the life skill of the session. For
example, the life skills relaxation and managing emotions
session was reinforced by a yoga session: throughout the
yoga activity discussions of how yoga can facilitate
relaxation and managing emotions were integrated, such as
breathing exercises. The GJWHF programme was
developed using a youth-driven approach in which the
youth were provided a voice in decision-making.
Specifically, each week the youth selected the sport and/or
physical activity that they wished to engage in and program
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staff would select the life skill that was best associated with
that sport or physical activity.

Participants and Procedures

Two categories of participants were recruited for this study:
female participants of the GIJWHF programme and
programme leaders. While attendance rates fluctuated from
five (during March break) to 14 youth, there was an average
rate of 10.4 participants over the course of the programme.
All youth were invited to participate in the study and
parental consent forms were distributed by the BGC staff
and completed by participants’ parents before the
programme’s launch. Participating youth completed assent
forms at the beginning of the first programme session. The
programme leaders completed assent forms prior to their
participation in the interview.

Twelve youth agreed to participate in the research and
obtained parental consent (mean age = 11.75, SD = 1.19).
The girls were from low-income families in a major city in
Eastern Ontario. As this was the first year the programme
was run, all of the participants were new yet their length of
participation in the BGC ranged from two months to nine
years. All five female leaders implementing the GJIWHF
programme were recruited and agreed to participate in the
study. The leaders ranged in age from 21 to 46 years old
(individual leaders’ ages: 21, 21, 25, 29, 46). Three of the
leaders were students from a local university (two senior
undergraduate students and one graduate student) and two
were regular staff at the BGC. The leaders outside of the
BGC who had less experience working within the BGC
environment completed a standardized volunteer training
with the BGC. All five leaders were required to attend three
training sessions that focused on the planning and
implementation of the GIWHF prior to the commencement
of the programme.

Youth (n=10) participated in a qualitative semi-structured
interview at the end of the programme. To avoid
interrupting participation in GJWHF, the youth were
interviewed at their home clubhouse on a night in which the
programme did not occur. All five leaders participated in a
semi-structured interview that took place outside of
programming hours at a place and time convenient for them.
The youth interviews lasted between 25 and 45 minutes,
while the leader interviews lasted from 35 to 90 minutes. All
of the interviews were recorded using a digital audio-
recorder. On the last day of the program, all youth (n=12)
completed an  additional two-page  paper-based
questionnaire, administered by the lead researcher.
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Ethical Approval

The University of Ottawa’s Office of Research Ethics and
Integrity approved all study procedures in this research.

Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews. Separate interview guides were
developed for the youth and programme leaders. The youth
participants’ interview guide focused on exploring their
programme experience and their perceptions of how
participation in GJWHF impacted their development. The
interview guide included questions such as: “What did you
learn in the programme?’; ‘What did you like/not like about
the programme?’; ‘Do you feel any differently from
participating in the programme? Has the programme helped
you develop different skills? How?’; ‘What was your
experience like working with the programme leaders?’;
‘What do you believe has impacted you the most during this
programme?’; ‘Do you plan to use the skills you’ve learned
in the programme in any areas of your life? In what ways?
‘What do you think would make the programme better?’

The interview guide for the programme leaders focused on
their experiences implementing the programme and their
perceptions of the impact GJWHF had on the youth. The
interview guide included questions such as: ‘In your
opinion, what successes did you experience related to
implementing the GJWHF programme?’; ‘In your opinion,
what difficulties did you experience related to implementing
the GJWHF programme?’ ‘Do you believe the GJIWHF
programme had an effect on the youth? In what ways?’;
‘What strategies did you use to keep the youth engaged in
GJWHEF? Which strategies were the most effective?’; “What
suggestions do you have for improving the GJWHF
programme?’. The interviewers also used probes to further
explore areas of the participants’ experiences further. For
example, probes such as ‘Can you tell me more about that?’,
and ‘Can you give me an example of what you mean?’ were
often used to facilitate further discussion.

Youth Experiences Survey (YES) 2.0. Questionnaire items
were derived from the YES 2.0 scale. The YES 2.0 was
originally designed to assess the experiences of youth
participating in different extracurricular activities and youth
programmes focusing on examining various domains of
socio-emotional development. 22 It should be noted that the
YES 2.0 does not test whether learning actually occurs, only
whether participants report experiences that are related to its
occurrence, 22 which is why it is used as strictly a post-
measure.
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Psychometric testing from a previous study with 1822 grade
11 students across 19 high schools within the United States
with diverse demographics has indicated that the YES 2.0 is
a valid and reliable instrument.?* Although the YES 2.0 has
17 subscales and a total of 70 items, only the subscales
relevant to the objectives of GJWHF were used in this
study. Specifically, participants responded to 31 items from
11 subscales: ‘identity exploration’, ‘identity reflection’,
‘goal  setting’,  ‘effort’,  ‘problem-solving’,  ‘time
management’, ‘emotional regulation’, ‘physical skills’,
‘diverse peer relationships’, ‘prosocial norms’, and ‘linkages
to community’. The youth responded to the items on a 4-
point Likert scale (1: Not at all; 4: Yes, definitely; see
Appendix for full questionnaire).

Data Analysis

The semi-structured interviews were transcribed verbatim
and then subjected to an inductive-deductive content
analysis.>* Content analysis allows researchers to identify
themes that have been shown to be important in the existing
literature while also allowing themes to emerge inductively
that could provide new insight. For this paper, Petitpas and
colleagues’® framework for planning youth sport
programmes that promote psychosocial development was
used to guide the deductive analysis. As stated earlier, this
framework outlines three specific components that should
be incorporated into PYD programmes in order to enhance
development — (a) context, (b) external assets, and (c)
internal assets.

An iterative process was used for the content analysis. First,
the researcher read the transcripts to become familiar with
the data. Second, the researcher read the transcripts again
and made notes in the right hand column of responses
related to the purpose of the study. Next, the researcher read
the transcripts for a third time and began to group responses
into broader themes. Finally, these broad themes were
organized and pertinent quotations were identified that
supported the emerging themes. Trustworthiness of the data
was assured through a collaborative approach to analysis.?
Two independent coders who were familiar with qualitative
content analysis, but not involved in the programme
reviewed the transcripts and identified themes after the first
author did the original analysis. The three coders met to
discuss the analyzed data and to resolve any coding
discrepancies. Minor changes to the initial analyses resulted
in moving a few quotations from one theme to another as it
was deemed that the quotations provided stronger support
for an alternative theme. For each quotation, identification
codes were created to identify the participants’ roles (P =
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youth participant; L = leader) and the order in which they
were interviewed. For example, the identification code P-3
would indicate that the individual was a youth participant
and was interviewed third.

The quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS 20.0.
Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) were
calculated for each of the subscales on the YES 2.0. The
data was examined to reinforce the qualitative data.

Results

Given that this research used an embedded mixed-methods
approach where the qualitative data took on a primary role,
the results section will first present the qualitative results
followed by the quantitative results.

Qualitative Results

From the inductive-deductive content analysis, seven critical
factors emerged as themes. Three of the themes related to
contextual factors perceived as being effective: (1)
Importance of a Girls’ Only Environment; (2) Establishment
of a Trusting and Caring Environment; and (3) Positive
Leader Support. The remaining four themes that emerged
were related to perceived outcomes of the programme and
included: (4) Emergence and Strengthening of Friendships;
(5) Positive Future Orientation; (6) Identity; and (7)
Development of Leadership and Teamwork.

Importance of a Girls’ Only Environment. The notion of a
safe and trusted environment was reinforced by the
programme’s inclusion of only female youth. The all-girls’
environment seemed to be a strong reason why the youth
attended as they shared that this environment was more
comfortable. When asked what she liked best about the
programme, one youth stated it was “just us girls...so we
don’t have to be around boys because boys can be
annoying...this one [programme] is only girls so you can
say whatever you like and do whatever you want” (P-7).
Another youth shared a similar experience: “it was a
programme for girls and it was pretty much for the girls to
be comfortable about themselves...and you can share things
and it’s a way to have fun” (P-5). One of the GJWHF
programme leaders, who was also a staff member at the
BGC, stated:

The girls just needed to feel comfortable, just be all
girls... There are no boys so they can just be themselves
... There is less female participation in other programmes at
BGC that are co-ed and sometimes they (the girls) think ‘the
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...guys aren’t going to pass to me’. I think they’re just more
comfortable. (L-2)

Establishment of a Trusting and Caring Environment. The
development of a trusting and caring environment also
appeared to be influenced by having a programme that was
only for female youth, which emerged as a second theme
related to programme assets. The youth in the GJWHF
perceived an element of trust from the group and the
programme in general. Two youth shared: “if there was an
activity I didn’t feel comfortable with, I would have still
done it ‘cause I felt a trust and everything” (P-6), while
another youth stated:

It was really relaxed...we can tell you guys stuff and we
know you won’t go and gossip about it after we tell you, or
like if we want it to be confidential, then it is—not another
soul but you—and we trust that about the youth leaders. (P-
3)

In addition to trust, the youth discussed how the programme
environment was also caring. This was particularly evident
during the relational activity that took place at the beginning
of each session. Two youth discussed how they could share
their feelings during this activity: “I really liked the Rose
and Thorn thing and I liked how my friends were there too.
I liked that I could say what was really bothering me out
loud” (P-1) and “I liked doing the Rose and Thorn activity
because we got to say whatever was on our mind and
everybody was listening” (P-7).

Overall the youth felt that the leaders were individuals
whom they could trust, since they created an environment
that helped the youth share their experiences in a safe way
and incorporated activities like Rose and Thorn that allowed
the youth to listen and support one another.

Positive Leader Support. A predominant theme that
emerged from both the participant and leader interviews was
positive leader support. The youth discussed the experience
of having supportive leaders whereas the leaders discussed
the support they felt from their co-leaders. With regard to
the youth experiencing support from the leaders, two
subthemes emerged: leaders who were supportive and
leaders who challenged appropriately. First, the youth
highlighted: “the leaders were very supportive. They (the
leaders) were listening to what we were saying and asking
questions about what we were saying” (P-7). Two youth
also expressed that they felt comfortable and encouraged by
the leaders: “what I really liked about the programme is that
when you come in they make you feel welcome” (P-5) and:
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It was good to get to know [the leaders]...helped us all learn
our life skills and helped us be active, taught us what girls
are meant to do, meant to be here, and girls can have fun too
and it helped me figure out who I am. (P-4)

Finally, one youth talked about her experience with the
programme leaders:

It was like you’ve known them (the leaders) for a long time
because they were so comfortable with you and you’d feel
comfortable with them...I felt very supported by the leaders
because when (name of leader), I was kinda not doing it (an
activity), they’d help you to do it properly and they’d
support you through it. (P-5)

Second, the youth appreciated that the leaders challenged
them appropriately. While being pushed out of their comfort
zone, they still felt supported by the leaders who did not
push the youth too much, which is evident by this quote:

They (the leaders) didn’t tell you to stop, but if you wanted
to stop, they didn’t make you feel bad about it. They wanted
to push you to your limit, and if you could go over the limit,
they’d congratulate you for it, but if we couldn’t go over the
limit, the leaders would be fine and they’d be like ‘well you

tried your best’. (P-6)

Another youth underlined this similar notion: “even though
you may not want to try something, they still ask you to or
try and convince you to do it, unless you actually really,
really don’t want to” (P-5). Third, the youth felt encouraged
to try new activities, as explained by one youth:

There were times when I didn’t want to do stuff, and people
would just be like ‘come on you gotta do it—you can try
new things’. And I'd be like ‘well you can’t learn if you
don’t try new things’ so I’d just be like ‘alright’. (P-3)

Additionally, the youth felt they were treated age-
appropriately by the leaders. It was discussed how in past
programmes the youth had been treated as children instead
of the maturing adolescents that they are growing into. As
one youth stated:

Having youth leaders who don’t act like way too mature.
They don’t act like we’re a bunch of five year olds and
they’re instructing us to do something...Whenever we
participate in basketball or something, we have the choice of
whether we can participate or not, ‘cause other groups
they’d be like ‘oh you have to do it and that’s final’ and it’s
sort of sets us back because we’re like ‘hold up, why are
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...you treating me like this—I’m thirteen calm down, I'm
not five’. But not in this group. (P-3)

Therefore, in addition to creating a trusting environment for
the programme, an important asset based on the perceptions
of the youth was to have supportive leaders that challenged
them appropriately to try new activities in a psychologically
safe environment.

Moreover, both the leaders and youth felt supported within
the programme. The leaders expressed how working as a
team and supporting one another made leading the
programme more enjoyable. One leader shared: “there were
a lot of really positive things; I definitely enjoyed working
with all of the other leaders. I thought the other women were
really committed to the girls and to the programme and
that’s always really good” (L-4).

Furthermore, one of the leaders expressed the benefit of
having a strong staff network over the course of the
programme:

We had great support within our group...The two staff that
work at the BGC were great in chatting with the girls
beforehand, reminding them, making sure they’re prepared,
trying to recruit people. It’s been great in terms of the
support from the other leaders; you know you’re not going
in there blindly or on your own. The support staff, the
programme coordinators that work at the clubhouses, have
complimented us on this...there have been really open lines
of communication which has been helpful. (L-5)

Emergence and Strengthening of Friendships. From
participation in the programme, many friendships emerged
between the youth from both clubhouses. Two youth
indicated: “it was a positive experience because you got to
know people that you never knew or would probably never
meet in your entire life” (P-3) and “I liked how none of the
girls fought together; we all became friends when we got
there even if we didn’t know the other girls” (P-4). A leader
observed, “what was really important is that the girls enjoy
coming here and interacting with each other and having a
really good time” (L-4). Furthermore, two leaders supported
this statement by indicating: “we didn’t expect the
friendships that have emerged coming out of that. The social
aspect has been really great” (L-5) and “Meeting other girls
from the other clubhouse was neat..Even (name of a
participant) and a couple of the girls, they are buddies
already, you know, which I think is good. They weren’t

friends before the programme and now they are” (L-3).
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In addition, the youth also discussed how the programme
strengthened some of the friendships they had already
established. Two youth shared: “one thing is that you get
closer to your friends when you’re doing activities” (P-2)
and “being with my friends, as my friends are always there
for me and I just wanted to have fun with my friends” (P-7).

Positive Future Orientation. Another theme that emerged
from the interviews was that the programme helped the
youth think more positively about their own future. Many
youth outlined how the support from the leaders and
participation in the programme helped facilitate this change.
One youth stated: “in a positive way, like I know my future
is important, but you guys kinda enforced that it was really
important and that you can’t wait and you only have one
life. You only live once” (P-6). Another youth reinforced
this notion by saying: “Before this programme, I didn’t—I
knew what my future was going to be, but I didn’t believe it.
And then after this programme, like I believe my future is
going to be what I want it to be” (P-2). Moreover, the youth
continued to emphasize how beneficial this programme was
for its participants by saying:

I would [recommend this programme] because—I think it
would be great because it would give you a chance to learn
something in life that you wouldn’t actually learn in school

so it can change you and give you a reason to do something.
(P-5)

Finally, a leader explained that the youth:

Got to know and test themselves...when we did goal setting
— about goals they have for themselves in the future and so
they know it’s something they can accomplish for school or
for sports or anything; that gives them an objective,
something to look forward to. They were mostly long-term
goals, but I think just seeing the girls want to have a goal
was good. (L-2)

Identity. The youth and leaders perceived the programme as
helping the youth to develop a sense of identity. Two youth
highlighted that GJWHF “helped [me to] express myself so
I can be me” (P-7) and “the programme is [a positive thing
for girls] because they get to learn who they are and that
they have a spot on this earth” (P-4). Another youth
indicated that the life skills activities often helped her to
shape who she was:

I liked how we had our books and we worked in them...ever
since I’ve written those things, I'm like that. So if I wrote
‘nice’, I’'m nice. And say I wrote ‘sporty’, now I’'m more
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...sporty...taking time in the programme to reflect on
different characteristics about me has made me think about
them a little bit more. (P-4)

Finally, a leader indicated that the life skill activities helped
to facilitate the process of understanding themselves: “it
would get a few of them to reflect more on their thinking,
their behaviour, and who they are. And I think that’s a big
part of it” (L-3).

Development of Leadership and Teamwork. The youth and
leaders also discussed individual life skills they believed
developed as a result of participation in GJWHF. The life
skills of leadership and teamwork seemed to be the
predominant skills. One youth explained: “It helped me be a
leader...and it helped me to accomplish things, like my
goals and that you can be confident no matter what” (P-10).

Additionally, one leader explained that the youth who had
more experience acted as leaders and helped those with less
experience:

It was always nice to see when the girls would help each
other out. We went skating and I think that was the time
when they showed the most help towards each other
because there was a lot of different levels of ability and
some of them had never skated before, but the other girls
who were better would always wait for them and try and
teach them. (L-2)

Teamwork was identified as a skill that was developed. One
youth stated she “learned how to be better teammates and
work as a team in sports” (P-2), while another youth said
she learned “teamwork, we used teamwork when we played
the games that the girls made up in our groups” (P-7).
Furthermore, one youth talked about a specific activity in
which she recalled working together as a team with the
other GJWHEF participants:

When we did the game where you hold people’s hands and
the doctor has to untangle you...I liked that game ‘cause it
was kinda like a challenge because there’s times where the
people who are tangled are trying to get untangled and when
the doctor has to get you untangled. I liked it because it was
a challenge for the group. (P-5)

Quantitative Results

The descriptive statistics (M, SD) of the modified YES 2.0
are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations for the YES modified 2.0 (n=12)

Scale Mean Standard Deviation

YES 2.0
Identity Exploration 3.33 0.47
Identity Reflection 3.06 0.79
Goal Setting 3.15 0.69
Effort 3.14 0.62
Problem Solving 2.76 0.79
Time Management 2.78 0.60
Emotional Regulation 2.93 0.68
Diverse Peer Relationships 3.00 0.70
Prosocial Norms 3.32 0.88
Linkages to Community 3.14 0.56
Physical Skills 3.60 0.95

Note: 1=Not At All, 2=A Little, 3=Quite a Bit, 4=Yes, Definitely

From the descriptive results of the YES 2.0, it appears that
the youth perceived the GJWHF programme as helping
them develop a number of skills: eight of the subscales had
a mean score above 3.0 (labelled Quite A Bit) on a 4-point
scale (labelled Yes, Definitely). The largest mean score
(M=3.60; SD=0.95) was for ‘physical skills’, meaning that
the youth perceived the programme as providing
opportunities to be physically active. The mean score on the
‘prosocial norms’ subscale (M=3.32; SD=0.88) also
indicated that the youth perceived the GJIWHF programme
as helping them learn about assisting others along with the
development of morals and values. The mean scores further
indicated that the youth perceived the GJIWHF programme
as helping with ‘identity exploration’ (M=3.33; SD=0.47),
which measures being able to try new activities, and
‘identity reflection’ (M=3.06; SD=0.79), which relates to
thinking more about the future and ways in which
participation in the programme might serve as a positive
development opportunity in their lives. In addition, based on
the mean scores from the ‘effort” (M=3.14; SD=0.62) and
‘goal setting” (M=3.15; SD=0.69) subscales it appears that
youth perceived that participation in the programme helped
them learn about goal setting and how to challenge
themselves to put forth effort. Finally, the youth perceived
the GJIWHF programme as helping them meet new friends
from different backgrounds (‘diverse peer relationships’,
M=3.00; SD=0.70) and to make connections in their
community (‘linkages to the community’, M=3.14;
SD=0.56). The remaining subscales in which the average
scores were below a ‘3’ (scoring between the labels “A
Little” and “Quite a Bit”) included ‘emotional regulation’
(M=2.93, SD=0.68), ‘time management’ (M=2.78,
SD=0.60), and ‘problem solving” (M=2.76, SD=0.79).
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Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore the contextual
factors that the participants identified as important in the
delivery of GJWHEF as well as the perceived developmental
outcomes resulting from participation in the programme.
Specifically, it sought to examine whether the programme
was perceived as embodying Petitpas et al’s '® framework.
Results from this study indicated that overall, the GIWHF
programme met the guidelines set forth by Petitpas et al!s.
The participants perceived the programme as providing both
a positive context including supportive external assets
(leaders) and an opportunity to learn a number of life skills.
Bean et al'® suggest that an all-female environment can
facilitate a higher level of comfort than in a mixed-gender
environment thereby raising confidence levels and
increasing levels of physical activity participation. The
results from this study are consistent with these findings. It
was evident from this study that the GJWHF programme
provided a psychologically safe environment based on two
of the qualitative themes: the establishment of an
environment that a) was comprised of only girls, and b)
fostered trust and support. The youth enjoyed the all-girls
aspect, which they explained helped them feel more at ease
while enabling them to be themselves. They also expressed
feeling comfortable when discussing the programme’s
environment. These results concur with previous findings
that suggest a female youth’s social environment can impact
self-perceptions and confidence levels. 2627

Eccles and Barber?® and Petitpas et al'® have asserted that an
important component of creating a safe context involves
ensuring that youth find a valued role within the group. This
appeared to be the case in the GIWHF programme as the
youth often discussed how they were able to develop new
relationships and strengthen existing friendships within the
programme. The leaders discussed how they observed
participants helping others who were less experienced with
some activities. Results from the YES 2.0 further supported
the qualitative findings as the mean scores on the subscales
of ‘diverse peer relationships’ and ‘linkages to their
community’ were above 3.0. These results have valuable
implications, given that past research has shown that peer
support is an important factor with regard to participation in
youth programmes and physical activity.26-27.29

Similar to Petitpas et al'®, other PYD researchers have
recognized that it is the quality of relationships youth can
form with caring adults that is most likely to lead to positive
developmental outcomes of youth.® 3% According to Petitpas
and colleagues,'® strong external assets (programme leaders)
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are critical in influencing the opportunities of youth to
experience success and gain confidence. The results of this
study indicated that the GJWHF leaders were strong
external assets for the youth. The youth perceived the
leaders as supportive because the leaders listened to them
and challenged them appropriately. Past research has shown
the involvement of positive leaders to be important for
fostering PYD outcomes.3!- 32 Therefore, based on findings
from this research, we advocate for youth girls-only
programmes to incorporate supportive female leaders as role
models as one way to way to increase programme
effectiveness for fostering PYD outcomes.

Within Petitpas et al’s!® framework, the notion of external
assets typically refers to relationships between youth and
adults. In this study, however, it appeared that the leaders
themselves also perceived their co-leaders as external assets.
The leaders talked about having developed greater expertise,
and gained more confidence as a programme leader through
their relationships with the other leaders. Therefore, it
appears that fostering a positive team environment can
benefit the leaders, which ultimately and indirectly impacts
the youth participating in the programme.'?

Finally, according to Petitpas and colleagues,'® programmes
should incorporate intentional teaching of life skills, helping
youth develop a sense of identity and apply skills gained to
environments outside of the programme. Both the
qualitative and quantitative results illustrated that the youth
perceived the programme as helping them gain a positive
future orientation, a sense of identity, and life skills,
pertaining to goal setting, prosocial norms, leadership, and
teamwork. More specifically, in the interviews the youth
discussed that they developed friendships, a positive future
orientation, and a sense of identity. These themes were
supported by the questionnaire results, which demonstrated
mean scores of above 3.0 (on a 4.0 scale) on the ‘diverse
peer relationships’, ‘identity exploration’, and ‘identity
reflection’ subscales. Recent research has found that hope or
a positive future orientation is a strong predictor of positive
PYD trajectories®} and that acquiring a sense of identity is a
key developmental milestone for a successful transition into
adulthood.’* For example, Schmid et al’® suggest that
youth’s hopeful future expectations may be an essential
ingredient to thriving across adolescence and into
adulthood. In addition, the youth perceived the programme
as helping them be physically active, which research has
identified as an important element for enhancing their
overall health and well-being.3¢-3® Moreover, it is important
to note that while mean scores for ‘problem solving’ and
‘time management’ were scored slightly below a three, any
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perceived development of these skills were inherent in
program participation and such skills were not intentionally
taught within the program structure. In contrast, ‘emotional
regulation’ (mean score fell just below a three) was a skill
that was purposefully integrated into the GJWHF program
structure. A reason for this lower mean score could be based
on the age of the youth, as adolescence is a time for many
youth to experience emotional challenges and
dysregulations;** however, a qualitative study conducted
with the GJWHF program that explored life skill
development and transfer found that program participation
helped youth learn how to manage their emotions within the
program and believed they were able to transfer this to other
life domains, such as school.*!

In summary, findings from this study suggest that if
researchers and practitioners work to implement programs
that incorporate the strategies identified above, strong
relationships can result particularly in programmes targeting
female youth. Previous PYD literature has supported this
finding, indicating the importance of positive social
relationships and their influence and overall impact on
development.!!- 30. 42 43 Building positive and supportive
relationships with adults outside of one’s family that foster a
sense of belonging are critical aspects that impact
developmental outcomes. More specifically, Ullrich-French
and McDonough®® assert that interpersonal relationships
play a crucial role in person—context interactions and as a
result these interpersonal relationships are critical to
fostering developmental outcomes in youth.

Limitations

Study limitations must be recognised. First, selection bias
may have resulted given that 10 of 12 participating youth
were interviewed due to scheduling challenges. Although
the data collected were from youth who consistently
participated in the programme, the data is based on one
particular programme; therefore, the generalizability of the
results are limited. Second, as is often the case in
programme evaluation, the data were based on self-report
through interviews and questionnaires and therefore results
were based on perceptions as opposed to observational data.
There is always the potential of social desirability with self-
report measures. However, the researchers tried to limit this
potential by reminding the youth before completing the
questionnaire that there were no right or wrong answers and
that it was important to be honest. It was observed by the
researchers that some of the youth did not enjoy completing
the quantitative measure and at times these youth had
difficulty staying focused, which could explain the
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variability in responses. Third, limitations surround the YES
2.0 questionnaire. Given its usage as a post-only measure,
the questionnaire hindered the researchers’ ability to gauge
changes in outcomes immediately from before to after the
programme. In addition, the small sample size and lack of a
control group limited the researchers’ ability to isolate the
effects of the programme and generalize results beyond the
study population.

Conclusion

Findings from the first year evaluation of GJWHF suggest
that youth participants and leaders alike perceived the
programme to incorporate several effective implementation
strategies and to succeed in facilitating positive outcomes
for youth. The results of this study support Petitpas et al’s
framework!® and indicate that programme components—
such as creating a positive context and ensuring the
programme is led by strong external leaders who support
and challenge the youth appropriately while teaching life
skills—provide a foundation for achieving PYD outcomes.
In future programme development and evaluation, PYD
researchers and practitioners should focus on creating a safe
and supportive context and training strong leaders on how to
effectively teach life skills. Incorporating such factors can
help to ensure that youth have access to effective
programming that will enhance their development.
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Appendix 1. The modified Youth Experiences Survey (YES) 2.0 issued to GIWHF youth participants

Based on your recent involvement please rate whether you have had the following experiences in the Girls Just Wanna

Have Fun program.

Age; Your Experiences In....

Gender: .

Race/Ethnicity (Check all that apply) [Activity]

___White/Caucasian

__Black/African American Not At A Little | Quite a Yes,

__Asian All Bit Definitely

__Aboriginal

__Hispanic/Latino 1 2 3 4

__ Other
IDENTITY EXPERIENCES
Identity Exploration
1. Tried doing new things 1 2 4
2. Tried a new way of acting around people 1 2 4
3. Ido things here I don’t get to do anywhere else 1 2 4
Identity Reflection
4.  Started thinking more about my future because of this activity 1 2 4
5. This activity got me thinking about who I am 1 2 4
6. This activity has been a positive turning point in my life 1 2 4
INITIATIVE EXPERIENCES
Goal Setting
7. I set goals for myself in this activity 1 2 4
8. Learned to find ways to achieve my goals 1 2 4
9. Learned to consider possible obstacles when making plans 1 2 4
Effort
10. I put all my energy into this activity 1 2 4
11. Learned to push myself 1 2 4
12. Learned to focus my attention 1 2 4
Problem Solving
13. Observed how others solved problems and learned from them 1 2 4
14. Learned about developing plans for solving a problem 1 2 4
15. Used my imagination to solve a problem 1 2 4
Time Management
16. Learned about organizing time and not procrastinating (not putting 1 2 4

things off)

17. Learned about setting priorities 1 2 4
18. Practiced self-discipline 1 2 4
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Appendix 1. continued

BASIC SKILL
Emotional Regulation
19. Learned about controlling my temper 1 2 3 4
20. Became better at dealing with fear and anxiety 1 2 3 4
21. Became better at handling stress 1 2 3 4
22. Learned that my emotions affect how I perform 1 2 3 4
Physical Skills
23. Athletic or physical skills | 1 | 2 | 3 | 4 |
Interpersonal Relationships
Diverse Peer Relationships
24. Made friends with someone of the opposite gender 1 2 3 4
25. Learned I had a lot in common with people from different 1 2 3 4
backgrounds
26. Got to know someone from a different ethnic group 1 2 3 4
27. Made friends with someone from a different social class (someone 1 2 3 4
richer or poorer)
Prosocial Norms
28. Learned about helping others 1 2 3 4
29. We discussed morals and values 1 2 3 4
Linkages to Community
30. Got to know people in the community 1 2 3 4
31. Came to feel more supported by the community 1 2 3 4
How honest were you in filling out this survey?
Very honest Pretty honest Honest some of the time Honest once in a while Honest not at all
4 3 2 1 0
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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to determine the effects of
games and mental skills training on Mexican former gang
members and drug users’ self-concept, life satisfaction,
perceived control, and happiness. Male (n = 9) and female (n
= 10) former gang members aged 15-29 (M = 19.95)
participated in ten sessions containing games to improve
communication, trust, and problem-solving; and the
development of mental skills such as imagery, self-talk, goal
setting, activation control, and self-confidence. Within an
uncontrolled pre/post design, questionnaires were completed
in the first and tenth sessions. Results indicated significant
improvements in happiness, life satisfaction, and self-
concept (physical appearance, close friendship, behavioral
conduct, scholastic competence, athletic competence, social
acceptance, and global awareness). Mental skills training
and games appear to be an effective combination for

improving the quality of life of former gang members.

Introduction

Gang members on probation are more likely to have a
history of illegal drug use and abuse and are more prone to
reoffend than non-gang members on probation, and are
unlikely to have finished high school or been employed at
the time of their sentencing.! This type of information has
led many policymakers and practitioners serving youth to
focus on problem reduction or prevention. Approaching
youth with the goal of avoiding or reducing problem
behaviors such as drug use, unemployment, school dropout,

and gang membership usually involves a deficit view of

young people.? A deficit view sees people as having
weaknesses that need to be avoided or diminished, and does
not focus on developing strengths, skills, and behaviors that
enable individuals to develop their capabilities for positive
contributions to self and society. Taylor et al.3 provided
evidence that gang members possess the potential for
positive development and have assets that may be used to
promote positive behavior and development.

Poverty status has been found to have a significant effect on
gang membership.# Individuals living in poverty experience
continuously adverse circumstances that lead to a perceived
lack of control resulting in helplessness, hopelessness, and
diminished will power.> Individuals who feel they do not
have the ability to control events or their behaviors tend to
believe they are not responsible for what happens in their
lives. Developing self-regulation skills may encourage
individuals living in poverty and high crime areas to become
active participants in their own lives. In a study of youth
living in poverty in the United States, Buckner,
Mezzacappa, and Beardslee® found that self-regulatory skills
and self-esteem were related to resilience even after
controlling for differences in chronic strains and the
experiences of negative life events. Self-regulation can be
beneficial in terms of dealing with stress in a proactive
manner and coping with stressors that have already
occurred.”

In terms of interventions that may promote self-regulation,
physically active games can help develop the skills of
problem-solving and decision making under pressure,® and
have been shown to be superior to social recreation
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programs in terms of enhancing attitudes and actions
regarding cooperation and trust.” Games allow for the
concurrent development of physical and intellectual
capacities, which in turn enhance self-awareness, self-
esteem, and enjoyment.! Adolescents’ self-reported
physical activity has also been associated with perceived life
satisfaction'! and health-related quality of life.'> Adding
psychological skills to an intervention may also be helpful
because they have been linked with psychological
wellbeing.!3 Developing skills such as goal-setting and self-
confidence may help individuals establish a sense of
mastery. Mastery is the ability to manage and control life
circumstances that significantly affect the individual.#
Mastery arises from successful coping with stressors and is
related to having a sense of control and self-direction, but
can be impaired by exposure to difficult conditions.!?

The purpose of this study was to determine if a program
combining physically active games and psychological skills
training could enhance the life satisfaction, happiness,
perceptions of control, and self-concept of ex-gang
members. The intervention was based on the program of
physically active games and psychological skills that
Hanrahan'¢ found significantly enhanced the life satisfaction
and self-worth of Mexican teenage orphans.

Method
Participants

Twenty individuals (9 males and 10 females) aged 15-29 (M
= 19.95; SD = 4.93) from an organization called Raza
Nueva in Monterrey, Mexico, voluntarily took part in the
study. Raza Nueva is a project that seeks, by means of
personal contact, to help young gang members leave their
situations of violence, drug addiction, and delinquency. The
mission of the organization is “that the young gang
members find a new life in Christ and become motivated,
not only in study and work, but also to become developers
of peace in their neighborhoods, with their own gangs, and
with the gangs with whom they have had conflict”!” Many
of the participants began taking and/or selling drugs at a
young age, and some were the victims and/or perpetrators of
physical violence (e.g., stabbings). Some of the participants
were previously incarcerated. Participants were involved
with Raza Nueva for a mean of 1.17 years (range = 1 month
to 3.5 years). Four of the participants worked part-time at
Raza Nueva, but had formerly been gang members
themselves. The other fifteen participants were all ex-gang
members. Because Raze Nueva has no formal membership
roster, it is not possible to indicate what percentage of gang
members with access to Raza Nueva volunteered to take
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part in the program. Information about the program was
distributed by Raza Nueva; interested people showed up at
the pre-established time. The study’s investigators had no
previous contact with any of the participants.

Instruments
Self-Perception Profile for Adolescents

Based on Harter’s Self Perception Profile for Children, '8
Harter’s Self-Perception Profile for Adolescents (SPPA) ?
was designed to measure multiple dimensions of self-
concept in the adolescent stage of development. The SPPA
measures a variety of self-concept dimensions (e.g.,
physical appearance, social acceptance) as well as global
self-worth. Researchers?’ 2! 22 have tested the psychometrics
of the English version of the SPPA, resulting in support of
slightly different subscales. Pastor, Balaguer, Atienza, and
Garcia-Merita?? tested a Spanish version of the SPPA with
students aged 15 to 18 years of age and found support for
six clearly differentiated self-concept dimensions (i.e.,
scholastic competence, physical appearance, athletic
competence, behavioral conduct, close friendship, and
social acceptance) as well as a one-dimensional subscale of
global self-worth. Cronbach alphas ranged from .62 to .90.
The items pertaining to Job Competence from the original
SPPA were omitted in the Pastor et al. version of the scale
because they were believed to be irrelevant to the majority
of the participants. Because job competence was also
irrelevant to the majority of participants in this study, the
Spanish translation from the Pastor et al. study was used.
Items were scored on the subscales obtained in the previous
Spanish study, thus ignoring the items designed to measure
romantic attraction that are included in the English version
of the scale. The mean age of the sample was less than 20
years old, making the choice of scale age-appropriate for the
sample.

Satisfaction With Life Scale

The Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) was developed by
Diener, Emmons, Larsen, and Griffin2* to measure life
satisfaction without the potentially confounding factors of
apathy or enthusiasm. The original English version has been
found to have good test-retest reliability and internal
consistency.?> Atienza, Pons, Balaguer, and Garcia-Merita2¢
translated the SWLS into Spanish, the only change being the
use of a 5-point rather than the original 7-point Likert scale.
A confirmatory factor analysis indicated that the model fit
was acceptable. The Spanish version of the SWLS was also
found to have good internal consistency and construct
validity.?®
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Mirowsky-Ross 2X2 Index

The Mirowsky-Ross 2X2 Index measures sense of control
over one’s own life.?” The measure is not biased by self-
defense or self-blame or by the tendency to agree with
statements regardless of content. The 2X2 balanced measure
ensures that defense bias and agreement bias are eliminated.
Mirowsky and Ross?” demonstrated that the index has good
content, criterion, and construct validity. The index contains
two subscales (one about good outcomes and one about bad
outcomes) with the items claiming control balancing the
items that deny control.?®

Happiness Measure

Studies about happiness have employed diverse methods to
evaluate this construct, often using five, seven, or ten-point
Likert scales. Fordyce* developed a measure of happiness
with two items: a) General level of happiness, and b)
Percentage of time one feels happy, unhappy, or neutral.
Overall the Happiness Measures have good stability,
convergent validity, construct validity, and discriminative
validity, but the first item has been reported to have stronger
convergent validity with other indices of subjective
wellbeing in 26 of 30 reported correlations.?? For our study
we only used the first item that asks respondents to indicate
on a figure of a staircase, with the top step (10) indicating a
life that is completely happy and the bottom step (0)
indicating an unhappy life, the step on which they are
currently situated. Diener and Diener’® reported that
Fordyce’s Happiness Measure (a one-time self-report
measure) did not lead to excessively high estimates of
happiness compared with other methods, and that it
provided similar results to daily experience sampling.

Procedure

Ethical clearance was obtained from the first author’s
university (Clearance # 2014001134). All participants
received an information sheet (in Spanish) about the
program that made it clear they were free to withdraw at any
time without penalty. Informed consent was obtained from
all participants before the start of the program.

The program consisted of ten sessions of approximately 2
hours each, held on weekdays for 2 weeks. The Raza Nueva
staff members were invited to come 30 minutes early to
each session to provide an opportunity for them to ask
questions or make suggestions and to review the purpose of
the previous session and outline the objectives of the current
session. This extra time was allocated to make sure that
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what the facilitator was doing in the program was relevant
to the participants, but also to increase the chances that the
staff members would be comfortable running the program
on their own in the future. The authors were the facilitators
of the sessions. Both are registered psychologists and had
previous  experience working with  disadvantaged
populations. Between one and four volunteers from a local
university attended each session to help with small group
discussions, provide one-on-one support, and expose them
to the program for possible future use with Raza Nueva or
other organizations. In the month prior to the program with
Raza Nueva, the same volunteers were exposed to the
program when it was run at a group home.

Within an uncontrolled pre/post research design, the
participants completed the questionnaires in the first and
final sessions, using codes instead of names to ensure
anonymity. The overarching theme for the program was
“control the controllable.” Individual sessions contained
worksheets, discussions and activities related to mental
skills traditionally used in sport psychology such as optimal
activation, goal-setting, concentration and attention,
imagery, self-talk and self-confidence. Regular use of small
groups encouraged participants to apply material to their
own situations and to learn from each other. Small group
discussions included topics such as aspects of their lives
they have or have not controlled, factors they should
consider trying to control, progression or obstacles towards
their short-term goals and future plans, positive experiences,
examples of how they have been able to refocus their
attention, the possible purposes of imagery scripts, the
purposes of affirmations, what they can do to make others in
the group feel better about themselves, and changes they
have made during the program. Each participant received a
folder in which to keep written exercises and handouts.
Stickers were used as rewards for punctual attendance and
the completion of homework activities. All sessions also
contained active games, the majority of which were
designed to develop communication, trust, teamwork, and
problem-solving skills.?! Through the course of the
program, games were introduced in a sequence that moved
from icebreakers to deinhibitizers/energizers to trust and
empathy games, and finally to initiative activities. In the
first session, participants each described an area of their life
that they would like to improve as well as an activity or
sport they enjoyed. Many of these descriptors were then
used by the facilitator and volunteers in future sessions to
make the content of the sessions relevant to the participants.
Each session ended with a thought for the day, and
sometimes the assignment of a small amount of homework;
Hanrahan?®? 33 highlighted much of the information used in
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the content of the sessions. Although the organization
through which the participants were contacted was Catholic,
the program coordinator made no mention of religion during
the intervention.

Results
Attendance

Participation in the program was entirely voluntary. There
were a total of ten sessions, and participants attended
between four and ten of them. The mean attendance was
8.47 sessions (SD = 1.6; Mdn = 9). All participants
completed the questionnaires in the first session and all but
one completed the questionnaires in the final session.

Paired Sample Statistics

The pre- and post-test means for happiness, life satisfaction,
physical appearance, close friendship, behavioral conduct,
scholastic competence, athletic competence, social
acceptance, global self-worth, and sense of control over
good and bad outcomes are presented in Table 1. The paired
sample T-test results are also in Table 1. There were
significant improvements in all of the tested variables except
for sense of control. The change in perceived control of
positive outcomes approached significance. The changes in
means between time 1 and time 2 were all in the expected
direction.

Table 1. Pre- and Post-test Means, Standard Deviations,
and Paired Sample Tests

Scale n Pre Mean (SD) Post Mean (SD) t Sig.
Happiness 18 7.22(1.44) 8.39 (1.38) 3.70  .002
Life Satisfaction 17 3.71(0.62) 4.32 (0.68) 34.03 .001
Physical Appearance 18 2.81(0.75) 3.14 (0.63) 292 .010
Close Friendship 16 2.94(0.96) 3.58 (0.55) 322 .006
Behavioral Conduct 17 2.35(0.68) 3.00 (0.60) 418 .001

Scholastic Competence 15 2.42(0.69) 3.00 (0.60) 3.26  .006

Athletic Competence 14 2.60(0.61) 3.00 (0.74) 273 017
Social Acceptance 18 3.11(0.52) 3.43 (0.47) 331 .004
Global Self-Worth 11 2.71(0.46) 3.24 (0.46) 376 .004
Control Good Events 18 1.72(1.58) 2.11 (1.62) 1.87 .079
Control Bad Events 17 0.41(1.18) 0.50 (1.49) 029 779
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Discussion

Happiness, life satisfaction, and self-concept significantly
improved from pre-program to post-program. Not only did
global self-concept significantly increase, but so did
physical appearance, close friendship, behavioral conduct,
scholastic competence, athletic competence, and social
acceptance self-concepts. The issue of self-concept was not
specifically targeted in the program, although there was a
session about techniques that can be used to increase self-
confidence. In a similar study with orphans, the only self-
concept scales that showed significant improvement were
global self-concept and physical appearance self-concept.!¢
It is possible that the orphanage, which had sporting
facilities on site and required school attendance, already
provided opportunities for the development of scholastic
and athletic competence that were not readily available to
the former gang members in the present study. The
physically active games allowed for experiences of success
for participants of all fitness and ability levels, a
characteristic that is possibly the cause of the increase in
athletic competence self-concept. Similarly, the completion
of the worksheets and brief homework assignments related
to mental skills may have been related to perceptions of
scholastic competence. In terms of the increases in close
friendship and social acceptance self-concepts, the former
gang members possibly had few social opportunities outside
of the program. Although the participants may have been
participating in other activities through Raza Nueva, these
activities would not have taken place on a daily basis.
Previous research indicates that conventional social
opportunities are limited in impoverished urban areas,
which lead youth to deal drugs as much for socialization as
for income.3* Although well beyond the scope of the present
study, it may be that providing alternative social
opportunities in gang areas, such as those available in the
program used in this study, may help to decrease crime. In
this study, close friendship and social acceptance self-
concepts significantly increased alongside behavioral
conduct self-concept. The behavioral conduct self-concept
scale included items such as, ‘Not doing things I shouldn’t,’
and ‘Doing the right thing.” There is no way of knowing
from this study if the participants’ actual behavior changed;
it may have been that after participating in the intervention
program they wanted the researchers to perceive them as
engaging in desirable behaviors and avoiding undesirable
behaviors.

The significant increase in happiness is particularly
noteworthy given that the participants’ mean pre-test
happiness score of 7.32 was already higher than the
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normative mean of 6.92 reported by Fordyce* with a
sample of 3050 American community college students.
Similarly, the mean pre-test life satisfaction score of 3.78
was well above the midpoint of the scale, and was
comparable to that found in Spanish students from
Valencia.?¢ Unfortunately no mean scores for Mexican
socially disadvantaged groups could be found with which to
make comparisons, but nevertheless, the former gang
members could not be described as unhappy or dissatisfied
with life. Even so, happiness scores were significantly
higher at the end of the program than they were at the start.

In a study of happiness in everyday life, Csikszentmihalyi
and Hunter?® found that teenagers from working class and
impoverished backgrounds were happier than upper-middle
class and upper-class teenagers, suggesting that material
wealth may be an obstacle to happiness. Although the mean
pre-test happiness scores of the former gang members were
above the normative mean, the participants still represent a
disadvantaged group. Just because they did not score below
the norm for happiness before the intervention does not
mean that they could not benefit from even higher levels of
happiness. After all, it may be easier to increase the
wellbeing of individuals in this population than it is to
change socioeconomic factors.

It is rather ironic that the only dependent variable that was
mentioned directly within the program (i.e., control) is the
only one that did not significantly change. The theme for the
program was “control the controllable,” and participants had
more than one discussion about which factors in their lives
were controllable or uncontrollable. In the second session of
the program there was 100% agreement that it was much
easier to think of things they could not control than things
they could control. It is possible that the findings may have
been different if the participants had explicitly revisited the
idea of control near the end of the program. Throughout the
program, however, participants were introduced to
techniques related to control (e.g., thought stopping,
attention and concentration, goal setting, relaxation and
activation, self-confidence development). In a similar
intervention program with Mexican orphans, the participants
were able to list many more controllable factors at the end
of the program than they could at the beginning of the
program,'® but that study did not include a psychometric
measure of control.

There is no way of knowing whether the mental skills
training or the games were the primary cause of the changes
in the dependent variable, or if both components are
required for change. Future research could implement only
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the games with one group and only the mental skills training
with another, to see if one section of the program on its own
is as effective as the full program. It is doubtful, however,
that attendance at a program within this population would be
as high without the opportunity to play and run around.
Although the games used in the program were designed to
develop trust, communication, and problem solving skills,
they were also intended to be fun. Given the limited
opportunities that many of the participants had previously
had to play, it may be that it was the playfulness of the
program that resulted in such significant changes in the
dependent variables. Although play can have long-term
developmental meaning or value, it also has personal,
experiential value that may be of equal, if not greater,
importance.3¢

Future research should also address the limitations of the
present study. The two biggest limitations are the lack of a
control group, and the absence of follow-up data. Without a
control group, it is possible that some unknown extraneous
factors lead to the changes described above. Another
limitation is that the program was run through a faith-based
organization, so it may be that the intervention may not be
generalizable to former gang members who are not involved
in such faith-based organizations. Nevertheless, Mexico has
the second largest Catholic population in the world, with
roughly 85% of citizens being Catholic.3” Future research,
however, could test the intervention through organizations
that are not faith based.

Even with these limitations, the study provides insight into
the potential effectiveness of mental skills training and
games in enhancing the life satisfaction, happiness, and self-
concept of former gang members in Mexico. These results
indicate the relevance of sport psychology to avenues
outside of traditional sport. Although the results cannot
demonstrate unequivocally the effectiveness of the
intervention, they do demonstrate the feasibility of
implementing such an intervention in this context.
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