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ABSTRACT

This qualitative research relied on in-depth interviews to
understand the experiences of at-risk girls who participated
in CrossFit. Sports and physical activity-based programs
have long been used to address social problems and offer
new opportunities for at-risk youth. These programs are
often designed keeping the youth in settings with their peers.
In this study, four at-risk girls were integrated into
traditional CrossFit classes that were more representative of
their lived realities, exposing them to participants of
different ages, genders, races, and socioeconomic
backgrounds. We combined the strengths perspective and
hope theory to examine their experiences. Our findings
demonstrated that integrated fitness programs can help at-
risk girls achieve successful outcomes. This research also
underscored the utility of combining the strengths
perspective with hope theory, as we found that hope was an
essential element that allowed the girls to realize their
inherent strengths and to apply these strengths to other
aspects of their lives.

“LEARN HOW TO KEEP GOING”: APPLYING
STRENGTHS PERSPECTIVE AND HOPE THEORY
TO GIRLS IN CROSSFIT

Middle school is hard for Marley, but she has found a place
that feels like home. It helps that everyone speaks to her by
name when she enters the gym, creating excitement and

Keywords: strengths perspective; hope theory; physical activity and sport programs;

at-risk middle school girls

enthusiasm. Being one of the youngest people in the gym
does not bother Marley, and instead it encourages her to
continue coming back.

As the CrossFit trainer explains the workout, Naomi gets
excited when she sees that it is full of running, with minimal
heavy lifting. Although Naomi will have to work hard in this
workout, she knows this will make her stronger for dance
team competitions. The other participants in the class tower
over the effusive, small frame middle school girl who seems
to have endless amounts of energy.

Chloe walks in the gym with her mom and stays close to her
throughout the session. As they get boxes out, Chloe quietly
asks how hard the workout will be. Half way through, Chloe
briefly sees her mom taking a break on the step ups, and she
positions herself to keep her mom in her line of sight, the
two of them working out side-by-side until they have
completed the workout. As they exit the gym together,
Chloe asks her mom what she thought about the difficulty of
the workout. They continue the conversation all the way
home.

Rochelle stands in the middle of the gym, dripping in sweat,
looking around at everyone else working out. Sometimes
she notes that very few people look like her: brown skin,
kinky hair, teenage girl, the same outfit as the last time she
was there. Looking at the middle-aged teacher next to her
deadlifting the same weight, she imagines what

www.jsfd.org



Volume 10, Issue 1, August 2021 2 Gipson et al.

responsibilities the teacher has after leaving the gym. This
only catches her attention for a few seconds, and she shifts
attention back to her barbell to complete the workout.

All four of these girls work out at CrossFit-Strength &
Hope (CF-S&H)'! , a CrossFit affiliate gym. Established in
2012, CF-S&H wanted to provide a space for the
community to come together through fitness and live a
healthy lifestyle. CF-S&H quickly saw positive outcomes
with their teenage and adult members and wanted to expand
their offerings to children. In 2014, CF-S&H started a
CrossFit Kids program for any young person in the
community. Generally, CrossFit Kids promoted the aspect
that every workout was scalable so it could properly be
adjusted for each child and their experience (Bakshi, 2009).
Researchers found that children participating in a CrossFit
Kids program improved their grades (Bakshi, 2009), fitness
levels (Sibley, 2012), and made gains in strength,
confidence, and competence (Garst et al., 2020). However,
due to the high costs of a CrossFit membership,
participation in the CF-S&H children’s program was out of
reach for some youth. To combat the barrier of expense,
CF-S&H took a special interest in contributing to the local
community by providing programming for at-risk children.
In addition to creating separate programs to target this
population, they funded sponsorships for low-income
children to engage in regular classes, and they offered
summer day camps that featured sliding scale membership
fees that were subsidized by sponsors.

The involvement of at-risk youth at CF-S&H evolved over
time. For instance, 15 at-risk youth (mostly boys) started
coming to CF-S&H when the facility entered a partnership
with a local afterschool program called A Place for Kids
(APfK)>. This partnership made it possible for APfK
members to participate in a youth CrossFit program at CF-
S&H. According to the APfK administrators, 94 % of their
membership came from minority and/or low-income
families. Many came from single-parent or caregiver homes
and the children enrolled typically had limited options for
extracurricular opportunities. Initially, a program was
created for girls and boys from APfK where the participants
came to the CF-S&H facility and participated in CrossFit
classes with their own group. Although these children
improved their goal setting techniques and honed in on
transferable skills like focusing and resilience, Gipson et al.
(2018) found that the children did not fully understand the
intent of CrossFit. The scholars suggested that this was due
to lack of parental involvement, as the children admitted not
talking to their parents about the program. Additionally, the
scholars found that although the children were at CF-S&H,
they only interacted with the coaches and the group they
arrived with, meaning this was no different from being at
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the APfK. Gipson et al. (2018) recommended integrating
participants in traditional classes with teens and adults,
especially when children are in roles in their home lives
where they take care of younger siblings or take it upon
themselves to make sure they make it to school. Therefore,
children from the AP{K integrated into traditional CrossFit
classes their second year as it was thought that the setting
was representative of the girls’ lived realities. CF-S&H also
sponsored a summer day camp open to all children, not just
those identified as at-risk.

PURPOSE

In this study we were interested in examining the
experiences of at-risk youth with CrossFit when in settings
that were more similar to those of their daily lives, e.g.,
with adults and teenagers, teachers and nurses, college
students, affluent middle schoolers, retirees. Although a
large body of research has been conducted on interventions
designed specifically to cater toward at-risk youth, little
attention has been given to programs that integrate at-risk
youth into real world settings to support social
development. Our study began by examining how the girls’
experiences in CrossFit at CF-S&H impacted their lives.
During our discussions with the girls and their mothers, we
came to realize that strengths perspective and hope theory
could be combined to form a useful lens for investigating
youth sport for development. In this paper we apply this
new lens, which represents a combination of strengths
perspective and hope theory, to the experiences of at-risk
girls who participate in the integrated, real world setting of
CrossFit.

As research focusing on at-risk youth from the Positive
Youth Development (PYD) framework often utilizes
interventions, it is useful to begin with a general overview
of scholarship on youth intervention programs. This
overview begins by highlighting the transition from using
deficit perspectives in early programs toward the more
contemporary emphasis on the strengths-based perspective
and the PYD framework. Next we focus specifically on
sport-based youth intervention programs, observing that
most intervention programs isolate at-risk youth rather than
integrating them into the larger community. In contrast, we
point out how CrossFit offers an integrated sport setting
which is well-suited as a space for at-risk youth to develop
and use their own strengths. After discussing our interview
methodology and data analysis, we outline and review the
separate theoretical approaches of the strengths perspective
and hope theory. Finally, we propose that these two
approaches be combined, and we apply this new “strength
and hope” lens to the lived experiences of the girls who
participated in our interviews.
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Youth Interventions: From Deficits to Strengths

Historically, interventions focused on identifying and
addressing the negative situations and problems of youth
such as “learning disabilities; affective disorders; antisocial
conduct; low motivation and achievement; drinking, drug
use, or smoking; psychosocial crisis triggered by
maturational episodes such as puberty; and risks of neglect,
abuse, and economic deprivation that plague certain
populations” (Damon, 2004, p. 14). Therefore, initial
interventions were developed from a problem-centered or
deficit perspective (Damon, 2004) which was adapted from
a mental-health model (Redl & Wineman, 1951) and the
criminal-justice model that has stressed punishment over
prevention (Damon, 2004). Intervention programs treated
participants as potential problems for society who needed to
be fixed before they became actual problems in society.

More recently, scholars have shifted away from the deficit
perspective to embrace strengths-based perspectives, such
as the PYD framework, which encourage practitioners to
envision young people as resources for society (Damon,
2004; Schulenkorf et al., 2016). Central to the PYD
framework is the assertion that every individual possesses
natural and inherent capabilities, and that intervention
programs succeed by helping individuals to actualize these
latent strengths and skills (Benson, 2003; Kochanek &
Erickson, 2020; Shek et al., 2019; Tolan, 2014). Numerous
studies have used the PYD approach on diverse youth and
found its positive impact on a variety of aspects of life,
including mental health, academic well-being, self-esteem,
social confidence, and healthy behaviors (Curran & Wexler,
2017; Gaylord-Harden et al., 2018; MacDonald et al., 2020;
Milot Travers & Mabhalik, 2019; Newland et al., 2019; Shek
& Chai, 2020; Whipple et al., 2020).

Sport-Based Interventions for At-Risk Youth

When working with at-risk youth, there are a variety of
sport-based and physical activity intervention programs that
have been established to achieve positive outcomes for
youth (Petitpas et al., 2005). These interventions programs
have found success with reducing the risk of obesity
(Martin et al., 2013); lowering the risk of engaging in
delinquent behavior (Miller et al., 2007); addressing mental
health issues like depression and anxiety (Stubbs &
Rosenbaum, 2018); and increasing social engagement,
social inclusion and citizenship (Parker et al., 2019).

Further, despite girls and boys being affected by similar
social risk factors, there is evidence to suggest that sport for
development programs are more often created with boys in
mind, resulting in an underrepresentation of girls in these
programs (Bruening et al., 2015; Collison et al., 2017;
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Farello et al., 2019). To address this underrepresentation,
researchers using the PYD framework have tailored
programs for girls, by focusing on various components of
relationships between participants, mentors and mothers
(Bruening et al., 2009, 2015), training coaches to use self-
determination theory in their coaching practices and
curriculum lessons (Walters et al., 2020), forming
leadership panels with girls as leaders and using a Youth
Participatory Action Research curriculum (Chard et al.,
2020), and providing space for girls-only (Johnston et al.,
2019) to provide a better understanding of girls’
experiences and long-term development in the area.

What is interesting about these sport-based intervention
programs is that because they are specifically designed to
serve at-risk youth, the programs are structured in such a
way that they segregate and isolate these youth. Most
interventions, whether or not they are based on sports,
create spaces and opportunities for the empowerment of
participants. The sport-based interventions discussed above
all targeted a specific group of at-risk youth and had
positive outcomes for the participants (Bruening et al.,
2015; Johnston et al., 2019; Martin et al., 2013; Miller et
al., 2007; Parker et al., 2019). Notably, a large body of
research on youth behavior links peer pressure with
negative behaviors, and highlights how risky behavior can
be reduced when the youth are exposed to a wider array of
people outside of their peer groups (Crockett et al., 2006;
Prinstein et al., 2001; Simons-Morton et al., 2001; Sullivan,
2006; Sullivan & Larson, 2010; Werch et al., 2003).
Therefore, some programs align with local community
organizations and develop youth-adult partnerships to
expose participants to positive relationships (Bruening et
al., 2015; MacDonald et al., 2020; Sullivan & Larson,
2010). Such programs are innovative in the way that they
promote relationships between youth and others in their
wider community. It is these relationships which are shown
to enhance youth development and community engagement,
such that youth and adults learn from one another, the youth
attain an increased sense of belonging. Broader research on
youth development points to positive outcomes when youth
are integrated into their communities (Christens & Peterson,
2012; Sullivan & Larson, 2010; Zeldin et al., 2003, 2013).
Many programs for at-risk youth report successful
outcomes, yet these interventions rarely offer youth the
opportunity to interact with people of various races,
genders, ages, and socioeconomic backgrounds (Gipson et
al., 2018). Therefore, studying at-risk youth within
traditional sport or fitness programing which facilitates
positive youth development may provide a unique and
different perspective on the participants’ experiences.
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CrossFit as a Setting for the Integration for At-Risk
Youth

CrossFit is a branded fitness regime that started in 2001.
Rooted in being “broad, general, and inclusive” (Glassman,
2007, p. 4), the CrossFit model uses high-intensity
functional training to develop participants in three different
training modalities: gymnastics, weightlifting, and metabolic
conditioning. Regular CrossFit classes cater to athletes of all
ages, genders, and abilities by enabling athletes to choose
their weights and modify movements, which in turn
encourages participants to alter the prescribed workouts to
their skill-level (Eather et al., 2016; Sibley, 2012). Despite
research highlighting latent misogyny within the CrossFit
culture (Dawson, 2015; Knapp, 2015; Nash, 2018;
Schrijnder et al., 2020; Washington & Economides, 2016),
CrossFit is well-suited for the development for at-risk girls
for a variety of reasons. For example, the ability to modify
workouts is empowering as it offers participants greater
autonomy and makes the activity accessible for all
(Schrijnder et al., 2020). In addition, the ever-changing
variety of workouts serves to improve participant
engagement and enjoyment (Eather et al., 2016), while the
emphasis on celebrating individual progress promotes goal-
setting (Gipson et al., 2018), and also engenders a strong
sense of community that in turn fulfills social needs of
participants (Davies et al., 2014).

METHODS

In this qualitative study we used convenience sampling to
conduct in-depth interviews with at-risk girls who
participate in CrossFit to understand these girls’ experiences
in an integrated sport setting. All our interview participants
were introduced to the activity of CrossFit through CF-S&H.

Interviews

Although most youth participants at CF-S&H were male, we
were especially interested in learning about the experiences
of the at-risk girls who have participated in these sport
development programs. We invited the five girls and their
mothers participating in CF-S&H youth programming to
participate in interviews. Of the five, we conducted in-depth
interviews with four girls and their mothers. Each of these
girls can be classified as at-risk youth based on household
structure and family income. These four girls took different
paths to join CrossFit. Two of the girls (both African
American) were first involved through their afterschool
program, APfK, from August 2015 until May 2016. The
other two girls (both white) first started through the week-
long summer camp held at CF-S&H in 2016. After their
initial involvement, some of the girls pursued additional
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opportunities in CrossFit, such as by joining regular adult
classes. All four of the girls were raised in single-parent
homes where the mother was head of the household.
Background information for each of the interviewees is
summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Participant demographics

Name Age Race CrossFit Family Structure Mom’s Mom’s
Experience Education CrossFit
Participation
Marley 10 white CF Kids divorced/single MS yes
summer camp  mcome <$10,000
adult classes 3 people in household
Chloe 13 white CF Kuds divorced/single BS yes
summer camp  income $40,000-49,999
adult classes 3 people in household
Naomi 12 black APIK divorced/single AA no
adult classes  income <$10,000
2 people in household
Rochelle 13 black APIK single HS no

summer camp  income $20,000-29,999  diploma
_adult classes 5 people in household

The interviews were conducted in December 2016 and
lasted between one and two hours and were conducted in
public meeting spaces. There were always two interviewers
present, with one person taking the lead on asking questions
and the other, who was also a CrossFit coach familiar to
both the girls and their mothers, asking follow-up questions
and helping to clarify when the participant might not have
understood a question. None of the other interviewers were
CrossFit participants, which allowed them to ask for more
basic explanations of the participants’ CrossFit experiences,
and they did not have any previous connections to the
research participants. Both the girls and their mothers were
made aware of the interview procedure and the purpose of
the interviews and they gave written consent to participate in
the research. During the first part of each interview, both the
girl and her mother were present, and the interview was
conducted as if it were a conversation among the four people
who had gathered (the girl, her mother, and the two
interviewers). Toward the end of each interview the girl was
dismissed, and the discussion continued with her mother.

Coding and Data Analysis

The interviews were audiotaped and transcribed, and each
member of the research team was able to read the interview
transcripts independently before we met to discuss our
general impressions. During these early meetings, we
realized that the girls’ experiences seemed to contain
elements of both the strengths perspective (Saleebey, 1996)
and hope theory (Snyder, 2002). Although we had set out
with a general goal to learn about the experiences of at-risk
girls in CrossFit, we soon came to the realization that there
might be utility in combining the strengths perspective and
hope theory to better understand the girls’ experiences in
this sport for development program. Using a priori coding
(Saldana, 2009), we identified key themes of the strengths
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perspective and hope theory and then developed codes to
represent these themes (see Table 2). After identifying our
list of codes, we met as a group to apply the codes to the
interview transcripts. In these meetings, each team member
had their own copy of the transcript to read and mark. Each
team member would read a page of the transcript and
independently identify the appropriate codes for the data on
that page. We would then take turns discussing how we had
coded that page, explaining why particular codes were
selected, and having more in-depth discussions when there
was disagreement or uncertainty as to whether a code
should be used. This collaborative process allowed us to
make final decisions about how to code each transcript.

Table 2. List of codes

Code Definition

EVENT denotes important events that represent significant moments in

the girl’s life

MEMBERSHIP indicates that the girl expressed a sense of belonging to a

group (family, CrossFit gym, dance troupe, sports team, etc.)

quality relationships that help the girls develop agency and
pathways toward goals

HOPE-INDUCING

RESILIENCE persevering in difficult circumstances; overcoming challenges:

exposure to adversity

EMPOWERMENT exhibits a combination of being aware of limits and also

recognizing that it is possible to overcome limits
CONFIDENCE mereased self-assurance and positive self-esteem

SELF-DETERMINATION  taking action on one’s own behalf; charting one’s own course

Strengths Perspective

The strengths-based approach has been utilized within
social work practice and research for several decades.
Rather than focusing on the weaknesses of the individual,
family, or community, the strengths perspective examines
the strengths, knowledge, capabilities and resources of all
(Saleebey, 1996). Each person is treated as unique, and they
are recognized as experts when it comes to understanding
their life experiences (Saleebey, 1996).

Clinicians who employ the strengths perspective use words
like membership, empowerment, and resilience to help
individuals recognize their own resources. Membership
refers to being a responsible and valued member of a group
(Saleebey, 1996). Social workers practice empowerment
when helping others overcome the constraints that limit
them through increasing their awareness of these pressures
(Ackerson & Harrison, 2000; Pinderhughes, 1994). People
who are resilient deal with these tensions and conflicts and
develop skills, abilities, knowledge, and insight (Saleebey,
1996). Resilience can lead to confidence and improved self-
esteem (Heyne & Anderson, 2012).
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Importantly, this perspective does not ask people to deny
their difficulties, but to recognize that their strengths were
built because of the challenges they experienced. Through
the work done between social workers and their clients,
people are not discounted because of their label but are
asked to recognize and utilize the qualities, skills, and
resources of the client to meet their needs and address their
challenges (Saleebey, 1996). For the purposes of this study,
when clients recognize that they can use their strengths to
make choices in their lives and move toward their chosen
goals, they have self-determination (Ackerson & Harrison,
2000; Dattilo et al., 1998; Heyne & Anderson, 2012).

Hope Theory

By using resources to address their challenges, individuals
display hope, “a positive motivational state that is based on
an interactively derived sense of successful (a) agency
(goal-directed energy), and (b) pathways (planning to meet
goals)” (Snyder et al., 1991, p. 287). Agency is built
through a sense of successful goal attainment previously,
currently, and in the future, while pathways refer to the
ability to create successful plans to reach those goals
(Snyder et al., 1991). Agency and pathways are not the
same, as one may have goal-directed energy but may not
perceive the pathways to goal achievement, or one may see
their pathways without feeling that they can attain those
goals. In both cases, an individual would not have hope
because hope requires that both agency and pathways are
present. Additionally, hope does not guarantee successful
goal attainment, but it increases the likelihood that an
individual’s goals can be achieved.

Hope is “subjectively defined as people assess their agency
and pathways related to goals,” and, for each person hope is
“consistent across situations and times” so that an
individual who has hope in one situation is more likely to
also display hope in another situation (Snyder et al., 1991,
p. 571). In addition, hope is “fundamentally social in
nature,” requiring both sharing and participation to look
toward a collective future (Paraschak, 2013, p. 237). To this
end, “seeing oneself as part of a larger social fabric of
responsibility provides the impetus for people to consider
how the exercise of their individual agency affects the
world and the people in it” (Jacobs, 2005, p. 788). Group
membership is important to both the strengths perspective
and hope theory. Hope is cultivated when individuals and
the groups to which they belong overcome challenges and
recognize their own strengths. These relationships with
others are hope-inducing because they allow individuals to
sense both their agency and pathways toward their goals.
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Combining Strengths Perspective & Hope Theory

Based on previous research conducted by Saleebey (1996)
and Paraschak (2013), we propose that combining both
strengths perspective and hope theory can show that upon
an instigating event, such as joining an organization,
individuals become members and sometimes foster hope-
inducing relationships (HIR). These relationships help them
to develop agency and pathways toward goals, which
ultimately leads to empowerment (Paraschak, 2013). In
addition to HIR, membership can lead directly to
empowerment (Paraschak, 2013; Saleebey, 1996), which
can lead to either resilience or self-determination (Saleebey,
1996; Snyder et al., 1991). Resilience can then lead to
confidence or self-determination (Heyne & Anderson,
2012), while confidence is also a pathway to self-
determination (Snyder et al., 1991).

FINDINGS

The interviews with these four girls and their mothers
provided valuable insight to their life experiences and
prodded us to think more deeply about the utility of
combining the strengths perspective and hope theory for
understanding the benefits of girls’ involvement in physical
activity programs. The data shows that instigating events
and hope-inducing relationships can lead to empowerment,
resilience, and confidence, which ultimately can be
pathways to self-determination. Understandably, the
participants in our interviews displayed different levels of
confidence, empowerment, and self-determination. Even
though Marley demonstrated self-determination through
self-advocacy, her story was primarily one of belonging and
the role that hope-inducing relationships played in her life.
Chloe told a story that focused on resilience. Naomi
provided a story of confidence in which developing strength
and skills allowed her to take a leadership role on her
competitive dance team. Rochelle conveyed a story of
responsibility and self-determination in which she chose to
look outward in order to help others. The following sections
examine these themes in more detail.

Instigating Events

Each of the participants identified several instigating events
that were impactful in their lives and personal development.
For example, Marley was first introduced to CrossFit
through her mom, who started taking adult classes several
years prior. Marley reported that when she was younger,
she enjoyed watching her mom’s workout and began to
wonder, “can I do that?” She said, “It looked fun...and I
liked watching [mom] lift, and I liked watching a whole
bunch of other people lift. It was cool.” Marley would
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occasionally participate in a few exercises during her
mom’s workout session, which led Marley to join the CF
Kids program and the summer camp before eventually
joining the adult classes. Even though she is the youngest
participant in this study, her mom reports that “everybody
said it was time for Marley to start the big classes.” Marley
recounted the time when she was urged to join the adults,
saying “I was excited and was like YES!” She explained
how this would allow her to work out more often and be
challenged more.

Switching from the CrossFit Kids program to the adult
classes was also an instigating event for Chloe, who told us
that at first she was intimidated, but that after about a week
she became more comfortable because, “I realized 1 could
do it the same as the other people.” As with Marley and
Chloe, Naomi reported that she enjoyed the adult classes
more than the youth-focused afterschool program because
the classes moved faster, but also the weights seemed
harder. For these three girls, the adult classes were an event
that provided a new challenge and led to growth.

Many of the important events in Naomi’s life revolved
around her dance team, but as she described her experience
with dance competition, Naomi and her mother both
credited Naomi’s involvement in CrossFit with making her
a stronger dancer. Likewise, Rochelle attributed her
improved physical condition in her physical education
classes to her involvement in CrossFit Kids, and it was
evident that these CrossFit events were significant in large
part because she had performed well in front of her peers,
helping to bolster her confidence and pave the way for self-
determination.

When we apply the strengths perspective and hope theory to
these four girls’ experiences, we see that instigating events
become touchstones for the girls. These memorable events
represent experiences that were often linked to personal
growth.

Hope Inducing Relationships

Feeling like you are a part of something is important for all
people, and this is especially true for middle school girls.
Membership was defined, in this study, as feeling a sense of
belonging to a group. Each of these girls took part in the
interviews because of their membership with CF-S&H.

In addition, the girls identified other important
memberships that shaped their lives. Naomi, for example,
explained that she liked to stay active and often asked her
mom to allow her to join activities and groups. She
appeared to be proud of her long list of memberships and
shared her experiences with these different groups, often
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discussing how she balanced her multiple memberships.
Though CrossFit played an important role in Naomi’s life,
even more central was her membership with the dance
team. Marley described her role as a member of her family,
a cheer squad, and a soccer team in addition to CF-S&H.
Marley’s mom explained that the CrossFit membership was
important because Marley was around strong women of all
ages and she “feels like one of the [CrossFit] girls” as they
text about their own weights and the workouts. Rochelle’s
mom encouraged her to get involved with school groups
and afterschool program activities. Rochelle’s involvement
in various groups allowed her family to be integrated into
the community which provided them with additional
resources to manage life in a single parent household with
four young children.

Group membership is especially important because of its
potential to provide individuals with hope-inducing
relationships. Hope-inducing relationships were defined as
quality relationships that helped the girls develop agency
and pathways toward goals. Although being a member of a
group does not guarantee the development of hope-inducing
relationships, our interviews revealed that each girl did have
hope-inducing relationships upon which they could rely.

For the four girls in our study, family relationships, and
more specifically the relationships the girls each had with
their mothers, were hope-inducing. For example, Marley’s
mother explained that she initially brought Marley along
with her to her own adult CrossFit workouts because she
had nowhere else for Marley to go, but after realizing how
intrigued Marley was with the activity, she encouraged
Marley to participate. Because of her own close relationship
with her daughter, Marley’s mother admitted that she had to
learn to give Marley space at the gym and set boundaries on
herself so that the coaches, rather than the parent, could
inform Marley on technique. In this way, we see not only
that Marley’s relationship with her mother was itself hope-
inducing because it allowed Marley to develop her own
agency, but that her mother was key to helping Marley
develop additional hope-inducing relationships with other
adults at CF-S&H. This was a pattern that was repeated
with the other girls.

Not only did Marley have a strong relationship with her
mother, but she developed important relationships with
other women in the CrossFit box. Marley admitted that
participating in adult CrossFit can be hard, but she learned
that she can rely on other people to help her rise to the
challenge and gave her a pathway to her goals. As Marley
explained, “Sometimes I’ve been like, ‘I can’t do the WOD
(workout of the day), it looks horrible’ ... but now I really
don’t care. I know somebody will help me. I can do it

Journal of Sport for Development

now.” In fact, Marley explained that one of the reasons she
prefers the adult workouts to the CrossFit Kids program is
because “everyone is there to help each other and to make
each other stronger... Everyone 1is worried about
themselves in CrossFit Kids. In regular CrossFit, they don’t
care about themselves, they want to cheer each other on.”
Marley’s relationships with adult women in the gym helped
her gain a healthier perspective. CF-S&H hosts women’s
only workouts that include time for conversations and
discussions after the physical exercises are completed.
Marley’s mother described a time when Marley attended
one of these sessions and realized that even some of the
adult women whom Marley admired struggle with body
image issues. “For Marley, it was like, ‘you struggle too?’
... That opened a huge door to talk about the struggle,
which is a blessing... I am thankful that she feels safe
enough to talk to me about it.”

Naomi’s mother was especially resourceful in seeking out
opportunities for her daughter and supporting her
participation in these opportunities. Naomi explained, “I
just like to stay active and stuff. It’s not hard to do anything
cause I’'m always asking my mom to put me in something.”
Naomi’s mother shared this enthusiasm and would go out of
her way to enroll Naomi in extracurricular activities, often
finding ways to overcome obstacles for Naomi’s benefit.
Given their household’s low-income status, Naomi’s
mother opted to serve as a volunteer dance team coach in
order to have Naomi’s participation fee waived,
demonstrating her commitment to helping Naomi maintain
group memberships and develop hope-inducing
relationships with those around her. Naomi used these
opportunities to foster hope-inducing relationships with
adult members of the gym when she moved from CrossFit
Kids to the adult workouts at CF-S&H. When talking about
this transition, Naomi explained that she preferred the adult
group because “it’s like more support when you’re trying to
get stuff done, seeing what they can do and stuff.” Not only
did Naomi appreciate the support that other CrossFitters
provided to her as she is working out, she also recognized
the benefit of being challenged by working alongside adults
who might be stronger and faster.

Like the other participants, Chloe had a close relationship
with her mom. Yet, being able to CrossFit with her mom
added another layer to their relationship as they experienced
workouts together and had to discover how to interact while
at the gym. Chloe’s mom began to see herself in her
daughter (e.g., the doubt, the intimidation, and the anxiety).
But through this space, the two were able to have
conversations, and Chloe’s mom was able to tell her how
proud she was of her. Chloe’s relationship with her mother
was hope-inducing, but she did not develop hope-inducing
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relationships with other CrossFit members. Chloe’s
comments suggest that she did not really feel a strong sense
of belonging in CrossFit. When asked about her experience
moving from CrossFit Kids to the adult classes, Chloe told
us that it was “intimidating because they’ve been there for a
while and they’re stronger and bigger.” Though Chloe said
she no longer feels intimidated by the adults, she explained
that she would feel “better if there were more people my
age.” One of the characteristics of CF-S&H is that fellow
CrossFitters will cheer for each other as they finish a
workout, but Chloe found this frustrating and did not like it
when she thought that others were watching her during the
workout. Hope-inducing relationships play an important
role in developing resilience, empowerment, confidence,
and self-determination because they provide an opportunity
for the girls to develop their own agency and pathways to
achieving their goals.

Empowerment

The interviews demonstrated that group membership and
the hope-inducing relationships with their mothers and with
adult members of CF-S&H fostered empowerment. In our
interviews, we learned about situations where the girls were
aware of limitations and constraints but were also
empowered to identify ways of overcoming the obstacles.
Chloe’s experiences within the adult classes were
empowering as she realized that she could do the same
workout, weights, and repetitions as the adult members.
When asked to talk about the positive aspects of CrossFit,
Chloe mentioned:

You get to see what your strengths are and try to improve
yourself and be healthier and learn how to do workouts
safely. And you learn how to keep going, you learn mental
strength because it takes a lot of mental strength... At the
beginning I thought it would be easier to just quit but now I
don’t want to quit, I want to keep going.

Marley experienced empowerment through conquering the
physical workouts, but also through the insights she gained
through relationships with adult women, as previously
described. Marley and her mom also talked about Marley’s
internal dialogue when the workout gets hard, and Marley
wants to quit. Her internal dialogue could have been a
limitation, but this awareness allowed Marley to recognize
what she is saying to herself and, further, allowed Marley
and her mom to discuss how she can control her internal
dialogue. Her mom aimed to curb the negative dialogue to
something more positive and productive which can be
practiced in the CrossFit setting and carried over into other
aspects of her life. The ability to identify one’s limits and
realizing pathways to overcome these limits resulted mostly

Journal of Sport for Development

from the hope-inducing relationships each girl had, as well
as membership in other groups. Importantly, this sense of
empowerment could be seen by both the girls and their
mothers in other areas of their lives.

Resilience

The empowerment found through their membership and
hope-inducing relationships also contributed to the girls’
resilience, or ability to persevere, when facing adversity and
challenges. As an example, Chloe and her mom discussed
their shared experience with CrossFit. Chloe’s mom
explained, “It was hard for me when she started regular
classes because I saw a lot of myself in her, she modeled a
lot of my behavior when I first started, I was so
intimidated.” Chloe recalled that during her first week,
when she would get discouraged, her mom would yell at
her to keep going. Her mom added:

1 was telling her the main thing ... to focus on was to finish,

Jjust to finish the workout, you know, like you can do it, it’s

gonna be hard, it’s okay if you need to take a break, but just

finish.

At another point in the interview, Chloe demonstrated that
she had learned this lesson as she told us that CrossFit was
“hard.” When asked what was hard about it, Chloe then
explained, “It was hard to keep going because you want to
just quit in the middle but you have to keep going.” When
posed with another question of whether she ever gave in to
the temptation to stop when the workout was difficult,
Chloe stated, “I just stood there and rested for a second and
took some water and then kept going,” adding that the
reason she did not quit was because, “I wanted to finish.”
Chloe explained that through CrossFit, she has gotten more
mentally stronger than physically. Chloe’s mother agreed as
she described a time when Chloe was behind in a tennis
game and aggressively came back from behind. She
normally had a defeated attitude but dealt with the situation
a lot better than she would have pre-CrossFit.

Chloe was not the only girl to demonstrate the link between
hope-inducing relationships and resilience. After explaining
that she would find out the workouts before attending
CrossFit, we asked Marley if she ever chose to skip
workouts when she knew they would be hard, and Marley
responded that she did not skip because she liked the
challenge of finishing and the feeling of getting stronger.
Later, Marley talked about not quitting in the middle of
workouts because once she started the workout, she knew
what it felt like and she knew that eventually it would get
more comfortable. She even explained that she liked to
prove to herself that she could be successful, which she
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described situations both in the box and in school. Marley’s
mom observed that before finding success in CrossFit,
Marley would have screaming meltdowns where she would
throw pens because of her frustration with math. Since
starting CrossFit and overcoming hard workouts, Marley no
longer complained about homework and asked for help
when she needed it.

Rochelle also discussed developing her resilience
throughout the interview. She explained that after beginning
CrossFit she was sore and complained a lot to her mom and
grandmother. But then Rochelle compared her CrossFit
experience to running track where the first lap was hard, but
when she realized she could finish she would do a second
and third and each lap got easier. Ultimately, it was largely
Rochelle’s decision to continue with CrossFit and
demonstrated her resilience and self-determination.
Rochelle told us, “I like pushing myself to get that goal, to
not give up and do the best I can,” and she shared that
“since this is my first [year of] CrossFit, now I know the
process, so next year | might do more difficult things that I
never did before.”

Resilience was central to Naomi’s story. During the
interview, Naomi talked about how hard it is to go straight
from CrossFit to dance class, saying “it’s hard but you keep
doing it.” Naomi often mentioned being “tired,” yet this
was something in which she seemed to take pride. She
offered fatigue and pain as evidence that she had put in the
work needed to improve her performance. Naomi’s mother
told us that Naomi “complains, but she loves every minute
of it,” and at one point Naomi used a bragging tone as she
stated, “everything hurts.” Naomi’s mother encouraged this
resilience, reacting positively when Naomi persisted in her
efforts. Naomi’s mother also modeled resilience in the way
that she overcame financial obstacles to open doors for
Naomi, both through the competitive dance team and
membership at APfK.

Confidence

Notably, our interviews demonstrated that the development
of resilience and hope-inducing relationships positively
affects confidence, which we defined as increased self-
assurance and positive self-esteem. For instance, Rochelle
was confident enough in her own abilities to help others.
Instead of boasting about being better at a movement or
exercise, she chose to help her peers so they too could be
successful. Rochelle explained, “If I feel like I’'m stronger
than someone, like if they can’t make it or something, I feel
like I can help them.” This was similar to how she
described working on math problems collaboratively as a
member of the math team and helping others around her
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complete their work.

Further, even though Naomi claimed membership in
numerous groups, she identified herself as a dancer and
showed the most confidence in her dance abilities. Naomi’s
confidence was exhibited through her willingness to try
new things—both with “showing out” on the dance floor
and in her willingness to try new activities such as golf,
archery, CrossFit, cheerleading, basketball, and tackwondo.
Her confidence and self-determination were also on display
when Naomi took on leadership roles, stepping in to help
others, such as by showing her dance teammates different
exercises that would help them improve flexibility and
strength. There were times when Naomi was not willing to
be out-shone, even by adults. Naomi and her mother
recalled a time when Naomi’s uncle visited the family and
he was trying to impress Naomi, but instead he ended up
being the one who was impressed. After showing Naomi
how many push-ups he could perform, Naomi told him, “I
do CrossFit” and then, as mom explained, “she started
doing her pushups too and she was doing them right, and he
was like, “‘Wow! ... Look at my niece!’” Toward the end of
our interview, after Naomi left the discussion, the
interviewer’s first comment to Naomi’s mom was,
“Honestly — has she always been this confident?”” Mom then
explained, “CrossFit has really helped her a lot with
dancing. I know she’s confident. As far as exercising and
showing people, she wouldn’t have done that before. [Now]
she’ll be like, ‘this is how you’re supposed to do it.””
Additionally, Naomi was often picked to be the last one on
the line when performing, which meant she got to do extra
things for the judges and spectators, serving in many ways
as an anchor for the team. Naomi’s confidence also enabled
her to speak up for herself and the team by recommending
routines to the coach, and she demonstrated leadership by
showing her teammates stretches and moves.

Self-determination

Finally, empowerment, resilience, and confidence all
impact  self-determination. ~ Self-determination is an
important outcome of the strengths perspective and hope
theory, and our research team spent considerable time
discussing how to apply this outcome to youth participants.
Typically, self-determination indicates that an individual is
able to make choices for herself and has a high degree of
control over her life. Full self-determination is not
something we would expect of middle school youth, as their
parents, teachers, and coaches rightfully guide the majority
of these students’ lives. Despite this, we see evidence that
even at their young ages, these girls demonstrated
burgeoning self-determination.
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The resilience and empowerment Marley gained as a result
of her hope-inducing relationships with her mom and
members of CF-S&H paved the way for self-determination.
Marley’s mother explained that Marley has a history of
anxiety and anger that stem from a troubled relationship
with her father. Her mother related that CrossFit “has
helped so much for her to feel physically stronger,
emotionally stronger, and be able to say things and stand up
for things that children should not have to.” Her mom
explained that over time Marley’s anxiety grew “to the
point that worrying about if she was away from me she
would die.” However, Marley had recently been able to
exercise self-determination by deciding to set the terms of
visitation with her father. Marley has started to act as her
own advocate. On one occasion Marley feared that her
father had arrived at school to retrieve her, even though
Marley had chosen not to be with him. Marley went to her
teacher for help, saying, “I think my dad is here and I am
not going with him and this is why” (as related by Marley’s
mother). Her mother directly attributed this self-advocacy to
“not just CrossFit but being around the environment and the
empowering impact that has. [It has] translated into every
aspect of her life.”

During our interview with Chloe, when we asked about her
goals and hopes, Chloe talked about long term career goals,
and she made a link between what she was doing in school
and how her academic studies linked to her desired career.
In this way, Chloe’s focus on school and education
demonstrated her growing self-determination as she was
taking the first steps to chart her course in life. Importantly,
Chloe’s mother explained that Chloe has learned to apply
lessons of resilience learned in the CrossFit gym to other
parts of her life, such as in school, on the tennis court, and
when playing basketball. Chloe’s mother told us,

[ definitely see it in school ... before, with math or anything,
if she didn’t understand it right away it was meltdown city,
it was always ‘I can’t do this, I can’t do this.” And that’s
one thing I've noticed is that she has learned to calm
herself down and be like, ‘let me take a break from this and
come back to it.’

Her ability to take action on her own behalf and apply her
resilience to other areas of life demonstrates self-
determination.

Of the four girls we interviewed, Rochelle showed the
highest level of self-determination. Likely because of her
family structure, Rochelle carried more responsibility than
the other participants. Being the oldest of four children in a
single-parent home often meant that Rochelle had to take
responsibility for herself, and it also gave her the
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opportunity to make decisions that would impact her
family. Being an older sibling, she was patient and able to
communicate with others to help them be better, as
demonstrated when she would help the other children at the
APfK afterschool program. During our interview, Rochelle
and her mother also shared that even though Rochelle often
helped the household by caring for her younger siblings,
she would occasionally exert her independence by going to
her grandmother’s house when she decided that she needed
space. In school, Rochelle was a member of the
international club and the math team. Even though her
mother stated that she encouraged Rochelle to be involved
in a variety of activities, it seemed clear that Rochelle was
the one who has chosen to join these school clubs. Rochelle
told us that she was invited to join the international club
based on “leadership, achievement, and helping people.”
Rochelle's enthusiasm for helping others is on display at
CrossFit, also. Rochelle tells us, “If I feel like I'm stronger
than someone, like if they can’t make it or something, I feel
like I can help them.” In this quote, we see Rochelle’s true
strengths — helping others, demonstrating responsibility and
leadership as she worked to empower those around her.

DISCUSSION

This study did not develop another intervention for females
identified as at-risk, but instead utilized a CrossFit program
that integrated the girls into classes with a diverse array of
people. Even as interventions specifically for at-risk
females have shown increases in self-esteem, confidence,
empowerment and self-determination (Biddle et al., 2005;
Bruening et al., 2009; DeBate & Thompson, 2005; Landry
& Solmon, 2004; Schmalz et al., 2007; Seal & Sherry,
2018), these traditional intervention programs tend to gather
at-risk youth together in a way that insulates them from the
wider community. However, there is reason to believe that
programs which integrate at-risk youth into the larger
community would have added benefits (Gipson et al.,
2018). Many non-sport intervention programs have found
success by fostering relationships between at-risk youth and
community mentors from different backgrounds (Johnston
et al.,, 2019; MacDonald et al. 2020), and yet sport-based
intervention programs have not used this model, perhaps
because the sport setting tends to separate participants by
age and gender in order to foster equitable experiences with
the sport. However, CrossFit offers a sport setting where
people of widely varying ages, genders, and socioeconomic
backgrounds can compete side by side (Gipson et al., 2021).
As both DeMartini and Belasik (2020) and Maslic (2019)
highlighted, the structure of CrossFit also aligns with other
sport for development goals, as it offers high growth,
adaptability, and spaces and opportunities to create a sense
of belonging. Our research findings revealed that the
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integration of our participants into a CrossFit setting
obtained results consistent with interventional research for
at-risk girls, as our participants were shown to develop
hope-inducing relationships that led to empowerment,
resilience, confidence, and self-determination.

As sport and physical activity interventions are often
created with males in mind, researchers have focused on is
increasing females’ self-esteem and confidence and
empowerment (Bruening et al., 2009; Chard, et al., 2020;
Huang et al., 2007; Staiano et al., 2013; Walters et al.,
2020), as research has shown females tend to have lower
levels than boys. The girls in this study displayed these
increased characteristics as they described the importance
of transitioning from a youth-focused level of CrossFit, i.e.,
CrossFit Kids and the APfK program, to the adult classes.
As three of the girls recalled this as a significant event, two
girls highlighted that people outside of the CrossFit setting
taking notice of their strength and ability was memorable.

All four girls shared experiences of empowerment and
hope-inducing relationships with their mothers, college
students, and other women in the gym. The narratives that
were shared echoed the work of Johnston et al. (2019) who
found the ability for atrisk girls to develop social
relationships with their coaches in a girls-only setting.
Additionally, the girls found value in including their
mothers in the discussion, and in some cases, in the
CrossFit setting as this created a stronger bond similar to
the one Bruening et al. (2015) highlighted when including
mentors and mothers. Similar relationships from
interventions are created in a CrossFit space as the gym
norms are to create a supportive community of a diverse
group of people (Maslic, 2019).

The girls explained situations where they used resilience
and started to develop self-determination in the CrossFit
space. The girls shared experiences where they did not
think they could complete a workout or thought it would be
too hard before even starting. However, the way CrossFit is
typically practiced, athletes can modify the workout to each
person’s ability (Maslic, 2019). Additionally, the
community within the CrossFit gym encourages athletes to
complete the workout and cheer and support each athlete in
their goals (Gipson et al., 2021). The girls shared
experiences where they were resilient in workouts and in
some cases, the girls explained they adapted a resilient
mindset to other areas of their lives, as they were able to
describe how they learned to approach challenges by
breaking down the big things into manageable tasks. This
novel approach to integrating at-risk girls in CrossFit
programming created an opportunity for the girls to develop
relationships, build hope, and realize strengths.
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Paraschak (2013) argued that adopting a strengths
perspective that incorporates practices of hope had many
benefits for researching Aboriginal physical activity
practices. Our work builds on this argument by
demonstrating that membership in a group alone is not
enough to identify and leverage strengths, and by showing
that hope built through relationships is carried beyond those
relationships to other areas of life (not just the physical
activity).

First, simply being a member of a group did not necessarily
lead to feelings of agency and a sense of pathways to reach
desired goals; instead, hope was needed. Saleebey (1996)
identifies membership as an element of the strengths
perspective. However, our findings suggest that
membership by itself is not enough to realize one’s
strengths and that hope is a key part of realizing and
leveraging these strengths. For example, Chloe did not feel
a strong sense of belonging in CrossFit, and instead her
resilience was realized through her hope-inducing
relationship with her mother. Additionally, Paraschak
(2013) argues that hope is social in nature, and our work
supports this argument. The girls in the study recognized
that they faced challenges, but had hope that they could
reach their goals because of the empowerment, resilience,
and confidence they built through their hope-inducing
relationships. By identifying empowerment, resilience,
confidence, and self-determination in the girls’ experiences,
we were able to add to Paraschak’s work by connecting
hope to these elements of the strengths perspective.

Furthermore, although Paraschak’s (2013) work focused on
physical activity, our analysis demonstrates that the hope
and strengths were carried into other areas of life, not just
the instigating event or area of membership (e.g., CF-S&H
or family). This finding is consistent with Snyder and
colleague’s (1991) argument that hope is “consistent across
situations and times” (p. 571). Each of the girls were able to
use their hope and strengths in other areas of their lives,
such as school, clubs, family, other sports, and dance.
Importantly, they carried these beyond the identified hope-
inducing relationships and memberships to areas where
these relationships were not immediately present, such as at
school where neither coaches, other CrossFit participants,
nor mothers were directly overseeing their choices and
actions. For both researchers and practitioners, this offers
evidence that integrating girls into real-world environments
(e.g., CF-S&H) is impactful beyond the setting. It also
demonstrates that utilizing both the hope theory and
strengths perspective brings a better understanding of how
hope plays an integral part in realizing strengths within
many settings.
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CONCLUSION

Central to the PYD framework is the assertion that every
individual possesses natural and inherent capabilities, and
that intervention programs succeed by helping individuals
to actualize these latent strengths and skills (Benson, 2003;
Kochanek & Erickson, 2020; Shek et al., 2019; Tolan,
2014). The integration of at-risk youth in sport programs
offers space for growth, opportunities for feeling a sense of
belonging, and a place for decision making and
adaptability. Successful outcomes are expected in
interventions involving at-risk adolescent females; however,
our findings suggest that incorporation into a CrossFit
program designed to fit within a pre-existing program with
a diverse community obtained the same outcomes without
an interventional design.

Although interventions based on the strength perspective
are not new to physical activity interventions, understanding
and using the hope theory to examine at-risk adolescent
females without a direct intervention is novel. Our findings
add to the existing literature surrounding the strengths
perspective (Saleebey, 1996), but also builds on the body of
literature by combining the hope theory with the strength
perspective. This research provides evidence that
combining the strengths perspective with hope theory is
useful, as we found that hope was an essential element that
allowed the girls to realize their inherent strengths and to
apply these strengths to other aspects of their lives.

This research is not without limitations. The interviews
were intended to obtain the girls’ perspective and dive
deeper into their experiences of being integrated into a
traditional CrossFit program. Although we only included 4
girl-mother pairs, the girls’ interviews did not occur alone
which may have limited their opportunity to share their
experiences. Additionally, the relatively small number of
participants represents a limitation. However, the
researchers limited the participants to at-risk adolescent
females and their mothers which necessarily resulted in a
small sample. The consistent findings obtained from the
study demonstrate reliability despite the small sample size,
increasing our confidence that an inclusive environment
offers benefits to at-risk youth. Moreover, utilizing the
combined lens of the strengths perspective and hope theory
proved valuable for highlighting the centrality of
relationships and focusing on the role that hope plays in
realizing the girls’ inherent strengths.

This appears to be the first study that purposefully includes
at-risk adolescents into inclusive programming to
strengthen relationship development without an a priori
interventional design. Findings from this research offer
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support for expansion to a larger sample. The positive
outcomes from at-risk adolescent girls using an inclusive
CrossFit program provide a promising opportunity for
future research which should focus on integrated sport-
based interventions for at-risk groups with larger sample
sizes to determine if the findings are generalizable across all
populations.

NOTES

1 Each CrossFit affiliate has a distinctive name. CrossFit-
Strength & Hope is a pseudonym.

2 A Place for Kids (APfK) is a pseudonym.
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ABSTRACT

Leadership is critical to the success of sport for development
(SFD) organizations that operate in environments
characterized by limited resources, growing competition,
and blurred institutional boundaries. Previous research has
primarily explored the efficacy of different leadership styles
within SFD contexts and examined how leadership
contributes to key dimensions of organizational capacity,
performance, and other related concepts. Servant leadership
and shared leadership have emerged as two particularly
viable frameworks, yet there remains limited knowledge of
how these approaches are developed and related in SFD.
The current study is based on surveys from 100 employees
of SFD organizations and utilized regression analysis to
examine the relationship between salient organizational
factors, servant leadership, and shared leadership. Results
indicate that after controlling for salient organizational
factors, servant leadership explains a significant portion of
the variance in shared leadership. The discussion focuses on
the theoretical and practical implications of these findings
and highlights key areas for future research.

THE INFLUENCE OF SERVANT LEADERSHIP ON
SHARED LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT IN SPORT
FOR DEVELOPMENT

Many sport for development (SFD) agencies face significant
challenges as they often operate with limited organizational

Keywords: servant leadership; shared leadership development; human resources;

employees

capacity within complex and resource-constrained
environments (Svensson et al., 2020). These types of
challenges are not new in the SFD context (Kidd, 2008).
Researchers continue to report ongoing challenges, which
warrant increased attention to the type(s) of leadership styles
and behaviors that are best suited for SFD contexts
(Schulenkorf, 2017; Svensson et al., 2018; Welty Peachey,
2019). SFD practitioners perceive that leadership is a top
priority for advancing the management of SFD agencies
(Shin et al., 2020), yet Schulenkorf’s (2017) seminal review
of the current body of knowledge about managerial aspects
of SFD identified leadership as a significant area in need of
future research. Specifically, Schulenkorf argued that “SFD
research around leadership development, management, and
succession planning presents an exciting area for further
theoretical and empirical debate” (p. 247).

Researchers have explored the nature of different leadership
approaches that may have potential value to better manage
SFD organizations (e.g., Jones et al., 2018; Kang &
Svensson, 2019; Welty Peachey & Burton, 2017). Servant
and shared leadership have been suggested as two viable
leadership approaches since the empowering nature of
servant leaders as well as the collaborative nature of shared
leadership align with the focal missions of SFD
organizations. The emphasis in servant leadership of helping
others grow and develop could be critical for helping staff
build the confidence and skills to actively participate in
shared leadership practices. It is therefore worth exploring
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Prior literature indicates shared leadership plays a
significant role in activating organizational capacities,
promoting innovative behavior among employees, and
enhancing performance (Svensson et al., 2019).
Additionally, shared leadership can also result in improved
knowledge sharing, power relations, ethical behavior, and
enhanced employee experiences in the SFD workforce
(Jones et al., 2018; Kang & Svensson, 2019). If shared
leadership plays such an essential role in the functioning of
an SFD organization, then the development of this form of
leadership deserves further attention. Specifically,
researchers have suggested that servant leadership may
represent a potentially important precondition for the
development of shared leadership (Jones et al., 2018; Kang
& Svensson, 2019; Whitley & Welty Peachey, 2020).
Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine the
influence of servant leadership on shared leadership in a
national set of SFD organizations in the United States.
Specifically, this study drew on a subset of data from a
larger investigation of leadership in SFD to initiate dialogue
on shared leadership development.

Prior Literature on Leadership in SFD

SFD organizations depend more on paid staff than other
types of community sport organizations, which often draw
on volunteers and membership structures for administrative
leadership (Svensson et al., 2017). These paid employees
are often expected to serve in leadership roles. Additionally,
most job postings in the SFD field are for executive
leadership roles (Whitley et al, 2017). Therefore,
researchers have increasingly noted the importance of
expanding the existing body of knowledge on leadership
within SFD domains (Jones et al., 2018; Welty Peachey,
2019). So what do we know about leadership in the context
of SFD?

To date, discussions of leadership in prior studies range
from close examinations of particular leadership styles (e.g.,
Jones et al., 2018; Wells & Welty Peachey, 2016) to those
that examine leadership as part of larger studies of SFD
organizations (e.g., Svensson & Mahoney, 2020; Zipp &
Nauright, 2018). The context in which leadership has been
mentioned ranges from an emphasis on leadership
development among SFD program participants (e.g.,
Hancock et al., 2013) and peer/youth leadership within SFD
programs (e.g., Lindsey et al., 2017), to the role of
executive leaders at an organizational level (Jones et al.,
2018). Prior research has also highlighted the link between
these multiple levels of influence. For example, Zipp and
Nauright (2018) suggested that SFD organizations that
aspire to develop the leadership of participants must
critically reflect on how they address existing barriers for
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local stakeholders and if their existing practices reflect the
interests of the program beneficiaries. Leadership has also
been reported to serve an influential role in developing an
organizational climate conducive to innovation within the
SFD context (Svensson & Mahoney, 2020), as well as in
the form of cross-boundary leadership systems that facilitate
creative multi-stakeholder solutions in the SFD domain
(Svensson & Loat, 2019). A few prior studies have also
focused on network structures of leadership with an
emphasis on exploring structures and interactions among
members in organizational networks, rather than how
specific leadership forms or styles may be developed
(Hambrick et al., 2019; Herasimovich & Alzua-Sorzabal,
2021).

Although scholars focused on some components of
leadership, few researchers have directly explored or
conceptualized specific forms of leadership in SFD. For
example, drawing on interview data from staff with Street
Soccer USA, Wells and Welty Peachey (2016) found
servant leadership—an approach where leaders passionately
care for the development and support of staff—empowered
staff to take initiative and ownership within an SFD
organization, which subsequently helped promote the
development of more inclusive and locally relevant
programming in the SFD context. Servant leadership
represents a leadership style whereby leaders are focused on
helping and supporting their followers and putting others’
needs and interests above their own (van Dierendonck,
2011). “Since SFD is fundamentally about serving others,”
Wells and Welty Peachey (2016) reason, “it could be a
context where servant leadership is being practiced” (p. 12).
In a larger follow-up study, Welty Peachey et al. (2018)
explored the use of servant leadership in SFD and how it
influenced work-related needs satisfaction. Their results
indicated active use of servant leadership in SFD, which
was also found to significantly influence followers’ needs
for autonomy, competence, and relatedness in the
workplace. Welty Peachey and Burton (2017) suggested
servant leadership could be combined with other leadership
styles to fully realize an organization’s potential in the SFD
field. Specifically, they argued servant leadership “is a style
of leadership which can be highly effective in [SFD],
providing the care, nurture, and empowerment necessary for
these positive changes to occur and organizational
outcomes to be realized” (Welty Peachey & Burton, 2017,
p. 126).

At the same time, a group of researchers has also explored
the applicability of shared leadership in the context of SFD,
an approach where leadership is a collective effort
involving multiple people. Kang and Svensson (2019), for
example, argued shared leadership aligns with the value-
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based nature of the SFD space and developed a set of
propositions about potential outcomes associated with
shared leadership as well as the preconditions necessary for
developing collective leadership. Vertical leadership (i.e.,
behavior by a person designated as a leader) was identified
as one of the main antecedents of shared leadership
development and the authors suggested that servant or
empowering leadership styles may be particularly useful.
Likewise, based on their case study of shared leadership in
a North American SFD agency, Jones et al. (2018) argued
that “servant leadership may provide a useful complement
to shared leadership in the [SFD] context” (p. 91). More
specifically, Jones et al. concluded that shared leadership
“offers a viable approach when integrated with vertical
strategies, such as servant leadership. These approaches can
collectively empower local champions and develop the
structures necessary to capitalize on multiple community
voices and assets” (p. 93). Therefore, the research question
for this study was to test whether servant leadership
significantly influences shared leadership development in
SFD.

METHODS

The data analyzed and presented in this research note come
from a larger study of shared leadership in SFD. These data
have been used for other assessments of shared leadership
and organizational capacity (Svensson et al., 2019), but
separate fields of data were collected specifically for this
study to evaluate the relationship between servant and
shared leadership. The methods used to collect and analyze
the data are outlined in the following subsections.

Sample

An online survey was distributed to a national sample of
employees working for SFD organizations in the United
States. A single country location was chosen based on the
availability of contact information for staff in non-executive
leadership positions and to minimize the potential influence
of other factors such as language, geographical location,
and culture on the results. Therefore, the decision was made
to focus on SFD organizations in the United States to access
a sufficient sample of non-executive leader staff to test our
research question. In the absence of a centralized directory
of SFD employees, the sampling frame for this study was
created through a systematic review of existing
organizational directories of all known national SFD
networks (e.g., Up2Us Sports, Laureus Sport for Good
Network, Squash and Education Alliance). The website of
each identified organization was then reviewed for contact
information about staff members. A total of 215 completed
surveys were recorded. For this analysis, however, only the
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100 completed surveys recorded from respondents in non-
executive leadership roles were used since those
participants were provided questions on servant leadership
behavior by their designated leader.

Measures

Servant leadership was measured using the SL-7 scale, a
psychometrically sound global servant leadership scale
developed by Liden et al. (2015). In our study, only those
respondents serving in non-executive leadership roles were
provided the SL-7 scale since the questions ask respondents
to rate the behavior of their organizational leaders. For
example, “My leader puts my best interests above his/her
own.” Respondents were asked to rate their agreement with
each statement on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from
strongly disagree to strongly agree. The Cronbach’s alpha
for the SL-7 scale (o = .89) indicated excellent internal
reliability with regards to the present study (DeVellis,
2012). Shared leadership was measured through Grille and
Kauffeld’s (2015) Shared Professional Leadership
Inventory for Teams (SPLIT). The 20-items of the SPLIT
included four elements of shared leadership orientations: (a)
task leadership, the degree of which members clearly assign
tasks; (b) relational leadership, the degree of which
members support to handle conflict in an organization; (c)
change leadership, the degree of which members help each
other to learn from the past events; and (d) micropolitical
leadership, the degree of which members use the network to
support other organizations’ work. The value of Cronbach’s
alpha (ranging from .87 to .91) also indicated shared
leadership items were internally consistent. A set of
descriptive variables were also collected about the
organizations where respondents worked.

Data Analysis

A two-stage linear regression approach model was utilized
to identify the unique variance in shared leadership
explained by servant leadership while accounting for a set
of control variables. The first linear regression model was
conducted with only a set of controls as predictor variables.
Specifically, several organizational-level variables were
accounted for, which could influence the level of shared
leadership within an organization including: (a) the number
of full-time staff, (b) budget size, (c) organizational tenure,
and (d) proportion of public funding. A second linear
regression model was then tested with servant leadership
added as a predictor variable.

RESULTS

The first regression model was statistically significant (F =
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2.943, p < .05, Adjusted R2 = .037), indicating that
approximately 3.7% of the variance in shared leadership was
explained by the four control variables. However, an
examination of the regression coefficients indicated that
only budget size (B = -.191, p<.05) had a significant
influence on shared leadership. The second regression model
was also statistically significant (F = 18.206, p < .001,
Adjusted R2 = .473), with the control variables and servant
leadership variable explaining approximately 47.3% of the
variance in shared leadership. The inclusion of the servant
leadership variable led to a significant increase in model fit
indices (AF = 15.263, AAdjusted R2 = .436), indicating
servant leadership explained approximately 43.6% of the
variance in shared leadership after accounting for control
variables. Examination of the regression coefficients for the
second model indicated that aside from the servant
leadership variable (B = .658, p < .001), no other control
variables had a statistically significant influence on shared
leadership (p > .05).

DISCUSSION

The results of this study provide empirical support for the
significance of servant leadership as a means for facilitating
shared leadership. To date, such a relationship had been
hypothesized (e.g., Whitley & Welty Peachey, 2020), but
never substantiated through empirical data. This relationship
has significant practical implications for SFD leaders since
more inclusive leadership and decision-making processes are
critical if desired social change outcomes are to be realized
(Whitley et al., 2019). While this study was limited to
testing perceived shared leadership among staff, Jones et al.
(2018, p. 93) also argue that:

In the SFD context, vertical leadership strategies, such as
servant leadership, can assist in both clarifying the purpose

of an organization and providing stability in the face of

environmental challenges. Once momentum and resources
have been developed through this process, [shared
leadership] structures can bring voice to the community and
use environmental knowledge to optimize practices.

Thus, future studies are warranted on how community
perspectives can be developed through shared leadership.
Our analysis contributes to the emerging body of SFD
scholarship surrounding servant leadership behavior (Jones
et al., 2018; Wells & Welty Peachey, 2016; Welty Peachey
& Burton, 2017; Welty Peachey et al., 2018) by indicating
the instrumental role of a servant leadership style for
stimulating shared leadership.

The rapid growth of the SFD field has created a significant
need for leadership and leadership development to help
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marshal the resources necessary to achieve desired social
change outcomes and missions (Welty Peachey et al., 2020;
Whitley et al., 2017). In his reflections on the current state of
the field, Welty Peachey (2019) argued “[SFD] practitioners
often lack the leadership and entrepreneurial training ...
necessary to optimize their organization’s potential” (p. 249)
The results of the present study provide among the first
empirical evidence on factors associated with leadership
development in SFD and may serve as a starting point for
those seeking to cultivate shared leadership. This study
contributes to SFD literature by investigating a particular
vertical leadership style (i.e., servant leadership) as an
antecedent of shared leadership.

An emerging set of studies in the SFD literature have begun
to indicate the importance of leadership for the operation
and sustainability of SFD organizations. Raw et al. (2019,
2021), for example, reported the critical role of leadership
abilities for finding creative ways to manage the paradoxes
and internal tensions prevalent within today’s SFD
environment. Leaders are also increasingly involved in
collective monitoring and evaluation efforts as the field
responds to external questions about the viability and
effectiveness of using sport for good, which requires leaders
to work with a diverse set of internal and external
stakeholders (Whitley et al., 2020). Therefore, it is
imperative for SFD leaders to develop meaningful solutions
with the support of relevant stakeholders (Jones et al., 2019).
Here, servant leadership behavior enables SFD leaders to
meet the needs of the SFD workforce while shared
leadership provides a useful way for developing more
inclusive and collective forms of leadership to support the
missions of SFD organizations.

As an example, former youth participants who are re-
engaged in new roles as staff members can play important
leadership roles “in taking the organization forward by
unfreezing deeply held attitudes and beliefs” (Hoekman et
al.,, 2019, p. 620). Having shared leadership processes in
place would enable their voices to have a platform to
contribute to the future direction of the organization. The
idea of engaging local voices is far from new. In their study
of SFD programs in divided communities, Schulenkorf and
Sugden (2011) discovered that local stakeholders place a
significant value on the importance of engaging local actors
in leadership roles and as role models for others. Early and
frequent engagement of participants and other internal
stakeholders in decision-making processes related to the
design, implementation, and evaluation of SFD programs is
vital for cultural and locally relevant solutions (Meir, 2017;
Wegner et al.,, 2020). For these reasons, we extend the
argument that shared leadership presents a viable form of
leadership for the SFD field (Jones et al., 2018; Kang &
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Svensson, 2019; Svensson et al., 2019).

Another key contribution from our analysis is the strong
empirical support for the relationship between servant and
shared leadership. There is encouraging evidence in prior
literature that servant leadership is practiced across a variety
of SFD organizations (Welty Peachey et al., 2018). For
example, Svensson and Seifried (2017) found evidence of
servant leadership among leaders of SFD hybrids
particularly with a focus on investing time and resources in
people and taking the necessary actions to cultivate an
authentic and inclusive workplace. But what about other
practitioners who want to learn and develop new leadership
skills to better serve their constituents? Unfortunately,
professional development opportunities remain scarce
despite the significant demand for work-related training in
the SFD space (Shin et al., 2020; Welty Peachey et al.,
2020; Whitley et al, 2019). SFD funders, network
organizations, universities, and other support agencies can
help address these issues by developing more targeted
capacity-building efforts for SFD leaders, including servant
and shared leadership practices. It is, therefore, encouraging
that some funders are pushing for a move toward bottom-
up, collaborative, and learning-oriented efforts to help build
the capacity among recipients to “effectively and
sustainably manage their interventions” (Whitley et al,
2020, p. 29).

To stimulate shared leadership development, SFD leaders
should embrace a growth mindset while showing a
committment to employee growth and promoting a culture
of responsibility and autonomy (Pearce et al., 2008). These
actions should include empowering staff members to take
ownership and encouraging staff to learn from their own
mistakes. Previous research suggests vertical leadership
styles, such as servant leadership, which provide employees
autonomy related to decision-making can help facilitate the
development of shared leadership (Carson et al., 2007;
Hoch & Dulebohn, 2013). Although direct interactions with
leaders play an important role in this process, it is important
to remember that shared leadership is also driven by a
strong organizational culture that reinforces values of
respect and empowerment (Fausing et al., 2015). From this
perspective, empowering employees should not only be
viewed as an important aspect of servant leadership, but
also critical to building a foundation for shared leadership.

CONCLUSION

The importance of leadership within SFD organizations is
recognized within both research and practice (Shin et al.,
2020). The extant SFD literature is characterized by close
examinations of specific leadership styles and broader
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analyses of how leadership facilitates key organizational
processes (i.e., organizational capacity, innovation).
Although the results have collectively highlighted the
efficacy of different leadership styles in the SFD context,
there remains a pressing need to understand leadership
development (Schulenkorf, 2017). The findings of this
study provide empirical support for the association between
servant and shared leadership, which represent two
promising approaches highlighted in prior literature.
Though the association has received conceptual and
theoretical support in prior studies, this study is the first to
empirically test (and find evidence for) this link in SFD.

Mainstream leadership scholars have suggested that vertical
leadership styles play an important role in building an
internal environment conducive to shared leadership (e.g.,
Fausing et al., 2015). Our results have important theoretical
implications for leadership in SFD by positioning servant
leadership as a viable approach for implementing vertical
leadership in a way that establishes a vision of altruism,
humility, love, acceptance, stewardship, and emotional
connections enabling an environment conducive to shared
leadership development. The growing body of literature on
servant leadership has found significant relationships with a
wide range of employee outcomes including improved
health, growth, learning, autonomy, sense of purpose, and
engagement (Hunter et al., 2013; van Dierendonck et al.,
2014). The ability of leaders to inspire and empower others
is particularly important in community-based organizations
given the value-based motives of their internal stakeholders
(do Nascimento et al., 2018). Taken together, the
empowering nature of servant leadership can therefore
facilitate the development of shared leadership through an
improved sense of responsibility and collective decision-
making (Carson et al., 2007; Hoch & Kozlowski, 2013).
Additional conceptual work is necessary to further theorize
the role of servant leadership in shared leadership
development.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The results of the current study should be considered in
light of several limitations. First, the unique focus of this
study meant that only 100 of the 215 completed surveys
could be utilized for analysis, which represents a relatively
small convenience sample of SFD organizations currently
in operation. A larger and more representative sample of
SFD organizations would allow for more robust analysis of
contextual and organizational variations in the relationship
between servant and shared leadership. Second, while
cross-sectional surveys provide appropriate data to assess
this relationship, the growing emphasis on innovative and
participant-driven thinking in SFD practice (e.g., Joachim et
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al., 2020; Jones et al, 2020) warrants diverse
methodological approaches that capture how and when
different forms of leadership stimulate and support
behavior. Future studies should consider case study and
ethnographic methods based on extended fieldwork to
provide rich, longitudinal insight into how servant and
shared leadership dynamics manifest in SFD contexts.
Additionally, though prior research suggests servant and
shared leadership represent two of the most viable
leadership styles within SFD organizations, there are other
approaches that warrant ongoing inquiry, particularly as the
field continues to evolve. As Welty Peachey (2019) stated,
it is imperative that the SFD community continues “pushing
forward conversations about what effective leadership
could or should look like in [SFD]” (p. 248). Future
researchers are also encouraged to explore leadership across
SFD organizations in different geographical contexts and
should explore local perspectives on the most meaningful
leadership approaches. Our research note contributes to this
scholarly dialogue by providing empirical support for the
link between servant and shared leadership in SFD, which
we hope stimulates additional studies on other leadership
styles such as authentic, empowering, and transformational
leadership, as well as non-Western leadership styles, and
their potential role in the development of shared leadership.
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ABSTRACT

Against the background of ever-rising non-communicable
disease rates, an area that has received increased attention
from sport-for-development practitioners and academics is
sport-for-health (SFH). SFH projects attempt to contribute to
the development of healthy lifestyle behavior and physically
active societies through sport-related programs and
interventions. The purpose of this paper was to explore the
socio-managerial challenges and opportunities of a netball-
based SFH program in Tonga. Based on local focus group
and interview data, findings were grouped under five
overarching themes: strategic management of volunteer
network, sociocultural barriers, public space management,
events and tournaments as incentives, and collaboration
across local and national sports. In discussing these findings
in context, we provide implications for managing culturally
sensitive SFH projects in the Pacific region and beyond.

Health Interventions as Vehicles for Increased Sport
Participation for Women and Girls: Socio-Managerial
Insights from a Netball-for-Development Program in
Tonga

The field of sport-for-development (SFD) has witnessed
significant growth and diversification over the past 15 years.
Around the world, sport-based development programs are
staged to contribute to a range of positive social, cultural,
educational, psychological, physical, and economic change,

Keywords: sport-for-development; health management; physical activity; sustained engagement;

Pacific Islands

especially in disadvantaged communities (Levermore &
Beacom, 2009; Schulenkorf et al., 2016). Given the
alarming prevalence of ever-growing non-communicable
disease (NCD) rates on a global scale (Bennett et al., 2018),
one area that has been receiving increased attention from
academics and practitioners is sport-for-health (SFH). SFH
projects attempt to contribute to the promotion and
development of healthy lifestyles and a physically active
society through specifically designed and targeted sport and
sport-related interventions; as such, SFH is conceptualized
as a distinct subsection of SFD work (see Schulenkorf &
Siefken, 2019).

In a health promotion context, SFH interventions are also
growing in popularity. Sport is recognized as a dynamic
vehicle to promote public health messages, as well as to
positively shape attitudes toward physical activity (PA:
Eime et al., 2008; Garnham-Lee et al., 2016). Although the
outcomes of targeted SFH projects have been documented in
the past (e.g., Dalton et al., 2015; Richards et al., 2014;
Siefken, Schofield, & Malcata, 2014), less is known about
the setup and socio-managerial factors that underpin the
strategic implementation of SFH initiatives. For instance,
critical questions around project design, delivery and
leverage, as well as the collaboration of program partners in
culturally distinct contexts, deserve to be explored in much
greater detail (Schulenkorf & Siefken, 2019; Welty Peachey
etal., 2018).
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Against this background, the purpose of this paper was to
explore the socio-managerial challenges and opportunities
of a netball-based SFH program for physically inactive
women and girls in the Kingdom of Tonga. The country has
one of the highest rates of obesity and NCDs in the world
(Kessaram et al.,, 2015; Watson & Teanor, 2016).
Conservative estimates indicate that physical inactivity is
responsible for 11.2% of all-cause mortality in Tonga and
causes 6.9% of coronary heart disease, 8.6% of type 2
diabetes, 13.5% of breast cancer, and 12.4% of colon cancer
(Lee et al.,, 2012). PA undertaken during leisure time,
including sport, is particularly important in reducing the
burden of NCDs, but the effectiveness of sport interventions
will depend on the implementation of several strategies to
increase their cultural relevance (Conn et al.,, 2013;
Schulenkorf, 2017). By discussing the thematic findings of
our qualitative investigation, we strive to contribute to a
better understanding of culturally sensitive management
approaches to SFH and highlight implications for the design
and implementation of future interventions across the
Pacific and beyond.

Literature Review

To establish the relevant theoretical background for our
empirical SFH study, in this section we provide a brief
overview of the areas of health, PA, sport, and SFD, which
are inextricably bound. In other words, in SFH different
actors from various fields of society are working together to
contribute to a healthy and prosperous population (Edwards
& Rowe, 2019; Schulenkorf & Siefken, 2019). They do so
with the understanding that health is a multidimensional
concept that combines three distinct but interrelated
dimensions: (a) physical health, characterized by the
absence of physical disease and having the energy to
perform daily tasks (including activities of moderate to
vigorous intensity); (b) mental health, characterized by the
absence of mental disorders and having the ability to
negotiate daily challenges and social interactions in life
without major issues; and (c) social health, the ability to
interact with other people in the social environment and to
engage in satisfying personal relationships (WHO, 1948).

From a physical health perspective, regular PA is associated
with benefits such as reduced risk of cardiovascular disease,
diabetes, and osteoporosis (Haskell et al., 2007; Lee et al.,
2012). Epidemiological research further suggests that
regular PA can also positively influence individuals’ mental
and psychosocial status, including improvement of mood
(Strohle, 2009) and a reduction of symptoms related to
depression, anxiety, and emotional distress (Schuch,
Vancampfort, Richards, et al., 2016; Schuch, Vancampfort,
Rosenbaum, et al., 2016). Finally, from a social perspective,
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PA has been shown to foster the development of new
networks; build local skills, knowledge, and resources;
facilitate civic participation and social capital; and improve
integration, inclusion and cohesion in community settings
(Bailey, 2005; Edwards, 2015; Spaaij, 2012).

Although the use of sporting activities as vehicles for
development is not a new phenomenon, the intentional
implementation of sport for non-sporting outcomes has
been a more recent but fast-growing area of focus, classified
as SFD (Richards et al., 2013). In recent years, research
across all thematic areas of SFD has experienced significant
development (Schulenkorf et al., 2016); however,
investigations in the health-focused subset of SFD—namely
SFH—have yet to receive the scholarly attention they
deserve. Specifically, aspects of health development,
including the improvement of PA, have largely been taken
for granted or seen as a welcome by-product of many sport-
focused development programs. Instead, we argue that a
specific emphasis on health, including its physical, social,
and mental dimensions, is critical to design programs that
are specific, targeted, and focused on delivering desired
health benefits for those who are most at-risk (Lubans et al.,
2011). If that can be achieved, sport has the potential to
make an efficient and cost-effective contribution to the
Sustainable Development Goal #3, that is to ensure healthy
lives and wellbeing for all ages (Schulenkorf & Siefken,
2019).

While SFH initiatives have not yet received the attention
that social or educational focused SFD programs have
enjoyed, there are a number of projects and initiatives that
deserve to be highlighted. For instance, different SFH
programs have been implemented in the Pacific Islands,
including the Basketball development project Hoops for
Health (across Fiji, Vanuatu, Kiribati, and the Solomon
Islands), which aims to encourage healthy lifestyle choices
through strategic basketball sessions that are coupled with
educational resources on (un)healthy lifestyle behavior (cf.,
FIBA Oceania, 2021). Another example is the Wokabaot
Jalens in Vanuatu—a culturally-cantered, research-based
health development intervention with the aim to reduce
participants’ NCD risk factors, specifically by raising PA
levels and improving healthy eating behaviors in female
civil servants (Siefken et al., 2015). Finally, the
Volley4Change program has targeted Pacific adolescents
with the aim of reducing their chances of developing NCDs
by playing volleyball and engaging in nutritional awareness
classes and health checks in clinical settings (Cohen et al.,
2019).

On the macro and meso levels—and focused more
specifically on a health promotion and awareness building -
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some critical projects and campaigns should be
acknowledged. Although not all of these are labelled
specifically as SFH initiatives, they have the same purpose
of making a distinct contribution to the Sustainable
Development Goal #3. UNICEF, for example, has
previously used sport and sport stars to raise awareness on
the importance of immunizations for public health,
including the use of organized sport events as a vehicle for
advancing vaccination campaigns in Zambia against
measles (UNICEF, 2003). More recently, during the
COVID-19 pandemic, a number of large sporting
organizations including FIFA engaged with UN-bodies
such as the World Health Organization to collaboratively
promote healthy lifestyles through football with the
underlying message to be #HealthyAtHome (PAHO, 2020).

The abovementioned examples indicate that for SFH
programs to be impactful, collaboration and managerial
know-how present critical ingredients. In fact, without
adequate planning, design or implementation SFH projects
may not result in the desired health outcomes or risk having
unintended negative impacts on the participants
(Schulenkorf, 2017). For instance, an SFH initiative aimed
at improving the mental health of adolescents in post-
conflict Uganda ended up having a negative impact on the
participants due to program components that lacked
adaptation and effective planning and implementation
(Richards et al., 2014; Richards & Foster, 2014). Taking
such challenges into account, the guest editors of a recently
published special issue on “Managing Sport for Health” in
the journal Sport Management Review highlighted that
sport needs to be aligned with community needs and should
be empowering, sport should be adaptable and evolving to
ensure it values health, and sport organizations should
ensure partnerships for health to promote organizational
sustainability (Edwards & Rowe, 2019).

Despite the abovementioned theoretical and conceptual
advancements and a number of recent case study analyses
on SFH outcomes, there remains a distinct lack of empirical
research on the managerial challenges and opportunities,
including critical questions around SFH project design,
delivery, and leverage, as well as the collaboration of
program partners in culturally distinct contexts
(Schulenkorf, 2010, 2017). The lack of empirical research is
particularly relevant for work in low- and middle-income
settings, including the geographically remote and culturally
diverse South Pacific region, where SFH programs have
been implemented for years but where socio-managerial
research on SFH projects remains scarce (for notable
exceptions, see: Keane et al., 2020; Siefken, Schofield, &
Schulenkorf, 2014; Seal & Sherry, 2018). With this study,
we aim to contribute to filling this research gap by
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providing empirical findings from a netball-based SFH
initiative in the Kingdom of Tonga. As such, the present
study explores the socio-managerial aspects that
underpinned the initiative and it presents the lessons learnt
that may well inform the design and delivery of future SFH
programs in similar contexts. Here, our qualitative
investigation builds on previously conducted research that
has highlighted the success of the program in achieving
desired health and participation outcomes (a snapshot of
results is presented in the Findings section).

RESEARCH CONTEXT
Pacific Islands/Tongan Context

The Pacific Island countries comprise 23 nations and
territories spread over more than 25,000 islands and islets in
the Pacific Ocean (Schulenkorf & Siefken, 2018). The
Pacific Island countries are home to 10 million people
whose lifestyle was traditionally characterized by the
consumption of seafood, fresh local food, and high levels of
PA behavior (Coyne, 1984). Since the 1950s, however, the
average lifestyle of Pacific islanders has changed
dramatically. From a dietary perspective, fresh local
produce was replaced by largely processed imported food
(Snowdon et al., 2010; Thow et al., 2011). From an activity
perspective, physical labor was replaced by electronic
machines while sedentary occupations and the use of
motorized transport contributed to a significant reduction of
people’s habitual PA levels (Coyne, 1984; Englberger et al.,
1999; WHO, 2008).

As a result of these changes, the levels of obesity and NCD
prevalence have increased significantly. Tonga is
performing particularly poorly from a public health
perspective. Kessaram et al. (2015) highlighted that 60% of
men and more than 70% of women in Tonga are obese,
placing Tonga as one of the most obese nations in the
world. In an attempt to address the issue, different health
interventions including SFH initiatives have been
implemented in Tonga. They form part of a wider
movement aimed at improving community well-being and
promoting healthier lifestyles in the region. In this study,
we focus on a specific netball-based SFH intervention, the
Netball Outreach Program (NOP), which was designed to
increase sport participation in communities with
traditionally low levels of engagement in PA, and to
improve physical, social, and mental health outcomes for
those involved.
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The SFH Initiative: Design, Implementation, and
Delivery

Between 2012 and 2015, netball had been utilized as a
method of health promotion and NCD prevention in Tonga
via the Kau Mai Tonga (KMT) initiative, an annual 6-week
mass media campaign that focused on delivering messages
to increase women’s and girls’ knowledge about the health
risk of being physically inactive, and improve attitudes
toward women engaging in PA (Sherry et al., 2017). In a
country where sport and PA opportunities are traditionally
designed for and dominated by men (Turk et al. 2013), the
KMT initiative aimed to promote both small-scale
community programs but also larger netball tournaments for
women across the country.

For a number of reasons, netball was purposefully chosen by
the Tongan Government via the KMT initiative: (a) it had
sufficient similarities with the traditional game of
basketbola, (b) it could readily utilize the established
community infrastructure of courts or open spaces, and (c)
the sport had a level of visibility via the professional netball
competitions in Australia and New Zealand that were
broadcast on Tongan television. Apart from the similarities,
netball was also sufficiently different to generate a level of
excitement and novelty for community members. Previous
research on the KMT initiative had demonstrated the utility
of netball as a vehicle to improve the health of women and
girls and over the years women’s involvement in sport
became increasingly accepted within Tongan culture (Sherry
et al., 2017; Turk et al., 2013). However, initiatives had
largely been concentrated in the urban areas of the main
island of Tonga’tapu. In an attempt to broaden the scope and
impact of the original program, TNA, in partnership with the
research team, identified a number of remote villages as
locations for the NOP as a targeted netball-based SFH
initiative. The specific rationale for targeting these villages
was to motivate physically inactive women and girls to
participate in a new and different form of PA, and to
leverage the earlier success of KMT. The rural focus of this
study was also informed by international evidence that
indicates the level and type of PA varies according to
urbanicity and the level of socio-economic development.
Specifically, in low- and middle-income countries such as
Tonga, leisure-time PA makes a relatively small contribution
to overall PA levels (Strain et al. 2020). This is thought to be
further accentuated in rural settings, where organized
recreational PA opportunities are typically more limited.
Overall, given the emerging evidence on the distinct
importance of leisure time PA for both physical and mental
health (Teychenne et al., 2020), this study focused on
intervening in the rural Tongan population with the lowest
previous exposure to organized recreational physical activity
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opportunities.
Selection of Netball Outreach Program Sites

At the outset, the research team worked with the TNA staff
to identify appropriate intervention villages using selection
criteria that were developed by local TNA staff: remote
villages, low in current sporting uptake, and likely to
respond to a netball intervention which included developing
local “champions” (i.e., expected early adopters). Low-
uptake villages were identified specifically as those villages
with (a) no established contact person coordinating netball
activities in village, (b) no trained netball coaches/umpires in
village, (c) no functioning netball infrastructure/equipment
available in village, (d) no netball teams from village
currently participating in regular adult tournaments, and (e)
any netball players playing on teams from neighboring
villages or towns. Across Tonga’tapu, 10 low-uptake
villages were selected and subsequently resourced by TNA
to participate in the NOP. Importantly, at the initial
formative consultations, members of target communities
expressed a genuine interest in participating in netball—
something that had been previously thwarted by limited
resources and capacity.

Planning and Preparation

One member of the research team provided expert advice
and assistance with program design, helping to formulate a
specific netball-based SFH intervention that complemented
existing initiatives being delivered in Tonga. Specifically, to
facilitate the implementation of the NOP program, a number
of integrated management processes were undertaken across
a 6-month period in 2016. First, in line with Tongan
protocol, TNA contacted the Ministry of Internal Affairs to
identify and facilitate contact with the town officers for each
of the 10 intervention villages. The town officers are the key
point of contact for each village, similar to mayors in other
contexts. Concurrent with this process, initial planning
meetings were conducted with TNA staff and other local
stakeholders to identify sport management challenges,
cultural peculiarities and facilitators/barriers to netball
participation.

Following liaison with and approval from the town officers,
the TNA program manager identified a volunteer village
champion (VVC) for each of the targeted intervention
villages. The VVCs were selected and recruited primarily
through their involvement with TNA as volunteers. All of
them were female, aged between 18 and 45. It is important
to note that all VVCs were not formally employed; some
lived in their own intervention villages, while others lived in
Nuku’alofa (Tonga’s capital city) and had to travel to their

www.jsfd.org



Volume 10, Issue 1, January 2022 29 Schulenkorf et al.

project site to promote netball and the NOP program.
Finally, the creation and maintenance of netball courts—
some of which were far away from the village center—was
undertaken by TNA staff with the assistance from the
relevant VVCs and volunteer netball leaders in each village.

Netball Program Intervention Delivery

Once the NOP program was designed and all preparatory
work was completed, program promotion commenced in
the 10 intervention villages. This promotion was primarily
led by VVCs with direct support from the TNA program
manager. It was conducted in an informal way and the
recruitment of players was supported by word-of-mouth
processes and an open-door policy during regular netball
trainings at each newly created netball court. NOP sessions
comprised of one to two hours of continuous netball activity
in the villages, with each participant playing for
approximately 20 to 30 minutes. There were two organized
training sessions per week—one for children, one for
adults—and most villages had 20 to 30 people attending
each session after approximately six months’ time.

As the program developed, VVCs also worked with their
local community health services, such as community
nurses, to offer regular health checks and Body Mass Index
measures. After the first six months, a progress meeting was
held with the VVCs at the TNA office to follow up on
village progress and challenges. Dates and requirements for
upcoming events were discussed, such as a sport carnival
for women’s teams was organized as a 1-day social
competition in a central location. TNA provided fundraising
support to generate sufficient money for the transportation
of village teams in an attempt to overcome financial barriers
to participation. As a subsequent initiative, a round-robin
series of mini-competitions was developed with teams
travelling to three different locations: Houma in the east,
Ha’asini in the west, and Atele in the central region.

RESEARCH APPROACH AND PROCESSES

For this 18 month research project, we employed a case
study methodology that featured a mixed-method approach
with three phases of quantitative data collection and one
phase of qualitative data collection. Although the
quantitative studies focused on personal, social and
environmental mediators as well as the link between
program participation and increased PA levels (Keane et al.,
2020; Richards et al., 2016), the qualitative investigation
presented in this paper thematically explored the socio-
managerial challenges and opportunities of the NOP
program. Our qualitative research was underpinned by an
interpretive mode of inquiry, which suggests that access to
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reality can be socially constructed through language,
consciousness and shared meanings (Glesne, 1999;
Neuman, 2013). Interpretive research acknowledges that
data are analyzed through a process of induction, which
means that meaning is constructed and reconstructed based
on the realities of participants. In other words, interpretive
studies aim to understand the context of a phenomenon
through the meanings that people assign to it (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2018).

As noted earlier, the present study is supported by literature
from health, physical activity and SFD and although no
formal theoretical framework was adopted, both the focus
group and interview questions were informed by research
on socio-managerial aspects of SFD (i.e., mechanisms for
change using sport as a development tool), and SFH (i.e.,
physical activity and behavior change) literature. A total of
14 focus groups were conducted in nine out of the 10
Tongan villages during a two-week in-country research visit
in April 2017, around four months after the commencement
of the program. The focus groups lasted an average of 60
minutes and took place in a location in their village that was
convenient to the participants (e.g., church hall). The village
that missed out on our research was involved in a mourning
process and sociocultural etiquette suggested that it was not
appropriate to interact with village members during this
time. In the other villages, focus groups included a balanced
number of participants and those tasked with the delivery
and management of the program, either TNA staff or
VVCs. The combination of participants and those in charge
of the delivery or management of the program served the
purpose of undertaking a 360-degree reflection on people’s
experiences, including a reflection on the program’s
successes, failures, and identification of opportunities for
improvement. In total, 57 females were involved in the
focus groups, aged between 16 and 55 years old. The
women were from rural settings with lower
sociodemographic profiles and their lives comprised
primarily of caring for their families, subsistence farming,
and limited access to recreational physical activity
opportunities.

Focus groups were chosen because they can help achieve a
greater understanding of a previously vague phenomenon,
as participants are likely to express opinions and ideas more
openly in a group setting (Veal, 2006). This is particularly
relevant in societies where socializing in groups plays a
significant role in everyday life, including in sporting
contexts (Siefken, Schofield, & Schulenkorf, 2014). Our
focus group questions centered on the managerial
opportunities and challenges for program implementation
and growth; the perceived benefits of netball engagement;
barriers and facilitators to individual participation; peer and
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community perception of PA and netball; support provided
by the TNA and program partners; and opportunities for the
future delivery of the program. It should be noted that the
present study draws primarily on the reflections on the
setup, management and implementation of the program,
including opportunities and challenges for collaboration,
engagement and support. Finally, nine individual interviews
were conducted with village-level volunteers and TNA staff
to further explain and contextualize focus group findings
with those specifically involved in managerial positions.
Again, interviews were conducted in a community setting
that was convenient to the participants and the intention was
to gain a deeper understanding of all aspects of program
delivery and organization.

The qualitative data analysis undertaken followed the
descriptive, interpretive and pattern coding as set out by
Miles et al. (2014). In other words, as researchers we were
mainly focused on eliciting emerging themes from the data
that were relevant to the NOP program. From a process
perspective, systematic inductive coding was employed
which included a broad read-through, a search for recurring
concepts and patterns, and the grouping of recurring
concepts and patterns into themes. Here, two members of
the research team coded the complete data set before the
team engaged in a process of cross-checking information to
ensure consistency and credibility of our thematic findings.
This process further assisted in making sure that key
messages and themes were indeed representative of the data
transcripts (Patton, 2015). Overall, our analysis resulted in
numerous codes which were collapsed into five key themes
which are highlighted in our Findings and Discussion
section. We wish to acknowledge that the research team
included four international scholars and one local member;
importantly, all those involved with the data collection and
analysis have had many years of engagement with the SFD
and SFH sectors in the Pacific Islands region, both in
practice and in research. As such, we were confident that
our combined expertise was a supporting factor during the
inductive data analysis process.

At the same time, we need to also acknowledge the
“outsider status” of the international research team members
as a limitation of our empirical study. We aimed to mitigate
this challenge as much as possible, especially through close
engagement with the local management team and their
social and cultural support during community meetings and
research sessions. This also included the collaboration with
a local translator who provided assistance during interviews
and focus groups with a handful of individuals who
preferred to engage in discussions in their local Tongan
language. Finally, our study was approved by the La Trobe
University Human Research Ethics Committee (13-073)
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and the Tonga National Health Ethics and Research
Committee (190315.5). Approval was also granted by the
Tonga Netball Association and community leaders in the
participating villages. All participants were provided with
information about the research and they provided informed
consent prior to data collection.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The purpose of our study was to explore the socio-
managerial challenges and opportunities of a netball-based
SFH program in low-uptake villages in Tonga. In this
section, we outline and discuss key findings under the five
themes identified: strategic management of volunteer
network, sociocultural barriers, public space management,
events and tournaments as incentives, and collaboration
across local and national sports. We present our findings
against the background of previously conducted health
outcome evaluations of the initiative (Keane et al 2020).
Although these do not present the main focus of our paper,
the following snapshot of key quantitative results is
important to highlight a number of encouraging outcomes
that have started to emerge as a result of the positive uptake
of netball activities.

Snapshot of Program Outcome Evaluations

The quantitative results demonstrated the impact of the
program on netball participation and the volume of leisure-
time PA. First, when reviewing netball participation, there
was a large increase in the mean frequency of participation
each week from baseline (0.2 time per week) to 6 months
follow-up (4.1 times per week). Second, there was also a
large increase in the mean duration of leisure-time PA from
baseline (18 minutes) to the 6 months follow-up (421
minutes). These improvements were underpinned by
positive changes in numerous personal, social and
environmental mediating factors (for further detail, see:
Keane et al 2020). This suggests that with appropriate
resources and local support, it is possible to achieve desired
program outcomes and although the sustainability of
impacts remains to be assessed in follow-up studies, these
encouraging results led us to investigate and understand
some of the managerial aspects that led to—or
underpinned—the program.

Strategic Management of Volunteer Network

A key emerging theme was the importance of developing a
local volunteer network to foster local community
engagement. Specifically, TNA had been able to establish a
vital network of over 30 women across all areas of
Tonga’tapu who regularly volunteered at TNA-organized
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tournaments as umpires and referees, attempted to stimulate
netball participation in their villages, participated in TNA
netball activities, and attended TNA tournaments to assist
paid staff with operational tasks. Rather than acting
independently from one another, these individuals
perceived themselves to be part of a wider “netball
community” that created a shared sense of identity and
belonging. In fact, this shared sense of belonging fostered
their ongoing commitment and drive to improve netball
participation in their villages, as one VVC stated, “It kind of
makes me feel like a part of something—Ilike a family, and
you don’t want to lose it. | see the passion that everybody
works with and it means that I work hard, too.”

Members of the volunteer network actively engaged in the
development and fine-tuning of the NOP program across
the 10 villages, as such—and under the leadership of local
VCCs—volunteers enjoyed a level of freedom when
working with the local community to achieve the best
outcomes in culturally appropriate ways. In other words,
through partnerships with village members VCCs and their
supporters were able to increase opportunities for
cooperation and support, which benefited the uptake of PA
and improved netball capacity across villages. This was
highlighted by one TNA staff member:

[ think it all comes down to the volunteers. If you do more,
then you know what that village needs and you can do what
they want, and you can make sure that more people get
involved and receive the training. If people don’t go out and
engage people from the village, then teams won’t get
together and opportunities are lost.

In all villages across the intervention, the VVCs were
personally committed to the program and its goals. They
were dedicated to trying to improve netball participation
and get people in their communities active, particularly
women and girls. This commitment and the growing
volunteer network resulted in the development of a “social
sport system” at the village and regional level, which was
clearly targeted to those who would benefit most from a
dedicated SFH initiative. In fact, this strategic and
committed focus on “for-health” proved to be a critical
success factor—something that the organizers of many
previous social sport initiatives have struggled to achieve,
as they focused too much on traditional sport development
outcomes or had an insufficiently engaged and/or
appropriated skilled volunteer workforce (Chawansky,
2021; Clutterbuck & Doherty, 2019; Giulianotti et al.,
2021). In other words, although previous SFD programs
have at times struggled to avoid a “mission drift” by
attracting already sports-minded or active sportspeople
(e.g., Raw et al, 2021), the NOP program through its
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locally embedded volunteer network managed to stay on
path to secure participation from largely inactive members
of Tongan society.

In rural Tonga, the VVCs acted as important local change
agents; they were trusted by the community and had the
ability to actively and meaningfully encourage others to
participate—qualities that external change agents would not
necessarily possess. In building on Schulenkorf’s (2010,
2012) argument that external change agents are significant
initiators of many SFD projects, we contest that this netball
program would not have been established or developed
successfully without committed internal change agents
working across all stages of the program. The initial design
of the NOP initiative was externally supported by an expert
member of the research team (bringing expertise in health
and PA) and the Netball Australia program manager
(bringing expertise in netball and funding). Still, local
change agents played a central role in co-starting the
program and contributing to its development and growth
across villages. From a management perspective, the
engagement between external and internal change agents
followed the principles of Schulenkorf’s (2010) model for
community empowerment. At the beginning of the
initiative, external change agents did yet have a significant
degree of control but the responsibility and ownership of
the program progressively shifted towards the local TNA
and VCCs who eventually managed the NOP without
external influence. Success in transferring ownership to
local organizers is an all-but-certain outcome in the world
of SFD and international development more widely
(Schulenkorf, Sugden, & Burdsey, 2014; Wallis & Lambert,
2014). In the case of the NOP, success was built on the
local commitment of the national sporting body, the
carefully and strategically selected VCCs, and the close
network that was jointly formed with local communities.

Sociocultural Barriers

The island nation of Tonga provides a unique geographical
and sociocultural context. On the main island Tonga’tapu,
there are 36 towns and villages that have distinct value
systems and community identities. The focus groups
highlighted the importance of recognizing the facilitators
and barriers to PA in each specific locality. These went
beyond the well-established challenges of establishing and
sustaining  organized sport interventions in rural
communities, particularly in low- and middle-income
countries. For example, during the first phase of
implementation, netball posts and courts were built in each
village to ensure that the appropriate infrastructure was
available. However,