
Social   Policy  Report
Giving  Child and  Youth  Development  Knowledge  Away
Volume XX, Number IV                                           2006           

A Publication of the Society for Research in Child Development        Article begins on page 3

Organized Activity Participation, Positive Youth Development,
 and the Over-Scheduling Hypothesis

Joseph L. Mahoney, Angel L. Harris, and Jacquelynne S. Eccles

Abstract
There is increasing awareness that how young people spend their time outside of school has consequences for their development. 

As part of this awareness, interest in organized activities—extracurricular activities, after-school programs, and youth organizations—has 
grown markedly. On balance, the bulk of research on organized activities has shown positive consequences of participation for academic, 
educational, social, civic, and physical development. This fact, coupled with the safety and supervision provided by organized activities 
for youth with working parents, has fueled initiatives at the local, state, and Federal levels to expand opportunities for participation. 

In seeming opposition to these initiatives, there exists concern that participating in organized activities has become excessive for 
youth. This “over-scheduling” is thought to result from pressure from adults (parents, coaches, teachers) to achieve and attain long-term 
educational and career goals. These external pressures, along with the activity-related time commitment, are believed to contribute to 
poor psychosocial adjustment for youth and to undermine their relationships with parents. Because the implication is that increasing 
amounts of organized activity participation will be harmful to youth and family functioning, attention from scientists, practitioners, and 
policymakers is warranted. 

To evaluate these two somewhat different perspectives, we review two types of evidence: evidence from published studies focused 
on regional, historical, or limited samples and evidence from a very recent nationally representative sample of America’s 5- to 18-year-
olds that includes both time use data and information on a wide range of indicators of development. The main fi ndings across studies 
are as follows:

(1) The primary motivations for participation in organized activities are intrinsic (e.g., excitement and enjoyment, to build com-
petencies, and to affi liate with peers and activity leaders). Pressures from adults or educational/career goals are seldom given as reasons 
for participation;

(2) American youth average about 5 hours/week participating in organized activities. At any given time, roughly 40% of young 
people in the US do not participate in organized activities and those who do typically spend less than 10 hours/week participating. Many 
alternative leisure activities (e.g., educational activities, playing games, watching television) consume as much or considerably more 
time. However, a very small subgroup of youth (between 3 and 6 percent) spends 20 or more hours/week participating;

(3) There is quite consistent and strong evidence of a positive association between participating in organized activities and a va-
riety of indicators of positive development: those youth who participate demonstrate healthier functioning on such indicators ranging 
from academic achievement, school completion, post secondary educational attainment, psychological adjustment, and lowered rates of 
smoking and drug use, to the quantity and quality of interactions with their parents. As the amount of participation in organized activities 
increases, the evidence suggests that the associated benefi ts of participation are observed either to accrue across the full range of activities 
or weekly hours of participation considered or to level off at relatively high amounts of participation; and 

(4) Concerning the well-being of youth with very high levels of involvement in organized activity participation (e.g., 20 or more 
hours/week), indicators of adjustment tended either to be more positive than, or similar to, youth who did not participate. Only a very 
few indicators of well-being have been shown to decline to a level signifi cantly lower than youth who did not participate in organized 
activities. 

In sum, given the very limited empirical support for the over-scheduling hypothesis and the quite consistent support for the positive 
youth development perspective, we recommend that the recent efforts to expand opportunities for organized activity participation should 
stay the course. For the vast majority of young people, participation is associated with positive developmental outcomes. Of greater 
concern than the over-scheduling of youth in organized activities is the fact that many youth do not participate at all. The well-being of 
youth who do not participate in organized activities is reliably less positive compared to youth who do participate.
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From the Editor
In this issue of the Social Policy Report, Mahoney, Harris, and Eccles examine 

the literature on organized after-school activities and present new data as to whether 
some parents over-schedule their children in out-of-school activities.

After-school programming has grown in popularity and received increased 
federal support during the past decade. This is good news. After-school programs, 
if nothing else, provide an important child-care role. The workday of most par-
ents is longer than the school day, so we need to make provisions for the care of 
children of all ages during this time. There is substantial research showing that 
leaving children to their own during this time—latchkey children—places them at 
risk. However, because after-school time has implications for children’s success in 
school, it is wise and desirable to make constructive use of this time. Mahoney et 
al. point out that generally, participation in organized after-school activities carries 
positive benefi ts for children and youth. 

After-school programming also addresses an equity issue. Mahoney et al. 
point out that some 40% of youth do not participate in after-school activities. More 
affl uent families have often provided their children with after-school enrichment 
activities in art, music, and sports. The popular media label “soccer moms” refl ects 
this fact. We then usually assume that all is well with such youth. Suniya Luthar, 
who provides a commentary in this issue addressing her work, has shown that this is 
not necessarily true; affl uent youth can also be at risk, just for different reasons than 
disadvantaged youth are at risk. Similarly in after-school activities, there has been 
concern that affl uent youth are being pushed to do too much so that it has negative 
consequences as a result. Mahoney et al. present original data addressing this over-
scheduling hypothesis and conclude that this occurs only in a single-digit percent 
of youth and that there is little evidence these young people develop problems as a 
result of their participation. Generally the soccer moms have it right and organize 
after-school activities that benefi t their children.

Mahoney et al.’s data on the over-scheduling hypothesis make it even more 
important that we rigorously develop after-school programming for disadvantaged 
youth. However, to do so requires substantial new research such as that presented 
in this SPR. Out-of-school time can be used for homework help and other cur-
riculum-related activities to impact school performance and/or it can be used for 
extracurricular or enrichment activities. Programs are not always clear about their 
goals, and even if they have clear goals, their curriculum sometimes does not 
match the goals. Sometimes programs are evaluated for academic benefi ts when 
they in fact offer few academic activities and vice versa. The need for after-school 
programming has caused policy to expand beyond what we know from research. 
Research is needed that addresses how different kinds of program activities map 
onto different outcomes and what kinds of activities different youth need. Only 
with such research in hand can we expand after-school programming in the most 
effective manner. Commentaries by Reed Larson and Jodie Roth address relevant 
research issues.

Brooke and I hope that this issue serves to promote the expansion of after-
school programming to reach that 40% not now being served. Furthermore, we 
hope that it promotes research by SRCD members and others on how to most ef-
fectively design and use out-of-school activities. Because of the importance of this 
issue, and the authors’ presentation of new data, which is unusual for the SPR, this 
issue is longer than most, almost double the size. We thank SRCD for agreeing to 
support this increased size.

Lonnie Sherrod, Ph.D., Editor
Fordham University
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Organized Activity Participation, 
Positive Youth Development, and the 

Over-Scheduling Hypothesis

Joseph L. Mahoney, Yale University
Angel L. Harris, University of Texas at Austin 
Jacquelynne S. Eccles, University of Michigan

School-aged children in the US and other Western 
nations average 40-50% of their waking hours in discre-
tionary activities outside of school (Hofferth & Sandberg, 
2001a; Larson & Verma, 1999). There has been increasing 
awareness that how young people use this time has con-
sequences for their development. As a result, research on 
the risks and benefi ts of a variety of after-school activities 
has been expanding rapidly and considerable attention 
has been devoted to school-age children’s (ages 5-11) 
and adolescents’ (ages 12-18) involvement in organized 
activities (Mahoney, Larson, & Eccles, 2005). Organized 
activities occur outside of the school day and are charac-
terized by structure, adult-supervision, and an emphasis 
on skill-building. Common activities include school-based 
extracurricular activities (e.g., sports, clubs, and fi ne arts), 
after-school programs (i.e., programs, often targeted to 
youth between the ages 5-14, that provide participants with 
adult supervision during the afternoon hours while many 
parents are working and offer opportunities for academic 
assistance, recreation, and/or enrichment learning) and 
community-based programs and youth organizations (e.g., 
4-H, Boys & Girls Clubs of America, and Girls, Inc). Or-
ganized activities can be contrasted with alternative ways 
that young people spend their discretionary time such as 
educational activities, household chores, watching televi-
sion, playing games, hanging out, and employment. 

Participation in organized activities is a common 
developmental experience for young people (Cappizzano, 
Tout, & Adams, 2000; Lugaila, 2003). For example, the 
1999 National Survey of America’s Families (NSAF) 
reported that 81% of 6- to 11-year-olds and 83% of 12- to 
17-year-olds participated in one or more sports, lessons, or 
clubs during the past year (Ehrle & Moore, 1999; Moore, 
Hatcher, Vandivere, & Brown, 2000). Approximately 7 
million children are enrolled in after-school programs 
(Afterschool Alliance, 2005; Capizzano et al., 2000). Mil-
lions more participate in community-based programs and 
youth organizations such as 4-H, Boys & Girls Clubs of 
America, and Girls Inc. (Boys & Girls Clubs of America, 
2004; Girls Inc., 2004; U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
2003). Moreover, national studies show that participation 

in some organized activities such as sports and before/after-
school programs has increased signifi cantly in recent years 
(Capizzano et al., 2000; Hofferth, & Sandberg, 2001b; 
Seppanen, Love, de Vries et al., 1993). 

The growth of organized activities has resulted from 
several factors. First, there has been an expansion of lo-
cal, state, and Federal expenditures to support organized 
activities (Pittman, Tolman, & Yohalem, 2005; Quinn, 
2005). A well-known example is the increase in Federal 
support for 21st-Century Community Learning Center 
grants that support after-school programs. This funding 
grew exponentially from $40 million in 1998 to $1 billion 
in 2002 (Mahoney & Zigler, 2006). Second, the historic 
rise in maternal employment (U.S. Department of Labor, 
2005) has resulted in a gap between the school day of 
children and work day of their parents. This fact, coupled 
with research pointing to dangers for children who are 
unsupervised during the after-school hours (e.g., Pettit, 
Bates, Dodge, & Meece, 1999; Richardson, Radzisze-
wska, Dent, & Flay 1993; Vandell & Shumow, 1999), 
has called attention to organized activities as a means to 
provide safety and supervision for children with working 
parents (McLaughlin, 2000). Finally, on balance, the bulk 
of research on organized activities has shown positive 
consequences of participation for academic, educational, 
social, civic, and physical development (for reviews, see 
Dubois, Holloway, Valentine, & Cooper, 2002; Eccles, 
Barber, Stone, & Hunt, 2003; Eccles & Templeton, 2002; 
Mahoney et al., 2005; National Research Council and 
Institute of Medicine, 2002; Riggs & Greenberg, 2004; 
Vandell, Pierce, & Dadisman, 2005). 

In combination, these factors have increased aware-
ness that organized activities represent a valuable resource 
for promoting positive youth development. This is evident 
in the out-of-school initiatives of major research intuitions 
(e.g., Chapin Hall Center for Children, Harvard Family 
Research Project), granting institutions and foundations 
(e.g., C. S. Mott Foundation, W. T. Grant Foundation), 
advocacy and lobbying groups (e.g., Afterschool Alliance, 
Fight Crime Invest in Kids, National Institute on Out-of-
School Time, National School-Aged Care Alliance), as 
well as the initiation of a bipartisan Congressional After-
school Caucus in March 2005. 
The Over-Scheduling Hypothesis

At the same time that initiatives to expand opportuni-
ties for organized activity participation have been increas-
ing, concern exists that some youth are participating in too 
many organized activities. Written and televised media re-



4

working-class youth and there have been no studies of this 
issue focused on less advantaged populations. 

Whether youth participate in organized activities 
depends, in part, on the behavior of their parents. Studies 
of children and adolescents suggest that they are more 
likely to become involved and to stay involved in organized 
activities when parents value and encourage their partici-
pation, provide the necessary material resources, and are 

participants themselves (e.g., Fletcher, El-
der, & Mekos, 2000; Fredericks & Eccles, 
2005; Simpkins, Davis-Kean, & Eccles, 
2005). However, a recent ethnographic 
study conducted with children (ages 9-
10) from 12 diverse families suggests that 
organized activity schedules can determine 
the pace of life for all family members 
(Lareau, 2003). The fi ndings from Lareau’s 

study show that the time budgeting and schedule com-
mitments required of parents to support their children’s 

activity participation can be 
challenging—particularly 
for working parents with 
several children. The quali-
tative accounts also suggest 
that participation in many 
organized activities can 
limit children’s down time 
and constrain the nature 
parent-child interactions. 
While her study has been 
used to justify the inference 

that such scheduling might be problematic, Lareau did not 
actually investigate the children’s well-being. Moreover, 
a systematic evaluation of how time spent in organized 
activities may affect discretionary time or parent-child 
interactions was not a goal of this study. Finally, although 
provocative, the fi ndings are based on a small number of 
families and this raises concern about whether the results 
can be generalized beyond the study sample. 

Quantitative studies suggesting possible risks for 
affl uent adolescents have also been cited in support of the 
over-scheduling hypothesis. For example, in one of a few 
relevant studies, Luthar and her colleagues concluded, 
fi rst, that adolescents (6th and 7th graders) from affl uent 
homes can be at greater risk for substance use, depres-
sion, and anxiety as they enter adolescence than children 
living in less affl uent homes, and, second, that excessive 
achievement pressures and isolation from parents may help 
to explain these associated risks (Luthar & Becker, 2002; 

ports (e.g., Fountain, 2005; Gilbert, 1999; Noonan, 2001) 
and popular parenting books (Elkind, 2001; Rosenfeld & 
Wise, 2000) suggest that the lives of many young people 
are now replete with hurry, stress, and pressure brought on, 
in part, because of their involvement in too many organized 
activities. These articles maintain that an over-scheduling 
of organized activity participation may undermine family 
functioning and youth well-being. 

With respect to organized 
activities, the over-scheduling 
hypothesis is based on three in-
terrelated propositions. First, the 
motivation for participation in 
organized activities is viewed as 
extrinsic. Youth are seen as tak-
ing part in a variety of activities 
because of the perceived pressure 
from parents or other adults to achieve and attain long-term 
educational and career goals (e.g., a college scholarship). 
Second, the time commitment required 
of children and parents to participate in 
organized activities is believed to be so 
extensive that traditional family activi-
ties—dinnertime, family outings, and even 
simple discussions between parents and 
children—are sacrifi ced. Finally, owing 
to the assumed pressures from parents, 
coupled with the extensive time commit-
ment and disruption of family functioning, 
youth devoting high amounts of time to 
organized activity participation are thought 
to be at risk for developing adjustment problems and poor 
relationships with parents. 

Although the basis for these propositions has been 
seldom anchored by empirical research, scientifi c evidence 
has been used to advance the notion that some youth 
(particularly middle class and affl uent youth) are over-
scheduled in some cases and that such over-scheduling 
can be detrimental to the optimal development of young 
people and their families (e.g., Lareau, 2003; Rosenfeld 
& Wise, 2000). This evidence draws on qualitative studies 
of how organized activity participation affects family life 
and quantitative studies suggesting that perceived pressure 
from parents and other adults (e.g., coaches, teachers) may 
lead to poor adjustment particularly for affl uent youth 
(i.e., families whose annual household earnings are at 
least twice as high the medium annual income for families 
in the US) (e.g., Luthar & Latendresse, 2005). As far as 
we know, the argument has not been directed to poor or 

Participation in 
organized activities is a 
common developmental 

experience for young people.

Written and televised media reports 
and popular parenting books suggest 
that the lives of many young people 
are now replete with hurry, stress, 
and pressure brought on, in part, 

because of their involvement in too 
many organized activities.
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Luthar & Latendresse, 2005a, b). However, this research 
did not assess the association between time spent partici-
pating in organized activities and achievement pressures or 
adolescent adjustment. Accordingly, these studies neither 
intended to nor do they provide evidence that adolescents 
(affl uent or otherwise) perceive pressure to participate in 
organized activities from their parents or are at-risk for 
adjustment problems as a result of their participation. 

Our interest in conducting 
an evaluation of the scientifi c 
underpinnings of these propo-
sitions is twofold: First, these 
propositions suggest negative 
consequences resulting from 
too much organized activity par-
ticipation. This has the potential 
to undermine recent efforts to 
support and expand opportuni-
ties for youth to participate in 
organized activities. Because policy decisions concerning 
children and families will be made with or without the use 
of scientifi c knowledge (Shonkoff, 2000), this 
concern holds despite the limited evidence 
on which the over-scheduling hypothesis is 
based. Indeed, the response to fi ndings from 
the national evaluation of 21st-Century Com-
munity Learning Centers show that substantial 
reductions in funding for organized activi-
ties can be proposed on the basis of a single 
study with controversial fi ndings (Mahoney 
& Zigler, 2006). 

Second, despite research available to inform propo-
sitions of the over-scheduling hypothesis, the scientifi c 
community has been relatively silent on this issue. As 
the value and worth of psychological research depends 
increasingly on an appropriate and timely integration of 
science with policy (McCall & Groark, 2000; Huston, 
2005), it is essential that the existing research informing 
this matter be communicated. To that end, one of our major 
goals is to evaluate the scientifi c basis of the over-schedul-
ing hypothesis. Our second major goal is to evaluate the 
evidence for the alternative positive youth development 
perspective; namely, that participation in organized activi-
ties facilitates positive development and that more partici-
pation is associated with more positive development. First, 
we review what is known about the reasons why American 
young people participate in organized activities. Second, 
we examine the extent of American children’s/adolescents’ 
participation in organized activities in terms of the amount 

of time and the number and/or breadth of activities. Finally, 
we summarize research that has considered the association 
between increasing participation and a variety of indicators 
of youth development, particularly during adolescence. 
We conclude by discussing implications that follow from 
the research. 
Why Do Young People Participate in Organized 
Activities?

The over-scheduling hypothesis propos-
es that youth often participate in organized 
activities because of pressure from adults to 
achieve and attain long-term educational/
career goals. Several studies have investi-
gated why youth participate in a variety of 
organized activities ranging from extracur-
ricular activities (e.g., sports, art, science, 
and civic activities), community-based or-
ganizations (e.g., Boys & Girls Clubs, Girls 

Inc., YMCA), and after-school programs. Across these 
studies, participants ranged in age from 9- to 19-years-

old and were diverse in 
race/ethnicity and eco-
nomic background. The 
methodological approach 
typically involved ask-
ing youth to describe the 
reasons for their partici-
pation on an individual 
basis or as part of adult-
led focus groups. The 
most common reasons 

both adolescents and preadolescents give for participation 
include: a) enjoyment and excitement (Csikszentmihalyi, 
Rathunde, & Whalen, 1993; Passmore & French, 2001; 
Gambone & Arbreton, 1997); b) encouragement and sup-
port received from friends or parents (Fletcher et al., 2000; 
Huebner & Mancini, 2003; Raymore, Godbey, & Crawford, 
1994; Simpkins et al., 2005); c) opportunities to challenge 
oneself, build skills, and increase self worth (Carruthers & 
Busser, 2000; Gambone & Arbreton, 1997; Perkins, Borden, 
Villarruel et al., 2006); d) desire to interact with activity 
leaders and age mates (Huebner & Mancini, 2003); and e) 
personal safety (Borden, Perkins, Villarruel, Carleton-Hug, 
Stone, & Keith, 2006; Gambone & Arbreton, 1997). 

Thus, although there are many reasons that under-
lie youth participation in organized activities, the most 
common motivations are intrinsic. In opposition to the 
over-scheduling hypothesis, youth seldom describe pres-
sure from parents or long-term educational/career goals 
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Although there are many 
reasons that underlie youth 
participation in organized 

activities, the most common 
motivations are intrinsic.

Youth seldom describe pressure 
from parents or long-term 

educational/career goals as the 
primary reasons for participating.

as the primary reasons for participating. This holds for 
talented and highly involved adolescents, those living 
in suburban areas, and adolescents from economically 
advantaged backgrounds. For example, in study of 314 
affl uent, suburban 8th-grade students (Luthar, Shoum, & 
Brown, 2006), youth reported the number of hours spent 
in organized activities as well as the reasons for their par-
ticipation including enjoyment, expediency (e.g., good for 
my future), and pressure (e.g., adults want me to). Results 
showed that the primary reasons for participation were en-
joyment and expediency; external pressure was mentioned 
least often. Similarly, Csikszentmih-
alyi et al. (1993) assessed reasons for 
activity participation in a sample of 
208 9th and 10th graders drawn from 
two large, suburban high schools that 
served students from economically 
diverse backgrounds. Students were 
selected for the study on the basis of 
enrollment in accelerated or advanced 
classes and having been nominated by 
a teacher for talent in math, science, 
music, athletics, and/or art. Results 
showed that intrinsic reasons (e.g., “I 
like it,” “it interests me”) were ranked highest, followed 
by extrinsic reasons focused on material rewards (e.g., 
“it will be useful for my future”) and social rewards (e.g., 
“it impresses other people”). Finally, Fredricks, Alfeld-
Liro, Hruda, Eccles, Patrick, and Ryan (2002) conducted 
a qualitative study of reasons why adolescents persist or 
drop out of extracurricular activities. Drawn from the 
Childhood and Beyond Study, the sample included 41 
middle-class, White adolescents in Grades 9, 10, and 12 
who were selected on the basis of being highly involved 
in activities and competent during childhood. The most 
common reasons adolescents reported for participating 
in an activity was enjoyment, followed by “being good at 
it” and having the opportunity to see friends. A minority 
of participants also mentioned participating to please their 
parents, coaches, or teachers, or because they believed it 
could be useful in their future education or career.

Overall, these fi ndings are consistent with modern 
perspectives on expectancy-value theory suggesting that 
activity choices are usually made on the basis of how im-
portant and relevant the activity tasks are to the individual, 
perceived expectations for success or failure at the activity, 
and whether participation is considered interesting and 
enjoyable (e.g., Eccles, Wigfi eld, Harold, & Blumenfeld, 
1993; Jacobs, Vernon, & Eccles, 2005; Wigfi eld & Eccles, 

1992). However, few studies have assessed whether exter-
nal motivators may be more common for certain subgroups 
of youth or whether the reasons for participation vary ac-
cording to the type of activity considered. For example, 
among adolescent athletes and musicians participating at 
the highest levels of competition, perceived pressure from 
parents has been found to represent a source of competitive 
stress that predicts activity dropout (e.g., Averill & Power, 
1995; Fredericks et al., 2002; Leff & Hoyle, 1995; Scanlan, 
1984). The extent to which this is a common experience 
for elite competitors, applies to different types of activities, 

or characterizes other extreme sub-
groups of participants (e.g., youth who 
spend unusually high amounts of time 
participating) has not been examined 
systematically. 
How Much Time Do Young People 
Spend in Organized Activities? 

The over-scheduling hypothesis 
assumes that some youth participate 
in organized activities in excessive 
amounts. Although the amount of par-
ticipation that constitutes such over-

scheduling has not been defi ned, it can be evaluated by 
relating how much time youth spend in organized activities 
to relevant indicators of their well-being. Accordingly, as 
a fi rst step, we consider the number of hours youth devote 
to organized activities and other leisure pursuits using data 
from the Child Development Supplement (CDS) of the 
Panel Study for Income Dynamics (PSID).

The PSID began in 1968 as a nationally representa-
tive sample of 5,000 American families who were inter-
viewed every year until 1997, after which data collection 
occurred on a biennial basis. Data collection includes 
members from the original families and families formed 
by children of the originally sampled families. In 1997, the 
PSID added the CDS to address the lack of information on 
children. Thus, the objective of the CDS was to provide 
a nationally representative longitudinal database of chil-
dren and their families to support studies on the dynamic 
process of human development. The CDS consists of two 
waves: CDS-I contains 3,563 children between the ages of 
0-12 sampled from PSID families in 1997. The follow-up 
wave (CDS-II), conducted in 2002-2003, involved 2,908 
children between the ages of 5 and 18 whose families were 
still active in the PSID panel. 

As part of CDS assessments, respondents completed 
time diaries that required them to document the time spent 
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on every activity during the course of a 24-hour period. 
Two time diaries were collected per child; one that was 
completed within three days of a designated weekday 
and the other within one week of a designated weekend-
day. For the youngest respondents (i.e., children who 
were younger than 9 years old) time diaries were often 
completed by a parent or cooperatively as a parent-child 
dyad. Older children and adolescents completed the time 
diaries on their own. The time diaries were reviewed and 
edited by interviewers and codes were created for each 
activity recorded. For this paper, we use only the time 
diaries from the second wave because these children were 
5-18 years old at the time of testing. Due to the limited 
numbers of immigrant families and other ethnic groups, 
we further restricted our analyses to Whites (n = 1,144) 
and Blacks (n = 981).1 We employed a weighting system 
devised by the PSID-CDS staff that adjusts for the effects 
of both the initial probability of being sampled and attrition 
over time – which is generally low – and incorporates a 
post-stratifi cation factor to ensure the data are nationally 
representative.2 These data provide the only existing in-
formation on the time use of a nationally representative 
sample of young people in the United States and therefore 
is the only data set available with which to estimate the 
extent of over-scheduling for America’s youth.

Figure 1 shows the activities we considered and the 
average weekly hours spent in each separately for Whites 

and Blacks (see Appendix A for activity descriptions). 
Weekly totals were calculated as the sum of average 
minutes during the weekday multiplied by fi ve and aver-
age minutes during the weekend-day multiplied by two. 
Although our interest is in organized activities, we provide 
the same information for various other activities that oc-
cupy children’s free time. On average, these youth—White 
and Black—spent about 5 hours per week in organized 
activities3—approximately the same amount of time they 
spent on out-of-school educational activities. They spent 
less time performing household chores and hanging out, 
but more time playing games and watching television.

Figure 2 shows the weekly average time spent on 
organized activities for Whites and Blacks by categories 
of parental education and age group (see Appendix B for 
the same information on other activities).4 Time spent par-
ticipating in organized activities increased from childhood 
to adolescence. For Whites, such participation increased 
with parental education for each age group. However, the 
pattern for Black youth is less clear; for ages 5-11 and 
12-14, youth whose parents had not graduated from high 
school spent more time in organized activities than those 
whose parents had a 4-year degree or greater. Thus, edu-
cated White parents may be especially likely to encourage 
their children’s involvement in high levels of organized 
activity participation. 

To determine the distribution of time that Black and 
White youth spent in organized activities, we created time 
categories with 5-hour increments ending with “20 or more 
hours,” and we include “zero time” for those who did not 
participate. Figure 3 shows the proportion of youth within 
the six time categories (see Appendix C for the proportion 
of youth within these time categories for other activities).5 
With the exception of Black children (ages 5-11), slightly 
more than 50% of all youth spent some time in organized 
activities. About 25% of the adolescents (ages 12-18) 
spent 10 or more hours/week in organized activities. A 
relatively small percentage of these White and Black ado-
lescents—7% for ages 12-14, 5% for ages 15-18—spent 
20 or more hours/week in organized activities.

In sum, organized activities do not dominate Ameri-
can young people’s free time. Many alternative free time 
activities (e.g., educational activities, playing games, and 
watching television) consume as much or considerably 
more time. This conclusion is consistent with the broader 
literature on young people’s time use and participation in 
active, structured leisure activities reviewed by Larson 
and Verma (1999).6 Nevertheless, a small percentage of 
the PSID-CDS adolescents did spend 20 or more hours/

Figure 1. Weekly hours that White and Black youth (ages 
5-18) spend in organized and non-organized activities.
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week participating in organized activities. To determine 
whether the amount of activity has positive or negative 
consequences for development, we examined the associa-
tion of the amount of time spent in organized activities 
with several indicators of adjustment. 
Does Organized Activity Participation Contribute to, or 
Undermine, Positive Youth Development? 

The over-scheduling hypothesis predicts that youth 
with very high amounts of organized activity participa-
tion will demonstrate poor adjustment relative to both 
those with little or no participation and those with more 
moderate amounts of participation. In contrast, positive 
youth development theory and research on organized 
activities suggest that increasing participation is linked to 
incremental benefi ts in a variety of positive developmental 

experiences such as physical and psychological safety, sup-
portive relationships with peers and adults, opportunities 
for belonging, positive social norms, support for effi cacy 
and mattering, opportunities for skill building, and integra-
tion of family, school, and community experiences (e.g., 
Eccles & Templeton, 2002; Mahoney, Eccles, & Larson, 
2004; National Research Council and Institute of Medi-
cine, 2002). This literature predicts that participating in 
well-designed organized activities will facilitate positive 
adjustment and that these benefi ts will strengthen as the 
amount of time participating increases (though, at high 
amounts of participation, possibly to asymptote). To help 
resolve the controversy, we fi rst summarize fi ndings from 

Figure 2. Weekly hours that White and Black youth spend in 
organized activities according to parental education and age.

Figure 3. Proportion of White and Black youth participating 
in organized activities according to selected time categories 
(hours/week) and age.
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A relatively small percentage of these 
White and Black adolescents—7% for ages 

12-14, 5% for ages 15-18—spent 20 or more 
hours/week in organized activities.

existing studies that have considered the link between 
activity participation and young people’s adjustment and 
then we return to the time-based categories from the PSID-
CDS and associated outcomes. 

Existing studies. A few studies have considered 
youth adjustment in relation to the amount of participa-
tion in organized activities. In this research, the amount 
of participation is defi ned either in terms of number of 
hours/week spent in organized activities or the number 
and/or breadth of activities participated in at one time. In 
this regard, the over-scheduling hypothesis can be framed 
in terms of either the number of hours/week or the total 
number of different activities 
because both too much time 
and too many activities can be 
construed as stressful and/or 
problematic for youth develop-
ment. Thus, we include both 
types of studies in this review. 
Overall, both types of studies 
support the hypotheses that participating in organized 
activities facilitates positive youth development and that 
more participation is nearly always better than little or 
no participation. However, a few studies also suggest 
that there may be a point of diminishing returns for the 
small proportion of youth with extremely high levels of 
involvement. 

Two studies have considered the amount of time 
(weekly hours) that youth spend in organized activities 
and indicators adolescents’ well-being. First, Cooper, 
Valentine, Nye, and Lindsay (1999), in a cross-sectional 
study of 424 non-poor, mostly White students in Grades 
6-12, reported a signifi cant, positive association between 
number of hours spent in organized activities and level of 
performance on a standardized achievement test, control-
ling for students’ background and alternative afterschool 
arrangements. Furthermore, although the achievement 
test scores of those 9 youth (2% of the sample) who spent 
more than 20 hours/week in organized activities was only 
modestly above average, their scores were approximately 
one-quarter of a standard deviation above the achievement 
of students not participating in any organized activities. 

Second, Luthar et al. (2006) evaluated facets of the 
over-scheduling hypothesis in a cross-sectional study of 
314 primarily White, 8th grade students residing in an 
affl uent New England suburban township (median fam-
ily income = $125,381). Students reported the number of 
weekly hours spent in organized activities (i.e., sports, arts, 
academic activities [e.g., math club], and civic activities 

[e.g., church, volunteering]). This information was then 
related to the students’ reports of their parents’ criticism 
and expectations, their parents’ emphasis on personal 
character vs. achievements, the frequency of having din-
ner with parents, their own psychological distress (i.e., 
Children’s Depression Inventory, Revised Children’s 
Manifest Anxiety Scale), school grades, and involvement 
in delinquency and substance use. 

For these affl uent adolescents, results from Luthar 
et al. were as follows: (1) The average number of hours/
week spent in organized activities was 7.5 for girls and 
7.9 for boys. Sports consumed the most weekly hours 

and academic activities the 
least; (2) For boys, time spent 
in sports and arts activities 
was significantly associated 
with better school grades and 
classroom competence whereas 
time spent in academic activi-
ties was negatively related to 

school grades. The association with classroom competence 
was linear and the association with school grades was 
curvilinear such that boys with very low activity partici-
pation showed particularly low school grades compared 
to boys with medium or high levels of participation; (3) 
For girls, time spent in academic activities was associated 
with signifi cantly higher self-reported delinquency and 
substance use, while time spent in civic activities pre-
dicted lower internalizing symptoms (i.e., depression and 
anxiety). These associations were linear with the excep-
tion of substance use where girls with very high amounts 
of academic activity involvement reported particularly 
high substance use relative to girls with a low or moder-
ate amount involvement; (4) Perception of their parents’ 
attitudes toward academic achievement, rather than the 
number of hours in organized activities, predicted the girls’ 
psychosocial distress and antisocial behaviors; (5) Finally, 
poor adjustment was particularly evident for a very small 
subgroup of girls who perceived their parents as highly 
critical and achievement oriented and who also spent an 
extreme amount of time in academic activities (1.74 SD 
above the mean). This last fi nding is the only evidence in 
this study for the over-scheduling hypothesis and it is only 
true for that subset of girls whose parents are also overly 
critical and demanding. 

Studies relying on reports of the number of activities 
or of the presence or absence of participation in specifi c 
organized activities provide similar results. For example, 
in an analysis of 4,757 adolescents from National Educa-
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Organized activities do not dominate 
American young people’s free time.

Many alternative free time 
activities consume as much or 

considerably more time.

tion Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88), Marsh and 
KIeitman (2003) examined long-term associations between 
participation in athletic activities and youth adjustment. 
The total number of athletic activities (intramural and 
extramural) that youth participated in during Grades 10 
and 12 were considered in relation to 20 indicators of 
adjustment at Grade 12 (e.g., standardized achievement 
test scores, self-esteem, educational aspirations, lack of 
substance use) or two years postsecondary school (e.g., 
employment, university attendance, occupational aspira-
tions). Analyses controlled for both for the students’ prior 
adjustment on the outcomes and their sociodemographic 
characteristics during Grades 8 and 10. Sixty-two percent 
(13/21) of the outcomes were signifi cantly and positively 
associated with athletic participation (i.e., as the number 
of athletic activities that youth participated in increased, 
indicators of their well-being 
improved). Thus, this study 
provides no support for the 
over-scheduling hypothesis 
with respect athletic activities 
and substantial support for the 
positive youth development 
hypothesis.

Marsh (2002), in a sample 
of 4,422 adolescents from 
the High School and Beyond study, documented a sig-
nifi cant, positive, linear association between the total 
number of extracurricular activities students participated 
in as sophomores and seniors for 77% (17/22) of social-
academic outcomes considered. The outcomes included 
self-concept, GPA, parent involvement and aspirations, 
college attendance, and occupational aspirations, and the 
analyses controlled for background factors (SES, race, 
gender, school size, prior educational experiences) and 
prior measures of the outcomes. Marsh also documented 
a signifi cant quadratic effect for 68% (15 of 22) of these 
outcomes; however, in every case, the linear component 
was more strongly related to the outcomes than was the 
quadratic term. The fact that linear and quadratic terms 
were usually both signifi cant suggests that, at high amounts 
of activity participation, the associated benefi ts leveled off. 
Depending on the outcome considered, Marsh found that 
the curve reached asymptote when the number of activities 
exceeded .67-4.97 SD above the mean. For this extreme 
subgroup of youth, Marsh did not indicate whether any 
of the outcomes involving a signifi cant quadratic effect 
pointed to a decline in their adjustment that fell below the 
adjustment of youth who did not participate in extracur-

ricular activities. 
Using data from the Michigan Study of Adolescent 

Life Transition (MSALT—a longitudinal community based 
study of public school students in Southeastern Michigan 
begun in 1984), Eccles and colleagues examined the rela-
tion of amount of organized activity participation at Grade 
10 with several indicators of adjustment at Grades 10, 11, 
and 12, and post-secondary school. Measures of adjustment 
included: alcohol and drug use, skipping school, school 
belonging, depressed mood, social isolation, self-esteem, 
assessment test performance, GPA, college enrollment, and 
job characteristics (Barber, Eccles & Stone, 2001; Eccles 
& Barber, 1999; Eccles et al., 2003). The MSALT sample 
is primarily White working and middle-class families. 
However, tests for racial differences yielded no evidence 
of a difference between Black and White adolescents in 

the relations between activity 
participation and indicators of 
youth development. Looking 
just at the number of activities, 
very few of the MSALT youth 
were in involved in more than 
2 activities simultaneously. The 
majority participated in at least 
one activity, with the average 
being a little more than two in 

the past year. Girls and adolescents with college-educated 
mothers participated in the most activities. Controlling for 
functioning at Grade 10, mothers’ education, and perfor-
mance on a standardized test of math and verbal skills, 
those who participated in at least one organized activity 
showed either more improvement or less decline over time 
than non-participants in school achievement (GPA, high 
school completion, college attendance and completion), 
feelings of school belonging, and self-esteem. In addition, 
involvement in volunteer activities and faith-based activity 
programs predicted lowered rates of alcohol and drug use 
over time. Interestingly, high school sport participation 
also predicted higher income and better jobs at age 25.

Most importantly for this report, with the exception 
of sports, they found no evidence of declines in the ben-
efi ts of participation as adolescents participated in more 
activities. Other than sports, there was a linear increase 
on the indicators of positive functioning with increasing 
numbers and breadth of activities. The educational benefi ts 
for participating in sports leveled off following participa-
tion in two competitive team sports. In addition, athletes 
reported drinking more alcohol in high school (this effect 
was no longer evident in the post-high school waves) than 
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non-athletes. Because this one problematic association 
was not refl ected in either drug use or cigarette smok-
ing—both of which were less frequent among athletes 
than non-athletes—it is likely that the increased levels of 
drinking refl ected the peer culture of athletes in American 
high schools at the time of this study. 

Other studies examining the amount of activ-
ity participation over the high school years also suggest 
long-term benefi ts of participation, including educational 
success and college attendance. For instance, an analysis 
of the NELS:88 dataset showed that the consistency of 
participation in extracurricular activities across Grades 8, 
10, and 12 was positively linked to college attendance and 
civic involvement during young adulthood (Zaff, Moore, 
Papillo, & Williams, 2003). This held after controlling 
for individual, family, peer, and school-level variables. 
Similarly, Mahoney, Cairns, and Farmer (2003) used data 
from the Carolina Longitudinal Study (CLS) to trichomize 
the consistency of extracurricular activity participation 
(i.e., none, 1 year, 2 years) during both early adolescence 
(Grades 7 and 8) and middle adolescence (Grades 9-10). 
After modeling economic and interpersonal factors, con-
sistency of participation at both age periods was positively 
associated with aspirations for the future during late ado-
lescence and educational attainment—including college 
attendance—during young adulthood. Moreover, other 
fi ndings from the CLS show that the extent of participa-
tion over time in organized activities predicts markedly 
lower rates of school dropout and criminal offending for 
youth with patterns of economic and psychosocial risks 
during early adolescence (Mahoney, 2000; Mahoney & 
Cairns, 1997). 

In sum, the existing studies that have considered 
the amount of organized activity participation in relation 
youth adjustment provide no direct support that youth are 
over-scheduled in organized activities. These same studies 
do provide substantial evidence in support of the positive 
youth development perspective. Across a wide range of 
indicators, youth who participate in organized activities 
show more healthy functioning than those who do not 
(e.g., academic achievement, self-esteem, substance use 
and antisocial behaviors, school belonging, civic involve-
ment, educational/career aspirations, high school comple-
tion, and post-secondary educational attainment and job 
quality). This holds for studies that were cross-sectional 
or longitudinal and that controlled for demographic fac-
tors and/or youth’s prior adjustment, whether the research 
sample was small and regionally based or large scale, the 
historical timeframe when data were collected, or whether 

the studies measured organized activity participation in 
terms of weekly hours or the total number of activities 
that youth participated in at one time. In many cases, in-
dicators of well-being were found to increase in a linear 
fashion as the number of organized activities or hours 
of participation increased. However, some studies (e.g., 
Cooper et al., 1999; Marsh, 2002) found that indicators 
of well-being follow a curvilinear pattern suggesting that 
the benefi ts may level off or decline at very high amounts 
of participation. To gain a better understanding of these 
patterns—when they occur and whether, as the amount of 
activity participation increases, they imply that youth’s 
adjustment increases in a positive and linear fashion, 
levels off, declines marginally, or declines to a level that 
implies risk—we now consider the time-based categories 
of activity participation from the PSID-CDS.

The Child Development Supplement to the Panel 
Study of Income Dynamics. Returning to the time-based 
categories of organized activity participation from the 
PSID-CDS, we investigated the adjusted mean levels of 
well-being for White and Black adolescents (ages 12-18) 
within each time category on two sets of indicators perti-
nent to the over-scheduling hypothesis: indicators related 
to the youth’s own adjustment and indicators related to 
their relationships with their parents. In Figures 4-7, we 
highlight representative fi ndings from the complete list of 
outcomes described in Appendix D. These analyses are 
cross-sectional and control for gender, parent education, 
family income, and family structure (see Appendix E for 
the complete table of analyses). 

Our discussion of the fi ndings focuses on the linear 
and quadratic trends in youth well-being associated with 
increasing amounts of time spent in organized activities 
and, where relevant, on a direct comparison between 
youth who spent 20 or more hours/week participating and 
those who did not spend any time in organized activities. 
However, comparisons between other time categories 
can be made through examination of adjusted mean level 
differences and standard errors reported in the rows of 
Appendix E.

The patterns of results for reading achievement 
are shown in Figure 4. For White youth, the quadratic 
trend was signifi cant refl ecting a tendency for achieve-
ment to increase with activity participation up to 19:59 
hours/week, followed by a decline in achievement for 
those participating 20 or more hours/week. However, the 
decline did not imply academic risk as the reading achieve-
ment difference between Whites who did not participate 
in organized activities and those who participated 20 or 
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The Tip of an Iceberg?
Reed W. Larson, University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign*

Organized activities and youth programs are important both as an infl uential context in many young people’s lives and as 
a natural laboratory for understanding developmental processes in late childhood and adolescence. Existing research indicates 
signifi cant longitudinal relationships between program participation and the types of outcome variables that we know how to 
measure, such as self-esteem, school achievement, and problem behavior. But we need to look beyond these markers to the 
more fundamental—and diffi cult to study—social and emotional developmental change processes that programs themselves 
see as their central mission, such as fostering initiative, interpersonal competencies, character, and connections to adult worlds 
(Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). By understanding these processes—and what programs do to facilitate 
them—researchers can contribute to improvements in practice and programming, and also gain more generalizable knowledge 
about diverse forms of positive development.

Paraphrasing Herbert Simon, one good place to begin researching psychological processes is with accounts from the 
people experiencing them. Verbal accounts are a promising window for looking at adolescents’ development because an 
increased segment of teenagers’ cognitive development is thought to involve conscious agency (Kuhn, 2006; Lerner, 2002). 
To obtain this kind of initial view, we have been obtaining teenagers’ ongoing accounts of their experiences in high-quality 
programs, coupled with accounts from the adult leaders and from site observations. Through methodical analyses of these 
qualitative data, we are formulating preliminary “grounded theory” on the processes associated with different types of devel-
opment, including: 

Initiative. In many programs, youth work on projects, such as planning an event, preparing a performance, or conducting 
a service activity. In our analyses of two programs, youth’s reports suggested a developmental process in which they devel-
oped initiative through engagement with the challenges of these projects. Through encountering and addressing challenges, 
they progressed from learning basics of organizing their time and effort to developing more advanced skills for strategic and 
contingency thinking (Larson & Hansen, 2005).

Teamwork. In many programs these projects are collaborative, which creates demand conditions for youth to accommo-
date to each other’s viewpoints and learn to coordinate joint actions. Convergent data from youth, leaders, and observations 
suggest developmental processes in which collaborating youth build trust through quid pro quo exchanges, learn to adapt to 
and benefi t from each others’ perspectives, and construct collaborative norms (Larson, in press). 

Emotional development. Although some educators are trying to fi nd ways to teach “emotional intelligence” in schools, 
it is possible that the “hot” positive and negative emotions that occur in youth programs provide more optimal opportunities 
for this learning. Our analyses of teens’ experiences in a theater program suggested processes through which experiencing and 
dealing with emotions in a supportive context facilitated youth’s conscious development of strategies for managing emotions 
in self, others, and groups (Larson & Brown, 2006).

Motivation. Acquiring motivation is a huge issue in adolescence—part of the reason why parents want their otherwise 
bored and undirected teens in organized programs. Our analyses of one program suggested a sequence through which partici-
pants developed a capacity to enjoy work through formation of personal connections to program activities and goals (Pearce 
& Larson, 2006). 

Family autonomy. Research has shown that an important developmental task for adolescents is not breaking away from 
parents, but developing increased behavioral and emotional autonomy with continued family connection. Our research sug-
gests that programs often provide a venue through which teens receive support and recognition from family for independent 
actions, which in turn leads to their gaining greater trust and autonomy within adolescent-parent relationships (Larson, Pearce, 
Sullivan & Jarrett, in press). 

These preliminary models of change processes, I want to emphasize, are derived from methods of discovery research. 
From a scientifi c viewpoint they do not carry the weight of quantitative hypothesis-testing studies. More research is needed. 
It is notable, however, that in a large survey, high school students reported these types of developmental experiences more 
frequently in youth programs than in school (Larson, Hansen, & Moneta, 2006). But the bigger point is that current longitu-
dinal fi ndings on the benefi ts of organized activities and youth program may represent only the tip of a much larger iceberg 
of social and emotional developmental processes that occur in these contexts. 

*This research was funded with grants from the William T. Grant Foundation. Copies of articles from the research can 
be accessed at: http://web.aces.uiuc.edu/youthdev/.
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more hours/week was not signifi cant. Among Black youth, 
linear and quadratic trends were signifi cant and indicate 
that reading achievement increased with participation in 
organized activities through the 10:00-14:59 hours/week 
category and then declined somewhat. However, the 
reading achievement for Black youth who participated in 
organized activities was always higher than those who did 
not participate; the difference between non-participants 
and those who participated 20 or more hours/week was 
signifi cant (p < .01). 

Results for adolescent psychological adjustment are 
presented in Figure 5. For emotional well-being, linear and 
quadratic trends were signifi cant for White youth refl ecting 
an increase to asymptote between 5:00-9:59 hours/week 
of participation. For Black youth, the linear trend was sig-
nifi cant indicating that emotional well-being became more 
positive as weekly hours in organized activities increased. 
For global self esteem, both the linear and quadratic trends 
were again signifi cant for White youth indicative of an 
increase in self-esteem to asymptote between 5:00-9:59 
hours/week of activity participation. In contrast, only 
the quadratic trend was signifi cant for Black youth. This 
refl ects an increase in self-esteem for Black youth who 
participated in organized activities up to 19:95 hours/week, 

followed by a decline for those who spent 20 or more 
hours/week participated. The self-esteem of Black youth 
who spent 20 or more hours/week in organized activities 
was signifi cantly lower than their counterparts who did 
not participate in organized activities (p < .05). 

The fi ndings for substance use are presented in Fig-
ure 6. For cigarette use, the linear trend was signifi cant 
for Whites indicating a decline as weekly/hours spent in 
organized activities increased. For Blacks, the linear and 
quadratic trends were signifi cant and point to a decline in 
cigarette use that reached asymptote between 5:00-9:95 
hours/week of participation. For alcohol use, the results 
were similar for White and Black youth: the signifi cant 
linear and quadratic trends refl ect a decline in alcohol use 
for youth who participated in organized activities up to 
14:59 hours/week followed by an increase in alcohol use 
for those who spent 15 or more hours/week participating. 
However, even those White and Black youth who partici-
pated 20 or more hours/week showed signifi cantly lower 
alcohol use compared to those who did not participate (p 
< .05). 

Finally, concerning the measures of parent-adoles-
cent relationships shown in Figure 7, linear and quadratic 
trends were signifi cant for both White and Black youth. 
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Organized activity participation was related to a signifi cant 
increase in the frequency of eating meals together with 
their parents. For White youth, this increased to asymptote 
between 5:00-9:59 hours of weekly participation; for Black 
youth, the linear trend was strongest, refl ecting an increase 
that continued through 20 or more of weekly activity par-
ticipation. This pattern is similar for the frequency of par-
ent-adolescent discussions among White youth though the 
asymptote occurs sooner and refl ects the fact participants 
as a group had more frequent discussions with their par-
ents compared to non-participants. In contrast, for Black 
youth, while discussions with parents tended to be as, or 
more, frequent up to 19:59 hours/week of participation, 
the frequency of these discussions declined for those who 
spent 20 or more hours/week participating in organized 
activities. Consistent with the over-scheduling hypothesis, 
spending 20 or more hours/week in organized activities 
was associated with less frequent discussions with parents 
for Black youth relative to non-participants (p < .001). 

Discussion
In this paper, we have explored two perspectives 

regarding the relation of organized activity participa-
tion and development: the positive youth development 
perspective and the over-scheduling perspective. On the 
one hand, advocates of positive youth development have 
argued that participation in organized activities facilitate 
optimal development and therefore policymakers should 
provide more opportunities for American youth to be in-

volved in such activities (c.f., National Research Council 
and Institute of Medicine, 2002). On the other hand, some 
writers have suggested that participating in organized 
activities has become excessive for some young people, 
owing, in part, to achievement pressures from parents and 
other adults (e.g., Gilbert, 1999; Rosenfeld & Wise, 2000). 
These authors maintain that external pressures, along with 
the activity-related time commitment, can contribute to 
poor psychosocial adjustment for youth and to undermine 
relationships with parents. If this is the case, then attention 

Figure 4. Reading achievement for White and Black youth 
(ages 12-18) by time spent on organized activities.

Figure 5. Psychological adjustment for White and Black 
youth (ages 12-18) by time spent on organized activities.
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from scientists, practitioners, and policymakers are war-
ranted. Our goal was to bring scientifi c evidence to bear 
on both of these perspectives. 

The available research base provides far more support 
for the positive youth perspective than for the over-sched-
uling perspective. To begin, the belief that organized activ-
ity participation is often motivated by parental pressure to 
achieve or attain long-term educational and career goals 
is not supported by the limited available empirical data. 
Overwhelmingly, the primary reasons adolescents give for 
participating in organized activities are intrinsic and focus 
on the here and now. This holds for the few studies that 

sampled affl uent and suburban youth with relatively high 
levels of involvement in organized activities (e.g., Csik-
szentmihalyi et al., 1993; Luthar et al., 2006). However, 
there is a paucity of information on whether the reasons 
for participation vary according to either the amount or 
type of organized activity participation, or the age and 
other demographic characteristics of the participants and 
their families. We need to know much more about the 
relation between the participants’ and their parents’ mo-
tivations, goals, values, and expectations and the choices 
children/adolescents make about their discretionary time, 

Figure 6. Substance use outcomes for White and Black 
youth (ages 12-18) by time spent on organized activities. Figure 7. Parent-adolescent outcomes for White and Black 

youth (ages 12-18) by time spent on organized activities.
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Over-Scheduling Versus Other Stressors: Challenges of High Socioeconomic Status Families 
Suniya S. Luthar, Columbia University’s Teachers College

In their review article, Mahoney, Harris, and Eccles illuminate the likely fallacy within a widely-held belief—that over-
scheduling is responsible for the distress and substance use seen in a surprisingly high proportion of youth of highly educated, 
well-to-do parents. Suggestions to this effect have been put forth by clinicians as well as developmental scientists (Luthar & 
Sexton, 2005) and have been widely disseminated by the media.

There may in fact be much distress among youth in upwardly mobile communities, but the causes are still unclear. Fam-
ily pressures are often mentioned and, in fact, as many as two-thirds of affl uent youth have reported feeling their parents were 
overly critical and/or emotionally distant. Moreover, these children showed vulnerability in diverse adjustment domains two 
years later (Latendresse & Luthar, 2006). 

To pinpoint parents as the sole or even major source of problems, however, is misguided and wrong. For decades, people 
in poverty have been stereotyped as being lazy, shiftless, and irresponsible (Lott, 2002), and in parallel fashion, the well-to-do 
are stereotyped as arrogant, entitled, and selfi sh (Luthar, 2005). Over the last century, research has helped uncover what it is, 
about life in poverty that constrains parents in terms of well-being and their parenting (Conger et al., 2002; Luthar, 1999). We 
need similar research for parents at the other socioeconomic extreme.

Perhaps more so than the children, it is the parents who are overextended, with ongoing confl icts regarding their life roles. 
On the one hand is the deep-seated desire to be the best possible parents for their children. On the other hand can be powerful 
draws from work; these are often gifted individuals, passionate about careers that bring feelings of self-effi cacy as well as 
support networks (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). Prevalent social and economic policies preclude effectiveness at raising families 
while simultaneously pursuing demanding careers: Job-sharing and fl exible hours are not an option for CEOs or university 
presidents. Policies that force such diffi cult life choices warrant serious examination. 

Also potentially implicated are pressures to provide “suffi cient” fi nancial support. Economists note that as people’s in-
comes and, therefore, the value of their time increases, they feel increasingly compelled to devote time toward making money. 
Admittedly, this could refl ect some parents’ selfi sh acquisitiveness. Equally, however, it could—given the materialistic culture 
of contemporary America—refl ect their guilt at voluntarily choosing not to work hard to acquire all one can to provide for the 
next generation. 

It must be emphasized that stresses within families—whatever the processes—can explain but a fraction of the problem; 
the peer group also clearly plays a part (Harris, 1998). Research communities have demonstrated affl uent peers’ approval for 
adolescents’ substance use, particularly among boys, and an inordinately high emphasis on physical attractiveness—and admi-
ration of unkindness to others—among adolescent girls (Luthar & Sexton, 2005). None of these are value systems conducive 
to good psychological health. 

Social comparisons might also be implicated (Luthar, 2003). In high SES schools, a large number of students covet a 
handful of Ivy-league bound spots, closely watching each others’ grades and accomplishments. To be in constant competition 
with their “friends” could constrain intimacy in relationships, besides making for feelings of shame and self-doubt. 

What of the schools? In upwardly mobile communities, educators tend to encourage students to enroll in multiple advanced 
placement (AP) courses. Parents often complain that the schools put too much pressure on students (as school administrators 
lament parents’ demands for evermore AP classes). 

And then there is the media, with ubiquitous endorsements of the American Dream, founded on the maxim that “more 
is better”: more money, more power, and more physical beauty are what make for ultimate happiness. Such extrinsic rewards, 
in turn, are seen as most expediently acquired via the most competitive schools and colleges. Little surprise, then, if today’s 
economically privileged children were to rarely cite life goals such as seeking intellectual challenge or contributing to human-
kind; these are not goals touted in contemporary American culture. 

From a policy perspective, it is critical to sustain attention to the nature and causes of problems of high SES youth. Many 
of these children, like their parents, will eventually assume positions of infl uence in society, and their own sense of well-being 
could have far-reaching ramifi cations. Depression vastly impairs productivity. And people who are unhappy, with a fragile sense 
of self, can be more acquisitive than philanthropic, focused more on gaining more for themselves rather than on contributing 
to the welfare of others (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002). 

Also critical are efforts at dissemination of relevant evidence, via books and articles comprehensible to the lay public 
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(e.g., Kasser, 2002; Levine, 2006; Myers, 2000). While obviously not panaceas, such dissemination efforts could begin to 
sensitize caregivers to risks in the context of affl uence—risks that they (like we, in developmental science) may have been 
only faintly aware of in the past. 

Such dissemination efforts should target not just parents but also communities, to promote collaborative initiatives such 
as those providing after-school care. Until there are more fl exible policies in the American workforce, extant community re-
sources must be brought to bear in promoting positive youth development. Encouragingly, some communities are beginning 
such efforts, as seen in the town of Westport, Connecticut. With research evidence of various problems among youth lacking 
adult after-school supervision, local stakeholders collaboratively launched an after-school program for middle school students. 
The program was designed by the adults with input from the students and reportedly was well utilized. 

In conclusion, the distress of high SES youth cannot be attributed mainly to over-scheduling—extracurricular activities 
are generally salutary for them as they are for most youth. Some families may indeed feel compelled to do too much. However, 
peers, schools, and the broader sociocultural context are also clearly implicated, as pioneers in child development have long 
emphasized (Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Sameroff & Chandler, 1975; Zigler, Lamb, & Child, 1982). The American cultural context 
routinely lauds material success as the pathway to happiness (and Ivy League educations as a route to this success), propelling 
all to achieve the most they can with their capabilities and talents. Most seriously implicated are work policies in America, 
which render it near-impossible for parents to maintain satisfying, high-impact careers along with close, connected relation-
ships with their families. Without serious re-examination of these national policies, there is little hope of reducing the pressures 
and distress among high SES youth. There will be continued erosion of youngsters’ potential, diminishing their capacities to 
maximize the well-being of not only their own families of tomorrow, but also, eventually, of society at large. 
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in general, and the amount of time they devote to various 
types of organized activities, more specifi cally (Eccles, 
Wigfi eld, & Schiefele, 1998; Fredricks & Eccles, 2005; 
Jacobs et al., 2005). 

On the basis of time alone, very few American 
youth devote enough time to organized activities to be 
classifi ed as “over-scheduled.” For example, youth in the 
PSID-CDS—the only nationally representative sample 
of American youth with time use data— averaged about 
5 hours/week in organized activities on any given week 
during the school year; furthermore, roughly 40% of the 
PSID-CDS youth did not participate in any organized 
activities and those who did typically spent fewer than 
10 hours/week doing so. Com-
parable estimates emerged in 
the other studies we reviewed. 
These findings suggest that 
organized activities do not 
dominate the vast majority of 
American youth’s free time. In-
stead, the majority of their time 
is consumed by other leisure 
pursuits such as watching tele-
vision, educational activities, 
playing games, hanging out, and personal care (c.f., Larson 
& Verma, 1999). In other words, given the considerable 
amount of discretion time typically available to young 
Americans, most appear able to balance their organized 
activity participation effectively with school-related tasks, 
family time, informal socializing with peers, and relaxing. 
Nevertheless, there was evidence in some of the studies 
reviewed (e.g., Cooper et al., 1999; Marsh, 1992; Marsh 
& Kleitman, 2003), as well as in the PSID-CDS analyses 
reported in this paper, of a subgroup of youth (3% of chil-
dren and 6% of adolescents) who spend a very high amount 
of time (20 or more hours/week) participating in organized 
activities. Are these youth poorly adjusted as a result of 
their high levels of participation in organized activities? 
By and large the evidence suggests not. Like their slightly 
less involved peers, they appear to be functioning better 
than non-involved youth. We discuss this more later.

In general, youth who participate in organized activi-
ties score better on a variety of indicators of healthy devel-
opment than youth who do not participate. For example, 
those PSID-CDS youth who participated in organized 
activities for fewer than 20 hours/week scored better than 
the youth who did not participate in any activities on all 
of the indicators of well-being. This fi nding was true for 
all of the studies we reviewed and is consistent with the 

evidence summarized by Eccles and Gootman in their 2002 
report for the National Research Council and the Institute 
of Medicine on the Community Based Programs for Youth. 
Thus, reliable support for the benefi ts of participation in 
organized activities emerged across studies and these 
benefi ts, by and large, become stronger with increased 
participation. Although the scheduling of responsibilities 
surrounding organized activities can sometimes be chal-
lenging for families (Lareau, 2003), the associated benefi ts 
of participation are apparent nonetheless.

What about those youth who participate a great deal? 
Once again the fi ndings across studies provide very limited 
support for the hypothesis that too much participation can 

be harmful. Many of the exist-
ing studies fi nd a linear increase 
in the psychological, social, and 
academic well-being of youth as 
the number of organized activi-
ties or weekly hours of partici-
pation increases (e.g., Eccles & 
Stone, 2001; Eccles & Barber, 
1999; Eccles et al., 2003, Marsh 
& Kleitman, 2002; Mahoney et 
al., 2003). Other studies report 

a curvilinear trend such that the well-being of youth with 
very extreme levels of involvement may level off or de-
cline somewhat; however, these studies do not provide 
evidence that even very high amounts participation con-
fers risk (Cooper et al., 1999; Marsh, 2002). The fi ndings 
regarding the well-being of the extreme 6% of PSID-CDS 
youth who participated in organized activities 20 or more 
hours/week are generally consistent with these other stud-
ies. Clearly, the White youth who participated for 20 or 
more hours/week were better off than those White youth 
who did not participate in any activities on all but one of 
the indicators assessed: They reported higher levels of 
self-esteem and psychological and emotional well-being; 
lower alcohol, marijuana, and cigarette use; and ate meals 
with their parents and engaged in discussion with them 
more frequently. The only potentially negative fi nding 
for these White youth was that shared activities with their 
parents occurred less frequently. The fi ndings for PSID-
CDS Black youth were less consistent. On the one hand, 
the Black youth who participated in organized activities 
for 20 or more hours/week had higher reading achieve-
ment; reported higher emotional well-being; lower alcohol, 
marijuana, and cigarette use; and ate meals together with 
their parents more frequently than their Black peers who 
did not participate in any organized activities. On the 

Given the considerable amount of 
discretionary time typically available to 
young Americans, most appear able to 

balance their organized activity 
participation effectively with school-related 

tasks, family time, informal socializing 
with peers, and relaxing.
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other hand, these Black youth also reported less frequent 
parent-adolescent discussions and lower self-esteem and 
psychological well-being than their Black peers who did 
not participate.

The reasons for few the negative fi ndings from the 
PSID-CDS and other studies need to be investigated before 
policy implications can be drawn. They may or may not 
be indicators of a negative impact of over-scheduling on 
adolescent development. For example, in the PSID-CDS, 
the fact that older adolescents may spend somewhat less 
time with their parents is not necessarily an indication of 
problems. Instead it could refl ect normative increases in 
autonomy among competent young people. Thus, more 
needs to be known about the causes and consequences of 
this association before drawing 
any conclusions about whether 
they imply a developmental 
risk in these adolescents’ lives. 
Likewise, the fi nding by Luthar 
et al. (2006) that a very small 
group of early adolescent fe-
males from affluent families 
demonstrated high internalizing 
symptoms and poor school ad-
justment when they were both highly involved in academic 
activities and perceived their parents as critical and overly 
achievement-oriented requires additional study before 
conclusions concerning over-scheduling can be made. One 
possibility is that a high amount of activity participation is 
associated with adjustment problems primarily for youth 
who do not receive positive support from their parents. 
This is consistent with research showing that activity-
related support and encouragement from parents plays 
an important role in youths’ enrollment and continued 
participation in organized activities (Fletcher et al., 2000; 
Simpkins et al., 2005). Parent-adolescent relations may 
also help to explain why the PSID-CDS fi ndings showed 
that a very high amount of organized activity participation 
was associated with lower self-esteem and psychological 
well-being for Black adolescents; these same youth also 
reported a low frequency of parent-adolescent discussions. 
However, other studies have found have found a positive, 
linear association between the amount of organized activ-
ity participation and self-esteem during adolescence (e.g., 
Barber et al., 2001; Marsh & Kleitman, 2003). Thus, to 
understand better what underlies these associations, pro-
cess-oriented longitudinal research is needed. Moreover, 
given the many associated benefi ts of participation for 
other areas of their adjustment, follow-up studies are re-

quired to assess whether these highly involved adolescents 
are at risk for poor adjustment in the long term. 

Despite these few possible risks of very high lev-
els of activity participation, we do not believe efforts to 
limit adolescents’ participation in organized activities are 
warranted for several reasons. First, across all studies re-
viewed, those few youth with very high levels of organized 
activity participation did not show negative adjustment 
in most of the indicators assessed and they demonstrated 
signifi cantly healthier functioning than non-participants 
on many indicators of well-being. Furthermore, there 
is evidence that greater amounts of participation are 
positively associated with civic engagement, high school 
graduation, and college attendance, and are negatively re-

lated to antisocial behaviors and 
criminal offending (e.g., Barber 
et al., 2001; Cooper et al., 1999; 
Eccles & Barber, 1999; Eccles 
et al., 2003; Mahoney, 2000; 
Mahoney et al., 2003; Marsh 
& Kleitman, 2003; Zaff et al., 
2003). Therefore, even if a 
causal relation exists between 
very high amounts of participa-

tion and some negative outcomes, it is not clear that the 
cumulative effect of limiting participation for this extreme 
subgroup would be positive or negative. 

Second, none of the studies reviewed in this report 
focused on stability and change in the amount of organized 
activity participation over time. Therefore, they tell us 
nothing about whether the very high amounts of participa-
tion that characterizes a small subgroup of youth is stable 
or transient across adolescence. It is possible that some 
youth extend their time commitment in organized activities 
to a very high level for a limited time. During this time, 
certain indicators of well-being may decline somewhat. 
However, this does not imply that such youth maintain a 
very high level of participation across all of adolescence 
or that their long-term well-being is compromised as a 
result. To evaluate whether this is the case, longitudinal 
data measuring adolescents’ time use and well-being over 
time are required.

Third, the existing research concerning amount of 
organized activity participation and youth adjustment has 
only begun to examine whether fi ndings vary according to 
individual characteristics or features of the activity context. 
For example, studies of high-risk youth show that a lack 
of organized activity participation predicts poor academic 
adjustment and high rates of obesity, school dropout, and 

Those few youth with very high levels 
of organized activity participation did 
not show negative adjustment in most 

of the indicators assessed and they 
demonstrated signifi cantly healthier 

functioning than non-participants on many 
indicators of well-being.
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Next Steps: Considering Patterns of Participation
Jodie L. Roth, National Center for Children and Families

Teachers College, Columbia University

The impression that today’s parents are raising a generation of over-scheduled youth resonates with both the media 
and parents attempting to navigate the maze of work schedules, after-school activities, increased academic demands, 
and concerns for their children’s current and future well-being. The fi ndings presented in this Social Policy Report, 
however, refute such sweeping assessments of the after-school schedules of today’s youth and demonstrate the public’s 
misplaced concern about over-scheduled youth. The developmental costs of no participation in organized activities 
remain far more worrisome. 

Yet, as the authors note, this faulty image of overextended youth persists, despite growing evidence, and acceptance, 
of the benefi ts of participation. Perhaps a shift in comparisons, moving beyond participation vs. no participation toward 
understanding the implications for development from participation in different types and combinations of activities, as 
well as activities of varying quality, can further the work begun by their research and help refocus the image. When 
picturing the after-school schedules of active youth, a variety of possible images exist. Whether one envisions a youth 
rushing to different after-school activities every afternoon, striving for the competitive edge in one activity through an 
elaborate schedule of lessons and practice, or attending an aftercare program, encourages different scenarios of the pos-
sible developmental consequences from participation. 

These scenarios refl ect the discrepant schedules among participants in organized activities; a reality not adequately 
captured in most of the current research. In the review of the literature my colleagues and I are conducting, we found 
few studies that incorporated the varying forms of participation1 (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2006). Organized activities dif-
fer in both obvious and subtle ways that can contribute to their developmental infl uence. For example, researchers have 
identifi ed more favorable associations between adolescents’ participation in after-school activities and their well-being 
(e.g. more personal and interpersonal developmental experiences, avoidance of risky peers) among youth involved in 
prosocial activities such as faith-based groups and community service relative to their peers in academic clubs, sports, 
and performing arts (Barber, Stone, Hunt, & Eccles, 2005; Larson, Hansen, & Moneta, in press). 

Given these differences, it is surprising how few studies explore differential associations between developmental 
outcomes and the type and combination, or breadth, of activities. The few that do, however, found that although youth 
who pursued a single activity domain fared better academically and behaviorally than youth who did not participate in 
any organized activity, youth who participated in a variety of activity domains showed the most consistently benefi cial 
outcomes (Morris & Kalil, 2006; Pedersen et al., 2005).

 Measuring intensity of participation, as done in this study, captures another crucial, but often neglected, piece 
of information about participation—time. Relationships with adult leaders, peers, and institutions, each partially driv-
ing links between out-of-school activities and favorable developmental outcomes, take time to develop. Measures of 
intensity, how often youth participate, and duration, for how long, convey such information (Simpkins, Little, & Weiss, 
2004). The handful of empirical studies that include measures of duration all fi nd positive associations between sus-
tained participation and outcomes. For example, participants in an after-school program for two years showed greater 
academic improvements than one-year participants (Reisner, White, Russell, & Birmingham, 2004). Favorable long-term 
associations emerged as well between continued participation in after-school activities during high school and college 
attendance (Mahoney, Cairns, & Farmer, 2003; Zaff, Moore, Papillo, & Williams, 2003).

This brief overview of the literature on comparisons of outcomes among participants with varying patterns of 
participation shows the benefi ts not only of participation, but of sustained (duration) participation in a variety of activi-
ties (breadth). Thus, it underscores the importance of participation by illustrating the benefi ts of more participation, in 
a greater variety of activities rather than less, and over a longer, rather than shorter, period of time. Future research that 
captures the various participation scenarios can help clarify the public’s impression of the role activities play in the lives 
of today’s youth. 

1Information about this project, funded by the W.T. Grant Foundation, is available on our website, http://nccf.
tc.columbia.edu/.
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crime (e.g., Mahoney, 2000; Mahoney, Lord, & Carryl, 
2005a; 2005b; Posner & Vandell, 1999). For these youth, 
even a very high amount of organized activity participa-
tion may be better than spending time in arrangements 
that lack adult supervision or do not provide opportunities 
to build competencies (e.g., Marshall, Garcia Coll, Mc-
Cartney, Keefe, & Ruh, 1997; McHale, Crouter, & Tucker, 
2001; Pettit et al., 1999). Likewise, the consequences of 
high amounts of participation are certain to depend on 
the features of the activity considered. Participation in 
high-quality organized activities (e.g., National Research 
Council and Institute of Medicine, 2002) is likely to be 
associated with positive youth development across the 
full range of hours considered in this report. In contrast, 
participation in activities that are poorly designed is predic-
tive of relatively poor adjustment (e.g., Mahoney, Lord, & 
Stattin, 2004; Pierce, Hamm, & Vandell, 1999; Rosenthal 
& Vandell, 1996). Thus, attention to person and program 
features is needed before making decisions concerning 
the small proportion of youth who demonstrate very high 
amounts of organized activity participation. 

Fourth, attention to person and program features is 

also relevant when interpreting the somewhat small effect 
sizes reported in some studies reviewed in this report (e.g., 
Cooper et al., 1999; Marsh, 2002; Marsh & Kleitman, 
2003). For example, results from Marsh’s (2002) study 
indicate that, across the multiple signifi cant and posi-
tive outcomes, the well-being of youth who were highly 
involved in organized activities youth was, on average, 
.22 SD (range .05-.58) above that of youth who did not 
participate. Results from the PSID-CDS showed that the 
time spent in organized activities explained an average of 
8.8% of variance in the adolescent outcomes considered 
(see Appendix E). Because youth typically spend much 
less time in organized activities than in other contexts (e.g., 
school and family), the associated impact of participation 
in any one area of adjustment should ordinarily be modest 
(Kane, 2004). However, in regard to the positive youth 
development perspective, such effects sizes are reported 
consistently across a broad array of outcomes and, there-
fore, are large enough to be of practical importance (e.g., 
Marsh, 2002; McCartney & Rosenthal, 2000). In addition, 
research suggests that the magnitude of activity-related 
benefi ts may be greatest for: 1) youth who show stable 
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participation over time; 2) those at the highest risk for poor 
developmental outcomes; 3) when long-term indicators 
of well-being are considered; and 4) when the quality of 
the program is high (e.g., Barber et al., 2001; Mahoney 
et al., 2003; National Research Council and Institute of 
Medicine, 2002). Thus, there are likely to be many youth 
for whom participating in organized activities has a very 
large and positive effect. Similarly, to the extent that some 
youth participate in low-quality 
organized activities, the average 
effect sizes reported may have 
been diminished. Given the 
positive associations identifi ed 
in the PSID-CDS and the other 
studies reviewed, one conclu-
sion that is possible is that 
we need to provide America’s 
youth with more, rather than 
less, opportunities to participate in high-quality, organized 
activities.

Finally, we note some parallels between the fi ndings 
connected to organized activity participation and those 
pertaining adolescent participation in the paid labor force 
(e.g., National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 
2003). Both become normative developmental experiences 
during adolescence, show variability according the family 
earnings and race, are viewed as a source of preparation 

for adult roles and responsibilities, and call attention 
to a small proportion of youth with very high levels of 
involvement—the consequences of which appear mixed. 
In the youth employment literature, research on working 
conditions and quality, reasons that motivate long hours 
of work, and long-term follow-ups have helped to clarify 
the pros/cons of young people who work extended hours. 
These types of studies suggest next steps for research 

aimed at understanding better 
the consequences of very high 
amounts of organized activity 
participation.

Our overall conclusion is 
that there is scant support for 
the over-scheduling hypothesis 
and considerable support for 
the positive youth development 
perspective. As such, we rec-

ommend that recent efforts to expand opportunities for 
organized activity participation should stay the course. For 
the vast majority of young people, participation in orga-
nized activities is positively associated with indicators of 
well-being. Of greater concern than the over-scheduling of 
youth in organized activities is the fact that many youth do 
not participate at all. The well-being of youth who do not 
participate in organized activities is reliably less positive 
compared to youth who do participate.

Of greater concern than the
 over-scheduling of youth in organized activities 

is the fact that many youth do not participate 
at all. The well-being of youth who do not 

participate in organized activities is reliably less 
positive compared to youth who do participate.

Endnotes
1We use the terms “White” and “Black” rather than “African American” and “European American” to describe racial status. The term “Black” incorporates 
the fact that participants were sometimes of West Indian heritage (i.e., Jamaican, Haitian) and preferred to describe themselves in this way. Because His-
panics were not included in the analyses, the term “White” encapsulates all respondents who might otherwise be referred to as “European American.” 
2For a detailed description of PSID-CDS weight construction see http://psidonline.isr.umich.edu/CDS/weightsdoc.html. 
3Data from the PSID-CDS confi rms that sports are a dominant organized activity for adolescents. For example, adolescents (ages 12-18) who participated 
in organized activities spent more weekly hours in sports vs. all other types of organized activities combined (3:54 vs. 2:25 for White youth; 4:11 vs. 
1:50 for Black youth). However, this was not true in childhood (ages 5-11) where the weekly hours devoted to sports vs. non-sports activities was 2:21 
vs. 2:22 and 1:22 vs. 2:11 for Whites and Blacks, respectively. 
4In the context of evaluating the over-scheduling hypothesis, we consider parents’ level of education as the best single measure of social class. Parental 
education may affect parental expectations/values/behaviors concerning children’s time use and how effectively parents communicate these expectations 
to their children more directly than income-based measures. Although we recognize that income is a signifi cant barrier to participation for poor families 
(e.g., Casey, Ripke, & Huston, 2005), parents’ conceptualization, planning, and support for children’s time use may, in general, be more infl uenced by 
education. 
5Proportions are based on time diary reports made by individuals at a specifi c time during the school year. As such, they should not be considered as an 
estimate of the prevalence of organized activity participation over a longer time interval (e.g., the whole school year). 
6Larson and Verma’s (1999) review estimates that North American youth spend 40-80 minutes/day (4.7-9.3 hours/week) in active, structured leisure 
activities. On average, this is more time than indicated by PSID-CDS fi ndings. The difference probably refl ects sampling and methodological issues. 
The review estimates represent an aggregation of studies focused on particular demographic groups. The PSID-CDS involves a nationally representa-
tive sample. The review also estimates time use through different approaches. One approach is the experience sampling method where youth carry a 
paging device and report on their activities by responding to randomly timed signals. This method can be biased to youth who are willing to respond to 
the signals consistently and who may be more engaged in general. Such youth would be expected to be more involved in organized activities. However, 
the time diary approach used in the PSID-CDS also has limitations. The primary restrictions are that time samples were taken at a particular time of the 
school year, only two days were sampled, and, like the experience sampling method, low frequency activities tend to be underestimated. 
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Appendix A. Description of Organized and Non-Organized Activities and Rate of Participation (hours:minutes) Among Whites 
and Blacks (Time Diaries for CDS-II, 2002) a 

                       

                                  Weekly Total
      

 Activity  Description                       Whites             Blacks            

   Organized              Includes (a) sports: classes/lessons in sports/leisure activities (e.g., dance,      5:33                 5:01            
   Activities               martial arts), meets/games/practices for team based and individual sports,   (6:50)           (6:47)
      leisure participation in any sports/exercise; and (b) non-sports: volunteer/

  helping, religion-based, before and after school, and child/family organiz-
  ations.   

        
   Educational   Includes activities such as homework, being tutored, non-school profess-    5:18            4:49             
   Activities  sional classes or lectures, studying/research/reading, library activities,    (6:32)           (4:55)

 reviewing homework with parents/caregiver, and leisure reading.      

   Household      Meal preparation, serving food/setting table, washing dishes, indoor     2:13                 2:05            
   Chores                   cleaning/chores/housework, laundry, household repairs, other house-    (3:32)           (3:48)

 hold activities.  

   TV                         Watching television.                                           13:37              17:41           
           (10:53)         (10:19)

   Hanging  Includes visiting with others, parties, attending bars/ lounges/clubs,       3:01                 2:30            
   Out     going out “dancing,” other such socializing events, and travel related     (7:07)          (6:19)

 to socializing.  

   Playing   Includes activities such as playing dress-up, house, card/board games,    7:28                 6:04            
   Games    jump rope, toys or dolls, and electronic video games (e.g., Nintendo).   (8:37)          (8:20) 

   Attending Class   Attending classes/school if full-time students.                  27:26              29:18           
           (13:32)           (12:33)

   Personal Care        Night sleep/longest sleep for day, waking up/going to bed, dressing,                    82:02              81:35           
 personal hygiene, meals/eating, naps.      (11:33)           (11:48)

 
Total:      146:38            149.03

  
    Percent of 

                    Total Hours 
    In a Week (168):      86%              87%

Note: Analyses are weighted. Unweighted number of observations is 1144 for Whites and 981 for Blacks.        

a Average time is not conditional upon having spent time on the activity.  
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