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Abstract   

Youth’s structured (e.g., sports) and unstructured (e.g., socializing) activities are key contexts for positive 

development. Both behavioral participation (e.g., frequency) and elements of psychological engagement 

(e.g., enjoyment, challenge) in programs and activities have been linked to components of youth 

development. We tested a model in which both psychological engagement and behavioral participation in 

activities predicted overall positive youth development in older adolescent and emerging adult samples 

(Sample 1, n = 235, mean age = 18.7 years, SD = 1.4 years, 67.7% female; Sample 2, n = 186, mean 

age = 20.0 years, SD = 2.1 years, 68.8% female). In the first known study to include behavioral 

participation and multidimensional psychological engagement in predicting the Five Cs of positive youth 

development, we found that greater psychological engagement, but not behavioral participation, was 

related to higher positive youth development across samples and different activity types. Findings 

suggest that promoting youth’s psychological engagement in programs and other activities, rather than 

just their physical presence, may be advantageous for strengthening positive youth development. 

 

Key words: psychological engagement, activity participation, positive youth development, emerging 

adults, youth engagement 

http://www.library.pitt.edu/
http://www.pitt.edu/
http://www.upress.pitt.edu/upressIndex.aspx
http://www.nae4ha.com/
http://naaweb.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://jyd.pitt.edu/


Journal of Youth Development   |   http://jyd.pitt.edu/   |   Vol. 14   Issue 3   DOI  10.5195/jyd.2019.769         

Psychological Engagement and PYD 

 89  

Introduction 

Positive youth development (PYD) frameworks focus on supporting youth in realizing their full 

developmental potential (e.g., Lerner, Lerner, Bowers, & Geldhof, 2015), often in the context of 

youth programs (Arnold & Silliman, 2018). The most prominent definition of PYD involves the 

Five Cs: competence, caring, social connections, confidence, and moral character (Lerner et al., 

2015). Numerous studies have provided evidence linking participation in programs and other 

activities (e.g., sports teams, clubs) in adolescence and emerging adulthood to single elements 

of youth’s positive development, including better health, fewer externalizing problems, and 

completing more years of education (e.g., Denault & Poulin, 2017). Studies of program and 

activity participation have typically relied on behavioral indicators, such as how often or how 

long a youth has participated (Vandell, Larson, Mahoney, & Watts, 2015). Youth’s psychological 

engagement (e.g., enjoyment, challenge) in their activities has received less attention. Some 

recent studies, however, have found that elements of psychological engagement have been 

more important in predicting positive outcomes than the frequency or duration of young 

people’s participation (e.g., Forgeard & Benson, 2017). In addition, based on findings that most 

adolescents are under-prepared for a successful transition into adulthood, researchers have 

suggested that programs should do more to offer opportunities for PYD with older youth (Scales 

et al., 2016). In the current study, we built on past findings, testing multiple dimensions of 

psychological engagement and behavioral participation as potential predictors of youth’s overall 

PYD, in late adolescence and emerging adulthood.  

 

Psychological Engagement and Behavioral Participation 

Activity participation is an important predictor of positive development, with research typically 

focusing on youth programs and other structured activities (Vandell et al., 2015). Current 

measures of activity participation are usually behavioral, assessing how often people participate 

(frequency/intensity) or the length of their involvement (duration; Vandell et al., 2015). These 

behavioral measures have been related to different developmental indicators, such as physical 

health, years of education, depressive symptoms, and civic engagement (Denault & Poulin, 

2017; Viau, Denault, & Poulin, 2015).  

 

Recently, research has increasingly pointed to the importance of psychological engagement, 

beyond mere presence, in an activity (Ramey et al., 2015). Past theory and research suggest 

that subjective experiences of flow, meaningfulness, and interest in activities are important 

aspects of youth’s positive development (e.g., Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; Hunter & 
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Csikszentmihalyi, 2003). Relatedly, psychological engagement in activities has been considered 

a multidimensional construct, comprising cognitive (e.g., focus), affective (e.g., enjoyment), 

and relational/spiritual (e.g., relatedness to others) factors (Bohnert, Fredricks, & Randall, 

2010; Ramey, Lawford, & Rose-Krasnor, 2017). 

 

It is likely that both psychological engagement and behavioral participation are theoretically 

necessary to capture the developmental opportunities offered by activities. The frequency or 

duration of youth’s attendance is unlikely to influence outcomes if youth are simply “going 

through the motions” (Bohnert et al., 2010, p. 594) but consistent attendance may enhance any 

existing program outcomes. Similarly, it is possible that youth could demonstrate positive 

emotion and effort in their activity, but not participate enough to accrue developmental benefits 

(Bohnert et al., 2010).  

 

Empirically, the few studies that have included measures of both psychological engagement and 

behavioral participation in structured activities have found these dimensions differentially 

predicted youth functioning. Elements of adolescents’ psychological engagement (e.g., 

enjoyment) have been associated with suicide-predictive risk (Ramey et al., 2010), community 

belonging and social responsibility (McGuire & Gamble, 2006), and self-esteem (Adachi & 

Willoughby, 2014) in young people, over and above behavioral participation. Forgeard and 

Benson (2017) found that while intensity did not predict well-being in a sample of older 

adolescents and emerging adults, duration and aspects of psychological engagement 

(enjoyment and interest) were related to well-being. Champine and Johnson (2017) found that 

cognitive, emotional, and behavioral engagement predicted different elements of youth’s 

character development, in a sample of older children and early adolescents in the Scoutreach 

program. Thus, although behavioral and psychological dimensions have been separately 

measured and connected to PYD elements, evidence of a link between overall measures of 

psychological engagement and PYD is lacking. Linking psychological engagement and PYD at a 

global level would provide a more comprehensive picture of how well psychological engagement 

predicts youth’s overall functioning. 

 

Activity participation might hold particular relevance in late adolescence and emerging 

adulthood. In a study of trajectories of participation across adolescence and into emerging 

adulthood, Denault and Poulin (2017) found that most young people’s activity participation 

decreased, despite the apparent benefits of maintaining participation in programs and other 

activities. They found that greater activity participation beyond high school was related to lower 

externalizing problems and greater educational attainment. More specifically, Busseri et al. 
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(2011) found that greater breadth and frequency of participation across the transition from high 

school to postsecondary education was related to positive adjustment. From a PYD perspective, 

activity participation might provide opportunities for youth to develop competencies and assets 

that mark healthy development in these age groups, and might buffer young people from risk 

during the transition into postsecondary education (Busseri et al., 2011; Geldhof, Gestsdottir et 

al., 2015).  

 

PYD and Activity Engagement  

Theoretically, PYD develops when youth’s strengths align with opportunities provided by their 

context (Lerner et al., 2015). Psychological engagement is a reflection of youth’s individual, 

subjective experiences while participating, and therefore might reflect a good “alignment” or 

“fit” between the activity context and a young person’s strengths or needs. Similarly, youth may 

be more likely to be physically present when activities provide necessary resources and 

opportunities.  

 

Activity engagement research has extended from middle childhood and into the third decade of 

life, an age range in which PYD also applies (Lerner, 2018). Previously, researchers have found 

that different profiles of adolescents’ sports participation and more frequent participation in a 

greater variety of activities were associated with overall PYD into late adolescence (Agans et al., 

2014; Agans & Geldhof, 2012). Mueller et al. (2011), however, examined participation in 

development programs in youth from early to mid-adolescence, and found that frequency of 

participation was not directly related to the Five Cs of PYD. The inconsistency of these findings 

indicate the need to disentangle the independent and relative potential contributions of both 

psychological and behavioral indicators of participation in predicting PYD. 

 

Activity participation researchers have primarily focused on structured programs and activities, 

defined by a regular meeting time, adult or more knowledgeable leaders, and a predetermined 

curriculum (Vandell et al., 2015). Sports may be the most frequently investigated activity type, 

in relation to PYD (e.g., Holt, 2016). Sports may also offer youth a unique combination of 

features, including competition, physical activity, skill building, and peer status and, in the case 

of team sports, opportunities for team building and positive relationships (e.g., Hansen, 

Skorupski, & Arrington, 2010). In a qualitative study of activity involvement, adolescents 

reported sports were unique in providing enjoyable experiences of challenge, while promoting 

feelings of competence, compared to structured non-sport and unstructured activities (Gadbois, 

Bowker, Rose-Krasnor, & Findlay, 2019). Research by Denault and Poulin (2016) indicated that 
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team sports were associated with more positive experiences than participation in other 

structured activity types. Relatedly, Zarrett et al. (2009) found that a profile of participation in 

both sports and other activities was most associated with PYD among their fifth through 

seventh grade participants. Other research that has examined different types of structured 

activities and PYD in adolescence has not clearly indicated benefits of sports versus non-sport 

activities (e.g., Agans et al., 2014; Forneris, Camiré, & Williamson, 2014). Given past attention 

to these activity types, in the current study we planned to determine whether our final model 

differed for sports and non-sport activities.  

 

Larson (2000) described structured activities, alone, as unique contexts of development, 

arguing that they involved a combination of both high attention and high intrinsic motivation. 

Larson, Hansen and Moneta (2006) examined developmental experiences in organized activities 

compared with youth participation in academic classes, unstructured time with friends, and 

employment. Their findings suggested that sports, arts, community activities, service, and faith-

based activities tended to provide better developmental experiences than school or work. 

Unexpectedly, however, and inconsistent with their own prior findings (Hansen, Larson, & 

Dworkin, 2003), Larson et al. (2006) found that organized activities did not consistently provide 

better developmental experiences than hanging out with friends. The adolescents interviewed 

by Gadbois et al. (2019) similarly reported that unstructured activities provided a rich array of 

positive developmental experiences (e.g., socializing, learning new skills), which were similar to 

those reported for structured activities, such as sports and clubs. These findings suggest the 

need to examine these different developmental contexts separately. Indeed, scholars, such as 

Hunter and Csikszentmihalyi (2003) have researched a broader range of activities, including 

unstructured contexts such as socialization with friends, in their studies of subjective 

experiences within activity settings. We similarly have included unstructured activities including 

socializing with friends and family, games, hobbies and media time as activities of interest. 

These unstructured activities were of particular importance given the amount of time youth 

spend in these activities, particularly during emerging adulthood, and their potential 

developmental importance (e.g., Hunter & Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; Larson, 2000). In line with 

our planned analysis of sport and non-sport activities, we similarly tested the fit of our potential 

model across structured (e.g., sports, clubs) and unstructured (e.g., socializing, hobbies) 

activities. 
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The Current Study 

In sum, past research has linked aspects of youth’s psychological engagement and behavioral 

participation in activities, and aspects of PYD. In the current study, we tested for links between 

youth’s overall psychological engagement and behavioral participation, separately, and youth’s 

overall PYD in older adolescence and emerging adulthood. This provided a more holistic 

assessment of these psychological engagement and PYD than typical of past research. We also 

tested the importance of young people’s psychological engagement in activities, over and above 

their physical presence. Following Scales et al. (2016), programs and activity leaders may need 

to pay particular attention to PYD in these age groups, as young people transition into 

postsecondary and into adulthood.  

 

We expected that both behavioral participation (duration, frequency) and psychological 

engagement (cognitive, affective, relational) would positively and uniquely predict PYD, in 

samples of older adolescents and emerging adults. However, we hypothesized that 

psychological engagement would be a stronger predictor of PYD than would behavioral 

participation. This hypothesis was based on past research findings that aspects of psychological 

engagement predicted youth well-being and positive development, over and above aspects of 

behavioral participation (e.g., Forgeard & Benson, 2017). We also tested the model across 

activity type (sports versus non-sports and unstructured versus structured) but did not expect 

any activity-related differences in the relation between engagement and PYD. Although Larson 

(2000) described structured activities as unique, he argued that this was because they were the 

most likely context for high psychological engagement. It therefore follows that although 

different program and activity contexts might be more or less likely to foster high psychological 

engagement, it should be psychological engagement that is key, rather than the activity type 

itself. This study, therefore, adds to current research by testing the role of youth’s psychological 

engagement in predicting PYD at an important stage of youth development and across activity 

types. This study offered the possibility to add to practitioners’ and other adults’ knowledge of a 

potentially important factor in youth’s program participation and across other settings of youth’s 

lives.  

 

Method 

Participants and Procedure  

We recruited two distinct samples for a longitudinal study of positive development. Ethical 

approval was granted by the Research Ethics Boards at both institutions. Participants in Sample 
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1 were 235 first-year students attending a junior college in Quebec, Canada (mean age = 18.7 

years; SD = 1.4 years; range 17-24; 67.7% female). They were recruited through visits to a 

common area on campus over a 2-month period during spring 2014. They were invited to 

complete paper surveys. Participants most frequently identified as White (81%), Black (3%), 

Asian (3%), and mixed origin (5%). The modal grade average (for 42% of participants) was 

between 80% and 89%. Participants most commonly reported mothers as having completed 

“some university or college” (33%) and least commonly as “some high school” (7%).  

 

Participants in Sample 2 were 186 college students in social and community services programs 

in Ontario, Canada (mean age = 20.0 years; SD = 2.1 years; range 17-29; 68.8% female). 

Students were recruited through visits to first-year classes in January 2016. They were invited 

to complete paper surveys. Most were students in criminal justice degree (36.6%) and diploma 

(33.9%), and child and youth care degree (12.9%) and diploma (15.1%) programs. Degree 

programs were 4 years in duration, and diploma programs were 2 or 3 years in duration. 

Participants most frequently identified as White (44%), Black (21%), Asian (19%), Latin 

American (6%), and mixed origin (5%). The most common grade average (40% of participants) 

was between 70% and 79%. Participants most commonly reported mothers as having 

completed university or college (31%), and least commonly as completed professional or 

graduate school (8%). 

 

There were some demographic differences between the samples. The college sample was 

significantly older than the junior college sample, t (419) = -10.58, p < .001, and reported 

higher maternal education, t (419) = 2.80, p = .005. There was no significant difference in 

gender makeup.  

 

Measures 

Demographics 

Age, gender, average grades, maternal education, and ethnicity each were assessed with 

single-item measures. Responses for maternal education could range from 1 (some high school) 

to 5 (professional degree or graduate school). 

 

Psychological Engagement 

Behavioral participation, psychological engagement, and activity type were assessed with the 

snapshot survey of engagement (Busseri, Rose-Krasnor, & Centre of Excellence for Youth 
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Engagement, 2009; Ramey et al., 2015). The instructions first stated the following: “An activity 

can be anything that you participate in that has a focus outside of yourself. Some examples are 

spending time with friends and family, playing music in a band, being on a sports team, or 

volunteering in the community, but there are many other types of activities” (see Pancer, Rose-

Krasnor, & Loiselle, 2002). Participants were then asked to identify and report on their most 

important activity. Psychological engagement was measured with nine items, comprising 

cognitive (e.g., focus); affective (e.g., enjoyment), and relational/spiritual engagement (e.g., 

connections to others or to something greater than the self). Responses could range from 1 

(not at all) to 5 (completely). Composites of each dimension were created for the purposes of 

reporting correlations. 

 

Behavioral Activity Participation 

Participants were asked for the frequency and duration of their participation in their most 

important activity. Responses could range from 1 (done it just once) to 6 (several days a week) 

and from 1 (just started doing it) to 6 (more than 5 years).  

 

Activity Type 

Activity descriptions were coded into the following categories, following a method developed in 

our past work (Ramey et al., 2010): sports/physical activity (Sample 1, 48.9%; Sample 2, 

41.0%); socializing with friends or family (Sample 1, 17.6%; Sample 2, 20.8%); music/arts 

(Sample 1, 16.3%; Sample 2, 8.7%); community or school clubs (Sample 1, 4.3%; Sample 2, 

9.3%); volunteering (Sample 1, 2.6%; Sample 2, 5.5%); education/employment (Sample 1, 

3.9%; Sample 2, 6.6%); and games/hobbies/media (Sample 1, 6.4%; Sample 2, 8.2%). 

Organized activities that met regularly with an adult leader were considered structured, while 

unstructured activities included socializing and games/hobbies/media. 

 

Positive Youth Development 

The Five Cs of PYD were measured with 14 items from the late-adolescence version of the PYD 

Very Short Form (PYD-VSF; Geldhof et al., 2014). As we were testing an overall PYD measure, 

rather than individual Cs, some items from the measure were not included (Geldhof et al., n.d.; 

Geldhof, Bowers et al., 2015). Items represented all Five Cs (caring, 3 items, e.g., “When I see 

another person who is hurt or upset, I feel sorry for them”; confidence, 3 items, e.g., “All in all, 

I am glad I am me”; and connection, 4 items, e.g., “In my family, I feel useful and important”). 
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Questions on some other items are structured to reflect the degree to which participants 

identify with people along a spectrum, or how important each of the following is to their lives: 

character, three items, e.g., “accepting responsibility for my actions when I make a mistake or 

get in trouble”; competence, two items: “some people do very well at their class work and other 

people don't do very well at their class work” and average grades, following Erentaitė and 

Raižienė (2015). Scoring for some items was transformed so that all were consistent with a 

range of 1 to 5, with higher scores indicating greater PYD.  

 

Analysis 

Some participants (Sample 1, 0.9%; Sample 2, 1.8%) did not complete all survey questions. 

Missing data were imputed using the EM algorithm in SPSS (Schafer & Graham, 2002).  

 

The main analysis was conducted with structural equation modeling (SEM) using the Amos 

program, on the combined sample. We assessed a measurement model that included the three 

first-order psychological engagement variables loaded onto a latent psychological engagement 

variable, and the Five Cs of PYD loaded onto a latent PYD factor. Testing this model across the 

two samples included several preliminary steps, typically known as invariance testing, to ensure 

that different elements of the model fit consistently across both groups of youth (Cheung & 

Rensvold, 2002; Kline, 2015; Little, 2013). Model fit is assessed at each step, before proceeding 

to the next. First, a test of configural invariance establishes that the general pattern of the 

model fit in both groups. The next step is to test for metric invariance. In this step, constraints 

are added to hold the factor loadings, or paths between the latent factors and the items, to be 

equal across groups. Finally, a test of scalar invariance constrains the item intercepts to be 

consistent across groups and assesses whether the scale characteristics are consistent across 

the two groups. Once it is established that the measure fits relatively similarly across both 

groups, the hypothesis can be tested on the full structural model. The full structural model 

included directional arrows between the latent variables, and used the combined junior college 

and college sample. In this step, the latent psychological engagement, and the observed 

participation duration and frequency variables, predicted the overall latent PYD factor. Finally, 

to assess how the model fit across activity type (sports vs. non-sports, structured vs. 

unstructured), we conducted multiple-group SEM (Kline, 2015).  
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Results 

Means, standard deviations, and correlations are presented in Table 1. Higher maternal 

education was related to greater activity frequency and duration in the junior college sample, 

and greater affective engagement in the college sample. Male participants reported significantly 

greater activity frequency, and older youth reported greater PYD, in the college sample only. 

Activity frequency and duration were positively and significantly correlated in both samples, and 

related to higher scores on the affective and relational/spiritual composites, but cognitive 

engagement was only related to greater duration in the junior college sample, and greater 

frequency in the college sample. Neither duration nor frequency were related to greater PYD. 

Cognitive, affective, and relational/spiritual engagement all were positively and significantly 

intercorrelated, in both samples. All three psychological engagement composites were positively 

related to PYD, in both samples. 

 

For the main analysis, the model included the three psychological engagement composite 

variables (cognitive, affective, and relational/spiritual) loading onto a latent first-order 

psychological engagement factor and the five PYD composite variables (competence, character, 

caring, confidence, connections) loading onto a latent first-order PYD factor. To test for 

invariance across the college and junior college samples, we began with the measurement 

model, in which the two latent variables were correlated. We found full configural, metric, and 

scalar invariance (see Appendix for the results of these tests, and for the full measurement 

model). An examination of residuals during the test for configural invariance revealed a large 

standardized residual between the manifest confidence and connection variables. A correlation 

was added between error terms on the variables at that step.  

 

To test our main hypotheses, we tested our structural model, with observed indicators of 

duration and frequency of participation and the psychological engagement latent variable 

predicting the latent overall PYD factor (see Figure 1). The model fit well (CFI = .978, RMSEA = 

.040, 2(30) = 50.034, p = 0.012). Consistent with past research (Ramey, Lawford, & Rose-

Krasnor, 2016; Ramey, Lawford, & Rose-Krasnor, 2017), the loadings on the latent 

psychological engagement factor were all similarly high (.71-.89), although affective 

engagement had the highest loading. Loadings of competence and confidence onto the PYD 

latent factor were low, consistent with past research (Geldhof et al., n.d.; Geldhof, Bowers et 

al., 2015). As predicted, psychological engagement significantly and moderately predicted PYD 

(.41, p < .001). Unexpectedly, however, neither duration (-.06, p = .363) nor frequency of 

participation (-.09, p = .117) significantly predicted PYD over and above psychological  
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Table 1. Summary of Means, Standard Deviations, and Zero-Order Correlations 

Note: Values for Sample 1 (junior college) are below the diagonal, and values for Sample 2 (college) are above the diagonal. Gender was coded 

as 1 (female) and 2 (male). Positive Youth Development (PYD). *p < .05, **p < .01. 

 

 

 

Measure 

Sample 1 Sample 2     

M (SD) M (SD)  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

1. Age 18.69 (1.36) 20.49 (2.11)  .02 -.02 -.09 -.03 .05 -.06 .03  .20* 

2. Gender 67.7% female 68.8% female  .04   .08 .23** -.02 .06 .11 .09 -.14 

3. Maternal education 3.32 (1.21) 2.98 (1.21) -.12 -.08   .01  .02 .13 .19* .10  .07 

4. Frequency 5.25 (1.21) 4.89 (1.46) -.02 -.05 .21**  .32** .20** .27** .17* -.03 

5. Duration 4.82 (1.43) 4.35 (1.73) -.01 -.11  .15* .28**  .12 .36** .30**  .00 

6. Cognitive 3.82 (0.82) 3.75 (0.92)  .03 -.03 -.01  .12  .13*  .64** .55** .33** 

7. Affective  4.01 (0.83) 3.96 (0.89)  .07 -.12 -.01 .23** .31** .63**  .66** .31** 

8. Relational/Spiritual  3.94 (0.86) 3.98 (0.87)  .00 -.02 -.02  .14* .29** .58** .71**  .32** 

9. PYD 3.86 (0.46) 3.70 (0.51)  .07 -.10 -.06 -.03  .06 .13* .17** .23**  
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Figure 1. SEM Model of Psychological Engagement and Behavioral Participation Predicting Positive Youth 

Development 

*p ≤ .05. *p ≤ .01.  
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engagement. Given this finding, we tested for moderation between psychological engagement 

and frequency and duration of participation. This test could assess the possibility that, for 

example, high participation in highly psychologically-engaging activities would be especially 

advantageous in predicting PYD. We first imputed factor scores for the latent psychological 

engagement variable. We then computed interaction terms between psychological engagement 

and both duration and frequency. The model was saturated, so no model fit indices are 

presented. The interaction terms did not significantly predict PYD (frequency  psychological 

engagement, .016, p = .717; duration  psychological engagement, -.014, p = .763). 

 

To assess whether there were differences in the model across activity type, we conducted two 

additional multiple-group SEM analyses (Kline, 2015). First, as with the preliminary analysis on 

the college and junior college samples, we tested for invariance for both structured and 

unstructured, and sports and non-sports activity types. We found full configural, metric, and 

scalar invariance in both sets of analyses (see Appendix). We then tested the invariance of the 

structural model, or construct-level invariance (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002). This assessed 

whether the hypothesized associations were similar across sport and non-sport activities, as 

well as structured and unstructured activities. We tested for equality of structural coefficients, 

constraining all structural paths (i.e., the factor loadings, and the regression paths from the 

psychological engagement latent variable, and participation frequency and duration, to PYD) to 

be equal in both groups. The model did not differ by sport and non-sport activity type, 2(10) = 

16.111, p = .096. The difference between the CFI values on the constrained and unconstrained 

models was below the recommended cutoff criterion of 0.01 (CFI = 0.007; Byrne, 2016). The 

model also did not differ across structured and unstructured activity type, 2(10) = 15.174, p = 

.126). The difference between the CFI values on the constrained and unconstrained models was 

below the recommended cutoff criterion of 0.01 (CFI = 0.006; Byrne, 2016; Cheung & 

Rensvold, 2002).  

 

Although the relation between psychological engagement and PYD did not differ as a function 

of activity type, psychological engagement was slightly higher in the structured activities (M = 

3.968, SD = 0.705) than in unstructured activities (M = 3.754, SD = 0.831), t (419) = -2.631,  

p = .009, d = -.289. We found no meaningful difference between sports (M = 3.970, SD = 

0.661) and non-sports (M = 3.862, SD = 0.808), t (419) = -1.487, p = .138, d = -.146. 

 

http://jyd.pitt.edu/


Journal of Youth Development   |   http://jyd.pitt.edu/   |   Vol. 14   Issue 3   DOI  10.5195/jyd.2019.769         

Psychological Engagement and PYD 

 101  

Discussion 

We assessed a model of psychological engagement and behavioral participation, as predictors 

of PYD, in samples in late adolescence and emerging adulthood. In the first known study to 

include both behavioral participation and multidimensional psychological engagement in 

predicting the Five Cs of PYD, we found that youth with greater psychological engagement also 

had higher PYD. This finding was consistent across samples and across different types of 

activities. The frequency and duration of young people’s participation, however, were not 

related to PYD.  

 

As suggested by PYD frameworks (Geldhof, Bowers et al., 2015), PYD requires settings that fit 

with youth’s strengths and needs. Our findings suggest that psychological engagement in an 

activity or program might be an important indicator of this fit and of the suitability of 

developmental opportunities for individual youth. In line with past studies of psychological 

engagement, cognitive, affective, and relational engagement were all important aspects of 

psychological engagement. This might indicate that it is not any one element or aspect of 

psychological engagement (e. g., enjoying the activity) that is important, and that program 

leaders who are interested in psychological engagement and PYD should be attentive to the 

different aspects of youth’s engagement. In programs, then, practitioners and researchers 

should be looking for ways that activities can be not only fun, but also have opportunities for 

other aspects of psychological engagement, such as concentration and connections to others. 

 

Our findings suggest that psychological engagement was an important measure of the process 

occurring in programs and other settings, as it pertains to PYD as a potential outcome of youth 

programs and other activity settings (Geldhof, Bowers et al., 2015). Thus, it should be 

considered in evaluating developmental contexts, including youth programs. Programs seeking 

to promote PYD among older adolescents and emerging adults may benefit from tracking and 

evaluating youth’s psychological engagement in the program. 

 

Unexpectedly, behavioral participation was not related to PYD. Past research has found unique 

links between duration and frequency and developmental indicators (Akiva, Cortina, Eccles, 

Smith, 2013; Denault & Poulin, 2017; Viau et al., 2015). Although we hypothesized that the 

roles of these behavioral indicators might be less powerful than psychological engagement, we 

expected both would significantly predict PYD. Behavioral participation might be related to some 

specific aspects of PYD, found in past literature (e.g., Adachi & Willoughby, 2014), even if it 

was not related to a global PYD measure in the current analysis.  
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Structured activities and programs were more engaging for participants in the current study 

than were unstructured contexts, reinforcing the notion that they are an important setting for 

PYD. Nevertheless, links between psychological engagement and PYD held across sport and 

non-sport and structured and unstructured activities. These findings suggest that not only was 

psychological engagement an important predictor of PYD, but it was so regardless of the 

activity type. These findings were in line with past research that has failed to find consistent, 

systematic differences in the benefits of sports or non-sport activities (Agans et al., 2014; 

Forneris et al., 2014; Vandell et al., 2015). It also adds to research by Larson and colleagues 

(e.g., Larson et al., 2006) examining structured and unstructured activity types and youth 

development. These prior findings suggest program type might not be best way to determine 

the type of developmental experiences young people are likely to have in an activity (see also 

Gadbois et al., 2019; Hansen et al., 2010; Rose-Krasnor, 2009).  

 

Limitations and Future Research 

The current study had a number of limitations. The data were cross-sectional and therefore we 

cannot make conclusions about the direction of the associations. Psychological engagement 

may contribute to greater PYD, but youth with more positive functioning also may become more 

psychologically engaged in their activities. A further limitation is our focus on a single activity 

for each participant. Breadth, or participation in a range of different activity types, has been 

linked to greater well-being in late adolescence and emerging adulthood (Busseri et al., 2011). 

Similarly, Zarrett et al. (2009) found that participation patterns were important in predicting 

PYD. Thus, it appears that a more complex analysis based on participation profiles is relevant 

for the promotion of PYD and should receive more consideration in future research. Finally, this 

study relied on convenience samples of older adolescents and emerging adults. More research 

is needed to replicate these findings in younger youth and broader ages of potential program 

participants, as well as those outside of post-secondary institutions. 

 

Implications  

Despite limitations, our findings have implications for youth programs and program leaders. In a 

study of youth-serving organizations, Green and Davis (2015) found that organizational staff 

both recognized the importance of PYD, and were seeking ways to strengthen youth’s capacity 

for PYD. Our findings suggest that psychological engagement might be an important way for 

practitioners to promote PYD. In conjunction with our findings, practitioners might also do well 
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to consider recent research on program practices that promote psychological engagement in 

programs. Past research has suggested that key program aspects, such as positive relationships 

among peers and with program leaders, and involvement in outdoor activities, were linked to 

greater engagement (Champine & Johnson, 2017). Other program features that may promote 

psychological engagement include opportunities to learn and develop new skills, feeling 

included by group members, and having the right amount of program structure (Ramey et al., 

2015). A study by Burrow, Agans, and Rainone (2018) suggested that incorporating exercises in 

which youth write about their own sense of purpose in life may lead to increases in youth 

psychological engagement in programs. Prior studies of ways to promote psychological 

engagement have focused broadly on the adolescent years. However, such strategies may be 

more important for older adolescents, who may experience declines in engagement with age 

(Burrow et al., 2018).  

 

Finally, our research suggests that the scope of psychological engagement reaches beyond 

structured to unstructured activities. Although participants reported that structured activities 

tended to be more psychologically engaging than unstructured activities, these differences were 

moderate, and engagement in unstructured activities also predicted greater PYD. These findings 

suggest that program leaders and other adults should consider promoting youth’s psychological 

engagement both within their structured programs and within less structured settings. This 

might mean encouraging young people to explore unstructured activities (e.g., reading, 

cooking) that young people find psychologically engaging. These activities may involve not just 

enjoyment, but other elements of engagement, such as focus, learning, and connection to 

others. 

 

Conclusions 

In the context of large bodies of literature regarding both the positive role of program and 

activity participation (Vandell et al., 2015) and PYD (e.g., Lerner et al., 2015), the current study 

was unique in testing youth’s overall psychological engagement, as well as behavioral 

participation, in activities as predictors of overall PYD . It was also unique in pointing to the 

relative importance of psychological engagement in predicting overall PYD, across two 

independent samples and different activity types. Thus, the current study makes a significant 

contribution to the literature, pointing to the need for greater focus on psychological 

engagement in youth development programs and other activities. 
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Appendix 

Invariance Testing 

Invariance Testing Across Samples 

To test for invariance across the two samples (Sample 1–junior college and Sample 2–college), 

we began with the measurement model, in which the two latent variables were correlated. We 

assessed configural invariance. This model had good fit (CFI = .951, RMSEA = .050, 2(38) = 

78.556, p < .001), however, an examination of residuals revealed a large standardized residual 

between the manifest confidence and connection variables. A correlation was added between 

the error terms on these variables, resulting in an improved fit (CFI = .049, 2(2) = 42.778, 

p < .001). Next, we tested metric invariance across samples. We constrained the factor 

loadings across the groups to be equal. The difference between the CFI values on the 

constrained and unconstrained models was below the recommended cutoff criterion of 0.01 

(CFI = 0.007, 2(8) = 13.809, p = .087; Byrne, 2016; Cheung & Rensvold, 2002). This 

indicated that the metric model did not differ across samples. Finally, we tested for and found 

full scalar invariance, with the difference between the CFI values on the constrained and 

unconstrained models below the recommended cutoff criterion, CFI = 0, 2(9) = 14.875, p = 

.094; see Figure A1 for the full measurement model). 

 

Invariance Testing Across Structured and Non-Structured Activity Types 

To test for invariance across structured and non-structured groups, we again began with the 

measurement model, in which the two latent variables were correlated. We assessed configural 

invariance. This model had good fit (CFI = .975, RMSEA = .037, 2(36) = 56.843, p = .015). 

Next, we tested metric invariance across structured and unstructured activity types. We 

constrained the factor loadings across the groups to be equal. The difference between the CFI 

values on the constrained and unconstrained models was below the recommended cutoff 

criterion of 0.01 (CFI = 0.002, 2(8) = 9.274, p = .320; Byrne, 2016; Cheung & Rensvold, 

2002). This indicated that the metric model did not differ across activity type. Finally, we tested 

for and found full scalar invariance. Although the 2 difference between the constrained and 

unconstrained models was significant (2(1) = 5.078, p = .024), the difference between the 

CFI values on two models was still below the recommended cutoff criterion of 0.01 (CFI = 

0.007; Byrne, 2016; Cheung & Rensvold, 2002). 
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Figure A1. Measurement Model of Psychological Engagement and Positive Youth 

Development. 

CFI = .992, RMSEA = .030, 2(18) = 24.783, p = .131. Values are standardized coefficients. All 

coefficients shown were significant at p ≤ .05.  

 

Invariance Testing Across Sports and Non-Sports Activity Types 

To test for invariance across sports and non-sports group, we again began with the 

measurement model. We assessed configural invariance. This model had good fit (CFI = .986, 

RMSEA = .028, 2(36) = 47.658, p = .093). Next, we tested metric invariance across sports and 

non-sports activity types. The difference between the CFI values on the constrained and 

unconstrained models was below the recommended cutoff criterion (CFI = 0.003, 2(8) = 

9.830, p = .277). This indicated that the metric model did not differ across activity type. Finally, 

we tested for and found full scalar invariance, with the difference between the CFI values on 

the constrained and unconstrained models below the recommended cutoff criterion, CFI = 

.002, 2(1) = 3.207, p = .073). 
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