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The purpose of this research is to examine the relationship be-
tween sport participation and school defined deviance in eighth
grade adolescents. Building upon the previous sport participa-
tion literature and utilizing Hirschi’s social bond theory to in-
form variable selection procedures, analysis of the relationship
is measured with mediating student, family, and school vari-
ables extracted from the National Education Longitudinal Sur-
vey. After a brief discussion of the previous sport participation
literature, theoretical framework used, methodology, research
design, and measures, the results reveal sport participation
had a slight impact upon adolescent deviance. The analysis
supports the ideas that there are statistically significant differ-
ences between athletes and non-athletes in regards to certain
characteristics (informed by social bond theory) that influence
deviant behavior. In addition, logistic regression shows that
while sport participation does have a moderate impact upon
adolescent deviance, it could be other social bond characteris-
tics, such as family characteristics, have a greater impact upon
deviant behavior. Current research limitations and future di-
rections are discussed.

Introduction

As an institution, sport is center stage in the United States
(Frey and Eitzen 1991; Washington and Karen 2000). Feldman
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and Matjasko (2005) note sports are the most popular extracur-
ricular activities for adolescents. As a result, a popular assumption
in American society is that extracurricular activities and sports in
particular, keep adolescents out of trouble by occupying their time
and teaching them important values, organization, and discipline
(Spreitzer 1994; Fejgin 1994; Videon 2002). Other popular notions
are that these activities can provide a positive contextual environ-
ment for socializing adolescents (Fejgin 1994; Chalip and Green
1998); extending peer group associations (Eccles and Barber 1999);
developing higher educational aspirations (Marsh and Kleitman
2003); influencing sexual activity (Sabo, Miller, Farrell, Melnick,
and Barnes 1999); and aid in psychological adjustment to their en-
vironment (Csikszentmihalyi 1990).

In contrast to the positives that sport offers, some theorists
have pointed to athletes engaging in negative behavior (Leonard
1998; Eccles and Barber 1999). Langbein and Bess (2002: 437)
note “detractors argue that school sports are competitive, involve
conflict that is often physical, and, especially when sports teams
are regarded as an exclusive high school elite, may even inspire
hostility among those who are left out.” Public stereotypes of sport
participants being involved in deviant or violent behavior are dan-
gerous to society and adolescent development (Lapchick 2000).
Mahoney, Cairns, and Farmer (2003) note 46% of 10th graders
participate in at least one interscholastic sport. Such a high partici-
pation rate has raised concerns about sport participation and its
relationship with deviant behavior. Specifically, does sport partici-
pation promote or inhibit adolescent deviance?

A large amount of research has been collected identifying sport
participation and its various affects upon adolescents (Feldman and
Matjasko 2005). The purpose of this study is to examine the relation-
ship of school defined deviant behavior in adolescents and sport par-
ticipation in relationship with other mediating variables. As Feldman
and Matjasko (2005:161) note: “Extracurricular activities are not iso-
lated from other developmental contexts; rather, they are embedded
in schools and communities and influenced by families and peers.”

Previous research examining the relationship of sports partici-
pation and deviance is complex. A clear-cut conclusion cannot be
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drawn from this extensive literature as to whether or not participa-
tion in sports promotes or reduces deviance within an educational
institution. Most surveys or studies suffer from focusing on either
males or females exclusively, or involve small sample sizes that do
not contain highly generalizable results. Applying Hirschi’s social
bond theory is useful for examining how sport participation, and
other developmental contexts, such as schools and families, relates
to adolescent deviance. As a result, this study will include multiple
mediating variables, including student, family, and school variables
as a way of addressing these influential developmental contexts
and illustrating sport participation’s relationship to adolescent devi-
ance.

The Traditional Debate: Sport Promoting
or Inhibiting Deviant Behavior

Since the 1960s there has been a voluminous amount of re-
search and theorizing done regarding sport’s relationship with ado-
lescent deviance (Erkut and Tracy 2002). In particular, some re-
search identifies the “dumb jock” stereotype (Coleman 1961), while
other studies suggest athletic participation is related to positive edu-
cational (Broh 2002) and socio-emotional outcomes (Donaldson
and Ronan 2006). In her literature review, Fejgin (1994) identifies
four theoretical positions that help to characterize the sport partici-
pation literature: 1) developmental theory, 2) zero-sum theory, 3)
functionalist theory, and 4) conflict theory. The first two theories,
developmental and zero-sum theories, are individual level theories.
The latter two theories, functionalism and conflict theory, focus on
the macrosocial positions within society. Using this typology as a
template, the next section highlights both positive and negative view-
points regarding adolescent deviance and sport participation.

Positive Effects of Sport Participation

Developmental theory and functionalist theory both have posi-
tive views of sport participation. The individualistic developmental
theory focuses on “socialization via sport” (Videon 2002). From
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this perspective, sport instills participants with positive social norms
and values such as character building, developing social skills, team-
work, hard work, and self-discipline (Videon 2002). Additionally,
Fejgin (1994) notes the functionalists “advocate the positive,
integrational effects of high school sports (Waller 1961).” The view
that sport participation is positive has received much empirical sup-
port over the years.

Research centering on sport participation has generally included
outcomes, such as academic achievement, occupational aspira-
tions, furthering educational aspirations, self-concept, educational
attainment, and occupational attainment (Marsh 1993; Fejgin 1994).
For example, Broh (2002) found that participation in interscholas-
tic sports positively related to student achievement within the class-
room and in math scores. Fejgin (1994) found sport participation to
have a positive effect upon student achievement, educational aspi-
rations, and self-concept, while showing a negative relationship
with discipline problems. Sport participation is related to better at-
tendance in school; less likely to be referred to the principle’s of-
fice; a greater likelihood of wanting, enrolling, and graduating from
college; and greater occupational prestige and income (Snyder and
Spreitzer 1977; Melnick, Sabo, and Vanfossen 1992: Marsh 1993;
Fejgin 1994).

Other positive characteristics associated with sport participa-
tion include school safety, socio-emotional processes, and the physi-
cal well-being of participants. Langbein and Bess (2002: 436-37)
note sports programs might contribute to safer school environments
by fostering “teamwork and cooperative norms, thereby enhanc-
ing social capital and sociable behaviors.” They explain further
that if a cooperative normative structure exists within a school and
behavior improves, then sports might actually be contributing to
school safety (Langbein and Bess 2002).

Sports have also been linked to increasing the self-esteem and
self-concept of participants. The socio-emotional benefits involv-
ing sport participation include increasing a student’s self-concept
(Fejgin 1994); a positive relationship with emotional and behavioral
well-being (Donaldson and Ronan 2006); and lower rates of de-
pression contrasted by higher rates of perceived competence
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(Donaldson and Ronan 2006). In addition, Erkut and Tracy (2002)
found in their study of Latino subgroups that sport participation is
positively related to self-esteem for Mexican American girls and
boys, Puerto Rican girls, and Cuban American boys. Indeed, they
confirmed that sport participation and self-esteem is “mediated by
school attachment and physical well-being” (Erkut and Tracy 2002:
422). Regarding the physical well-being of participants, sport par-
ticipation, along with exercise, has been related to improving the
physical health of participants, including such benefits as lowering
blood pressure and decreasing obesity (Schiffman 1994). While
numerous researchers have empirically demonstrated positive as-
pects of sport participation, there are other views about sport’s
role in mediating deviant behavior.

Negative Effects of Sport Participation

Zero-sum theory and conflict theory both have negative views
of sport participation. The zero-sum theory proposes that partici-
pation in sport takes up a large amount of the participant’s time,
which negatively affects their academic preparation (Coleman
1961). Students have a finite amount of time available to them for
activities. The more time that is spent on athletics, the less time
there is available for studying, which adversely affects their aca-
demic achievement (Coleman 1961). Additionally, Fejgin (1994: 215)
notes the conflict orientation argues “while participation in school
teams may result in a variety of positive outcomes, school sport is
often detrimental to those individuals who do not participate and to
the school organization, since it has the potential of increasing ten-
sion and antagonism between groups within the school.”

Furthermore, conflict theorists identify other negative aspects
of sport participation. Minority and low economic youth are devot-
ing more time to sport, which neglects their academic work, in an
attempt to increase their social mobility and economic achieve-
ment (Sage 1990; Coakley 2006). The view that sport participation
is negative has received mixed empirical support, but the media’s
coverage of high profile athletes engaging in deviant behavior is
nothing new to American culture and certainly influences popular
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perceptions of athletes, especially minority athletes, as being in-
volved in criminal behavior (Leonard 1998; Berry and Smith 2000).
Recent research into the negative aspects of sports include: school
safety, the hubris (i.e. pride driven arrogance, feelings of superi-
ority and invulnerability) of elite athletes, and male athletes engag-
ing in violence against women.

Langbein and Bess (2002: 437), as previously mentioned, note
“detractors argue school sports are competitive, involve conflict
that is often physical, and, especially when sports teams are re-
garded as an exclusive high school elite, may even inspire hostility
among those who are left out.” Hanks and Eckland (1976) note
the exclusive nature of sports and the popularity of athletes can
result in grade leniency from teachers. This unequal treatment of
student athletes may help to polarize other social groups and can
lead to school safety issues and tragedies, such as the Columbine
tragedy (Langbein and Bess 2002).

Another negative characteristic of athletics is what Hughes
and Coakley (1991) refer to as hubris in elite athletes. Coakley
(2004: 173) uses the Greek word hubris to describe elite athletes’
“sense of being unique and extraordinary” and how “it may be
expressed in terms of pride-driven arrogance, an inflated sense of
power and importance, and a public persona that communicates
superiority and even insolence.” In addition, Hughes and Coakley
(1991) note elite athletes subscribe to norms and values that are
embodied in sport, not in the larger societal context, which contrib-
utes to the development of hubris.

Hubris is an important idea for identifying how the underlying
social dynamics of team sports contribute to deviant behavior. For
example, Peretti-Watel, Pruvost, Mignon, and Obadia (2004) ex-
amined risk-taking behaviors of elite student athletes in South-East-
ern France. They found that elite student athletes that viewed sport
for personal and social achievement were “more likely to engage
in risky behaviors on the road” (Peretti-Watel et al. 2004: 241).
Additionally, they found that athletes that went on social outings
with other athletes were more likely to drink. This conclusion is in
line with Hughes and Coakley’s (1991) assertion that the close
bonding on elite teams often leads to negative deviance (see
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Coakley’s 2006 discussion of deviant overconformity and
underconformity).

While the previously mentioned negative aspects of sport are
intriguing, a large amount of research illustrating the sport’s nega-
tive impact upon participants involves male athletes and violence
against women. Videon (2002) notes the previous sport participa-
tion literature identifies the unequal affect sport has upon partici-
pants, such as females participating less in sports. In relationship to
violence, Crosset, Ptack, McDonald, and Benedict (1996) searched
judicial affairs office records of ten Division I athletic institutions
and found that male student athletes comprised only 3% of the
student population, but accounted for 35% of battering (against
women) reports on these campuses. Additionally, they found a sta-
tistically significant relationship between athletic membership and
sexual assault.

Crosset, Benedict, and McDonald (1995) used a similar ap-
proach and examined the police records of twenty Division I insti-
tutions in conjunction with the judicial affairs records of ten Divi-
sion I institutions. They discovered that male student athletes were
disproportionately represented in both sets of records. Male foot-
ball and basketball players represented 30% of the student athletes
in these cases, but accounted for 67% of the reported sexual as-
saults. Finally, Benedict (1998) analyzed the subculture of profes-
sional athletes and noted the preferential treatment athletes re-
ceive is an important factor for developing their view of women.
Women were seen as sport “groupies” and the sexual entitlement
athletes feel contributes to athletes’ involvement in acquaintance
or date rape.

Empirical support can be found to illustrate both the positive
and negative aspects of sport participation. As a result, an explicit
theoretical orientation is needed to understand how sport relates to
deviant behavior, in particular adolescent deviant behavior. The
theoretical perspective should take into account other mediating
factors, such as individual, family, and school characteristics, which
affect not only sport participation, but also adolescent deviant be-
havior. The next section outlines the theoretical framework used to
guide the analysis.
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Theoretical Framework

Before a discussion of methodology and research design can
be entertained, a brief review of the theoretical framework is use-
ful. Hirschi’s social bond theory is the framework used for inform-
ing this research. It is used to examine sport participation’s rela-
tionship with different variables from institutionalized structures,
such as school or family characteristics. In addition, a brief discus-
sion of these factors will provide the rationale for the variables
chosen for examining sport participation’s relationship to adoles-
cent deviance.

The Social Bond

Huebner and Betts (2002) note Hirschi’s social bond theory is
one of the most widely used theories to investigate adolescent de-
viance. Its usefulness in linking adolescent deviance and conven-
tional activities is illustrated by Eccles and Barber (1999) that note
participating in organized leisure activities is related to lower rates
of adolescent delinquency. Weber, Miracles, Rosicky, and Crow
(2001: 321) state: “It has been suggested that sport teams and
other programmatic activities might reduce delinquency by provid-
ing the delinquent prone youth with an opportunity for social bond-
ing.” They further explain that Hirschi’s social bond theory is one
of the most influential explanatory models regarding adolescent
deviance over the past three decades (Weber et al. 2001).

Hirschi’s social bond theory is a form of social control theory
stating adolescents are capable of both deviant and conformist
behavior (Weber et al. 2001). Conformity, however, is achieved by
adolescents controlling their delinquent desires (Shoemaker 2000).
As a result, Hirschi believed adolescents develop social bonds with
conventional institutionalized structures, such as schools, via par-
ticipation in conventional activities. Sport programs are often cited
as “conventional activities” that are time consuming, can poten-
tially affect rates of adolescent deviance (Landers and Landers
1978; Weber et al. 2001), and “reflect the interplay between mul-
tiple developmental contexts (e.g. family, school, peers, and com-
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munity values and norms)” (Huebner and Betts 2002: 126). In-
deed, Weber et al. (2001: 322) note Hirschi’s social bond theory is
still useful and “continues to generate research questions that need
to be more fully explained.”

Hirschi (1969) notes student attachment to institutions is cor-
related with adolescent deviance. Hirschi’s social bond theory at-
tempts to understand how conformity is achieved in social control
organizations (Shoemaker 2000). A student’s bond to conventional
institutional arrangements is based on attachment, commitment,
involvement, and belief. Hirschi believed that social bonds are stron-
ger barriers to adolescent deviance compared to personality char-
acteristics, and the social bond “refers to the connection between
the individual and the society, usually through social institutions”
(Shoemaker 2000: 167).

Hirschi (1969) notes attachment involves the emotional con-
nection between an adolescent and other groups and the extent the
adolescent cares about the feelings of others. For example,
Seagrave, Hasted, and Moreau (1985) found, in their study of ice
hockey players, the less attached the adolescent was the more
delinquency the adolescent exhibited. Commitment, conversely, is
a cost-benefit analysis that analyzes the investment versus the cost
of conformity. It has been hypothesized that maintaining athletic
membership on a sports team not only reflects commitment (Schafer
1969), but also results in greater educational performance (Fejgin
1994). Feldman and Matjasko (2005) note students involved in or-
ganized extracurricular activities become more attached to other
students, family members, and school authorities by developing
mutual trust and commitment with others. Additionally, Coakley
(2006) notes the potentially important role sport participation can
play in developing a student’s commitment to education.

According to Hirschi’s social bond theory, involvement involves
adherence to “conventional rules” (Shoemaker 2000: 168). Tradi-
tionally, involvement has been measured by the number of hours
involved in a sport or organized activity (Weber et al. 2001). For
this research, however, involvement constitutes participation in or-
ganized, officially school sanctioned sport programs. Indeed, as
Feldman and Matjasko (2005) note, sports are the most popular
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extracurricular activity for adolescents. The last component of the
social bond is belief, which is the acceptance of the current, pre-
vailing system of norms and values (Hirschi 1969). Weber et al.
(2001: 324) note sport programs have “rules that allow for or ex-
clude participation; these rules reinforce the social order.” As a
result, adolescents that maintain their participation on sports teams
believe in the current institutionalized norms and values and de-
velop traits, e.g. cooperation, teamwork, and sportsmanship, which
are socially valued (Landers and Landers 1978). For example,
Coakley (2006) notes students will maintain minimum grade point
averages, thereby illustrating their belief in the current institutional
arrangements of schools, as a way to stay on the team.

Weber et al. (2001: 322) note Hirschi’s social bond theory has
received a “fair degree of empirical support,” and has been heavily
tested, both empirically and theoretically, over the past thirty years.
In particular, three major institutions have been focused on by so-
cial bond research: the family, religion, and education. Wright and
Wright (1994) review the usefulness of social bond research in
explaining adolescent delinquency. They note Hirschi’s theory pro-
vides a sound theoretical rationale for the explanation of adoles-
cent deviance. Additionally, it has been noted that participation within
organized extracurricular activities, such as sports, can be explained
by social bond theory (Huebner and Betts 2002).

In particular, Hirschi’s social bond theory can be applied to
student-athletes in relationship to individual, family, and school-re-
lated variables. Shoemaker (2000: 181) notes [a]chievement, par-
ticipation, and overall involvement in school-related activities have
been connected with delinquency for a long time.” One example
of this classic line of research is Empey and Lubeck (1971), which
showed in their research of delinquents and non-delinquents in Utah
and California, both family and school variables (as directed by the
four components of the social bond) positively associate with ado-
lescent delinquency (Shoemaker 2000). Regarding sport participa-
tion, most research has agreed that being involved in sports is as-
sociated with lower levels of deviant behavior (Weber et al. 2001)
and therefore illustrates a stronger social bond (Shoemaker 2000).

Since the conclusions between social bond theory, sport par-
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ticipation, and adolescent deviance have received mixed support,
this research attempts to reexamine how social bond theory and
adolescent deviance relate to sport participation. As Jessor, Turbin,
and Costa (1998: 195) note the power of social bond theory in
reducing deviant acts by “providing social controls against problem
behavior, by promoting activities that are alternatives to or incom-
patible with problem behavior, and by strengthening orientations
toward and commitments to conventional institutions, such as
church, school or family or to the larger adult society.”

The previous literature has utilized social bond theory primarily
to explain adolescent deviance (Shoemaker 2000). While some
research has applied this theory to examining sport participation
and adolescent deviance, the conclusions are still ambiguous. The
focus of this research, however, is to use Hirschi’s social bond
theory to inform an examination of a school population and whether
sport participation positively or negatively relates to adolescent
deviance.

Research Questions

According to the previous sport participation literature, the ef-
fect sports has on mitigating or preventing deviant behavior is am-
biguous. In order to better understand what Feldman and Matjasko
(2005) label as “other development contexts”, which influence de-
viant behavior, Hirschi’s social bond theory is reviewed in order to
locate the individual, family, and school influences upon adoles-
cents in not only engaging in deviant behavior, but also participating
in sports. Social bond theory is used to examine the relationship of
adolescents and deviant behavior. In addition, it is used to identify
whether sport participation, individual, family, or school character-
istics affect deviant behavior in adolescents.

Sport participation is viewed as a “conventional activity” that
is officially recognized and sanctioned by important institutional-
ized arrangements in society, including personal, familial, and school-
related contexts. As a result of Hirschi’s social bond theory, it can
be hypothesized that students engaging in conventional activities,
such as sports, have higher degrees of attachment, commitment,
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involvement, and belief in educationally approved normative struc-
tures. The higher the degree of recognition to the four components
of the social bond theory, the less likely the adolescents will engage
in school-defined deviant behavior. While the database used in this
research does not provide questions based upon social bond theo-
rizing, many of the questions serve as indicators of a student’s
attachment, commitment, and belief to family or school bonds, while
involvement is measured as relating to sport participation. Based
upon the previous scholarship, and in conjunction with the identi-
fied theoretical framework, the following research questions are
presented. Specifically:

1. Do significant differences exist between athletes and non-
athletes regarding incidences of deviance, student, family,
and school characteristics?

2. What is the relationship between school defined deviance
and student, family, and school characteristics when con-
trolling for sport participation?

Methodology and Research Design

The following section provides information about the methods
and research design used to examine sport participation’s relation-
ship to adolescent deviance. It discusses: 1) the sample; 2) measures
(and related justification) used for dependent, independent, and me-
diating variables; and 3) the rationale for the statistical analysis.

Sample

The data for the project are drawn from the National Educa-
tion Longitudinal Survey Base Year 1988 (NELS: 88) provided by
the United States Department of Education and the National Cen-
ter for Educational Statistics. The sample is a clustered, stratified
national probability sample of 1,052 public/private schools contain-
ing 8th graders. Approximately 25,000 students across the nation
participated in the base year of 1988.

The population of interest was all US 8th graders in the spring
of 1988. A series of sample restrictions were placed upon the
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samples that were used. These sample restrictions were employed
to make sure only those individuals that had complete base year
student, student test and parent, and school administrators’ ques-
tionnaires were selected. The final sample size for this research
project was 21,414 individuals.

The NELS: 88 is a logical database to use to address what
Feldman and Matjasko (2005) identify as “developmental contexts.”
They argue that sport participation should be studied in relationship
to a student’s peer, family, and school context (Feldman and
Matjasko 2005). The individual, family, and school variables pro-
vided by the NELS: 88 provide useful indicators of Hirschi’s social
bond, which is used for examining adolescent deviance.

In addition, Broh (2002: 73) notes the database used in this
research (NELS: 88) is extremely well-suited for adolescent and
educational research involving extracurricular activities, such as
sports “because of its abundance of specific measures of students’
participation in extra curricular activities across waves of data.”
Only the base year in 1988 (when students were 8th graders) was
used in the research. This age group was explicitly targeted in
order to be close to high school age groups, while not being consid-
ered in high school. This consideration is important based on
Coakley’s (2006) recommendation that high school-aged adoles-
cents develop in many ways, which may not be related to sport
participation. Additionally, the “selection-in” and “filtering-out” pro-
cesses of high school athletics helps to render previous empirical
studies:

not very helpful because they don’t allow researchers to say
whether playing varsity sports really changes young people in
systematic ways or whether students who try out for [high school]
teams, are selected by coaches, and choose to remain on teams
are simply different from other students before [italics in original]
they ever become varsity athletes (Coakley 2006: 486).

Eighth grade students are used in order to identify possible sport
participation effects upon deviance, while taking into account
Coakley’s ideas regarding the limitations of some studies dealing
with high school athletes. In addition, Hirschi’s social bond theory



Social Thought & Research

240

is extremely useful for interpreting results dealing with early teen-
age youth and adolescents (Shoemaker 2000).

Dependent Variable

The purpose of this research is to examine whether or not
sport participation affects adolescent deviance in school. The de-
pendent variable, school-defined deviance, is an index of NELS:
88 deviant behavior variables that includes: 1) student being sent to
the principal’s office for school work problems; 2) student got into
a fight with another student; 3) student has a behavior problem;
and 4) parental notification for students’ behavior, grades, or atten-
dance. These variables are original NELS: 88 variables and were
chosen to illustrate the deviant behavior that can potentially occur
in school settings. Additionally, these variables are based on self-
reports within student questionnaires.

In accordance with Hirschi’s (1969) social bond theory, stu-
dent deviance within the school setting is not only defined by the
school, but also a reflection of a student’s belief, attachment,
involvement, and commitment to current rules and activities in
the school. Students involved in organized sport programs are
attached and committed to their participation in conventional
activities (Huebner and Betts 2002). According to the social
bond theory, students involved in these activities could have a
stronger belief in current institutionalized arrangements by main-
taining their current attachment to school, family, and other au-
thority figures, which results in fewer incidences of deviance
(Weber et al. 2001).

The resulting binary variable measures the presence of school-
defined deviance within the student sample. A binary format is
used because the NELS: 88 variables that were indexed to form
the present dependent variable were coded originally in the binary
format. Additionally, the distribution of these variables was heavily
skewed dictating that a binary dependent variable be constructed
(Wright 2001). The cronbach alpha measure for the dependent
variable was .7610, which is an acceptable level for social science
research.



241

Sport Participation and Adolescent Deviance

Independent Variable

The main independent variable in this research is sport partici-
pation. Much research has been devoted to analyzing whether sport
participation is related to delinquency or outcomes (e.g. Snyder
and Spreitzer 1977; Melnick et al. 1992; Marsh 1993; Fejgin 1994;
Eccles and Barber 1999; Broh 2002; Mahoney et al. 2003). As
previously noted, social bond theory states that adolescents involved
in conventional activities, such as sports should have a negative
relationship with deviance, especially within schools.

Sport participation was coded as a binary variable (0= no par-
ticipation/non-athletes, and 1= sport participation/athletes) that
measures whether a student participates or does not participate in
school sanctioned sports. In the NELS: 88 other sport related vari-
ables are available and include intramural, non-school sports, and
cheerleading. While these variables have been combined in previ-
ous research projects (e.g. Broh 2002), the purpose of this re-
search is to explicitly measure school sanctioned sports (i.e. scho-
lastic sports). Additionally, as Coakley (2006) notes, many of the
benefits associated with high school athletes come from being eas-
ily identifiable as athletes. Students that engage in out-of-school
athletic competitions, leagues, events, or sports are not, generally
speaking, as widely known within the high school subculture
(Coakley 2006).

Mediating Variables

Other independent variables include the mediating student, fam-
ily, and school variables were dictated by Hirschi’s social bond
theory. For example, student variables are individual characteris-
tics that potentially affect both sport participation and deviant be-
havior. After data selection procedures identified usable NELS: 88
variables, the variables include: the student’s gender (common
mediating variable dictated by the previous literature); race (com-
mon mediating variable dictated by the previous literature); atten-
dance in the last four weeks (representing belief in current school
policies); how prepared for class a student is (showing commit-
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ment to conventional activities); and hours spent on homework
each week (showing commitment and involvement in currently
accepted school practices).

Individual characteristics affect sport participation and deviant
behavior. Gender greatly affects student performance (Thom 2002),
and sport participation rates (Huebner and Betts 2002). Differ-
ences in student performance and sport participation based on race
and ethnicity include: differences in core academic areas (Dozier
and Barnes 1997); unequal access to academic resources (Dar-
ling-Hammond 1998); and likelihood of participation in organized
school sanctioned sports (Coakley 2006).

Family variables relate to the family unit. The closer an ado-
lescent is to their family, the stronger that social bond is and the
less likely they are to engage in deviance (Hirschi 1969). The fam-
ily variables included within the NELS: 88 that act as indicators of
the social bond include the following: whether a student comes
from an urban or rural school (smaller communities might mean
greater attachment to local institutions); size of the student’s fam-
ily (smaller families could lead to greater levels of attachment);
whether a student has only one authoritarian figure at home (one
parent or guardian could mean that less time is spent with the stu-
dent, resulting in a weaker bond); whether or not the student has
discussed school programs with guardians (shows attachment and
belief in current institutionalized arrangements); whether guard-
ians have spoken to school teachers or counselors (parents with
stronger bonds to school arrangements can influence a student’s
view of school arrangements); and if the family has a rule con-
cerning grades (shows the student is committed to both his family,
and school arrangements).

Family factors have been shown to affect adolescent deviant
behavior (Shoemaker 2000). Additionally, many family character-
istics have been strongly related to previous social bond research
(Shoemaker 2000). Family factors affecting an adolescent’s social
bond (and therefore their deviant behavior) include income and
social class (Washington and Karen 2000; Sabo et al., 1999), fam-
ily structure (Cookston 1999), and urban/rural settings (Williams
2001). According to Hirschi (1969) students that are more likely to
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engage in conventional activities are less likely to be deviant. Par-
ticipating in school sanctioned sports is often seen as a conven-
tional activity, which has the potential to reduce adolescent devi-
ance.

Erkut and Tracy (2002) identify that sport participation is influ-
enced by how attached the adolescent is to the school’s institution-
alized arrangements. Examples of these institutionalized school
arrangements affecting the development of social bonds include
the following variables: the student/teacher ratio (the higher the
ratio in class situations, the weaker the student’s bond can be to-
wards teachers and other school authorities); whether students
feel discipline procedures at the school are fair (illustrate a student’s
belief in current school arrangements); and whether students see
school rules for behavior as strict (reflecting the a student’s belief
that the school is correct in discipline related procedures). Now
that the variables have been discussed in explicit relationship to the
social bond theory, the next section will address how the variables
are analyzed.

Analysis

Logistic regression is the multivariate statistical procedure used
to examine the relationship between the dichotomous dependent
variable, school-defined deviance, and the differing mediating vari-
ables across categories of those that participated (i.e. athletes) or
did not participate (i.e. non-athletes) in school sanctioned sports.
Logistic regression is used in order to predict group membership
within a dichotomous dependent variable (Sack, Singh, and Thiel
2005). Additionally, this type of regression is used because it does
not necessitate normally distributed independent variables (Wright
2001), which as previously mentioned, were heavily skewed.

Logistic regression is concerned with producing coefficients
that indicate the logged odds of being in the 0 (‘not deviant’) or 1
(‘deviant’) category. Logistic regression, therefore, is used to de-
termine the probability that those that participate or do not partici-
pate in sports are deviant or not deviant in relationship to other
mediating individual, family, and school variables. While multi-level
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modeling procedures have been extremely common in the social
sciences for examining precipitating and embedded factors of a
phenomenon, the purpose of this analysis is to locate group mem-
bership as deviant or not deviant in relationship to specific vari-
ables while controlling for sport participation. While variables for
this analysis were extracted from individual, family, and school level
questions in the NELS: 88, the purpose was not to analyze all the
possible “super levels” in this database affecting adolescent devi-
ance in a time ordered sequence. Rather, logistic regression is the
preferred method of analysis for: 1) deciding the likelihood of group
membership (i.e. odds of being deviant, or not being deviant), and
2) for examining indicators of the social bond theory from indi-
vidual, family, and school related questions in the NELS: 88, and
how they impact deviance, while controlling for sport participation.

Results

Univariate and bivariate results help to identify and describe
not only the sample, but also rudimentary differences within the
sample between non-athletes and athletes. To review, the research
questions guiding this examination were:

1. Do significant differences exist between athletes and non-
athletes regarding incidences of deviance, student, family,
and school characteristics?

2. What is the relationship between school defined deviance
and student, family, and school characteristics when con-
trolling for sport participation?

In reference to the first research question, non-athletes are
more likely to engage in deviant behavior (59% vs. 56%). More-
over, non-athletes are more likely to be female (54% vs. 44%); be
non-white minority group members (34% vs. 28%); and come to
class prepared with books, pencil/pen, and homework (68% vs.
67%). Additionally, non-athletes are more likely to have recent school
attendance problems (70% vs. 64%); be from an urban school
environment (73% vs. 69%); come from a single authority figure
household (23% vs. 18%); and come from a school with a higher
student teacher ratio (17.83 vs. 17.63). (See Table 1.)
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Full Non-
Variables sample Athletes S i g Athletes

Deviance (mean) 59% 59% *** 56%
(standard deviation) 0.49 0.49 0.49

Sports participation 45%
0.49

Social Bond Indicators
female 50% 54% *** 44%

0.50 0.49 0.49
minority 31% 34% *** 28%

0.44 0.47 0.45
attendance problems
last month 67% 70% *** 64%

0.46 0.45 0.48
class preparedness 68% 68% *** 67%

0.47 0.46 0.47
time spent on homework
per week (in hours) 1.16 1.08 *** 1.24

 1.12 1.05  1.20
urban 71% 73% *** 69%

0.01 0.44 0.46
family size 4.58 4.52 * 4.58

1.37 1.44 1.33
single authoritarian figure 21% 23% *** 18%

0.41 0.42 0.38
discusses programs
w/guardians 86% 84% *** 87%

0.34 0.37 0.33
family spoke to teachers 29% 68% *** 70%

0.45 0.46 0.45
family has grades rule 70% 66% *** 72%

0.46 0.47 0.45
student/teacher ratio 17.65 17.83 *** 17.63

4.48 4.6 4.42
discipline at school is fair 71% 71% 71%

0.45 0.45 0.45
rules for behavior are
strict 70% 68% *** 70%

0.46 0.45 0.45

Significance= *** p< 0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05

Table 1: Univariate & Bivariate Results: Mean Percentages (%)
Deviance, Sports Participation, and Social Bond Indicators (N= 21,
414 Students)
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Athletes, however, are more likely to spend more time per
week on homework (1.24 hours vs. 1.08 hours); come from a
slightly larger family (4.58 members vs. 4.52 members); discuss
school programs with parents (87% vs. 84%); and come from a
family that had recently spoken to school teachers or counselors
(70% vs. 68%). In addition, athletes are more likely to see current
school rules as very strict (70% vs. 68%). Overall, the bivariate
analysis appears to reveal that sport participation is related to slight
reductions in deviant behavior. Additionally, athletes appear to have
higher scores on questions relating to social bond indicators and
this could be cautiously interpreted as athletes having stronger in-
dications of social bonds. However, since there are significant dif-
ferences between athletes and non-athletes regarding deviance
and the social bond indicators, further multivariate analyses are
needed to illustrate the role of sport participation in relationship to
deviance while examining mediating variables

Multivariate Analysis

Logistic regression is used to identify the likelihood of being
associated with a category from a binary dependent variable.
Stepwise regression involves testing the model after each coeffi-
cient is added or deleted and is primarily used in exploratory re-
search (Menard 1995). This technique, however, is not suitable to
this research’s analysis, which uses an explicit theoretical orienta-
tion to inform and test a particular model. As a result, simply the
full or saturated model is tested logistically. The social bond indica-
tors from the NELS: 88 (previously discussed in the methodology
and research design section) were identified by the research, a
priori, and based off of Hirschi’s social bond theory. The resulting
logistic analysis is based off of the following logit equation:

logit[¸(x)] = log [¸(x)/ 1- ¸(x)] = ¬ + ²1 x1 + ²2 x2 + ²3 x3 +………. ²i xi

(Or)

Deviant Behavior = ¬ + ²1 Sport Participation + ²2 Gender + ²3

Race + ²4 Attendance Problems + ²5 Class Preparedness + ²6
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Time spent on homework per week + . . . . .
²15 Strictness of rules + Error.

To interpret the results of the logistic regression analysis, the Exp(B)
column represents the odds ratio; that is, it is the predicted change
in odds for a unit increase across the corresponding independent
variables. Odds ratios greater than one (1) have a greater likeli-
hood of being in the deviant category on the dependent variable,
while odds ratios less than one (1) have a greater likelihood of
being associated with the non-deviant category on the dependent
variable. Odds ratios close to or exactly at one (1) indicate little to
no relationship to the deviant category on the dependent variable.
The logistic regression analysis is used to address the second re-
search question: What is the relationship between school defined
deviance and student, family, and school characteristics when con-
trolling for sport participation?

The saturated (of full) model includes all social bond indicators
(mediating independent variables), across the sport participation
variable, in reference to the deviant behavior dependent variable.
Adolescent deviant behavior is associated with being a non-white
minority group member (1.17); having school attendance problems
in the last month (1.82); coming from a single authority figure house-
hold (1.58); family having a rule concerning grade point average
(1.29); and belief that current school rules are strict (1.10). (See
Table 2 on page 248).

Conversely, a greater likelihood of being associated with
non-deviant behavior is associated with playing school sanc-
tioned sports (0.90); being female (0.40); coming to class pre-
pared (0.40); spending more time on homework (0.87); dis-
cussing school programs with parents (0.65); having a family
that recently spoke to school teachers or counselors (0.47);
and a belief that current school discipline procedures are fair
(0.63).

Being in an urban school (1.02), coming from a large family
(1.06), and having a larger student/teacher ratio (0.99) were all
very close to one (1) indicating an equal probability of being in
either category. This research has identified that school sanctioned
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Variables B S.E. Sig¹ Exp(B)²

Sport Participation -.09 .03 * .90

female -.94 .03 *** .39

minority .16 .04 *** 1.17

attendance problems
last month .60 .03 *** 1.82

class preparedness -.91 .04 *** .40

time spent on homework
per week (in hours) -.12 .01 *** .88

urban .02 .03 1.02

family size .06 .01 *** 1.06

single authoritarian figure .46 .04 *** 1.58

discusses programs
w/ guardians -.43 .05 *** .65

family spoke to teachers -.76 .03 *** .47

family has grades rule .26 .03 *** 1.29

student/teacher ratio -.01 .00 *** .99

discipline at school is fair -.46 .04 *** .63

rules for behavior are strict .10 0.3 * 1.10

¹Significance= *** p< 0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05
²Exp (B) = Logged Odds

Table 2: Logistic Regression Result: Adolescent Deviance, Sport
Participation, and Social Bond Indicators

sports, in accordance with other social bond related variables, has
a moderately inverse relationship with adolescent deviance for 8th

grade students; that is, being an athlete has a fair inhibitory effect
upon student deviance.
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Discussion and Conclusion

Previous research examining the relationship of sport partici-
pation and deviance is a complex. A clear-cut conclusion cannot
be drawn from this extensive literature as to whether or not par-
ticipation in sports promotes or inhibits deviance within an educa-
tional institution. Most surveys or studies suffer from focusing on
either males or females exclusively, or involve small sample sizes
that do not contain highly generalizable results.

This study attempts to combat these two issues by using a
large, nationally representative database (sample n= 21,414) that is
composed of 50% females and 50% males. In addition, this study
focused on sport participation and its relationship to deviance with
mediating variables from individual, school, and family questions
within the NELS: 88. Variables chosen for the mediating variables
were informed by the previous literature, and Hirschi’s social bond
theory, which states adolescents more involved, attached, commit-
ted, and having a stronger belief in institutionalized arrangements
will engage in less deviant behavior.

Consistent with some of the previous literature regarding sport
participation, athletic participation, in this sample, is male domi-
nated (Videon 2002). As Sage (1990) and Coakley (2006) note
athletics tends to be racially homogeneous, which is evidenced
by the fact less than one third of athletes (28%) self-reporting
they were non-white minorities. Additionally, since more time
spent on homework positively correlates with educational attain-
ment; athletes spending more time doing homework (1.24 hours
vs. 1.08 hours) could point to better educational outcomes (e.g.
Fejgin 1994; Broh 2002), which contradicts some previously men-
tioned negative aspects of sport such as not having enough time
for studies (Coleman 1961). Moreover, athletes had significantly
higher mean percentages on social bond indicators such as hav-
ing fewer attendance problems and deviant behavior (Synder
and Spreitzer 1977; Melnick et al 1992); family involvement by
mandating a grade point average, discussing programs with par-
ents, and speaking with school teachers (Shoemaker 2000). All
of these differences between athletes and non-athletes were
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common to both the sport participation literature and social bond
literature.

The multivariate results of deviance, sport participation, and
other mediating variables was also consistent with much of the
sport participation previous literature that had a positive view of
sport programs (Snyder and Spreitzer 1977; Melnick et al. 1992;
Marsh 1993; Fejgin 1994; Broh 2002; Mahoney et al., 2003). Ini-
tially, however, we see that 59% of the full sample is labeled as
deviant with 45% of the sample as participating in sports. The
figure of 59%, while seemingly high, is a reflection of how devi-
ance is defined within an educational institution. The educational
institution is a powerful agent of social control; students defined as
deviant in school are done so by virtue of their acceptance of school
expectations, such as class preparedness and compulsory atten-
dance, tenants of Hirschi’s social bond theory (Shoemaker 2000).
After the multivariate analysis, however, we are better able to iden-
tify how sport participation relates to deviance.

Results indicate that several social bond indicators relate to a
greater likelihood of being in the non-deviant category. Some of
these indicators include: belief that discipline is fair (.63); family
that spoke to teachers or counselors (.47); discussing programs
with guardians (.65); coming to class prepared (.40); and spending
more time on homework (.88). Participating in sport, while having
a greater chance of being categorized in the non-deviant category,
demonstrates only moderate strength (.90).

To better understand why sport participation could have a
moderate effect upon deviance, Feldman and Matjasko (2005) note
different sports may affect adolescent deviance is different ways.
Highly popular sports, such as football or basketball, could have
differential effects upon deviant behavior. Indeed, Coakley (2006)
notes the increasing competitive nature of youth sports as an influ-
ential factor in the development of adolescents’ perceptions to-
ward sport and their identity.

To combat this phenomenon, Feldman and Matjasko (2005)
call for more research to examine specific sports in relationship to
deviant behavior. More research into separate sports can help to
explicate the relationship between deviance and sport; that is, more
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research should be done on specific sports such as power/perfor-
mance vs. aesthetic (Coakley 2006) and certain violent sports (i.e.
football) vs. non-violent sports (i.e. gymnastics). For example, Muir
and Seitz (2004) used qualitative fieldwork to observe the types of
deviant behavior within a U.S. university, all-male rugby subcul-
ture. Similarly, Young (1988) studied a Canadian university rugby
team using qualitative methods and identified not only ritualistic
deviance within the subculture, but also how the group informally
policed certain behaviors. Examining specific sports and identify-
ing the underlying dynamics unique to each sporting context could
allow researchers to locate how specific sports promote or inhibit
certain types of deviant behavior.

Next, sport participation’s effect upon deviance could actually
be slightly spurious, with other more salient variables having a
greater impact upon adolescent deviance. For example, social bond
theory states an individual’s social bond is based upon attachment,
involvement, belief, and commitment. All four facets of Hirschi’s
theory work together to positively impact adolescents and prevent
them from engaging in deviant behavior (Shoemaker 2000). Sport
participation, or involvement in conventional activities, is simply
one aspect of developing a social bond. In fact, it would appear
that family related variables, such as number of authority figures in
a household, discussing school programs with guardians, and being
from a family that spoke to teachers or counselors has a potentially
greater impact on adolescent deviance. Since stepwise regression
could not be used (because it is for exploratory research), the fam-
ily unit’s affect upon adolescent deviance is only inferred. Shoe-
maker (2000), however, has noted the importance of the family in
relationship to adolescent deviance. Additionally, with the popula-
tion being comprised of 8th graders, it can be surmised that family
characteristics still have an important mediating impact upon the
student’s deviant behavior.

Finally, the dichotomy of sport positively or negatively affect-
ing adolescent behavior may be overtly simplistic. While deviant
behavior may not be greatly affected by sport participation, it would
appear that sport participation does have some positive effects.
Erkut and Tracy (2002) noted how sport participation related to
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higher self-esteem in Latino subcultures. In addition, McHale,
Vinden, Bush, Richer, Shaw, and Smith (2005) illustrate the com-
plex link between sport involvement and well-being in their study
of middle school students. They noted students involved in sports
have higher self-esteem and were more sociable, while at the same
time engaging in slightly more delinquent activities (but less likely
to experiment with marijuana).

As a result, sport participation appears to be related to increased
self-esteem and educationally related outcomes (such as educa-
tional attainment or performance on standardized tests), which
positively affects student relationships with their family and school
teachers, counselors, and administrators. Additionally, the “leading
crowd” hypothesis states that being involved in sports also devel-
ops peer groups that are heavily involved with other conventional
activities. According to Broh (2002: 72) this crowd is usually:

[c]omprised of the most popular high school students, the lead-
ing crowd disproportionately consists of college-oriented, high
achievers (Renberg 1969). Thus, it is argued that by increasing
social status, sports participation provides the student-athlete
with membership in an academically oriented peer group that, in
turn, facilitates higher academic performance.

Sport participation could simply be one more mechanism by which
students develop a stronger bond with current institutionalized ar-
rangements. Participating in sport is one aspect of involvement in
conventional activities, while believing in school and family rules;
being attached to your family, school, and peers; and demonstrat-
ing high levels of commitment to societal, school, and family value
systems also impacts adolescent deviance. While this research is
useful for examining sport participation’s relationship with adoles-
cent deviance, it is not free of limitations.

Limitations

The research does have some limitations. A major point of
contention could be the limited definition of the dependent variable.
Since the school defines deviance, it is a definition that is biased
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towards institutionalized discipline procedures and does not com-
pletely address all forms of social deviant behavior often associ-
ated with adolescents. The limited definition greatly narrows the
scope of this study’s discussion. Another limitation involves use of
the sport participation variable. More information is needed about
what types of sports are offered, what sports are offered at what
kinds of schools (public/private, high economic neighborhood/low
economic neighborhood), how time and labor intensive each sport
is, and whether the sport is a large funded team sport or an indi-
vidual sport. Also, factors such as quality of facilities, location of
the school (urban/rural), and adequate funding definitely affect the
availability of and participation in sport programs. Overall, as with
many quantitative research projects involving secondary data, the
validity of the indicators can be debated (Babbie 1999). While ev-
ery attempt was made to locate viable NELS: 88 variables that
truly represented social bond indicators, these measures can al-
ways be improved upon.

Concluding Remarks

There are many strong proponents and detractors of sports
programs. Popular images of athletes behaving inappropriately can
socialize deviant behavior in easily influenced adolescents (Leonard
1998). Other theorists posit that sport programs provide a safe,
fun-learning environment for teaching children how to cooperate
and coexist in a formal structure (Spreitzer 1994; Chalip and Green
1998).

This analysis, however, has illustrated that sport participation,
while having a statistically significant impact upon deviance, only
moderately inhibits deviant behavior. In fact, this analysis has pointed
to other developmental contexts as, potentially, having equal im-
portance upon adolescent deviance, which reinforces Feldman and
Matjasko’s (2005) point: specific sports should be studied individu-
ally to truly understand their unique dynamics, structure, and affect
upon adolescents. An example of the importance of developmental
contexts includes family characteristics. It appears that family vari-
ables extracted from the database and informed by social bond
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theory could have a great impact upon adolescent deviance. In
addition, the use of Hirschi’s social bond theory can help to under-
stand how individual adolescent deviance is affected by larger in-
stitutional arrangements. Until this question of how deviance is
related to sport participation is conclusively resolved, continued
work should be done examining the relationship of participation in
school sanctioned sports and various definitions of institutionally
defined deviant behavior.
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