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Introduction

It seems common knowledge that sports and physical activity lead to all kinds 
of beneficial academic, social, psychological and health outcomes  (Bailey, 2006; 
Coakley, 2009; Green, 2012; Hartmann, 2008; Lau, et al., 2004; Lubans & Morgan, 
2008). Although the definition of school sports is influenced by the cultural context 
(Pot & Hilvoorde, 2013), it can be understood as extra-curricular sport competitions 
or tournaments that are organised under the supervision or in collaboration with 
schools.

In most of these studies and in many policy documents on (school) sports 
(e.g., European Commission, 2011; Ministry of VWS, 2011a), it is suggested that 
participation in school sports causes the effects mentioned before. In other words, 
school sports participation is often regarded as a socialising activity. However, 
it may also be that students with a certain predisposition are more inclined to 
participate in school sports and that the social, psychological, health and academic 
differences that have been linked to school sport participation were already 
present before the students started to participate, implying a selection effect. 

Hitherto, most studies investigating the relationship between sport 
participation and the outcomes mentioned before were cross-sectional in nature, 
which is seen as a major methodological limitation (e.g., Bailey, 2006; Green, 2012; 
Marsh & Kleitman, 2003). When using cross-sectional designs it is impossible to 
determine whether sport participation is actually associated with changes in the 
development of children (socialisation hypothesis), or whether children with a 
certain predisposition are more inclined to participate in (school) sports (selection 
hypothesis) (Brandl-Bredenbeck & Brettschneider, 1997).

Although still relatively little is known about how sport participation could be 
related to the before mentioned outcomes (Bailey, et al., 2009; Hartmann, Sullivan, 
& Nelson, 2012; Marsh & Kleitman, 2003), it has been suggested that sport identity 
and student identity mediate the relationship between school sport participation 
and the outcomes described (e.g., Brewer, et al., 1993; Lau, et al., 2004, 2006; Marsh 
& Kleitman, 2003). In this paper, we focussed on the relationship between school 
sport participation and changes in the mediating variables student identity and 
sport identity. Although it can be expected that changes in these mediating 
variables are related to changes in some of the outcomes described (e.g., Lau, et 
al., 2006), we do not focus on the relationship between the mediating variables 
and the various outcomes in the present study. 
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Sport identity can be defined as the degree to which sport plays a part in the 
life of an individual (Brewer, et al., 1993) and is considered an important factor 
in making sport related choices (Lau, et al., 2010; Wright & Laverty, 2010). Many 
studies reported a positive relationship between sport participation and sport 
identity (Barber, et al., 2001; Brandl-Bredenbeck & Brettschneider, 1997; Curry & 
Weaner, 1987; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006; Lau, et al., 2006; Marsh & Kleitman, 2003; 
Weiss, 2001). This pattern was found for both sexes, although boys have a stronger 
sport identity on average (Brewer, et al., 1993). It is conceived that sport identity 
is shaped by life experiences, as well as socio-cultural predispositions, sometimes 
referred to as sports habitus (e.g., Brewer, et al., 1993; Wheeler, 2012; Wright & 
Laverty, 2010). Sports habitus can be defined as a set of (inherited) dispositions, 
which (unconsciously) influence perceptions, actions, values and judgements 
(Bourdieu, 1984). Since habitus has an influence on identity (e.g., Wright & 
Laverty, 2010; Zevenbergen, 2006), it could be that children with a predisposed 
sports habitus already developed their sport identity and are therefore more 
inclined to participate in school sports. This would argue in favour of the selection 
hypothesis. However, sport identity can also be influenced by life experiences 
(e.g., Wright & Laverty, 2010), which would suggest that school sport participation 
might influence the sport identity of participating children. This would indicate a 
socialisation process. 

In addition to sport identity, it has been suggested that enhanced 
identification with the school through school sport participation may explain the 
positive relationship between school sport participation and academic outcomes, 
such as higher grades and test scores, time investment in homework and academic 
ambitions (e.g., Marsh & Kleitman, 2003; Stokvis, 2009).

The purpose of the present study was to investigate whether or not participation 
in a one year school sport competition was related to changes in the sport identity 
and student identity, using a longitudinal design. Because it is widely believed 
that school sport participation has socialising effects (e.g., European Commission, 
2011; Ministry of VWS, 2011a), we hypothesised that participants in the school 
sport competition showed an increase in their student identity and sport identity, 
whereas non-participants did not.
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Methods

Research setting
The study was conducted during a one-year school sport competition for 
elementary schools in Amsterdam (the Netherlands), which was organised by 
the Dutch Football Association (KNVB) and the local government. Because of 
historical reasons that are beyond the scope of this paper, school sports are not 
very common in the Netherlands and the majority of the youth participates in 
sporting clubs that are independent of the schools (Pot & Hilvoorde, 2013; Stokvis, 
2009). Therefore, this school sport competition was a relatively new phenomenon 
in the Netherlands. 

The present study was conducted in the school year 2010-2011. Eleven out 
of the 16 schools in the borough participated with at least one team. The students 
from the seventh and eighth grade (10-12 years old) of the elementary schools 
that participated where free to choose whether or not to participate. 

The students that participated played indoor football once a week in a sports 
hall in the middle of the borough. Students from one school teamed up against 
teams from other schools, playing with the school’s name as their team name. 
Boys and girls played on separate days. The teams were tutored by coaches (16-23 
years old) from the same neighbourhood. 

Design, recruitment and respondents 
A pre-test/re-test/post-test design was used to study possible changes in the 
student identity and sport identity during the competition. The procedure was in 
agreement with the ethical standards of the Faculty of Human Movement Sciences 
(VU University). All 11 participating schools were contacted to take part in the 
study, on which five schools agreed to do so. All students of grades seven and eight 
of these five schools volunteered to fill out a questionnaire at the beginning of the 
school year in September 2010 before the start of the competition (T0), during the 
competition in February 2011 (T1) and after the end of the competition in June 
2011 (T2). A passive consent procedure (Gortmaker, et al., 1999) was used in which 
all teachers of the participating students received letters which they distributed 
to the parents of the students. These letters explained the study and could be 
signed and returned if they did not want their child to participate. No letters were 
returned. The questionnaires were completed at school during normal class hours. 
One of the researchers explained the objective of the study and gave a verbal 
instruction about the questionnaire. During the completion of the questionnaires, 
students were allowed to ask questions.
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A total of 304 students participated in the study. Thirty-eight percent (115) 
of the students filled in a questionnaire on all three, and 36% (110) on two of 
three time points. Although non-random attrition cannot be ruled out entirely, 
sensitivity analyses indicated that dropout was not related to student identity, 
sport identity, or physical activity. Non-participation at T1 and T2 was mainly due 
to one school not willing to participate at T1 and mutations in class formation. 

Measures
The questionnaires contained questions about the demographic background of 
the respondents, participation in club and school sports, and student identity and 
sport identity. Some of the validated questionnaires were adapted to fit the level 
of understanding and attention of the respondents.

(School) sport participation 
At T0, the competition was not started and hence, no student participated in 
school sports. At T1 and T2, students could indicate whether they still participated, 
did not participate or dropped out of the competition. Some students were (also) 
involved in club sports. Therefore, students were also asked to indicate whether 
they were a member of a sports club. This resulted in six groups of respondents: no 
sports; school sports; club sports; school and club sports; dropped out of school 
sports; club sports and dropped out of school sports.

Student identity
The student identity was measured as the sense of school membership that students 
experienced (Libbey, 2004). The mean of a two items from the Psychological Sense 
of School Membership (PSSM, five point scale, ranging from “totally not true” to 
“totally true”) was used to measure the student identity (Goodenow, 1993). The 
original 18-item PSSM was created for health care practitioners to measure the 
“extent to which students feel personally accepted, respected, included, and 
supported by others in the school environment” (Goodenow, 1993, p. 80). It has 
been found reliable for elementary and secondary school samples of diverse 
backgrounds (You, et al., 2011). In addition, it has been validated with other 
health and educational scales (for an overview see You, et al., 2011). The complete 
PSSM would have been too long to complete for the young respondents in the 
present study, given the fact that it was part of a larger questionnaire measuring 
several other constructs. Therefore two items were selected: “I feel like a real 
part of my school” and “I feel proud of belonging to my school”. These items 
were selected because they both loaded on two of the three factors of the PSSM                                          
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(You, et al., 2011). This adaptation had a fair internal consistency (α = .76).

Sport identity 
The sport identity of the students was measured using the mean of a five item 
adaptation of the Athletic Identity Measurement Scale (AIMS, seven point scale) 
(Brewer, et al., 1993) with a fair internal consistency (α = .78). Originally, the 
AIMS was created to measure the sport identity of college athletes and non-
athletic college students (Brewer, et al., 1993). However, it has been validated 
for elementary school children (Lau, et al., 2004, 2006) and for persons playing 
in different levels of competition, ranging from non-athletes and beginners to 
elite athletes (Cieslak, 2004). An adaptation of the original 10-item scale had to be 
made, because the attention span of the young respondents did not allow for the 
usage of the complete AIMS. 

Since ‘athlete’ in Europe refers to a participant in track and field, the term 
‘sport identity’ was used (cf. Lau, et al., 2004). The scale included items such as 
“I consider myself a sportsman” and “Sport is the most important part of my life”. 
These items had to be answered on a seven-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 
“totally not agree” to “totally agree”.

Physical activity
In order to check whether participation in the school sport competition was 
related to higher physical activity, the participants reported their physical activity 
using the Moderate to Vigorous Physical Activity measure (MVPA, eight point 
scale) (Prochaska, Sallis, & Long, 2001). The mean of two items asking how many 
days in a typical week and the last week the students were engaged in moderate 
to vigorous physical activity (at least 60 minutes per day) was used as a measure of 
the physical activity of the students (α = .83). 

Statistical Analysis
In order to determine whether school sports participation was associated with an 
increase in sports and/or student identity, fixed effects regression models were 
estimated. Such models estimate how time-varying characteristics of students are 
associated with within-student changes in the dependent variables over time. This 
implies that respondents serve as their own controls; all time-constant differences 
between respondents are automatically controlled for. The coefficients can only be 
interpreted as estimates of how changes in independent variables are associated 
with changed in school and sport identity. The estimated models do not (and 
cannot) include characteristics that do not vary or hardly vary over time such as 
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differences in socio-economic status of the parents or ethnicity. We do however 
estimate our models separately for boys and girls. This is done because previous 
studies showed sex differences in both student identity and sport identity (e.g., 
Brewer, et al., 1993; Goodenow, 1993). 

Results

Table 8.1a contains descriptives of students’ student identity, sport identity and 
physical activity scores at baseline for boys and Table 8.1b for girls. We distinguish 
between students that participated but dropped out before the end of the 
tournament, and those that participated for the full length of the competition. 

Table 8.1a: Mean values at baseline with standard deviation of student identity 
(PSSM), sport identity (AIMS) and physical activity (PA) scores for boys by type of par-
ticipation in school sports competition.

Boys (N = 159)

No part (77%) Did part (8%) Full part (14%)

PSSM 4.16 ± 0.91 3.96 ± 1.17 3.67 ± 1.27 

AIMS 5.14 ± 1.17 5.15 ± 1.12 5.64 ± 1.00

PA 4.21 ± 1.77 5.17 ± 1.48 5.01 ± 1.90

Table 8.1b: Mean values at baseline with standard deviation of student identity 
(PSSM), sport identity (AIMS) and physical activity (PA) scores for girls by type of par-
ticipation in school sports competition.

Girls (N = 145)

No part (87%) Did part (4%) Full part (9%)

PSSM 4.26 ± 0.94 4.05 ± 1.17 4.19  ± 0.82

AIMS 4.44 ± 1.26 4.25 ± 0.97 5.08 ± 1.13

PA 3.79 ± 1.96 4.92 ± 1.95 4.41 ± 1.73

Boys that participated during the entire competition had higher levels of sport 
identity and somewhat lower levels of student identity at baseline compared to 
boys that did not participate or dropped out during the competition. Although 
girls participating and not dropping out in the school competition also had higher 
levels of sport identity at baseline, their student identity at baseline was not 
substantially lower compared to girls in any of the other categories. Physical activity 
scores at baseline were higher for both boys and girls participating in the school 
competition compared to those that did not. Sport identity and physical activity 



107

Socialisation or selection

8

scores were somewhat higher for boys compared to girls. Student identity scores 
at baseline did not differ substantially between boys and girls, the exception being 
the lower student identity for boys not dropping out of the school competition.

These differences may provide support for the selection hypothesis, as it 
seems that students participating in school sports had higher levels of sports 
identity and physical activity scores to begin with. However, the differences in these 
descriptive were not statistically significant. This may be due to the low power of 
these tests due to the relatively small number of students that participated in the 
entire competition, or dropped out after participating. Therefore, no conclusions 
can be drawn with regard to the selection hypothesis. 

In the models presented next we aim to determine whether and to what extent 
participation in the school competition has brought about changes in sport identity 
and student identity. Our models are run for boys and girls separately because 
previous studies have indicated sex differences in both student identity and sport 
identity. As described in the methods section, time-constant characteristics are 
automatically controlled for. The only time-varying variable that we control for is 
time itself. This is to account for changes in sports and student identity over time 
that are a reflection of the students approaching their teens where other things 
gain in importance over sports and school. 

Table 8.2: Fixed effects regression of sport identity (AIMS) on participation in school 
sports competition.

Boys (N = 156) Girls (N = 143)

B SE P-value B SE P-value

Constant  5.28  0.18  0.00  4.86  0.18  0.00

Participation

 No Ref. Ref.

 Yes  0.37  0.39  0.34  0.31  0.42  0.45

 Drops out -0.68  0.30  0.03 -0.77  0.45  0.10

Member  of sports club -0.07  0.21  0.73  0.07  0.23  0.75

Participation * Member

 Yes * Yes -0.36  0.41  0.37 -0.29  0.60  0.63

 Drops out * Yes  0.86  0.35  0.02  0.00  0.66  0.99

Time of measurement -0.00  0.05  0.97 -0.19  0.06  0.00
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Compared to boys not participating, boys dropping out of the school sports 
competition and who were not a member of a sports club scored 0.68 (95% CI = 
-1.29 – -0.08) lower on average on their sport identity compared to when they 
were still enrolled in the school competition (see Table 8.2). Such a decrease was 
not found for boys who were member of a sports club (b = 0.18, 95% CI = -0.26 – 
0.62.). Note that dropping out of the school sports competition happened twice 
as frequent for boys from non-western origin and who attend ethnically diverse 
schools (13% versus 5%, p < 0.05).

Boys who participated for the entire duration of the school competition 
did not show a change in their sport identity. Becoming a member or cancelling 
membership of a sports club did not seem to change boys’ sport identity. Girls’ 
sport identity did not seem to change depending on whether they participated 
in the school sports competition or not. In contrast to boys however, their sport 
identity decreased somewhat during the school year, irrespective of whether 
they participated or not. Note that additional analyses (not shown) indicated 
that this decrease in sport identity was only apparent for girls from schools with a 
homogenous Dutch student population and not for girls from ethnically diverse 
schools. 

Table 8.3: Fixed effects regression of student identity (PSSM) on participation in school 
sports competition.

Boys (N = 158) Girls (N = 142)

B SE P-value B SE P-value

Constant  4.69  0.24  0.00  4.87  0.16  0.00

Participation

 No Ref. Ref.

 Yes  0.43  0.53  0.43 -0.03  0.40  0.94

 Drops out  0.20  0.37  0.60 -0.50  0.40  0.22

Member  of sports club -0.03  0.28  0.92 -0.45  0.21  0.03

Participation * Member

 Yes * Yes -0.12  0.56  0.83 -0.79  0.57  0.17

 Drops out * Yes -0.12  0.44  0.78  1.14  0.59  0.06

Time of measurement -0.33  0.06  0.00 -0.18  0.05  0.00

Table 8.3 shows that boys’ student identity did not change depending on whether 
they participated in the school competition or not. The results only suggest that 
during the school year their student identity decreased with 0.33 (95% CI = -0.46 
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– -0.20) at each measurement. Girls’ student identity did not change significantly 
during the school year. The results do suggest that girls not participating in 
the school competition but who become a member of a sports club report 
lower student identity (b = -0.45, 95% CI = -0.87 – -0.04) compared to girls not 
participating and who do not become a member. 

Discussion

In this study we investigated whether participants in a one-year school competition 
showed changes in their student identity and sport identity. It was expected that 
participants showed an increase in their sport identity and student identity, as 
opposed to non-participants. 

The results suggest that participating in the competition was not related to 
changes in the sport identity for most participants. The only exception was the 
attenuation of the sport identity of boys who dropped out of the competition 
and who were not a member of a sports club. This decrease may have been 
caused by the experience they had during the competition that they were not 
as good in playing soccer or simply did not like it as much as they imagined. 
The students who dropped out of the competition indeed indicated that they 
quitted because they did not like soccer after all (27%) or that they wanted to try 
another sport (23%). Since these boys were not actively involved in sports prior 
to the competition, their sport identity might have been constructed of different 
elements, such as watching sports, the involvement of family members in sports 
or the cultural expectations of boys and sport involvement. Participating in the 
competition might have provided a ‘reality check’ for their sport identity based 
on their actual sport involvement and was accordingly adjusted. Future research 
should investigate the reasons for drop-out and the attenuation of the sport 
identity that coincides with it. In addition, it has to be noted that most drop-outs 
were boys from non-western origin and who attended ethnically diverse schools. 
Future research should also investigate whether this demographic component is 
of influence on sport identity formation, since there are indications that there is a 
cultural component to sport identity construction (Lau, Cheung, & Ransdell, 2008). 

Most participants in the competition (63% at baseline) were also a member 
of a sports club. This may have to do with the fact that school sports are a 
relatively new phenomenon in the Netherlands. Most children do not consider 
school sports as their sole option of sport participation. As most participants were 
already a member of a sports club, they probably had a more realistic image of 
themselves in the role of sports(wo)man. Being in the competition or quitting the 
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competition did not change their sport identity. In addition, the sport identity 
was also not affected by becoming a member or cancelling membership of a 
sports club, although this latter result might have been influenced by the low 
amount of changes in whether or not a student was a member of a sports club 
in the present sample. In summary, the lack of changes in the sport identity 
scores during the competition does not provide support for a socialisation effect. 
Furthermore, the (non-significant) differences in the sport identity of participants 
and non-participants at baseline seem to suggest that students are selected into 
participation because their predisposed habitus resulted in higher sport identities 
to begin with. A larger sample size is necessary to test this hypothesis.  

Regarding student identity, it can be concluded that the student identity of male 
students, independent of their participation in the school sports competition, 
attenuated slightly during the course of the school year. A similar attenuation 
was found for girls who did not participate in the school sports competition but 
who became a member of a sports club. Therefore, it can be concluded that, in 
contrast to what was expected, we did not find that participating in this school 
sport competition was related to the development of the student identity. In 
addition, there were no indications of differences in the student identity between 
participants and non-participants prior to the competition. Consequently, it must 
be concluded that there was no relationship between school sport participation 
and student identity in this study. This is interesting because it is often expected 
that (school) sport participation leads to investments in school work (e.g., 
European Commission, 2011), which would have been reflected by an increase of 
the student identity. 

The lack of a relationship between school sport participation and student 
identity in the present study might be explained by the cultural context of school 
sports in the Netherlands. In contrast to the US, where a relationship was found, 
school sports in the Netherlands are not very relevant to the school community 
(Pot & Hilvoorde, 2013; Stokvis, 2009). School sports are organised by the school, 
but they are not integrated within the educational and social system of the school. 
The absence of an explicit link between school sports and the school community 
in the Netherlands might explain the absence of an association between school 
sport participation and student identity in this study. In addition, the fact that the 
coaches of the teams were not from the school itself, but youngsters from the 
same neighbourhood as the participants, might have contributed to the absence 
of a clear link between the school and the competition.
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As indicated before, the student identity and sport identity of some respondents 
attenuated slightly during the school year. The decrease in sport identity for girls 
and the student identity for all students might have been caused by the phase of life 
in which these students were during the study. Considerable identity restructuring 
takes place during early adolescence (Brandl-Bredenbeck & Brettschneider, 1997; 
Erikson, 1968; Simmons & Blyth, 1987) in which some identities are more robust 
than others (Wright & Laverty, 2010). As identity has a major influence on behaviour, 
leisure activities are likely to change during such a life-stage transition as well 
(Birchwood, et al., 2008; Humbert, et al., 2008). Further research should investigate 
whether a similar school sport competition for younger or older students is indeed 
differently related to the student identity and sport identity.

The longitudinal design of the present study provided more indications of 
possible cause and effect relationships between school sport participation 
and identity formation, which allows for stronger conclusions than most other 
studies on school sports (Marsh & Kleitman, 2003). In addition, the focus on sport 
identity and student identity formation offers a promising tool for comparing the 
potential outcomes of different school sport interventions. However, the choice 
for focussing on the mediating outcomes of sport identity and student identity 
can be considered a limitation with regard to the conclusions about the claimed 
effects of school sport participation on different social, psychological, educational 
and health outcomes. Although studies indicated a mediating effect of identity 
formation between school sport participation and these outcomes (e.g., Brewer, 
et al., 1993; Marsh & Kleitman, 2003), it cannot be ruled out that other mechanisms 
can explain the relationship between school sport participation and the beneficial 
outcomes. This means that the conclusions of this study should be limited to 
identity formation. In future studies, the relationship between identity formation 
and these beneficial outcomes should be investigated as well. In addition, a 
larger group of respondents would allow for more detailed analyses and a higher 
reliability. Furthermore, qualitative research should be done to investigate the 
possible role of school sports in (sport) socialisation in more detail (Green, 2012).

Conclusion

The present study indicated that the relationship between sport identity, student 
identity and school sport participation does not reflect a socialisation effect and 
may be explained by a selection effect, although further research is necessary to 
test that latter hypothesis. Therefore, these results question the potential impact 
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of school sports participation on the development of children, which is in clear 
contrast to commonplace assumptions. Furthermore, these results endorse the 
recommendations for more longitudinal studies on the effects of school sports 
(e.g., Bailey, 2006; Marsh & Kleitman, 2003), because with longitudinal study 
designs the often assumed socialisation effects of (school) sports can be evidence 
based or questioned, as has been done in this study.
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