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Out-of-school time can be ripe with 
positive opportunities for teens. The key is creat-
ing settings and options that are attractive to them 
and help sustain their participation in ways that 
promote healthy development. With their diversity 
of programs and opportunities, Boys & Girls Clubs 
provide a powerful setting for learning more about 
how to effectively serve teens and, ultimately, what 
levels of attendance may be necessary to promote 
positive outcomes.

In 2005, at the request of the Boys & Girls Clubs of 
America, Public/Private Ventures (P/PV) launched 
a national longitudinal study of Club participants 
to test the degree to which teens’ overall experi-
ences there might prove to be more than the sum 
of Clubs’ programmatic parts. Because many of the 
prior evaluations of Clubs had focused on studying 
the targeted outcomes of discrete Club programs, 
it seemed possible that they had missed the bigger 
picture of experiences that the Clubs offer their 
members and their potential for influencing a 
larger and broader array of outcomes than had pre-
viously been explored.

Thus, the goal of P/PV’s evaluation was to take 
that broader look at “the whole club experience” 
in order to more fully document its potential. In 
particular, we set out to examine how Club par-
ticipation is related to youth’s positive and healthy 
development in the three outcome areas Boys & 
Girls Clubs of America has established as core to 
meeting its mission: good character and citizenship, 
academic success and healthy lifestyles. The final 
report, the third in a series of reports from the eval-
uation,1 and the subject of this executive summary, 
examines how the youth in the study changed over 
time in these three outcome areas, and the relation-
ship between levels of participation and outcomes.

The Clubs’ Approach to Serving Teens

The mission of the Boys & Girls Clubs of America 
is to “enable all young people, especially those 
who need us most, to reach their full potential as 
productive, caring, responsible citizens.” Open to 
children and youth aged 6 to 18, the Clubs aim to 
provide a safe place for enjoying ongoing relation-
ships and life-enhancing programs that offer char-
acter development, hope and opportunity.

Clubs attempt to provide the same supports and 
opportunities to their teen participants as to 
younger youth, albeit through a modified approach 
that is designed to be tailored for teens’ needs and 
interests. The Clubs’ approach to serving teens is 
based on:

•	 A strong grounding in how to effectively work 
with teens. Club staff recognize that teens want 
and need more flexibility and different offerings 
than the younger youth that Clubs serve, and 
they build their programming to reflect their 
understanding of these differences.

•	 A breadth of activities. Clubs offer formal pro-
grams and activities across broad program areas, 
with the intention of drawing in teens with differ-
ent interests and exposing them to new activities 
that they may not otherwise have the opportunity 
to experience.

•	 An emphasis on leadership. This includes both 
specific leadership workshops and opportunities 
for teens to get involved in leadership roles, such 
as serving as role models to younger youth, help-
ing to make decisions about Club offerings and 
serving on teen councils.

•	 A focus on having staff develop relationships 
with the teens. Because of the emphasis on 
relationship-building, the Clubs provide staff 
with many opportunities to talk and interact with 
youth, including informal interactions where staff 
can take advantage of “teachable moments.”

•	 Time for teens to just “hang out” with peers. 
Teens come to the Club with friends and to be 
with friends, and they want and need time to 
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socialize. The structure of the Clubs allows for 
youth to hang out, to participate in activities and 
to socialize within and between activities.

•	 A space of their own, in which teens can relax 
and socialize. These teen-only areas, apart from 
the younger children, range from a single room 
with televisions, computers and couches to large 
facilities (separate from the main Clubs) that 
have computer areas, dance studios and other 
multipurpose rooms.

Given the increasing demands on teens’ time, Clubs 
also try to make these opportunities as accessible as 
possible by being open during afternoons and eve-
nings during the school year (and at some Clubs, 
on weekends) and offering extended hours during 
school vacations. Enrollment is open to all youth; 
there are no mandates on the number of days or 
hours a teen must participate; and there is typically 
a low yearly membership fee, ranging from about 
$2 to about $10 per year.

Study Design

Seventh- and eighth-grade Club participants from 
10 Clubs across the country were recruited to be 
in the study.2 Focusing on youth in these grades 
allowed us to follow them during the critical period 
of their transition to high school, when even those 
students who have done relatively well in middle 
school face challenges that can derail them. As 
preteens gain independence, they have more dis-
cretionary time and more choices about risks, from 
crime to drugs and alcohol to sexual activity. The 
path they take affects every aspect of their develop-
ment—including their academic achievement and 
physical and emotional health—and frequently 
carries consequences well into adulthood.3 We 
hypothesized that the Clubs may provide important 
continuity during this transition, as well as supports 
that may help keep youth engaged in both school 
and positive out-of-school-time activities.

The 10 Clubs were selected based on a set of crite-
ria that included their prior success in reaching and 
serving relatively large numbers of teens,4 location 
in an urban setting, and utilization of an electronic 
enrollment and attendance tracking system. The 
Clubs in the study all had strong and dedicated pro-
gramming for teens, represented by separate teen 
space and staff who worked exclusively or primarily 
with teens; the participation trends and outcomes 
found in this study are likely representative of all 
Clubs that have similar programming.

The study used multiple data collection strategies:

•	 To learn about teens’ experiences in the Clubs 
and how teens changed over time in the three 
outcome areas, youth surveys were conducted, 
starting with seventh and eighth graders (the 
Winter 2006 survey) and following the same 
teens over a 30-month period (the Spring 2008 
survey) into the ninth and tenth grades. The 
follow-up surveys, completed with a total of 332 
youth, were conducted with youth whether or 
not they were still participating in Clubs.

•	 Researchers also collected Clubs’ attendance 
records for these youth over a 30-month period, in 
order to track their levels of participation.

•	 In addition, to understand more about the 
Clubs’ approach to serving teens, researchers 
conducted interviews with staff from each of the 
Clubs (a total of 86 staff) and with 56 of the sur-
veyed youth, when they were in ninth grade, to 
capture their perceptions of the Club after they 
had transitioned to high school.

To address the evaluation’s overarching ques-
tion, “What role do the Boys & Girls Clubs play in 
influencing change in teens’ outcomes?” the study 
examines: 1) the quantitative data from surveys and 
attendance records to analyze the extent to which 
participation in the Clubs is associated with signifi-
cant change over time on a series of specific out-
comes in each of the three broad outcome areas, 
and 2) the qualitative data from interviews with 
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ninth graders and staff from each of the 10 Clubs to 
document how staff work with youth to achieve the 
outcomes and how youth perceive those practices.

As with all research studies, this evaluation has limita-
tions. An important characteristic of the Clubs is that 
they welcome all young people who wish to attend; 
therefore, Clubs do not have waiting lists. In addi-
tion, on the assumption that young people need safe 
places where they can come as needed, Clubs have 
not traditionally required youth to arrive at particu-
lar times or attend particular activities. Attendance in 
almost all activities is voluntary: Youth can participate 
in some activities and not in others, at their discre-
tion. As a result, every youth has a different experi-
ence. Given these characteristics of the Clubs, we 
were unable to implement the most rigorous kind of 
impact study—an experimental study that randomly 
assigns young people to either a group that attends 
the programs in the Clubs or a control group that 
does not participate, and then examines differences 
between the groups at the end of the study period. 
Doing so would have changed the very character and 
mission of the Clubs.5

Despite these challenges, there are several reasons 
why the positive findings from this study build a 
strong case for the role Boys & Girls Clubs play in 
teens’ lives and add to our knowledge about the 
importance of the type of support Clubs provide at 
such critical junctures as the transition from middle 
to high school:

•	 The study followed a large sample of youth (422) 
and gathered survey data from them whether 
or not they continued as regular participants 
in the Club—or even participated at all.6 The 
response rate was 76.3 percent on the follow-up 
survey, which was administered approximately 
30 months after baseline data were collected. 
Therefore, the outcomes are based on 322 youth, 
including those who were not involved in the 
Clubs after the beginning of the study. Prior 
studies of outcomes that have drawn conclusions 
based solely on youth who remain in the Clubs 
and are present on the day of the follow-up sur-
vey offer a more biased and narrower perspective 
of experiences.

•	 The study is able to link attendance data 
with survey data to examine the relationship 
between participation and outcomes and com-
pare outcomes for youth with greater and less 
participation.7

•	 The in-depth qualitative interviews with ninth 
graders and staff provide data that allow for 
more detailed and nuanced exploration of how 
the Clubs achieve their goals, as well as the chal-
lenges they face.

Thus, the findings from this study provide impor-
tant information about how these young people 
changed over time, the relationship between partic-
ipation in the Clubs and the outcomes being exam-
ined, and the youth’s and staff’s perceptions of how 
the Clubs influence teens’ lives.

Findings

The results of the evaluation are informative for 
funders and policymakers interested in supporting 
programs that effectively garner the types of out-
comes described in this study. They are also helpful 
for practitioners who are interested in developing 
strong programs that can attract teens and engage 
them in positive experiences that promote healthy 
development. The findings address the question, 
“Do Boys & Girls Clubs ‘work’?”—and suggest that, 
on many levels, the approach that Clubs take with 
teens is working. The following pages summarize 
the findings and conclusions of the full report, 
which is available at www.ppv.org.

The Teens

The 322 teens followed over the two-and-a-half-year 
time frame of the evaluation reflect a group of 
youth faced with economic challenges and poten-
tially significant life stressors that place them at risk 
of not achieving healthy outcomes. The teens in the 
sample are ethnically and racially diverse and pri-
marily low-income, similar to the overall population 
served by Clubs nationwide. The youth, a majority 
of whom had been involved in the Club for more 

http://www.ppv.org
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than two years at the time the study began, typically 
lived relatively close to the Club where they partici-
pated. On the baseline survey in Winter 2006, they 
tended to report performing fairly well in school 
and having engaged in few risk behaviors. Thus, the 
study illuminates the extent to which the Clubs sup-
port these youth in maintaining a positive trajectory 
and keep them out of many of the troubles that 
begin to surface as youth move into high school.

Teens’ Participation and Engagement

Survey and attendance data reveal a picture of 
teens who go to Clubs relatively frequently, even 
as they transition from middle to high school; who 
feel safer at the Clubs than they do in other places 
where they spend time; and who feel engaged by 
the Clubs’ activities, opportunities and interper-
sonal relationships. These elements come together 
to support the outcomes Clubs strive to achieve.

Attendance data indicate a relatively regular group 
of Club attendees; these data also show that atten-
dance lessens as youth move from middle school 
to high school. Importantly, even those who attend 
other out-of-school-time activities feel connected to 
the Club. Over the 30 months of the study, approxi-
mately half the youth (52 percent) attended more 
than 122 days (roughly once a week), with almost 
a third (30 percent) attending 244 or more days 
(roughly two to three times a week) and close to 
13 percent attending 366 or more days (roughly 
3 to 4 days per week). Although the frequency of 
attendance was significantly lower, on average, for 
the youth when they reached the ninth and tenth 
grades (11.8 days from January to March 2008, com-
pared to 25.1 days from January to March 2006—
when these youth were in the seventh and eighth 
grades), older youth were still attending about one 
day a week on average, compared with about two 
days per week when they were younger. About two 
thirds (67 percent) reported having been to a 
Club in the four months prior to the final survey, 
with 86 percent indicating they plan to go back to 
a Club, even if they have not been in a while.

Different teens reported using the Club in differ-
ent ways: For some youth, their only out-of-school 
activities were at the Club, while many combined 
their Club activities with other pastimes. A common 
theme described by participants was that, regard-
less of how much they used the Club, they felt con-
nected to the Club and felt that even if they were 
not using it right now, they could go back.

Four factors seemed most significant in contrib-
uting to sustained teen attendance. Our findings 
indicate that teens were likely to participate with 
greater frequency during the transition from mid-
dle to high school if: 1) the Clubs fully engaged 
them in a variety of activities; 2) their friends came 
to the Club; 3) they were involved in leadership 
roles there; and 4) they had first become involved 
in the Clubs as preteens or even younger.

Clubs use an intentional approach to working 
with teens and keeping them involved. The Clubs 
engaged teens by offering a broad array of pro-
gramming and other opportunities, along with time 
and a place to hang out with friends, other positive 
peers and supportive adults. All of the Clubs in the 
study have a separate space for teens, either in the 
form of a teen-only room or a larger teen-only cen-
ter. And the Clubs are open long hours after school 
and over the summer months, allowing the teens to 
attend at the times that are best for them.

Clubs are also staffed in a way that provides positive 
adult supports for youth. Almost all of the Clubs in 
our study had at least one staff person whose time 
was devoted specifically to working with teens, and 
all of the Clubs had several staff who interacted with 
teens on a regular basis. In addition, Clubs’ array 
of programming is intended to attract youth with 
a variety of interests and expose them to new and 
diverse activities that they may not otherwise have 
the opportunity to experience.
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Teens rated the Club safer in comparison to other 
places where they spend time. Among youth who 
completed the final survey, 79 percent rated the 
level of safety at the Club as 8 or higher on a scale 
of 1 to 10, where 10 is the most favorable. By com-
parison, only 54 percent rated the safety of their 
school this favorably, and only 38 percent had a 
rating that high for the neighborhood surrounding 
the Club. Teens describe the Clubs as providing an 
important space for them, where they can comfort-
ably hang out and stay away from unhealthy choices 
and negative peer pressure.

Teens reported participating in a wide range of activ-
ities at the Clubs and getting involved in leadership 
roles. Among those who had been to the Club in the 
past four months, over half (56 percent) reported 
participating in either four or five different catego-
ries of activities (informal activities, athletic pro-
grams, academic programs, other formal activities, 
and paid and volunteer work). Among their activi-
ties, about three quarters reported using technology 
such as computers, video or digital music for fun  
(74 percent) or for schoolwork (71 percent); about 
 two thirds reported playing sports (68 percent); 
46 percent reported doing arts and crafts activities; a 
third (33 percent) attended a class in drama, dance 
or performing arts; and about a third (36 percent) 
reported participating in specific leadership pro-
gramming. In addition, 82 percent of those who had 
been to the Club in the past year reported participat-
ing in at least one leadership role at the Club (such 
as helping in the office, serving on a youth council 
or leading an activity) during that time, and half par-
ticipated in three or more such roles.

Teens also reported receiving positive opportuni-
ties at the Club and high levels of support from 
their peers. Almost all of the youth said there was at 
least one supportive peer (93 percent) at the Club, 
and that the Club was a place where there was peer 
cooperation (95 percent). The youth also reported 
that the Club was a place where there were oppor-
tunities to develop skills (90 percent), where they 
had fun (91 percent) and where they felt a sense of 
belonging (91 percent).

Youth and staff agreed that the positive adult/
youth relationships at the Club were crucial for 
involving teens and imparting the important mes-
sages the Club strives to distill for youth. Almost 
all of the teens (96 percent) said there was at least 
one supportive adult at the Club and that at least 
one adult there was setting high expectations for 
them (96 percent). Staff and youth described the 
Club as a place where the staff build relationships, 
and said that those individual relationships cre-
ate the bridge to programming; to conversations 
about character, school and healthy lifestyles; and 
to opportunities for staff to serve as role models. 
In our interviews, Club staff described how they 
support youth’s positive development in the three 
outcome areas by paying attention to youth, being 
there to support them, and providing both formal 
and informal opportunities for activities and inter-
actions with peers and other staff. Teens similarly 
described the importance of the relationships with 
staff for learning and positive development at the 
Club. And both staff and youth perceived the staff 
as accessible and approachable.

The Benefits of Participation: More Than the 
Sum of Clubs’ Programmatic Parts

P/PV’s 2005 review of evaluations of discrete pro-
grams at the Boys & Girls Club suggested that 
Clubs’ implementation of focused programming 
has shown promising results in different areas, such 
as career development, delinquency prevention and 
academic success.8 Most of the prior evaluations of 
Clubs were limited to understanding the outcomes 
of those discrete programs, however, and did not 
take into account the larger way in which the Club 
experiences—the staff, the place to hang out and 
the multitude of opportunities—might influence a 
positive trajectory for youth. Thus, at the heart of 
this study was the effort to look at participation in 
the Club as a whole and learn more about the ways 
in which teens’ experiences and exposure to the 
range of Club activities, staff supports and oppor-
tunities might promote healthy development, par-
ticularly during the transition from middle to high 
school—when many youth, particularly minorities, 
disengage from school and positive activities.
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Analyses of the relationships between participation 
and outcomes indicate that “more is better.” The 
first goal of our analyses was to understand whether 
teens who were more highly engaged in the Clubs, 
in terms of their frequency of attendance, fared bet-
ter than their counterparts who did not participate 
as much. The results of the analyses show that more 
time spent going to the Clubs over the 30-month 
evaluation period was linked to positive change in 
each of the three broad outcome areas tracked by 
the longitudinal evaluation.9 These include good 
character and citizenship, academic success and 
healthy lifestyles:

1. Good Character and Citizenship Outcomes. We 
examined eight outcomes and found signifi-
cant relationships between participation and 
change in four of them. Youth who came to the 
Club with greater frequency were more likely to 
report:

•	 Higher levels of community service involvement,

•	 Increased levels of integrity (knowing right 
from wrong),

•	 Decreased levels of shyness, and

•	 Decreased levels of aggression.

2. Academic Success Outcomes. In this area, we also 
examined eight outcomes10 and found significant 
relationships between participation and change in 
three. Youth who came to the Club with greater 
frequency were more likely to report:

•	 Decreased number of times skipping school,

•	 Increased academic confidence, and

•	 Increased school effort.

3. Healthy Lifestyles Outcomes. We examined 15 
outcomes in this area and found significant rela-
tionships between participation and change in 8 
of them. Youth who came to the Club more fre-
quently reported:

•	 Increased levels of future connectedness (how 
much youth think about their future and how 
their current activities help them prepare for 
the future),

•	 Decreased numbers of negative peers as friends,

•	 Decreased number of times stopped by the police, 
and

•	 Lower likelihood of starting to carry a weapon, 
smoke cigarettes, drink alcohol, smoke marijuana 
and have sexual intercourse.

The qualitative data bolster these findings by pro-
viding insights from youth and staff about the prac-
tices and strategies that support the influence of the 
Club, as a whole, on the youth in each of these out-
come areas. Interviewed staff and the teens spoke 
about the importance of the Club environment, the 
safe place it provides and the role of interactions 
with supportive adults and peers as crucial—and, in 
their view, more important than programming—in 
helping promote teens’ positive development.

The Clubs also serve as a stable, familiar environment 
for teens, a role that may be particularly crucial as 
they transition to new schools and have to adjust to a 
new set of teachers, coaches and other adults in their 
school lives. The youth in this study who went to the 
Clubs with more frequency tended to show improve-
ments in many of the areas in which teens typically 
decline as they transition from middle to high school. 
The increases in positive attitudes toward school that 
are related to participation in Clubs come at a particu-
larly vulnerable time for adolescents when commit-
ment to school and sense of academic competence 
typically decline steeply, especially for young people in 
resource-poor neighborhoods.11
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Additional exploration of the data suggest that 
setting minimum participation goals of roughly 
between 52 and 104 days per year for teens, over 
a period of two years, may help Clubs achieve the 
positive results found in this study. In addition 
to learning whether more is better, we wanted to 
understand whether certain minimum levels of 
attendance were most highly related to signifi-
cant positive outcomes. This information could 
be useful in establishing benchmarks for teen 
participation—a topic of particular interest to 
Club staff—and is also useful for other researchers 
and practitioners concerned with understanding 
how out-of-school-time programs can best support 
healthy development for teens.

Boys & Girls Clubs seek to provide expectations 
in terms of days attended per year, so we tracked 
outcomes in relation to frequency of days attended. 
We looked at 52, 122, 244 and 366 days attended 
over the 30-month period, which translates roughly 
to every other week, once a week, twice a week and 
three or more times a week. Table 1 on the next 
page summarizes our analyses comparing changes 
on outcomes between the baseline (Winter 2006) 
and final (Spring 2008) surveys for youth whose 
attendance levels in the Clubs varied accordingly.

These findings suggest that setting a target of 122 
to 244 days of attendance over a 30-month period 
fosters a level of engagement that may be most 
likely to promote positive outcomes, particularly 
in the healthy lifestyles area. These rates over 30 
months translate roughly to a participation level 
of 52 to 104 days per year. It is important to note 
that attending the Clubs more frequently than 
the established minimum can—and in most cases 
does—continue to correspond to greater change on 
outcomes; these were the minimum levels that we 
both tested and found significant.12

Implications for Serving Teens in  
Out-Of-School-Time Programs

In addition to the specific findings in this evalua-
tion about the strategies and achievements of Boys 
& Girls Clubs, several important lessons about  
serving teens effectively during the out-of-school-
time hours emerged from the qualitative and 
quantitative data gathered for the study. These 
lessons apply to Clubs as well as to other organiza-
tions that are striving to fill the needs of teens in 
low-income communities.

Providing a safe, supportive and engaging envi-
ronment matters for all ages in out-of-school-time 
programs. But it matters more for keeping teens—
who “vote with their feet”—involved. Funders, 
policymakers and practitioners are all interested 
in successful strategies for recruiting and retaining 
older youth in positive activities during the out-of-
school-time hours. The findings from this evalua-
tion echo and validate other research about what 
must be in place to attract and sustain teens’ par-
ticipation in out-of-school-time programs: a variety 
of meaningful activities to engage youth’s interests; 
accessible places that are attractive and feel differ-
ent for teens; and safe places where they can inter-
act with their friends.13

Programs, such as Clubs, that are successfully pro-
viding crucial supports and opportunities to older 
youth need to carefully construct their approach 
for teens. Interesting programming is important, 
but it must be developed in a way that corresponds 
to the specific and changing interests and needs 
of the teen population served. Strong adult/youth 
relationships are also essential, but gaining the trust 
of teens takes time and attention on the part of staff 
before they are in a position to be able to really 
help and support teens. Teens also are more will-
ing to engage in programs where their friends are, 
where they have time to hang out and where there 
are opportunities for them to engage in meaning-
ful activities, such as leadership roles. In this study, 
teens who found these supports and opportunities 
at their Clubs participated with the most frequency. 
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Executive Summary Table 1
Minimum Level of Club Attendance Over 30-Month Period Associated with  
Significant Positive Change in Outcomes

Outcome Level of Club Attendance 

Attend 52 Days Attend 122 Days Attend 244 Days Attend 366 Days 

Increased levels of school effort X

Increased levels of academic 
confidence X

Increased levels of integrity X

Higher levels of community service 
involvement X

Increased levels of future 
connectedness X

Lower likelihood of starting to  
smoke marijuana X

Decreased levels of aggression X

Decreased levels of shyness X

Lower likelihood of starting to  
carry a weapon X

Decreased number of times  
stopped by the police X

Lower likelihood of starting to  
drink alcohol X

Lower likelihood of starting to  
smoke cigarettes X

Decreased number of times  
skipping school X

Lower likelihood of starting to have 
sexual intercourse X

Decreased number of negative 
peers as friends X

Note: Results presented in the table are from a series of analyses with the number of days attended from October 2005 through March 
2008 as predictor, controlling for demographics, Winter 2006 level on the specified outcome, academic risk, delinquency risk, five 
variables that were predictors of participation and dummy variables for each Club. The X in the box indicates the lowest level of par-
ticipation tested at which we saw a statistically significant difference on the outcome variable of interest. N = 322.
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The teens and staff we interviewed discussed the 
importance of these strategies for supporting their 
positive and healthy development.

Funders and out-of-school-time programs should 
recognize that changes in outcomes take time to 
develop. Thus, they should be cautious when estab-
lishing goals for teen participation levels that may 
be too low, particularly when trying to achieve the 
type of broad outcomes examined in this study. 
Studies of out-of-school-time programs have found 
that outcomes take time, and often do not become 
evident until a youth has participated for more than 
12 months, or even over several years.14 Our find-
ings echo these results.

In this evaluation, though we were able to make 
suggestions based on positive associations found 
between various levels of attendance and outcomes, 
the strongest finding was that “more is better.” It 
is important to note that, among the outcomes we 
assessed, it is possible that even more time in Clubs 
would have been related to additional positive 
change. The outcomes that showed positive change 
at the lower level of attendance are primarily self-
perceptions of attitudes, while the outcomes associ-
ated with change at the higher level of participation 
tend to be reports of less risky behaviors, changes 
that typically take more time to achieve. Finally, an 
important driver of positive outcomes for teens, one 
that is not captured wholly by frequency, may be 
the teens’ continued connection to positive places 
and relationships. Even when they are not physically 
showing up on a regular basis, teens feel connected 
to Clubs and believe they can go back.

Thus, the field should be cautious in setting atten-
dance benchmarks that may be too low, or setting 
benchmarks without considering the bigger picture 
of what programs are offering teens. The levels 
of attendance and their associations with positive 
change in outcomes are offered in this study as a 
starting point for Clubs and other programs to take 
into account as they examine what outcomes they 
hope to achieve and how.

As important as Clubs are in teens’ lives, it is also 
clear that Clubs may be most appropriately one 
piece of teens’ extended learning environment, 
offering a foundation of support amidst the other 
things that youth do. As reported by many of the 
teens, Clubs were not the sole out-of-school-time 
activity they were involved in. The Clubs’ flexible 
attendance policies and the fact that they are open 
well into the evenings allowed teens to do other 
things and still go to the Clubs as they needed and 
wanted. This meant that teens could expand their 
opportunities outside of the Clubs, and yet they 
could find safe places and supportive staff that 
welcomed them when they returned. Many youth 
who did other activities still felt connected to Clubs, 
indicating that the Club was their “main thing.”

Creating this type of welcoming environment may 
be one of the ways that the Clubs become and stay 
such an important part of youth’s lives. The youth, 
as they become teens, want to and should begin to 
engage in other out-of-school-time activities. Yet, 
they also want to return and connect and keep the 
Clubs and their staff as a support, particularly as 
they are transitioning to new schools and going 
through other changes in their lives. The flexibility 
the Clubs offer teens provides a crucial support 
the youth need to stay connected and healthy. This 
is an important part of Club culture that appears 
to attract and retain teens and that others should 
consider as they attempt to build programs that are 
successful for teens.

Final Thoughts

P/PV’s earlier review of 20 years of research on 
Clubs found positive outcomes related to career 
development, delinquency prevention and aca-
demic achievement that resulted from implemen-
tation of specific discrete programs at the Clubs.15 
At the same time, the review indicated that the 
potential for Clubs to make a difference in youth’s 
lives had not been fully tested by those evalua-
tions of Clubs’ myriad discrete programs. Targeted 
programs have their own mechanisms for improv-
ing youth outcomes. However, the Clubs’ overall 
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approach to working with young people and con-
necting them to the Clubs and staff was revealed 
as also critically important. In essence, the discrete 
programs are not happening in a vacuum; they 
are part of the larger fabric of the whole Club 
experience, and the findings from those discrete 
programs’ evaluations did not necessarily tell the 
whole Club story.

The data gathered for this longitudinal evaluation 
have added to what was learned from these past stud-
ies. The findings help explain the ways in which the 
Club “as a whole,” including its overall environment 
and the supportive adult staff, promotes engagement 
and positive outcomes for teens. Beyond its formal 
program offerings—designed to promote good 
character and citizenship, academic success and 
healthy lifestyles—the Club’s larger approach to serv-
ing teens is crucial in helping youth make positive 
choices in all three of these areas.
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