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ABSTRACT

This qualitative research relied on in-depth interviews to
understand the experiences of at-risk girls who participated
in CrossFit. Sports and physical activity-based programs
have long been used to address social problems and offer
new opportunities for at-risk youth. These programs are
often designed keeping the youth in settings with their peers.
In this study, four at-risk girls were integrated into
traditional CrossFit classes that were more representative of
their lived realities, exposing them to participants of
different ages, genders, races, and socioeconomic
backgrounds. We combined the strengths perspective and
hope theory to examine their experiences. Our findings
demonstrated that integrated fitness programs can help at-
risk girls achieve successful outcomes. This research also
underscored the utility of combining the strengths
perspective with hope theory, as we found that hope was an
essential element that allowed the girls to realize their
inherent strengths and to apply these strengths to other
aspects of their lives.

“LEARN HOW TO KEEP GOING”: APPLYING
STRENGTHS PERSPECTIVE AND HOPE THEORY
TO GIRLS IN CROSSFIT

Middle school is hard for Marley, but she has found a place
that feels like home. It helps that everyone speaks to her by
name when she enters the gym, creating excitement and

enthusiasm. Being one of the youngest people in the gym
does not bother Marley, and instead it encourages her to
continue coming back.

As the CrossFit trainer explains the workout, Naomi gets
excited when she sees that it is full of running, with minimal
heavy lifting. Although Naomi will have to work hard in this
workout, she knows this will make her stronger for dance
team competitions. The other participants in the class tower
over the effusive, small frame middle school girl who seems
to have endless amounts of energy.

Chloe walks in the gym with her mom and stays close to her
throughout the session. As they get boxes out, Chloe quietly
asks how hard the workout will be. Half way through, Chloe
briefly sees her mom taking a break on the step ups, and she
positions herself to keep her mom in her line of sight, the
two of them working out side-by-side until they have
completed the workout. As they exit the gym together,
Chloe asks her mom what she thought about the difficulty of
the workout. They continue the conversation all the way
home.

Rochelle stands in the middle of the gym, dripping in sweat,
looking around at everyone else working out. Sometimes
she notes that very few people look like her: brown skin,
kinky hair, teenage girl, the same outfit as the last time she
was there. Looking at the middle-aged teacher next to her
deadlifting the same weight, she imagines what
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responsibilities the teacher has after leaving the gym. This
only catches her attention for a few seconds, and she shifts
attention back to her barbell to complete the workout.

All four of these girls work out at CrossFit-Strength &
Hope (CF-S&H)1 , a CrossFit affiliate gym. Established in
2012, CF-S&H wanted to provide a space for the
community to come together through fitness and live a
healthy lifestyle. CF-S&H quickly saw positive outcomes
with their teenage and adult members and wanted to expand
their offerings to children. In 2014, CF-S&H started a
CrossFit Kids program for any young person in the
community. Generally, CrossFit Kids promoted the aspect
that every workout was scalable so it could properly be
adjusted for each child and their experience (Bakshi, 2009).
Researchers found that children participating in a CrossFit
Kids program improved their grades (Bakshi, 2009), fitness
levels (Sibley, 2012), and made gains in strength,
confidence, and competence (Garst et al., 2020). However,
due to the high costs of a CrossFit membership,
participation in the CF-S&H children’s program was out of
reach for some youth. To combat the barrier of expense,
CF-S&H took a special interest in contributing to the local
community by providing programming for at-risk children.
In addition to creating separate programs to target this
population, they funded sponsorships for low-income
children to engage in regular classes, and they offered
summer day camps that featured sliding scale membership
fees that were subsidized by sponsors.

The involvement of at-risk youth at CF-S&H evolved over
time. For instance, 15 at-risk youth (mostly boys) started
coming to CF-S&H when the facility entered a partnership
with a local afterschool program called A Place for Kids
(APfK)2. This partnership made it possible for APfK
members to participate in a youth CrossFit program at CF-
S&H. According to the APfK administrators, 94 % of their
membership came from minority and/or low-income
families. Many came from single-parent or caregiver homes
and the children enrolled typically had limited options for
extracurricular opportunities. Initially, a program was
created for girls and boys from APfK where the participants
came to the CF-S&H facility and participated in CrossFit
classes with their own group. Although these children
improved their goal setting techniques and honed in on
transferable skills like focusing and resilience, Gipson et al.
(2018) found that the children did not fully understand the
intent of CrossFit. The scholars suggested that this was due
to lack of parental involvement, as the children admitted not
talking to their parents about the program. Additionally, the
scholars found that although the children were at CF-S&H,
they only interacted with the coaches and the group they
arrived with, meaning this was no different from being at

the APfK. Gipson et al. (2018) recommended integrating
participants in traditional classes with teens and adults,
especially when children are in roles in their home lives
where they take care of younger siblings or take it upon
themselves to make sure they make it to school. Therefore,
children from the APfK integrated into traditional CrossFit
classes their second year as it was thought that the setting
was representative of the girls’ lived realities. CF-S&H also
sponsored a summer day camp open to all children, not just
those identified as at-risk.

PURPOSE

In this study we were interested in examining the
experiences of at-risk youth with CrossFit when in settings
that were more similar to those of their daily lives, e.g.,
with adults and teenagers, teachers and nurses, college
students, affluent middle schoolers, retirees. Although a
large body of research has been conducted on interventions
designed specifically to cater toward at-risk youth, little
attention has been given to programs that integrate at-risk
youth into real world settings to support social
development. Our study began by examining how the girls’
experiences in CrossFit at CF-S&H impacted their lives.
During our discussions with the girls and their mothers, we
came to realize that strengths perspective and hope theory
could be combined to form a useful lens for investigating
youth sport for development. In this paper we apply this
new lens, which represents a combination of strengths
perspective and hope theory, to the experiences of at-risk
girls who participate in the integrated, real world setting of
CrossFit.

As research focusing on at-risk youth from the Positive
Youth Development (PYD) framework often utilizes
interventions, it is useful to begin with a general overview
of scholarship on youth intervention programs. This
overview begins by highlighting the transition from using
deficit perspectives in early programs toward the more
contemporary emphasis on the strengths-based perspective
and the PYD framework. Next we focus specifically on
sport-based youth intervention programs, observing that
most intervention programs isolate at-risk youth rather than
integrating them into the larger community. In contrast, we
point out how CrossFit offers an integrated sport setting
which is well-suited as a space for at-risk youth to develop
and use their own strengths. After discussing our interview
methodology and data analysis, we outline and review the
separate theoretical approaches of the strengths perspective
and hope theory. Finally, we propose that these two
approaches be combined, and we apply this new “strength
and hope” lens to the lived experiences of the girls who
participated in our interviews.
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Youth Interventions: From Deficits to Strengths

Historically, interventions focused on identifying and
addressing the negative situations and problems of youth
such as “learning disabilities; affective disorders; antisocial
conduct; low motivation and achievement; drinking, drug
use, or smoking; psychosocial crisis triggered by
maturational episodes such as puberty; and risks of neglect,
abuse, and economic deprivation that plague certain
populations” (Damon, 2004, p. 14). Therefore, initial
interventions were developed from a problem-centered or
deficit perspective (Damon, 2004) which was adapted from
a mental-health model (Redl & Wineman, 1951) and the
criminal-justice model that has stressed punishment over
prevention (Damon, 2004). Intervention programs treated
participants as potential problems for society who needed to
be fixed before they became actual problems in society.

More recently, scholars have shifted away from the deficit
perspective to embrace strengths-based perspectives, such
as the PYD framework, which encourage practitioners to
envision young people as resources for society (Damon,
2004; Schulenkorf et al., 2016). Central to the PYD
framework is the assertion that every individual possesses
natural and inherent capabilities, and that intervention
programs succeed by helping individuals to actualize these
latent strengths and skills (Benson, 2003; Kochanek &
Erickson, 2020; Shek et al., 2019; Tolan, 2014). Numerous
studies have used the PYD approach on diverse youth and
found its positive impact on a variety of aspects of life,
including mental health, academic well-being, self-esteem,
social confidence, and healthy behaviors (Curran & Wexler,
2017; Gaylord-Harden et al., 2018; MacDonald et al., 2020;
Milot Travers & Mahalik, 2019; Newland et al., 2019; Shek
& Chai, 2020; Whipple et al., 2020).

Sport-Based Interventions for At-Risk Youth

When working with at-risk youth, there are a variety of
sport-based and physical activity intervention programs that
have been established to achieve positive outcomes for
youth (Petitpas et al., 2005). These interventions programs
have found success with reducing the risk of obesity
(Martin et al., 2013); lowering the risk of engaging in
delinquent behavior (Miller et al., 2007); addressing mental
health issues like depression and anxiety (Stubbs &
Rosenbaum, 2018); and increasing social engagement,
social inclusion and citizenship (Parker et al., 2019).
Further, despite girls and boys being affected by similar
social risk factors, there is evidence to suggest that sport for
development programs are more often created with boys in
mind, resulting in an underrepresentation of girls in these
programs (Bruening et al., 2015; Collison et al., 2017;

Farello et al., 2019). To address this underrepresentation,
researchers using the PYD framework have tailored
programs for girls, by focusing on various components of
relationships between participants, mentors and mothers
(Bruening et al., 2009, 2015), training coaches to use self-
determination theory in their coaching practices and
curriculum lessons (Walters et al., 2020), forming
leadership panels with girls as leaders and using a Youth
Participatory Action Research curriculum (Chard et al.,
2020), and providing space for girls-only (Johnston et al.,
2019) to provide a better understanding of girls’
experiences and long-term development in the area.

What is interesting about these sport-based intervention
programs is that because they are specifically designed to
serve at-risk youth, the programs are structured in such a
way that they segregate and isolate these youth. Most
interventions, whether or not they are based on sports,
create spaces and opportunities for the empowerment of
participants. The sport-based interventions discussed above
all targeted a specific group of at-risk youth and had
positive outcomes for the participants (Bruening et al.,
2015; Johnston et al., 2019; Martin et al., 2013; Miller et
al., 2007; Parker et al., 2019). Notably, a large body of
research on youth behavior links peer pressure with
negative behaviors, and highlights how risky behavior can
be reduced when the youth are exposed to a wider array of
people outside of their peer groups (Crockett et al., 2006;
Prinstein et al., 2001; Simons-Morton et al., 2001; Sullivan,
2006; Sullivan & Larson, 2010; Werch et al., 2003).
Therefore, some programs align with local community
organizations and develop youth-adult partnerships to
expose participants to positive relationships (Bruening et
al., 2015; MacDonald et al., 2020; Sullivan & Larson,
2010). Such programs are innovative in the way that they
promote relationships between youth and others in their
wider community. It is these relationships which are shown
to enhance youth development and community engagement,
such that youth and adults learn from one another, the youth
attain an increased sense of belonging. Broader research on
youth development points to positive outcomes when youth
are integrated into their communities (Christens & Peterson,
2012; Sullivan & Larson, 2010; Zeldin et al., 2003, 2013).
Many programs for at-risk youth report successful
outcomes, yet these interventions rarely offer youth the
opportunity to interact with people of various races,
genders, ages, and socioeconomic backgrounds (Gipson et
al., 2018). Therefore, studying at-risk youth within
traditional sport or fitness programing which facilitates
positive youth development may provide a unique and
different perspective on the participants’ experiences.
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CrossFit as a Setting for the Integration for At-Risk
Youth

CrossFit is a branded fitness regime that started in 2001.
Rooted in being “broad, general, and inclusive” (Glassman,
2007, p. 4), the CrossFit model uses high-intensity
functional training to develop participants in three different
training modalities: gymnastics, weightlifting, and metabolic
conditioning. Regular CrossFit classes cater to athletes of all
ages, genders, and abilities by enabling athletes to choose
their weights and modify movements, which in turn
encourages participants to alter the prescribed workouts to
their skill-level (Eather et al., 2016; Sibley, 2012). Despite
research highlighting latent misogyny within the CrossFit
culture (Dawson, 2015; Knapp, 2015; Nash, 2018;
Schrijnder et al., 2020; Washington & Economides, 2016),
CrossFit is well-suited for the development for at-risk girls
for a variety of reasons. For example, the ability to modify
workouts is empowering as it offers participants greater
autonomy and makes the activity accessible for all
(Schrijnder et al., 2020). In addition, the ever-changing
variety of workouts serves to improve participant
engagement and enjoyment (Eather et al., 2016), while the
emphasis on celebrating individual progress promotes goal-
setting (Gipson et al., 2018), and also engenders a strong
sense of community that in turn fulfills social needs of
participants (Davies et al., 2014).

METHODS

In this qualitative study we used convenience sampling to
conduct in-depth interviews with at-risk girls who
participate in CrossFit to understand these girls’ experiences
in an integrated sport setting. All our interview participants
were introduced to the activity of CrossFit through CF-S&H.

Interviews

Although most youth participants at CF-S&H were male, we
were especially interested in learning about the experiences
of the at-risk girls who have participated in these sport
development programs. We invited the five girls and their
mothers participating in CF-S&H youth programming to
participate in interviews. Of the five, we conducted in-depth
interviews with four girls and their mothers. Each of these
girls can be classified as at-risk youth based on household
structure and family income. These four girls took different
paths to join CrossFit. Two of the girls (both African
American) were first involved through their afterschool
program, APfK, from August 2015 until May 2016. The
other two girls (both white) first started through the week-
long summer camp held at CF-S&H in 2016. After their
initial involvement, some of the girls pursued additional

opportunities in CrossFit, such as by joining regular adult
classes. All four of the girls were raised in single-parent
homes where the mother was head of the household.
Background information for each of the interviewees is
summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Participant demographics

The interviews were conducted in December 2016 and
lasted between one and two hours and were conducted in
public meeting spaces. There were always two interviewers
present, with one person taking the lead on asking questions
and the other, who was also a CrossFit coach familiar to
both the girls and their mothers, asking follow-up questions
and helping to clarify when the participant might not have
understood a question. None of the other interviewers were
CrossFit participants, which allowed them to ask for more
basic explanations of the participants’ CrossFit experiences,
and they did not have any previous connections to the
research participants. Both the girls and their mothers were
made aware of the interview procedure and the purpose of
the interviews and they gave written consent to participate in
the research. During the first part of each interview, both the
girl and her mother were present, and the interview was
conducted as if it were a conversation among the four people
who had gathered (the girl, her mother, and the two
interviewers). Toward the end of each interview the girl was
dismissed, and the discussion continued with her mother.

Coding and Data Analysis

The interviews were audiotaped and transcribed, and each
member of the research team was able to read the interview
transcripts independently before we met to discuss our
general impressions. During these early meetings, we
realized that the girls’ experiences seemed to contain
elements of both the strengths perspective (Saleebey, 1996)
and hope theory (Snyder, 2002). Although we had set out
with a general goal to learn about the experiences of at-risk
girls in CrossFit, we soon came to the realization that there
might be utility in combining the strengths perspective and
hope theory to better understand the girls’ experiences in
this sport for development program. Using a priori coding
(Saldaña, 2009), we identified key themes of the strengths
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perspective and hope theory and then developed codes to
represent these themes (see Table 2). After identifying our
list of codes, we met as a group to apply the codes to the
interview transcripts. In these meetings, each team member
had their own copy of the transcript to read and mark. Each
team member would read a page of the transcript and
independently identify the appropriate codes for the data on
that page. We would then take turns discussing how we had
coded that page, explaining why particular codes were
selected, and having more in-depth discussions when there
was disagreement or uncertainty as to whether a code
should be used. This collaborative process allowed us to
make final decisions about how to code each transcript.

Table 2. List of codes

Strengths Perspective

The strengths-based approach has been utilized within
social work practice and research for several decades.
Rather than focusing on the weaknesses of the individual,
family, or community, the strengths perspective examines
the strengths, knowledge, capabilities and resources of all
(Saleebey, 1996). Each person is treated as unique, and they
are recognized as experts when it comes to understanding
their life experiences (Saleebey, 1996).

Clinicians who employ the strengths perspective use words
like membership, empowerment, and resilience to help
individuals recognize their own resources. Membership
refers to being a responsible and valued member of a group
(Saleebey, 1996). Social workers practice empowerment
when helping others overcome the constraints that limit
them through increasing their awareness of these pressures
(Ackerson & Harrison, 2000; Pinderhughes, 1994). People
who are resilient deal with these tensions and conflicts and
develop skills, abilities, knowledge, and insight (Saleebey,
1996). Resilience can lead to confidence and improved self-
esteem (Heyne & Anderson, 2012).

Importantly, this perspective does not ask people to deny
their difficulties, but to recognize that their strengths were
built because of the challenges they experienced. Through
the work done between social workers and their clients,
people are not discounted because of their label but are
asked to recognize and utilize the qualities, skills, and
resources of the client to meet their needs and address their
challenges (Saleebey, 1996). For the purposes of this study,
when clients recognize that they can use their strengths to
make choices in their lives and move toward their chosen
goals, they have self-determination (Ackerson & Harrison,
2000; Dattilo et al., 1998; Heyne & Anderson, 2012).

Hope Theory

By using resources to address their challenges, individuals
display hope, “a positive motivational state that is based on
an interactively derived sense of successful (a) agency
(goal-directed energy), and (b) pathways (planning to meet
goals)” (Snyder et al., 1991, p. 287). Agency is built
through a sense of successful goal attainment previously,
currently, and in the future, while pathways refer to the
ability to create successful plans to reach those goals
(Snyder et al., 1991). Agency and pathways are not the
same, as one may have goal-directed energy but may not
perceive the pathways to goal achievement, or one may see
their pathways without feeling that they can attain those
goals. In both cases, an individual would not have hope
because hope requires that both agency and pathways are
present. Additionally, hope does not guarantee successful
goal attainment, but it increases the likelihood that an
individual’s goals can be achieved.

Hope is “subjectively defined as people assess their agency
and pathways related to goals,” and, for each person hope is
“consistent across situations and times” so that an
individual who has hope in one situation is more likely to
also display hope in another situation (Snyder et al., 1991,
p. 571). In addition, hope is “fundamentally social in
nature,” requiring both sharing and participation to look
toward a collective future (Paraschak, 2013, p. 237). To this
end, “seeing oneself as part of a larger social fabric of
responsibility provides the impetus for people to consider
how the exercise of their individual agency affects the
world and the people in it” (Jacobs, 2005, p. 788). Group
membership is important to both the strengths perspective
and hope theory. Hope is cultivated when individuals and
the groups to which they belong overcome challenges and
recognize their own strengths. These relationships with
others are hope-inducing because they allow individuals to
sense both their agency and pathways toward their goals.
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Combining Strengths Perspective & Hope Theory

Based on previous research conducted by Saleebey (1996)
and Paraschak (2013), we propose that combining both
strengths perspective and hope theory can show that upon
an instigating event, such as joining an organization,
individuals become members and sometimes foster hope-
inducing relationships (HIR). These relationships help them
to develop agency and pathways toward goals, which
ultimately leads to empowerment (Paraschak, 2013). In
addition to HIR, membership can lead directly to
empowerment (Paraschak, 2013; Saleebey, 1996), which
can lead to either resilience or self-determination (Saleebey,
1996; Snyder et al., 1991). Resilience can then lead to
confidence or self-determination (Heyne & Anderson,
2012), while confidence is also a pathway to self-
determination (Snyder et al., 1991).

FINDINGS

The interviews with these four girls and their mothers
provided valuable insight to their life experiences and
prodded us to think more deeply about the utility of
combining the strengths perspective and hope theory for
understanding the benefits of girls’ involvement in physical
activity programs. The data shows that instigating events
and hope-inducing relationships can lead to empowerment,
resilience, and confidence, which ultimately can be
pathways to self-determination. Understandably, the
participants in our interviews displayed different levels of
confidence, empowerment, and self-determination. Even
though Marley demonstrated self-determination through
self-advocacy, her story was primarily one of belonging and
the role that hope-inducing relationships played in her life.
Chloe told a story that focused on resilience. Naomi
provided a story of confidence in which developing strength
and skills allowed her to take a leadership role on her
competitive dance team. Rochelle conveyed a story of
responsibility and self-determination in which she chose to
look outward in order to help others. The following sections
examine these themes in more detail.

Instigating Events

Each of the participants identified several instigating events
that were impactful in their lives and personal development.
For example, Marley was first introduced to CrossFit
through her mom, who started taking adult classes several
years prior. Marley reported that when she was younger,
she enjoyed watching her mom’s workout and began to
wonder, “can I do that?” She said, “It looked fun…and I
liked watching [mom] lift, and I liked watching a whole
bunch of other people lift. It was cool.” Marley would

occasionally participate in a few exercises during her
mom’s workout session, which led Marley to join the CF
Kids program and the summer camp before eventually
joining the adult classes. Even though she is the youngest
participant in this study, her mom reports that “everybody
said it was time for Marley to start the big classes.” Marley
recounted the time when she was urged to join the adults,
saying “I was excited and was like YES!” She explained
how this would allow her to work out more often and be
challenged more.

Switching from the CrossFit Kids program to the adult
classes was also an instigating event for Chloe, who told us
that at first she was intimidated, but that after about a week
she became more comfortable because, “I realized I could
do it the same as the other people.” As with Marley and
Chloe, Naomi reported that she enjoyed the adult classes
more than the youth-focused afterschool program because
the classes moved faster, but also the weights seemed
harder. For these three girls, the adult classes were an event
that provided a new challenge and led to growth.

Many of the important events in Naomi’s life revolved
around her dance team, but as she described her experience
with dance competition, Naomi and her mother both
credited Naomi’s involvement in CrossFit with making her
a stronger dancer. Likewise, Rochelle attributed her
improved physical condition in her physical education
classes to her involvement in CrossFit Kids, and it was
evident that these CrossFit events were significant in large
part because she had performed well in front of her peers,
helping to bolster her confidence and pave the way for self-
determination.

When we apply the strengths perspective and hope theory to
these four girls’ experiences, we see that instigating events
become touchstones for the girls. These memorable events
represent experiences that were often linked to personal
growth.

Hope Inducing Relationships

Feeling like you are a part of something is important for all
people, and this is especially true for middle school girls.
Membership was defined, in this study, as feeling a sense of
belonging to a group. Each of these girls took part in the
interviews because of their membership with CF-S&H.
In addition, the girls identified other important
memberships that shaped their lives. Naomi, for example,
explained that she liked to stay active and often asked her
mom to allow her to join activities and groups. She
appeared to be proud of her long list of memberships and
shared her experiences with these different groups, often
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discussing how she balanced her multiple memberships.
Though CrossFit played an important role in Naomi’s life,
even more central was her membership with the dance
team. Marley described her role as a member of her family,
a cheer squad, and a soccer team in addition to CF-S&H.
Marley’s mom explained that the CrossFit membership was
important because Marley was around strong women of all
ages and she “feels like one of the [CrossFit] girls” as they
text about their own weights and the workouts. Rochelle’s
mom encouraged her to get involved with school groups
and afterschool program activities. Rochelle’s involvement
in various groups allowed her family to be integrated into
the community which provided them with additional
resources to manage life in a single parent household with
four young children.

Group membership is especially important because of its
potential to provide individuals with hope-inducing
relationships. Hope-inducing relationships were defined as
quality relationships that helped the girls develop agency
and pathways toward goals. Although being a member of a
group does not guarantee the development of hope-inducing
relationships, our interviews revealed that each girl did have
hope-inducing relationships upon which they could rely.

For the four girls in our study, family relationships, and
more specifically the relationships the girls each had with
their mothers, were hope-inducing. For example, Marley’s
mother explained that she initially brought Marley along
with her to her own adult CrossFit workouts because she
had nowhere else for Marley to go, but after realizing how
intrigued Marley was with the activity, she encouraged
Marley to participate. Because of her own close relationship
with her daughter, Marley’s mother admitted that she had to
learn to give Marley space at the gym and set boundaries on
herself so that the coaches, rather than the parent, could
inform Marley on technique. In this way, we see not only
that Marley’s relationship with her mother was itself hope-
inducing because it allowed Marley to develop her own
agency, but that her mother was key to helping Marley
develop additional hope-inducing relationships with other
adults at CF-S&H. This was a pattern that was repeated
with the other girls.

Not only did Marley have a strong relationship with her
mother, but she developed important relationships with
other women in the CrossFit box. Marley admitted that
participating in adult CrossFit can be hard, but she learned
that she can rely on other people to help her rise to the
challenge and gave her a pathway to her goals. As Marley
explained, “Sometimes I’ve been like, ‘I can’t do the WOD
(workout of the day), it looks horrible’ … but now I really
don’t care. I know somebody will help me. I can do it

now.” In fact, Marley explained that one of the reasons she
prefers the adult workouts to the CrossFit Kids program is
because “everyone is there to help each other and to make
each other stronger… Everyone is worried about
themselves in CrossFit Kids. In regular CrossFit, they don’t
care about themselves, they want to cheer each other on.”
Marley’s relationships with adult women in the gym helped
her gain a healthier perspective. CF-S&H hosts women’s
only workouts that include time for conversations and
discussions after the physical exercises are completed.
Marley’s mother described a time when Marley attended
one of these sessions and realized that even some of the
adult women whom Marley admired struggle with body
image issues. “For Marley, it was like, ‘you struggle too?’
… That opened a huge door to talk about the struggle,
which is a blessing… I am thankful that she feels safe
enough to talk to me about it.”

Naomi’s mother was especially resourceful in seeking out
opportunities for her daughter and supporting her
participation in these opportunities. Naomi explained, “I
just like to stay active and stuff. It’s not hard to do anything
cause I’m always asking my mom to put me in something.”
Naomi’s mother shared this enthusiasm and would go out of
her way to enroll Naomi in extracurricular activities, often
finding ways to overcome obstacles for Naomi’s benefit.
Given their household’s low-income status, Naomi’s
mother opted to serve as a volunteer dance team coach in
order to have Naomi’s participation fee waived,
demonstrating her commitment to helping Naomi maintain
group memberships and develop hope-inducing
relationships with those around her. Naomi used these
opportunities to foster hope-inducing relationships with
adult members of the gym when she moved from CrossFit
Kids to the adult workouts at CF-S&H. When talking about
this transition, Naomi explained that she preferred the adult
group because “it’s like more support when you’re trying to
get stuff done, seeing what they can do and stuff.” Not only
did Naomi appreciate the support that other CrossFitters
provided to her as she is working out, she also recognized
the benefit of being challenged by working alongside adults
who might be stronger and faster.

Like the other participants, Chloe had a close relationship
with her mom. Yet, being able to CrossFit with her mom
added another layer to their relationship as they experienced
workouts together and had to discover how to interact while
at the gym. Chloe’s mom began to see herself in her
daughter (e.g., the doubt, the intimidation, and the anxiety).
But through this space, the two were able to have
conversations, and Chloe’s mom was able to tell her how
proud she was of her. Chloe’s relationship with her mother
was hope-inducing, but she did not develop hope-inducing
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relationships with other CrossFit members. Chloe’s
comments suggest that she did not really feel a strong sense
of belonging in CrossFit. When asked about her experience
moving from CrossFit Kids to the adult classes, Chloe told
us that it was “intimidating because they’ve been there for a
while and they’re stronger and bigger.” Though Chloe said
she no longer feels intimidated by the adults, she explained
that she would feel “better if there were more people my
age.” One of the characteristics of CF-S&H is that fellow
CrossFitters will cheer for each other as they finish a
workout, but Chloe found this frustrating and did not like it
when she thought that others were watching her during the
workout. Hope-inducing relationships play an important
role in developing resilience, empowerment, confidence,
and self-determination because they provide an opportunity
for the girls to develop their own agency and pathways to
achieving their goals.

Empowerment

The interviews demonstrated that group membership and
the hope-inducing relationships with their mothers and with
adult members of CF-S&H fostered empowerment. In our
interviews, we learned about situations where the girls were
aware of limitations and constraints but were also
empowered to identify ways of overcoming the obstacles.
Chloe’s experiences within the adult classes were
empowering as she realized that she could do the same
workout, weights, and repetitions as the adult members.
When asked to talk about the positive aspects of CrossFit,
Chloe mentioned:

You get to see what your strengths are and try to improve
yourself and be healthier and learn how to do workouts
safely. And you learn how to keep going, you learn mental
strength because it takes a lot of mental strength… At the
beginning I thought it would be easier to just quit but now I
don’t want to quit, I want to keep going.

Marley experienced empowerment through conquering the
physical workouts, but also through the insights she gained
through relationships with adult women, as previously
described. Marley and her mom also talked about Marley’s
internal dialogue when the workout gets hard, and Marley
wants to quit. Her internal dialogue could have been a
limitation, but this awareness allowed Marley to recognize
what she is saying to herself and, further, allowed Marley
and her mom to discuss how she can control her internal
dialogue. Her mom aimed to curb the negative dialogue to
something more positive and productive which can be
practiced in the CrossFit setting and carried over into other
aspects of her life. The ability to identify one’s limits and
realizing pathways to overcome these limits resulted mostly

from the hope-inducing relationships each girl had, as well
as membership in other groups. Importantly, this sense of
empowerment could be seen by both the girls and their
mothers in other areas of their lives.

Resilience

The empowerment found through their membership and
hope-inducing relationships also contributed to the girls’
resilience, or ability to persevere, when facing adversity and
challenges. As an example, Chloe and her mom discussed
their shared experience with CrossFit. Chloe’s mom
explained, “It was hard for me when she started regular
classes because I saw a lot of myself in her, she modeled a
lot of my behavior when I first started, I was so
intimidated.” Chloe recalled that during her first week,
when she would get discouraged, her mom would yell at
her to keep going. Her mom added:

I was telling her the main thing … to focus on was to finish,
just to finish the workout, you know, like you can do it, it’s
gonna be hard, it’s okay if you need to take a break, but just
finish.

At another point in the interview, Chloe demonstrated that
she had learned this lesson as she told us that CrossFit was
“hard.” When asked what was hard about it, Chloe then
explained, “It was hard to keep going because you want to
just quit in the middle but you have to keep going.” When
posed with another question of whether she ever gave in to
the temptation to stop when the workout was difficult,
Chloe stated, “I just stood there and rested for a second and
took some water and then kept going,” adding that the
reason she did not quit was because, “I wanted to finish.”
Chloe explained that through CrossFit, she has gotten more
mentally stronger than physically. Chloe’s mother agreed as
she described a time when Chloe was behind in a tennis
game and aggressively came back from behind. She
normally had a defeated attitude but dealt with the situation
a lot better than she would have pre-CrossFit.

Chloe was not the only girl to demonstrate the link between
hope-inducing relationships and resilience. After explaining
that she would find out the workouts before attending
CrossFit, we asked Marley if she ever chose to skip
workouts when she knew they would be hard, and Marley
responded that she did not skip because she liked the
challenge of finishing and the feeling of getting stronger.
Later, Marley talked about not quitting in the middle of
workouts because once she started the workout, she knew
what it felt like and she knew that eventually it would get
more comfortable. She even explained that she liked to
prove to herself that she could be successful, which she
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described situations both in the box and in school. Marley’s
mom observed that before finding success in CrossFit,
Marley would have screaming meltdowns where she would
throw pens because of her frustration with math. Since
starting CrossFit and overcoming hard workouts, Marley no
longer complained about homework and asked for help
when she needed it.

Rochelle also discussed developing her resilience
throughout the interview. She explained that after beginning
CrossFit she was sore and complained a lot to her mom and
grandmother. But then Rochelle compared her CrossFit
experience to running track where the first lap was hard, but
when she realized she could finish she would do a second
and third and each lap got easier. Ultimately, it was largely
Rochelle’s decision to continue with CrossFit and
demonstrated her resilience and self-determination.
Rochelle told us, “I like pushing myself to get that goal, to
not give up and do the best I can,” and she shared that
“since this is my first [year of] CrossFit, now I know the
process, so next year I might do more difficult things that I
never did before.”

Resilience was central to Naomi’s story. During the
interview, Naomi talked about how hard it is to go straight
from CrossFit to dance class, saying “it’s hard but you keep
doing it.” Naomi often mentioned being “tired,” yet this
was something in which she seemed to take pride. She
offered fatigue and pain as evidence that she had put in the
work needed to improve her performance. Naomi’s mother
told us that Naomi “complains, but she loves every minute
of it,” and at one point Naomi used a bragging tone as she
stated, “everything hurts.” Naomi’s mother encouraged this
resilience, reacting positively when Naomi persisted in her
efforts. Naomi’s mother also modeled resilience in the way
that she overcame financial obstacles to open doors for
Naomi, both through the competitive dance team and
membership at APfK.

Confidence

Notably, our interviews demonstrated that the development
of resilience and hope-inducing relationships positively
affects confidence, which we defined as increased self-
assurance and positive self-esteem. For instance, Rochelle
was confident enough in her own abilities to help others.
Instead of boasting about being better at a movement or
exercise, she chose to help her peers so they too could be
successful. Rochelle explained, “If I feel like I’m stronger
than someone, like if they can’t make it or something, I feel
like I can help them.” This was similar to how she
described working on math problems collaboratively as a
member of the math team and helping others around her

complete their work.

Further, even though Naomi claimed membership in
numerous groups, she identified herself as a dancer and
showed the most confidence in her dance abilities. Naomi’s
confidence was exhibited through her willingness to try
new things—both with “showing out” on the dance floor
and in her willingness to try new activities such as golf,
archery, CrossFit, cheerleading, basketball, and taekwondo.
Her confidence and self-determination were also on display
when Naomi took on leadership roles, stepping in to help
others, such as by showing her dance teammates different
exercises that would help them improve flexibility and
strength. There were times when Naomi was not willing to
be out-shone, even by adults. Naomi and her mother
recalled a time when Naomi’s uncle visited the family and
he was trying to impress Naomi, but instead he ended up
being the one who was impressed. After showing Naomi
how many push-ups he could perform, Naomi told him, “I
do CrossFit” and then, as mom explained, “she started
doing her pushups too and she was doing them right, and he
was like, ‘Wow! … Look at my niece!’” Toward the end of
our interview, after Naomi left the discussion, the
interviewer’s first comment to Naomi’s mom was,
“Honestly – has she always been this confident?” Mom then
explained, “CrossFit has really helped her a lot with
dancing. I know she’s confident. As far as exercising and
showing people, she wouldn’t have done that before. [Now]
she’ll be like, ‘this is how you’re supposed to do it.’”
Additionally, Naomi was often picked to be the last one on
the line when performing, which meant she got to do extra
things for the judges and spectators, serving in many ways
as an anchor for the team. Naomi’s confidence also enabled
her to speak up for herself and the team by recommending
routines to the coach, and she demonstrated leadership by
showing her teammates stretches and moves.

Self-determination

Finally, empowerment, resilience, and confidence all
impact self-determination. Self-determination is an
important outcome of the strengths perspective and hope
theory, and our research team spent considerable time
discussing how to apply this outcome to youth participants.
Typically, self-determination indicates that an individual is
able to make choices for herself and has a high degree of
control over her life. Full self-determination is not
something we would expect of middle school youth, as their
parents, teachers, and coaches rightfully guide the majority
of these students’ lives. Despite this, we see evidence that
even at their young ages, these girls demonstrated
burgeoning self-determination.
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The resilience and empowerment Marley gained as a result
of her hope-inducing relationships with her mom and
members of CF-S&H paved the way for self-determination.
Marley’s mother explained that Marley has a history of
anxiety and anger that stem from a troubled relationship
with her father. Her mother related that CrossFit “has
helped so much for her to feel physically stronger,
emotionally stronger, and be able to say things and stand up
for things that children should not have to.” Her mom
explained that over time Marley’s anxiety grew “to the
point that worrying about if she was away from me she
would die.” However, Marley had recently been able to
exercise self-determination by deciding to set the terms of
visitation with her father. Marley has started to act as her
own advocate. On one occasion Marley feared that her
father had arrived at school to retrieve her, even though
Marley had chosen not to be with him. Marley went to her
teacher for help, saying, “I think my dad is here and I am
not going with him and this is why” (as related by Marley’s
mother). Her mother directly attributed this self-advocacy to
“not just CrossFit but being around the environment and the
empowering impact that has. [It has] translated into every
aspect of her life.”

During our interview with Chloe, when we asked about her
goals and hopes, Chloe talked about long term career goals,
and she made a link between what she was doing in school
and how her academic studies linked to her desired career.
In this way, Chloe’s focus on school and education
demonstrated her growing self-determination as she was
taking the first steps to chart her course in life. Importantly,
Chloe’s mother explained that Chloe has learned to apply
lessons of resilience learned in the CrossFit gym to other
parts of her life, such as in school, on the tennis court, and
when playing basketball. Chloe’s mother told us,

I definitely see it in school … before, with math or anything,
if she didn’t understand it right away it was meltdown city,
it was always ‘I can’t do this, I can’t do this.’ And that’s
one thing I’ve noticed is that she has learned to calm
herself down and be like, ‘let me take a break from this and
come back to it.’

Her ability to take action on her own behalf and apply her
resilience to other areas of life demonstrates self-
determination.

Of the four girls we interviewed, Rochelle showed the
highest level of self-determination. Likely because of her
family structure, Rochelle carried more responsibility than
the other participants. Being the oldest of four children in a
single-parent home often meant that Rochelle had to take
responsibility for herself, and it also gave her the

opportunity to make decisions that would impact her
family. Being an older sibling, she was patient and able to
communicate with others to help them be better, as
demonstrated when she would help the other children at the
APfK afterschool program. During our interview, Rochelle
and her mother also shared that even though Rochelle often
helped the household by caring for her younger siblings,
she would occasionally exert her independence by going to
her grandmother’s house when she decided that she needed
space. In school, Rochelle was a member of the
international club and the math team. Even though her
mother stated that she encouraged Rochelle to be involved
in a variety of activities, it seemed clear that Rochelle was
the one who has chosen to join these school clubs. Rochelle
told us that she was invited to join the international club
based on “leadership, achievement, and helping people.”
Rochelle's enthusiasm for helping others is on display at
CrossFit, also. Rochelle tells us, “If I feel like I’m stronger
than someone, like if they can’t make it or something, I feel
like I can help them.” In this quote, we see Rochelle’s true
strengths – helping others, demonstrating responsibility and
leadership as she worked to empower those around her.

DISCUSSION

This study did not develop another intervention for females
identified as at-risk, but instead utilized a CrossFit program
that integrated the girls into classes with a diverse array of
people. Even as interventions specifically for at-risk
females have shown increases in self-esteem, confidence,
empowerment and self-determination (Biddle et al., 2005;
Bruening et al., 2009; DeBate & Thompson, 2005; Landry
& Solmon, 2004; Schmalz et al., 2007; Seal & Sherry,
2018), these traditional intervention programs tend to gather
at-risk youth together in a way that insulates them from the
wider community. However, there is reason to believe that
programs which integrate at-risk youth into the larger
community would have added benefits (Gipson et al.,
2018). Many non-sport intervention programs have found
success by fostering relationships between at-risk youth and
community mentors from different backgrounds (Johnston
et al., 2019; MacDonald et al. 2020), and yet sport-based
intervention programs have not used this model, perhaps
because the sport setting tends to separate participants by
age and gender in order to foster equitable experiences with
the sport. However, CrossFit offers a sport setting where
people of widely varying ages, genders, and socioeconomic
backgrounds can compete side by side (Gipson et al., 2021).
As both DeMartini and Belasik (2020) and Maslic (2019)
highlighted, the structure of CrossFit also aligns with other
sport for development goals, as it offers high growth,
adaptability, and spaces and opportunities to create a sense
of belonging. Our research findings revealed that the
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integration of our participants into a CrossFit setting
obtained results consistent with interventional research for
at-risk girls, as our participants were shown to develop
hope-inducing relationships that led to empowerment,
resilience, confidence, and self-determination.

As sport and physical activity interventions are often
created with males in mind, researchers have focused on is
increasing females’ self-esteem and confidence and
empowerment (Bruening et al., 2009; Chard, et al., 2020;
Huang et al., 2007; Staiano et al., 2013; Walters et al.,
2020), as research has shown females tend to have lower
levels than boys. The girls in this study displayed these
increased characteristics as they described the importance
of transitioning from a youth-focused level of CrossFit, i.e.,
CrossFit Kids and the APfK program, to the adult classes.
As three of the girls recalled this as a significant event, two
girls highlighted that people outside of the CrossFit setting
taking notice of their strength and ability was memorable.

All four girls shared experiences of empowerment and
hope-inducing relationships with their mothers, college
students, and other women in the gym. The narratives that
were shared echoed the work of Johnston et al. (2019) who
found the ability for at-risk girls to develop social
relationships with their coaches in a girls-only setting.
Additionally, the girls found value in including their
mothers in the discussion, and in some cases, in the
CrossFit setting as this created a stronger bond similar to
the one Bruening et al. (2015) highlighted when including
mentors and mothers. Similar relationships from
interventions are created in a CrossFit space as the gym
norms are to create a supportive community of a diverse
group of people (Maslic, 2019).

The girls explained situations where they used resilience
and started to develop self-determination in the CrossFit
space. The girls shared experiences where they did not
think they could complete a workout or thought it would be
too hard before even starting. However, the way CrossFit is
typically practiced, athletes can modify the workout to each
person’s ability (Maslic, 2019). Additionally, the
community within the CrossFit gym encourages athletes to
complete the workout and cheer and support each athlete in
their goals (Gipson et al., 2021). The girls shared
experiences where they were resilient in workouts and in
some cases, the girls explained they adapted a resilient
mindset to other areas of their lives, as they were able to
describe how they learned to approach challenges by
breaking down the big things into manageable tasks. This
novel approach to integrating at-risk girls in CrossFit
programming created an opportunity for the girls to develop
relationships, build hope, and realize strengths.

Paraschak (2013) argued that adopting a strengths
perspective that incorporates practices of hope had many
benefits for researching Aboriginal physical activity
practices. Our work builds on this argument by
demonstrating that membership in a group alone is not
enough to identify and leverage strengths, and by showing
that hope built through relationships is carried beyond those
relationships to other areas of life (not just the physical
activity).

First, simply being a member of a group did not necessarily
lead to feelings of agency and a sense of pathways to reach
desired goals; instead, hope was needed. Saleebey (1996)
identifies membership as an element of the strengths
perspective. However, our findings suggest that
membership by itself is not enough to realize one’s
strengths and that hope is a key part of realizing and
leveraging these strengths. For example, Chloe did not feel
a strong sense of belonging in CrossFit, and instead her
resilience was realized through her hope-inducing
relationship with her mother. Additionally, Paraschak
(2013) argues that hope is social in nature, and our work
supports this argument. The girls in the study recognized
that they faced challenges, but had hope that they could
reach their goals because of the empowerment, resilience,
and confidence they built through their hope-inducing
relationships. By identifying empowerment, resilience,
confidence, and self-determination in the girls’ experiences,
we were able to add to Paraschak’s work by connecting
hope to these elements of the strengths perspective.

Furthermore, although Paraschak’s (2013) work focused on
physical activity, our analysis demonstrates that the hope
and strengths were carried into other areas of life, not just
the instigating event or area of membership (e.g., CF-S&H
or family). This finding is consistent with Snyder and
colleague’s (1991) argument that hope is “consistent across
situations and times” (p. 571). Each of the girls were able to
use their hope and strengths in other areas of their lives,
such as school, clubs, family, other sports, and dance.
Importantly, they carried these beyond the identified hope-
inducing relationships and memberships to areas where
these relationships were not immediately present, such as at
school where neither coaches, other CrossFit participants,
nor mothers were directly overseeing their choices and
actions. For both researchers and practitioners, this offers
evidence that integrating girls into real-world environments
(e.g., CF-S&H) is impactful beyond the setting. It also
demonstrates that utilizing both the hope theory and
strengths perspective brings a better understanding of how
hope plays an integral part in realizing strengths within
many settings.
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CONCLUSION

Central to the PYD framework is the assertion that every
individual possesses natural and inherent capabilities, and
that intervention programs succeed by helping individuals
to actualize these latent strengths and skills (Benson, 2003;
Kochanek & Erickson, 2020; Shek et al., 2019; Tolan,
2014). The integration of at-risk youth in sport programs
offers space for growth, opportunities for feeling a sense of
belonging, and a place for decision making and
adaptability. Successful outcomes are expected in
interventions involving at-risk adolescent females; however,
our findings suggest that incorporation into a CrossFit
program designed to fit within a pre-existing program with
a diverse community obtained the same outcomes without
an interventional design.

Although interventions based on the strength perspective
are not new to physical activity interventions, understanding
and using the hope theory to examine at-risk adolescent
females without a direct intervention is novel. Our findings
add to the existing literature surrounding the strengths
perspective (Saleebey, 1996), but also builds on the body of
literature by combining the hope theory with the strength
perspective. This research provides evidence that
combining the strengths perspective with hope theory is
useful, as we found that hope was an essential element that
allowed the girls to realize their inherent strengths and to
apply these strengths to other aspects of their lives.

This research is not without limitations. The interviews
were intended to obtain the girls’ perspective and dive
deeper into their experiences of being integrated into a
traditional CrossFit program. Although we only included 4
girl-mother pairs, the girls’ interviews did not occur alone
which may have limited their opportunity to share their
experiences. Additionally, the relatively small number of
participants represents a limitation. However, the
researchers limited the participants to at-risk adolescent
females and their mothers which necessarily resulted in a
small sample. The consistent findings obtained from the
study demonstrate reliability despite the small sample size,
increasing our confidence that an inclusive environment
offers benefits to at-risk youth. Moreover, utilizing the
combined lens of the strengths perspective and hope theory
proved valuable for highlighting the centrality of
relationships and focusing on the role that hope plays in
realizing the girls’ inherent strengths.

This appears to be the first study that purposefully includes
at-risk adolescents into inclusive programming to
strengthen relationship development without an a priori
interventional design. Findings from this research offer

support for expansion to a larger sample. The positive
outcomes from at-risk adolescent girls using an inclusive
CrossFit program provide a promising opportunity for
future research which should focus on integrated sport-
based interventions for at-risk groups with larger sample
sizes to determine if the findings are generalizable across all
populations.

NOTES

1 Each CrossFit affiliate has a distinctive name. CrossFit-
Strength & Hope is a pseudonym.

2 A Place for Kids (APfK) is a pseudonym.
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