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Abstract

According to a UNICEF report, there are 65.17 million children living in poverty-stricken areas of China,
accounting for 21.9% of the national child population. Authorities focus on economic aid and basic safety
protection for vulnerable children but lack support in psychological, emotional, and social areas. While
international scholars have recognized sports-based social projects (SBSPs) as an effective tool for
promoting child development, there is limited research on the role of SBSPs in advancing vulnerable
children’s development in China. To provide empirical data on the outcomes of SBSPs in China and discuss
their mechanisms and conditions, the author conducted a field study of a project called “Angel” in the
suburbs of Beijing. Through 101 hours of observation and 17 hours of in-depth interviews, the thematic
analysis revealed five core themes: initial backgrounds, developmental challenges, collective life, sport
activities, and growth. The study found that these children, with backgrounds of poor education, isolation,
and poverty, exhibited Developmental Challenges such as weak social skills, cognitive limitations, and low
psychological capital. However, through collective life, social interactions, educational management,
independent living experiences, and sports opportunities, they showed improvements in responsibility,
social skills, and optimism. The study also explored the fulfillment of basic psychological needs in sports and
collective life, offering theoretical support for the role of SBSPs in promoting child development.
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1. Introduction

Although China has not reported the exact number of vulnerable children over the past five years, the 2020
China Child Population Status: Facts and Data (The National Bureau of Statistics of China et al., 2021), based
on the most recent national census, shows 65.17 million children in formerly impoverished areas,
representing 21.9% of the national child population. Among them, 57.8 % live in rural areas with concerning
survival and development conditions. These children suffer multidimensional deprivation—poorer health,
schooling, and living conditions than their peers. Early marriage and early childbirth among adolescents are
also relatively common. The authorities define vulnerable children as those facing difficulties in daily life,
medical care, education, and more due to family poverty, those who face difficulties in rehabilitation, care,
and social integration due to disabilities, and children whose personal safety is threatened or violated due to
abuse, neglect, accidental injury, or illegal harm resulting from the absence or improper custody of guardians
(The State Council of China, 2016). These children show significant vulnerabilities in terms of risk resistance,
asset endowment, and social adaptation (X. Chen, 2023). They face higher psychological risks, and the
accumulation of multiple adversities increases the likelihood of depression and suicidal thoughts (Wang
et al., 2024). The authorities provide economic assistance and safety net protection for vulnerable children
but lack developmental support, especially programs focusing on emotional support, social interaction, and
other aspects, which fail to meet the deep and multifaceted needs of these children (Xie, 2023).

To address this issue, international scholars have pointed out that sports can significantly promote the
welfare and mental health of vulnerable children (Bruner et al., 2023; Holt, 2008). In China, social forces, as
pioneers in aiding vulnerable children, have already realized the urgency of addressing the multifaceted
developmental needs of vulnerable children (F. Liu & Yu, 2015). Although there are some Sports-Based
Projects already exist in China, they lack detailed academic exploration regarding their role in promoting the
development of vulnerable children. International literature on child development involves a wide range of
areas, including self-confidence, prosocial behavior, self-esteem, self-discipline, and more (Coakley, 2011;
Coalter, 2013). Therefore, this study will conduct a field study of sports-based projects to explore the
experiences of vulnerable children and clarify which specific aspects of personal development are created
for them by sports-based social projects (SBSPs) in China. Additionally, over the past decade, more and more
scholars have called for an examination of the mechanisms behind project outcomes (Coalter, 2015). This
study will also delve into the positive conditions brought about by Sports-Based Projects for the
development of vulnerable children in China, along with factors that may influence these outcomes, such as
the children’s backgrounds, coaches, and social culture.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Vulnerable Children

Internationally, according to UNICEF (2016) data, vulnerable children are defined as those who lack the
necessary support systems to ensure their well-being and development. This broad definition often
emphasizes child protection, healthcare, and survival. They face higher risks of physical, emotional, and
sexual abuse (Gilbert et al., 2009). Malnutrition, chronic illness, and mental health issues are also common
due to poor healthcare and stress (WHO, 2017). Children in poverty often lack food, shelter, and medical
care (UNICEF, 2016).
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In China, the responsibility for child protection was previously dispersed among various government
departments, such as civil affairs, women's federations, and public security, leading to fragmented systems,
inconsistent definitions, and difficulty in distributing work outcomes (Xu, 2021). However, in 2019, the State
Council approved the establishment of the Ministry of Civil Affairs’ Children’s Welfare Department, which
reduced such criticisms (X. Chen, 2023), and China has eased vulnerable children’s basic survival issues
through economic assistance and healthcare as emphasized in its poverty combat over the past decade.
(Xie, 2023).

Compared to issues faced by children in other countries—such as street gangs (Loeffelholz et al., 2012),
armed conflict (Kashfi et al., 2020), or drug trafficking (Charles, 2024)—China is particularly notable for its
large population of left-behind children caused by massive rural-to-urban migration under the urban-rural
dual structure and the inadequacies of the social security system (Fan et al., 2015). Within the vulnerable
children population, there are a significant number of ethnic minority groups distinct from the Han Chinese.
For example, in Liangshan Yi Autonomous Prefecture, one of China’s largest ethnic autonomous regions,
over four million people, more than 50% of the population, are Yi (Sichuan Provincial Statistics Bureau,
2022). The region is mountainous, with poor transportation and relative isolation from the outside world,
and its economy is weak. It has also developed unique social and cultural dynamics and developmental
challenges (Ming & Wang, 2019), such as potential language barriers. In Liangshan, the first language
children learn is Yi (Bi et al., 2024). According to a 2020 survey by Chinese scholar Shi (2021) in multiple
counties, 48.2% of locals use Mandarin, while 77.0% speak their ethnic language. Although the Chinese
government promotes Mandarin as the official language and encourages its widespread use (Adamson &
Feng, 2022), there is a lack of adaptation to local cultural characteristics and rigid teaching methods, leading
to many students feeling apprehensive and unmotivated to learn Mandarin (Ma, 2017). The lack of
mainstream communication skills and environments makes it difficult for these children to integrate into
society in the future. Another factor is the influence of marriage customs. Chinese scholars (J. Chen & Pan,
2023) have pointed out that rural women often lack control over their destiny under the bride price culture.
In the past, arranged marriages were more common in Liangshan Yi Autonomous Prefecture, and early
marriage was widespread. Typically, boys and girls were matched by their parents through intermediaries
when they were very young, and during this process, women were treated as commodities. A woman'’s
marriage was viewed as selling herself in exchange for a bride price from the male family (Yan & Li, 2005).

2.2. Child Development

Child development refers to the biological, psychological, and emotional changes that occur between birth
and adolescence. It involves a continuous and dynamic process of growth and maturation in various domains,
including physical, cognitive, language, social, and emotional development (Fleer, 2018; Shaw, 2012; Souza
& Verissimo, 2015). One significant perspective in contemporary research is Positive Youth Development
(PYD), which emphasizes the potential of children and adolescents in terms of their resources, strengths, and
interests, rather than focusing on their problems and deficiencies (Damon, 2004). For instance, the concept
of psychological capital highlights individuals’ internal positive psychological traits and resources that can
enhance growth, development, and adaptability. Its core components include self-efficacy, hope, resilience,
and optimism (Luthans et al., 2007). Chinese scholars such as Fan et al. (2015) further advanced this concept
by developing a psychological capital scale tailored to the specific characteristics of rural left-behind children
in China, notably adding a unique dimension—understanding and gratitude, which reflects the influence of
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Confucianism. Self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2012) is also frequently applied in the context of
child development. It proposes an influential mini-theory that is based on psychological needs, including three
essential needs for children’s well-being and mental health: autonomy, referring to the individual’s capacity for
self-determination and control over one’s actions and life goals; competence, the perception of one’s abilities
and skills, leading to a sense of achievement and confidence; and relatedness, the need to feel connected to
and supported by others. Of particular relevance is the internalization mechanism within SDT (Al-Hoorie et al.,
2022; Deci & Ryan, 2012), which explains how external rules and values can be integrated into a child’s internal
psychological structure. This process ranges from externally regulated behaviors (e.g., driven by rewards or
punishments) to fully internalized actions aligned with one’s personal values.

Among the many means to support child development, sport has been regarded as a particularly effective
approach (Holt et al., 2012; Super et al., 2014). For example, Morgan et al. (2019) found that weekly boxing
sessions helped enhance the psychological capital of marginalized youth and fostered social inclusion. Similarly,
Simoén-Piqueras et al. (2024) reported that a 36-session sports education program significantly improved the
satisfaction of psychological needs among children from socially vulnerable backgrounds. The fulfillment of
basic psychological needs is considered crucial for achieving positive developmental outcomes in sports-based
interventions for children (Inoue et al., 2015; Nascimento Junior et al., 2021).

2.3. SBSPs

Scholars generally define SBSP around their functions. Sherry and Coalter (2009) provided a functional
definition of SBSP as “intentionally using sports to achieve non-sports outcomes, such as social cohesion,
health promotion, or crime reduction.” Although subsequent scholars have defined it differently in scope and
focus (Schulenkorf & Edwards, 2012; Whitley et al., 2019), the definitions converge on using sports to
achieve social good.

In China, due to the unique understanding of the term “social,” SBSPs are often distinguished from official
power, emphasizing mass participation and stressing that they are initiated and participated by various social
organizations or individuals, i.e., bottom-up initiatives (National Sports College Textbook Committee, 1989).
Therefore, they are more aligned with actual needs. Social projects, particularly concerning children’s welfare,
have played a pioneering and innovative role, becoming more aware of the diverse needs of vulnerable children
(F. Liu & Yu, 2015), and have led to the creation of projects using sports as a foundation for child development.
This adds a unique significance to SBSPs in China.

The “positive developmental” outcomes of SBSPs have been shown to vary widely across different studies,
reflecting the diversity of project types and target populations. For instance, Beaulac et al. (2011) examined
a community recreational center that offered weekly free dance classes to youth in disadvantaged
neighborhoods. These socially oriented, structured, and accessible activities were found to enhance
participants’ mood, self-confidence, and respect for diversity. Similarly, Hasanpour et al. (2014) reported
that a pseudo-family center providing 24 aerobic exercise sessions over two months to orphaned girls
significantly improved their self-esteem. In another case, Riley and Anderson-Butcher (2012) described a
19-day summer camp that included three hours of daily sports instruction, which fostered greater
proactivity and self-discipline among youth from impoverished areas.
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The view of an SBSP as a powerful tool for promoting the development of vulnerable children has been
widely studied in regions such as the United States, the United Kingdom, and Canada (Hermens et al., 2017;
Morgan et al., 2019). However, there is still a lack of sufficient empirical data on SBSPs’ impact in China,
especially in terms of the detailed exploration of participants’ experiences. The results of positive
development are significantly influenced by factors such as the type of sports program, implementation
methods, project personnel, participation modes, and the social background of the participants (Coakley,
2011; Coalter, 2013, 2015). Therefore, the implementation of SBSPs in China, given its different conditions,
also deserves further investigation.

3. Method

The author employed a field study approach (Chipchase, 2018) and, beginning on July 7, 2024, lived for three
weeks in the teacher’s dormitory of the “Angel” project as a photographer, sharing daily life and meals with
the participants.

3.1. Settings

Established in 2015 by civil society members, the “Angel” project aims to cultivate sports skills in vulnerable
children while addressing basic living needs. It seeks to foster well-rounded and independent character
development, enabling children to overcome adversity, better integrate into society, and ultimately pursue
future career opportunities. It created China’s first public welfare baseball team and added artistic
gymnastics in year two, making it pioneering and representative. The project has since accumulated
data—including growth records, training results, competition outcomes, and media coverage—offering
empirical support for research. It is located in the suburbs of Beijing and is registered under a 5A-level
foundation approved by the Beijing Civil Affairs Bureau and operates through public donations. As a legally
qualified social sports initiative with public recruitment capacity, it offers a practical model.

At the time of entry, the project’s beneficiaries are vulnerable children aged 7-9, including those from
impoverished families, orphans, de facto orphans, and children of incarcerated parents. During the research
period, more than 80 children aged 7-14 were residing at the base. They came from nine provinces and
cities across China and represented six ethnic groups, with ethnic minorities accounting for 75% of the total.
The recruitment process for the “Angel” project involves the following steps: (a) selecting suitable children
from lists provided by local governments and institutions, followed by on-site verification of family poverty
status; (b) conducting physical examinations to ensure the absence of infectious or hereditary diseases;
(c) assessing basic physical fitness through tests such as running, jumping, and throwing; (d) transferring
selected children to the Beijing base for a three-month adaptation—those unable to adjust are returned;
(e) those who stay sign a training and support agreement with their legal guardians.

Children complete China’s nine-year compulsory education at nearby schools while receiving specialized
sports training at the project base. They formed baseball and artistic gymnastics teams to participate in
various sports competitions. As children grow—based on development, performance, and academics—they
may enter vocational schools, universities, pro teams, or become grassroots coaches—gaining career
direction and job prospects.
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3.2. Participants

Participants were purposefully sampled from students over 12 years of age who had been living at the base for
more than three years. The sampling was based on initial observations and preliminary analysis (see Table 1),
with the requirement that participants should be able to clearly express their thoughts and emotions, enabling
the author to gather rich, in-depth information. Participants needed to have a certain level of self-expression
and understanding, a strong interest in participating, and honesty.

Table 1. Basic information of participants, all from the boys’ baseball team and girls’ gymnastics teams of the
project “Angel.”

ID Age How long in the Hometown Ethnicity Gender
(year) Project (year)
P1 13 5 Yunnan, Baoshan Han Male
P2 13 4.5 Sichuan, Liangshan Yi Male
P3 13 4.5 Yunnan, Baoshan Han Male
P4 13 5 Sichuan, Liangshan Yi Male
P5 12 4 Sichuan, Liangshan Yi Male
Pé6 14 5.5 Sichuan, Liangshan Yi Female
pP7 13 4.5 Sichuan, Liangshan Yi Female
P8 13 5 Sichuan, Liangshan Yi Female
P9 13 5 Sichuan, Liangshan Yi Female
P10 13 4.5 Hebei, Langfang Han Female
3.3. Data Collection

Non-participant observation was conducted at different locations (see Table 2) and results were recorded
through video and field notes.

Table 2. Non-participant observation time and location records.

Days of Gymnastics Gym Baseball Field Yard of the project Cafeteria (meals
observation (hours of (hours of base (hours of together)
observation) observation) observation)

Monday 16 10 3 5
Tuesday 9.5 9 25 5
Wednesday 7.5 8 3 4
Thursday 6 7 2 6
Friday 7 9 1.5 2

Total Time 46 (45.54%) 43 (42.57%) 12(11.88%) 22

Note: Informal interviews were driven by real-time observations, asking questions about observed events and behaviors,
and attempting to interpret the motivations and meanings behind the actions.

Formal in-depth interviews were conducted individually in a quiet, undisturbed setting, each lasting
40-60 minutes, totaling 17 hours. The author built rapport with the children beforehand through daily
interactions and some informal interviews, adopting a “least-adult membership” approach (Danby et al.,
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2011) to reduce authority, making the interview feel more like a regular conversation. Open-ended
questions were used to reduce any presuppositions about the children’s responses, and refreshments were
provided during the interviews to make the environment more natural.

After each interview, the author transcribed the recordings, documenting key information until two
consecutive interviews with new participants failed to provide additional topics, signaling data saturation.

3.4. Ethical Considerations

This study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the School of Physical Education at Hangzhou Normal
University and monitored by the National Social Science Fund of China to ensure compliance with the Ethical
Guidelines for Social Science and Humanities (European Commission, 2021).

Fieldwork began after signing an agreement with “Angel” project leaders, obtaining informed consent from
the children’s entrusted guardians. Children’s consent was also crucial. The author regularly explained the
research to ensure their understanding, clarifying they could withdraw at any time without consequences.
Data collection started only after confirming their willingness to participate.

To protect participant privacy, names were replaced with codes, place and project names were anonymized,
and all data was presented after project approval and securely stored on the author’s password-protected
computer, in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (European Parliament, 2016).

3.5. Data Analysis

Following the guidance of Braun and Clarke (2006, 2021) for thematic analysis—a method of identifying,
analyzing, and reporting patterns or themes within data—the author transcribed the interview recordings
verbatim. The materials were repeatedly read, and after verifying the accuracy of the transcriptions, they
were imported into MaxQDA2020 software along with field notes and images for coding.

Table 3 presents the coding content across three stages, and an inductive and iterative approach guided the
data analysis. First, raw data were labeled and condensed into 832 nodes. Conceptual codes were then
developed to capture key ideas related to how sports support vulnerable children’s development, continuing
until code saturation. Similar codes were grouped into subthemes, and a theme map was constructed
following the suggestions of Braun and Clarke (2006). Core themes were refined based on internal
consistency and external distinction. Invalid or overlapping themes were removed or merged. Each theme
was evaluated for clarity and coherence, ensuring alignment with the dataset and research goals to achieve
meaning saturation.
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Table 3. Core themes, subthemes, and codes.

Core themes

Subthemes

Codes

Initial Backgrounds

Isolation
Lacking education

Want to see what it’s like outside the mountains. Have never
been out of Liangshan, the farthest I've been is to the town, and
I've had very little contact with people from other places. Peers

Pov?rty dropped out of school after high school, lacked family
Family education, and lacked social education. Walking on mountain
roads to school, reluctant to wear socks, low income, no toilet,
no bathing. Single-parent families, parents divorced, mother
remarried, disability, multiple children, arranged marriages.
Developmental Social and Poor Mandarin, distrust of others, lack of empathy, selfishness,

Challenges

Emotional problems
Limited Cognition
and Misconduct

Weak Psychological
Capital

lack of role models, poorly educated, bad temper. Don’t know
what to do with their life, lack ambition, first exposure to
external society with strong material desires, stealing things,
lying. Lack of confidence, easily frustrated.

Collective Life

Building
Relatedness
Ideological
Education and
Management

Independent Living

Building trust with peers, functional roles in sports, and off-field
social circles. Taking on daily chores, learning to admit mistakes,
coaches emphasizing ideological education, management must
not slack off. A more convenient life, the challenge of
independent living, controlling desires, developing a regular
routine and diet, role models among peers, missing family, and
receiving encouragement from family.

Sport Activities A Big collective Gaining a sense of collective belonging and identity after a big
ritual game, infighting is strictly forbidden.
Opportunities in Speaking Mandarin, making more friends, experiencing
Sports Activities difficulties never experienced before, learning to overcome
Improvement of difficulties, not giving up, emotional management in
Lacking Ambition competitions, discipline and execution in competitions, courage
in competitions.
Expanding cognitive horizons, the contradiction between
material desires and actual capabilities, improvement of lack of
ambition, setting goals such as becoming a first-class athlete
and winning competitions.
Growth Confidence and Becoming confident, learning to resolve conflicts, learning to

Social Skills

Sense of
Responsibility

Expectation of the
Future

reflect and apologize.

A sense of collective responsibility, social responsibility,
gratitude, and understanding.

Emphasis on personal growth, aspirations for the future, and the
desire for independence.

3.6. Validity and Reliability

During the data collection process, to ensure the reliability and completeness of the data and improve the

interpretability of the research questions, the author supplemented the study with in-depth interviews with
three coaches (C1, C2, C3) and two volunteers (V1, V2):

C1: Head coach of the men’s baseball team, started coaching baseball in the early 1970s.
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C2: Men'’s baseball coach, project leader, former captain of the Chinese national baseball team.

C3: Head coach of the women'’s artistic gymnastics team, former captain of the Chinese national
women'’s artistic gymnastics team.

V1: University volunteer, has served at the base for 3 months.
V2: High school volunteer, has served at the base for 1 year.

By combining the obtained data with the author's observations and interviews with participants, a
triangulation of multiple data sources was formed to ensure cross-validation of the data.

During data analysis, the author repeatedly proofread materials and regularly shared results with
participants to assess whether they accurately reflected participants’ descriptions. In addition, the author
also regularly consulted with a research team consisting of one psychology professor, one sports professor,
and two PhDs specializing in qualitative research methods in sports to ensure research plan rigor and review
emerging categories and themes.

The author used the classification consistency index to assess coding reliability. Specifically, the proportion of
consistent labeling classifications by multiple coders for the same materials was calculated using the formula:
CA=(T1nT2+T2nT3+T1nNnT3)/(T1uT2uU T3). T1 is the number of labels coded by Coder 1, T2
is the number of labels coded by Coder 2, and T3 is the number of labels coded by Coder 3. Two trained
researchers, together with the author, coded 25% of the materials. The calculated classification consistency
index CA1 = 0.77 indicates good coding consistency in this study.

4. Results

Data analysis of the field study revealed five core themes: Initial Backgrounds, Developmental Challenges,
Collective Life, Sport Activities, and Growth (see Figure 1).

4.1. Initial Backgrounds

Participants described their initial environments in interviews, highlighting challenging factors and
constraints. After reviewing field photos of the initial environments and cross-referencing with coaches, the
author identified four subthemes: isolation, lacking education, poverty, and family.

4.1.1. Isolation

Participants P2, P4, P5, P6, P7, P8, and P9 mentioned the isolation of their original environment, their longing
for a life beyond Liangshan, and limited mobility due to rare contact with outsiders. For example:

| really wanted to see what's beyond the mountains. Before C1 picked me up for this project, | had
never been outside of Liangshan. (P2)
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Figure 1. Theme map of five core themes and 16 subthemes.

The farthest we will go is to the town, and we basically don’t come into contact with people from
outside. (P8)

4.1.2. Lacking Education

P2, P5, P8, and P9 mentioned difficulty accessing schooling; P4 and P10 also noted the lack of family
education:

Many people drop out of high school and go home to work. (P2)

| used to be rude because | learned bad language at home from my brother. (P10)

Due to limited resources, Liangshan children have little access to social educational facilities such as museums,
libraries, youth centers, or cultural activities. C1, C2, and C3 also mentioned their lack of social education:

These children lack school education, lack family education, and social education is completely
absent. (C1)

4.1.3. Poverty

Economic poverty was also mentioned, along with poor local infrastructure. Several participants P2, P4, P5,
P6, P8, and P9 walked over 40 minutes on unpaved roads to reach school:

It's not a cement road...it takes a long time, usually 40-50 minutes. If | run, it’s a bit faster. (P5)
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It's horrible when it rains; the mountain roads turn to mud, and | get all messy. | never wanted to go to
school, so I'm really glad | don't have to suffer this anymore. (P8)

One Liangshan child defecated in the hallway on his first night in the project—seemingly absurd, but explained
by the absence of toilets back home and unfamiliarity with using restrooms. When asked, the participants
confirmed this:

There are no toilets, we just go to places where there’s no one to poop. (P4)
In the Liangshan mountains, it’s like that...we hardly ever bathe, maybe once or twice a year. (P6)

P4, P5, P7, and P8 reported low family income, mostly from farming. Some relatively better-off families raised
livestock to supplement income. Additionally, the author observed that many children did not wear socks
during training. Initially perceived as poor hygiene, participants later explained they avoided wearing their
limited socks during training.

4.1.4. Family

Many children have disadvantaged family backgrounds. More than half came from single-parent families,
with one or both parents absent or working away, leading to a lack of education and supervision at home.
This results in limited education and supervision. Causes included paternal abandonment, divorce, disability,
remarriage, imprisonment, or death. One child mentioned:

After my dad left, my mom remarried, and we don'’t really stay in touch. My grandparents take care of
me. (P5)

Some also faced pressure from traditional marriage expectations. P6, P7, P8, and P9 expressed powerlessness
about their future, with families arranging marriages to unwanted partners:

If | were still in Liangshan, | would just get married, and my dowry would be given to my brother to
marry a wife. (P7)

If I hadn’'t come here, | would have been married off to someone...someone my family chose, probably
someone | didn't like. (P9)

4.2. Developmental Challenges

Due to adverse initial backgrounds, these vulnerable children exhibit developmental challenges. Based on
observations and interview summaries, three subthemes were identified: social and emotional problems,
limited cognition and misconduct, and weak psychological capital.
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4.2.1. Social and Emotional Problems

Some children from ethnic minorities encountered language barriers when they first arrived at the base. Field
observations showed they struggled to speak Mandarin fluently with teachers and donors. Participants stated:

Back in Liangshan, we mostly spoke Yi, there was no environment for speaking Mandarin. (P7)

Many participants also reported emotional issues: poor tempers, impulsiveness, and difficulty trusting others:

| had a bad temper at first and often fought with teammates over trivial matters. We even fought a few
times. (P2, P4)

At first, | didn't trust others, always felt like no one would really be kind to me. (P10)

Before gymnastics and C3’s introduction, the project had already started supporting girls’ basic living needs,
and they trained in baseball alongside boys to exercise. Male coaches adopted the stereotyped child-rearing
notion in China of “raising sons poor, daughters rich,” and assigned the best resources to girls. This led to
overindulgence; P6, P8, and P9 recalled being self-centered, believing they deserved the best, and lacking
female role models:

We used to be self-centered, and when we first started gymnastics, we'd sabotage each other, throwing
equipment and blaming others for receiving it. We didn't reflect on ourselves. (P7)

We were a bit rude to the boys at the base...because we didn't know how to behave like girls. It was
only after C3 came that we learned what it meant to be a girl. (P6)

C3 added:
Originally, these kids were selfish. Before the girls’ project officially started, we gave them the best
resources, which spoiled them. They lacked discipline, girl's manners, and were hard to manage. | nearly
gave up on them during the first six months. (C3)

4.2.2. Limited Cognition and Misconduct

At first, most children did not know what they wanted, lacked goals, and had limited cognition with
no ambitions:

| didn’t know what | wanted to do. They told me to study hard, but | didn’t know what | was studying
for. The best | could do was work in the town. (P2)

| just passed time at school. | used to think baseball and tennis were the same thing. (P8)

They were also weak at resisting desires, aiming for materialistic goals upon first contact with society.
In observations of lunch breaks, younger children often asked the author about phones, cars, or becoming
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internet celebrities. Half of the participants also shared experiences of stealing items or lying, not fully
understanding the concept of ownership:

| didn't understand back then. | just wanted it, so | stole my summer camp mate’s toothpaste. (P10)

| used to lie about winning a chess game, and even fought with my teammate because of it. (P5)
4.2.3. Weak Psychological Capital
Initially, participants believed they had very weak psychological capital. For example, participants P4, P7, P8,
and the author mentioned that they lacked confidence, and P1, P2, and P7 also mentioned that they were

easily frustrated:

When | first came to the project, | was afraid | would be looked down upon. | was not confident and
didn't like talking to others. (P1)

In the first year at the project, | didn’t perform well in some activities, and | became very negative and
down for quite a while. (P7)

4.3. Collective Life

Another frequently mentioned aspect was collective life: living together, facing peer friction, receiving coach
guidance, and adapting to independent living and labor responsibilities. This theme includes three subthemes:
building relatedness, ideological education management, and independent living.

4.3.1. Building Relatedness

P1, P3, P4, and P7 noted that building daily-life connections with teammates helped improve cooperation on
the field:

Definitely more interaction in daily life, like playing games together, chatting, talking about
anything. (P3)

Author observations showed field roles often mirrored off-field social circles, such as infielders or rhythmic
gymnasts practicing the same routine.

4.3.2. Ideological Education and Management
The project’s management of participants’ daily lives differs from regular schools. The author observed that
children in the project often took on various tasks within their capabilities, such as serving food in the cafeteria,

cleaning dishes, or sweeping the yard. C1, C2, and V1 stated this setup aimed to prevent dependency on aid:

Coming here for help is not about pampering, comfort, or enjoyment; it's about making them self-reliant
and strong. We hope that through their practical contributions, they understand that they must create
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labor outcomes with their own hands. That's why we also let children lay the turf on the field and set
up their own dormitories. (C1)

The coaches placed great emphasis on ideological education. The author observed that codes of conduct for
daily life, athletes, and coaches were prominently posted in visible areas such as the cafeteria and classrooms
(see Figure 2). Almost every participant mentioned that when they first arrived, the education they received
was not centered on sports training but on moral development. For example:

Don't waste food, don't use foul language, greet teachers—these are things C2 taught us. He said at
the beginning that the first thing we need to learn in sports is how to be a person. (P1)

At first, | only handled training, but gradually got involved in daily management and ideological
education. They must learn how to be good people before learning to play sports. These kids lacked
basic education and had bad habits. As a coach, | helped correct that. (C3)

E 10 LE X 6115 5 oS

Figure 2. Written in the canteen training requirements, rules of life and even coach requirements emphasize
standards of ethics and behavior.

Some children made mistakes due to their past environments and limited cognition, such as the
aforementioned defecation incident. Once this happened, coaches did not choose to reprimand or punish
them but instead encouraged them to admit their mistakes and used the opportunity for responsibility
education. C2 explained:

| don't investigate. From an ideological education perspective, | want them to admit their mistakes on
their own because they didn’t know at first. Mistakes like this can be forgiven. What's more important
is whether they have the courage to admit their mistakes. That's more important than the
defecation mistake.

4.3.3. Independent Living
Though the “Angel” project provides structure and convenience, children face independent living challenges.

Participants reported learning to control desires, build routines, and eat healthily. Peer role models and weekly
family calls were helpful:
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| used to stay up late gaming, especially during a time when | skipped sleep to rank up, which left me
exhausted in training. After moving in with P1, | saw how disciplined he was—sleeping on time and
doing extra morning practice. | felt that indulging myself seemed weak, so | gradually fixed my routine.
My training quality improved, and as a result, my appetite got better too—I stopped being picky and
everything tasted good after intense practice. (P5)

Getting up in winter or early summer was tough. | wanted to slack off and missed home. However,
weekly calls with my mom encouraged me to cherish this rare opportunity. (P9)

4.4. Sports Activities

Through sports activities, participants gained a sense of collective identity and formed friendships. This
section includes three subthemes: a big collective ritual, opportunities in sports activities, and improvement
of lacking ambition.

4.4.1. A Big Collective Ritual

P1, P2, P4, P6, P7, and P9 recalled a strong sense of identity and belonging formed during a big game or
training camp.

Since my first competition, my teammate and | realized: “Oh, I'm a baseball player now.” We began
to really recognize the teammates had gone through a hard battle together and developed a sense of
collective belonging. (P2, P4)

Coaches maintained unity, discouraged negative emotions, and strictly prohibited internal conflicts:
Before one competition, we hadn’t practiced well and started arguing. C3 lectured us very strictly:
“Whatever happens, our fights are not within the team. Anyone who criticizes a teammate will be told
to leave.” (P6)

4.4.2. Opportunities in Sports Activities

Sports provided key opportunities. The longer minority children stayed, the more their Mandarin improved.

P2, P5, P6, and P8 said communicating with referees and teammates in sports pushed them to use Mandarin

more fluently:

Every time we went to a city for a game, everyone spoke Mandarin, the referees spoke Mandarin, and
we had Han teammates, so we used more Mandarin. Eventually, speaking it just became easier. (P6)

P4, P5, P7, P8, and P9 said sports interactions helped them make friends and overcome introversion:

I met more friends here. | used to be introverted, but in training, you have to interact with teammates,
and the more you interact, the better the relationships get, especially with the infield players. (P4)
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P1, P2, P3, P4, and P7 said sports challenges helped them grow emotionally and become more resilient:

The first time | achieved a result was hard. C3 made it our phone wallpaper and told us to remember
that joy in hard times. (P7)

“l was totally unprepared for my first match. | rushed my throws and we lost. For the next month,
| didn't want to play anymore. C1 gave me special training, simulating high-pressure moments with
three players on base. He said, ‘Haste makes waste, and now I'm a calm player. (P2)

Participants credited their ability to overcome difficulties to personalized, patient coaching:

C1 fulfills his duty. When P2 withdrew after a loss, he got training and motivational talks. P4 was
arrogant after losing and didn’t see his flaws—you have to humble him. Every child is different. (V1)

P1, P3, P4, P5, and the author noted competitions built discipline and courage, as each decision directly
affected team outcomes. Athletes learned to take responsibility, face failure, and make bold decisions:

There'’s definitely pressure, like deciding whether to go for first or second base. You can't act impulsively,
if you make the wrong decision, the team can lose and you will take the blame. Even though no one
will blame you, you still feel the responsibility. (P1)

4.4.3. Improvement of Lacking Ambition

P2, P4, P5, P6, P7, P8, and P9 said sports competitions took them to places like Hainan, Zhejiang, and
Shenzhen, broadening their horizons. However, they also experienced a conflict between material desires
and practical abilities. From the coaches’ perspective, although their goals after engaging with society
need guidance:

They have difficulties, they're not wealthy. Coming to this project, they can now dream of a better
future, set clear goals, and work toward them. Right now, they easily say they want an iPhone, branded
shoes, or nice clothes, but before they’re able to be self-sufficient and support themselves well, their
goal should be self-reliance and self-improvement. (C3)

With proper guidance, coaches help improve ambition and develop a sense of control over life, especially for
girls from Liangshan:

Their values haven't yet become inner wealth, but after traveling for competitions, they've seen more
and gained reference points. They've encountered excellent people. These experiences become
teaching moments—while others watch TV and eat chips, I'm training; while others rest, I'm still
training. By putting in more effort, I'll gain more. Gradually, they’ll clarify what they want. (C1)

For instance, | would let them choose what to start training with, such as rope or clubs, because
| intend to encourage their sense of autonomy by allowing them to make their own decisions. (C3)
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All participants shared short-term goals in interviews, like improving fitness, increasing pitching speed, winning
competitions, or attaining first-class athlete status. For example:

Whenever | feel lazy, | remind myself that | need to become a first-grade athlete. (P6)

| haven't chosen between coach and player—I'll go step by step. Achieving my last little goal was
rewarding. Now, | aim to increase pitching speed. (P1)

4.5. Growth

Based on the interviews with participants, combined with the author’s observations and coaches’ evaluations,
it is clear that the participants mainly developed confidence, social skills, a sense of responsibility, and an
expectation of their future.

4.5.1. Confidence and Social Skills

P1, P6, P7, and P8 all mentioned to the author that they have become more confident:

| feel that | have gained a more direct sense of achievement, and | am full of confidence in every aspect
of my life because I've put in a lot of effort and feel that I'm not worse than others. (P1)

Before, | felt a little inferior when compared to peers from big cities, but coming here, C2 taught us,
and now | feel that my temperament is completely different from before. (P7)

P1, P2, P3, P5, P6, P8, and P10 mentioned that their ability to resolve conflicts has improved. When conflicts
arise, they have learned to think from others’ perspectives or make appropriate compromises, for example:

There are inevitably some conflicts, and then we make some compromises. Arguing doesn't solve
anything, and it just hurts feelings. (P8)

What's different now is that when there’s an argument, I'll calm down and try to understand things
from the other person’s point of view. | also realize when I'm wrong and have learned to apologize to
my teammates. In the end, everything’s fine. (P2, P3)

4.5.2. Sense of Responsibility
Some participants also showed concern for others and demonstrated a collective sense of responsibility,
especially P6, P7, P9, and P10, who mentioned that during the most challenging times in artistic gymnastics

training, they didn’t choose to quit or give up because they didn't want to abandon their teammates:

If I quit, it would be very irresponsible to the team because if | left, they wouldn’t be able to complete
a set routine in time for the competition....It wouldn’t be fair to my teammates. (P10)
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Additionally, in interviews with P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, Pé6, P7, P8, and P10, they mentioned a sense of gratitude
and social responsibility:

| hope to achieve good results in competitions, which would live up to society’s expectations and the
coach’s training. (P1)

If | earn money in the future, | want to buy a house for my family, treat the coach to a meal, and start
a project to help children in need in society. (P8)

4.5.3. Expectation of the Future

Every participant demonstrated a strong focus on personal growth, a vision for the future, and a sense
of independence:

| work hard because | think this is a golden stage, and also because | have nothing at the moment. | need
to use my own hands and bat to build my future. (P1)

Before, | felt like | had no control over my life, and | thought I'd just grow up and get married. Now
| have a goal and feel fulfilled every day, trying to make myself stronger. What | do in the future will
depend on myself. (P3)

| felt like | didn’t know anything. But now, I've made great progress in sports. | feel that by training hard,
| can at least become a coach in the future and earn my own living. (P8)

5. Discussion

Based on our findings from the subjective experiences of vulnerable children, the author’s field observations,
and the coaches’ evaluations, vulnerable children faced many disadvantages due to their background, which
led to various challenges. After entering the project, they grew through the support and opportunities offered
by collective life and sports activities.

5.1. Background of the Children

The seven ethnic minority children from Liangshan, Sichuan, differed notably from the three Han children,
mainly due to their backgrounds. Liangshan is the largest ethnic Yi autonomous region in China. Due to
multiple factors such as geography, history, and culture, the environment in which these children grew up
was relatively isolated. In interviews, they said they had never left Liangshan and viewed Mandarin as a
“useless foreign language,’ lacking real-life contexts to support learning—leading to weak proficiency upon
joining the project. Although Mandarin is the official language of China (Adamson & Feng, 2022), its
promotion has been ineffective in adapting to the practical scenarios of ethnic minorities (Ma, 2017).
However, the children in the “Angel” project frequently needed to use Mandarin during sports activities,
which gradually helped them acquire and improve this communication skill. The development of
communication skills is beneficial for these children to integrate into mainstream society in the future,
reducing their social vulnerability (Haudenhuyse et al., 2014).
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Moreover, the social circle of the seven Yi children lacked interaction with the outside world. Having never
left Liangshan, the children had little exposure to people from different backgrounds, limiting their social
abilities (Bi et al., 2024). The children’s cognitive framework, shaped by their upbringing, also limited their
ambitions due to a lack of vision (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). Upon joining the project, these children gained
more interaction opportunities through sports activities, overcoming their personality barriers, and making
more friends. This aligns with previous studies, which show that sports programs provide vulnerable youth
with more positive social opportunities, thereby promoting the development of social skills (Son &
Berdychevsky, 2022). Furthermore, as these children were exposed to broader societal experiences through
the “Angel” project, their goals became clearer and their perspectives expanded, as scholars have noted that
exposure broadens one'’s vision and enhances aspirations and future goals (Gore et al., 2015).

However, the development of communication skills, overcoming personality barriers, making more friends,
and improving lack of ambition were not mentioned in the interviews of the three non-minority children.
This is because these issues did not exist in their original backgrounds. Most of the Han children in the base
had lost parental custody due to one parent being imprisoned or experiencing family disruptions, and their
backgrounds were not different from those of children in general. They did not face issues of lacking social
interaction, exposure, or basic education.

5.2. Supportive Conditions in Collective Life and Sports Activities

The collective life and sports activities in the “Angel” project visibly created supportive conditions for
fulfilling children’s basic psychological needs, which are crucial to their well-being and mental health (Deci &
Ryan, 2012).

Regarding autonomy, female participants expressed concerns about lacking life choices. Particularly, under
traditional Yi marriage customs, their futures were often pre-arranged—to be married off at a young age and
assume domestic responsibilities in another household. This aligns with prior studies that highlight how rural
women under the bride-price culture often lack control over their destiny (J. Chen & Pan, 2023; Yan & Li,
2005). These conditions deprive them of life self-direction and undermine autonomy—a basic psychological
need. In contrast, within the core theme of sports activities, Coach C3 intentionally gave the girls options
when choosing routines, aiming to challenge this sense of powerlessness and restore a sense of control.
The importance of autonomy also lies in its role in the internalization of positive qualities. According to SDT,
internalization is the motivational shift from avoiding punishment to guilt-based behavior, and finally to
voluntary action based on internalized values (Al-Hoorie et al., 2022; Deci & Ryan, 2012). This mechanism
emphasizes that controlling environments—those relying on pressure or punishment—can obstruct
internalization. Conversely, autonomy-supportive environments facilitate it, thereby enhancing the
long-term sustainability of positive traits. In this regard, Coach C2's approach to handling
mistakes—encouraging children to acknowledge rather than be punished for their errors—reflects an
autonomy-supportive practice. It helps foster children’s sense of responsibility by guiding them to correct
behavior through self-reflection rather than blame-shifting.

Second, the project also supported relatedness, which refers to the need to establish close, trusting, and caring
relationships with others (Deci & Ryan, 2012; Vansteenkiste et al., 2020). Within the project’s collective living
environment, children developed meaningful bonds with peers. For instance, P5 mentioned that living with
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a disciplined roommate helped him change his own lifestyle—he stopped staying up late playing games and
adopted a more regular routine. Prior research has emphasized the strong influence of peer environments
on youth development (Salvy et al., 2012). Positive peer interactions are associated with prosocial behavior
and academic engagement (Gifford-Smith et al., 2005), and encouragement from peers has been shown to
positively influence adolescents’ behavior and motivation (Husain et al., 2024; Padilla-Walker & Bean, 2009).
Although separated from their original families, the children were still emotionally supported. As observed in
the field and confirmed by P9, the project encouraged regular weekly phone calls home, which helped maintain
family connection and emotional stability. Earlier research also supports the psychological benefit of family
contact for children living away from home (ltskowitz et al., 1990). Additionally, through sports activities,
children made new friends and experienced a strong sense of collective belonging, especially during group
rituals. In the “growth” theme, they described transformation—from being irritable, impulsive, and difficult to
get along with, to learning conflict resolution and self-reflection. The fulfillment of relatedness reflects the
human need for connection and belonging, which is essential not only for emotional stability but also for
preparing vulnerable children for future societal integration and improved mental health (Deci & Ryan, 2012;
Kasser & Ryan, 1996).

Finally, in terms of competence, the children were given age-appropriate work in daily life—such as cleaning or
helping in the cafeteria—which helped reduce their dependence on aid and simultaneously strengthened their
sense of capability (Penha-Lopes, 2006). Within sports activities, they also learned to set small, incremental
goals, helping them build a sense of mastery. A notable example is P2, whose coach simulated high-pressure
game scenarios during training. This experience helped him gradually develop the ability to stay composed
during real competitions. Through this process, the children not only improved their athletic skills, but also
built self-confidence, developed hope for the future, and cultivated the resilience to face challenges without
giving up (Vansteenkiste et al., 2020; White & Bennie, 2015).

5.3. Remaining Conditions Influencing Positive Outcomes

Participants’ understanding of responsibility varied by sports program, aligning with Coalter’s (2015)
perspective. Male participants emphasized discipline and courage, as baseball—more open-ended than
artistic gymnastics—requires proactive decisions during dynamic play, offering more decision-making
opportunities. The rigid routines and the substitute mechanism in artistic gymnastics do not apply to
baseball, so female participants in artistic gymnastics mentioned that their departure from the team would
have a significant negative impact.

Additionally, we discussed the growth of social responsibility and a sense of gratitude. As this is a charity-based
project, the children were fully aware that they were being supported by compassionate individuals in society.
Furthermore, Chinese education is influenced by Confucian principles such as “benevolence” and “filial piety”
(Bahtilla & Xu, 2021), and Chinese scholars have identified “gratitude” as a localized form of psychological
capital, particularly in studies of rural left-behind children (Fan et al., 2015). Therefore, the positive outcomes
observed in these children were influenced by both the SBSPs’ attributes and the broader social culture.

Moreover, the project took care of the children’s living arrangements, and collective living became a central
theme in the outcomes. This condition is not present in many social sports programs in other countries, such
as those relying on community centers or schools to offer regular sports courses (Beaulac et al., 2011; Holt
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et al., 2012). In collective living, children had more opportunities to build trust with their peers and interact
with daily partners, which facilitated emotional regulation (Karcher & Fischer, 2004). In the “Angel” project
case, the children received more ideological education, adopted more disciplined behaviors, and prepared for
challenges in independent living.

Some scholars have mentioned that while sports-based social programs are intended to promote social
inclusion, some children who lack access to sports opportunities are still overlooked by these programs
(Vandermeerschen et al., 2015). However, the project mitigates this issue by selectively recruiting children,
ensuring that those typically excluded from sports activities due to family economic conditions, educational
background, or single-parent households are included.

C1-C3, V1, and V2, as corroborative sources, informed the author that these children had poor resistance
to material temptations and were easily influenced. Scholars have also noted that children living in poverty,
due to unstable family conditions and a lack of educational resources, experience a diminished ability to
delay gratification and control their desires, and lack the ability to set internal goals (Metcalfe & Mischel,
1999). Therefore, as managers of the sports program, coaches need to maintain oversight and ensure
attention to these issues. Furthermore, coaches should guide children with material goals, as discussed in
the results section, helping students achieve independence through extrinsic material goals while also
fostering intrinsic personal growth goals. Overemphasis on external goals may lead to neglecting
psychological needs, resulting in higher levels of anxiety, depression, and mental health issues. In contrast,
focusing on personal growth and future aspirations can enhance well-being and mental health (Deci & Ryan,
2000; Kasser & Ryan, 1996).

Finally, the coaching staff’s gender structure deserves attention. C3 mentioned that before female coaches
were introduced, misguided parenting philosophies led to excessive pampering, which caused female
participants to become selfish and unruly. Scholars have criticized the traditional Chinese notion of “raising
sons poor and daughters rich,” which can reinforce self-centered behaviors in children (B. Liu & Xuhe, 2024).
Therefore, introducing and prioritizing female coaches in programs with female participants is crucial. A lack
of gender perspective can lead to a lack of female role models, targeted resource design, and communication
barriers (Lockwood, 2006; Ridgeway & Correll, 2004).

6. Conclusion

Fieldwork was conducted based on the “Angel” project, a Chinese sports-based social project, to explore the
experiences of vulnerable children, the developmental outcomes they achieved, how these developments
occurred, and the influencing factors. Five core themes are presented: initial backgrounds, developmental
challenges, collective life, sport activities, and growth.

This study offers first-hand empirical insights into how vulnerable children in China develop through
sports-based projects and explores mechanisms and conditions driving positive outcomes by examining their
lived experiences. Practically, the study highlights the potential of such projects to promote development
but stresses the need for careful project design, coach awareness, consideration of children’s backgrounds,
and social conditions. Coaches are expected to fulfill certain high standards in meeting basic psychological
needs, managing moral education, and helping children overcome difficulties. Special attention should be
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given to ethnic minority children by addressing the social barriers they face. Ensuring coach gender diversity
is also vital to address female children’s needs for role models, privacy, hygiene, and communication.

There are some limitations to this study. First, the research focused only on a mature and relatively
well-resourced sport-based social project in Beijing, which limits its applicability to smaller-scale or rural
projects. Second, the three-week fieldwork may be insufficient to capture long-term changes. Third,
participant selection favored children with strong expressive abilities, which, while aiding data quality, could
introduce bias. The absence of baseline data also complicates causal inference. Finally, the sample’s
homogeneity (mainly Yi children) limits generalizability to other marginalized groups. Therefore, this study
calls for further expansion of the research scope. Future studies should examine SBSPs across different
regions (e.g., urban-rural comparisons) and among diverse populations (e.g., children with disabilities,
migrant children). Longitudinal designs are encouraged to better establish causality and track development
post-project, assessing long-term outcome sustainability. An in-depth study of children’s formative
environments is also warranted to understand how socio-cultural conditions shape developmental
differences. Future studies can take advantage of Chinese scholars’ macro-level strengths to examine the
scalability of such projects and the role of national policy in shaping effectiveness. Together, these directions
deepen understanding of how sport transcends physical activity to catalyze social change—empowering
vulnerable children to face adversity and shape their futures within China’s context.
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