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KEY MESSAGES FOR MEDIA 

Getting Into the Game: Understanding the Evidence for Child-Focused Sport for Development 

A research study commissioned by the Barça Foundation and UNICEF 

Embargoed until March 28, 2019 

HEADLINE MESSAGE 

Barça Foundation and UNICEF release first-of-its-kind global study on Sport for Development 

Evidence from 77 studies and more than 300 Sport for Development (S4D) programmes in 100 
countries analysed to provide recommendations and guidance for global S4D practitioners 

Sport for Development: A definition  

Sport for development, or S4D, is defined as the use of sport or other physical activity to help 
children or adults to achieve their full potential through programmes that promote personal and 
social development.  

KEY MESSAGES 

1. Sport can play a positive role in delivering development outcomes for children -  Evidence 
shows that well-designed S4D initiatives can improve the lives of children all over the world by 
promoting equitable outcomes in learning, skill development, social inclusion, safety, and 
empowerment.  

2. Coaches and trainers must have quality training and meet high educational standards – The 
quality and preparation of coaches and trainers are critical in S4D programmes. They must have 
the capacity to follow the highest standards of child protection and safeguarding.  

3. S4D initiatives should adopt quality programme design – Sport activities can change children’s 
lives when initiatives are well planned, have clear goals and objectives, are carefully linked to 
developmental goals and are rigorously monitored.  

4. S4D initiatives must prioritize inclusivity and promote full participation – Special care is required 
to ensure that sport activities do not reinforce negative socio-cultural attitudes such as 
normalization of violence and inequitable access for all children. 

5. Active measures are needed to mitigate the risks and limitations of sport initiatives - There is 
no evidence to show that sport activities can reduce abuse and exploitation of children. In fact, 
there are indications that some sports expose children to multiple forms of risk and violence.  
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THEMATIC FINDINGS 

Education: Teaching and learning through sport 

• S4D initiatives have been shown to increase student engagement in education, including 
those who have left school.  

• S4D initiatives have been shown to improve the attainment of life skills, such as 
empowerment, leadership skills and self-esteem, and create better relationships with 
teachers and adults. 

• There is a need to strengthen the capacity of S4D organisations to deliver quality curricula 
with pedagogy aligned to clear objectives and community contexts.   

• Ensure that negative cultural norms and attitudes – such as the culture of masculinisation – 
are not allowed to impact children and young people when building S4D education 
initiatives for boys and girls.  

• More robust research efforts are needed to discover how sport can play a larger role in 
achieving educational outcomes, particularly for traditional educational goals.  

 

Social Inclusion: All children in the game 

• S4D initiatives must create supportive, participatory environments where all children and 
young people, especially those from marginalized groups, participate equally. 

• Sports that challenge norms of ability and perceptions of gender suitability should be 
selected to reduce barriers to inclusion.  

• Sport cultures that promote elitism and exclude certain children and youth (e.g., specific 
gender or LGBTQIA youth), should not be allowed to become a barrier to inclusion.  

• Pervasive structural inequality, deprivation, and inaccessible sites for S4D programmes should 
not be allowed to limit inclusion, regardless of financial means or physical disabilities. 

 

Child Protection: Risks and security, the sport-protection paradox 

• S4D initiatives should be set in safe spaces that provide a sense of security, where children 
can play and interact without stress, intimidation or stigmatisation.  

• Child protection and safeguarding practices should become mandatory for coaches and 
trainers to reduce abusive practices.  

• Conflict resolution competencies should be promoted to encourage fair-play, cooperation 
and positive peer support. 

• Coaches and trainers can be influential role models to help sport participants to reduce 
gender-based violence.  

• Evidence on how sport can be effectively used for child protection is lacking, and initiatives 
may over-promise sport’s ability to break down systemic drivers of violence. 



3 
 

• Evidence indicates inadequate regulations and standards in sport activities to ensure the 
protection of children.  

• S4D initiatives lack sufficient staff trained in child protection measures.  

• Some sports continue to expose children to multiple forms of risk and violence due to 
normalized harmful sport contexts and cultures. 

 

Empowerment: New skills, team support and confidence building 

• Team sports that support caring relationships among peers and coaches can be effective in 
the empowerment of individuals and groups. 

• Sport climates should support children’s sense of autonomy and mastery of skills, as these 
are critical drivers of personal empowerment.  

• Promote children's civic engagement by encouraging the participation of families and 
communities in S4D programmes. 

• The pervasiveness of the ‘deficit model’ approach to S4D initiatives – which overemphasises 
shortcomings and overlooks strengths of youth and children – undermines promotion of 
empowerment and agency. 

 

 

The Barça Foundation & UNICEF:  Leading the Research in Child-Focused Sport for Development  

 

In 2006, FC Barcelona and the Barca Foundation signed a pioneering partnership with UNICEF.  Over 
the past 12 years, over two million children in seven countries have been reached through support 
to UNICEF programmes amounting to €19 million.  The partners’ focus is to improve the lives of 
children through sport, play and protection.   

While delivering projects, the partners identified a critical gap in the availability of robust evidence 
to underpin Sport for Development (S4D) practice. In 2017, they expanded their strategic direction 
to include initiatives to build the body of global knowledge on S4D and demonstrate the need for 
greater understanding of evidence in child-focused S4D. 

The partners engaged UNICEF’s Office of Research – Innocenti to undertake a first phase of 
research which has culminated in the current study, Getting in the Game: Understanding the 
Evidence for Child-Focused Sport for Development.  The report is the first comprehensive global 
research effort of its kind on S4D for children. 

A second phase of the research will take place in 2019. Current findings will be tested, including the 
theories of change, utilising secondary analysis of data collected in the S4D programming 
survey.  Primary data collection tools will be designed, piloted and refined to help understand the 
common characteristics and practices of S4D initiatives needed for transferability and scaling up in 
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different contexts.  This will also involve meaningful consultation with young people, S4D experts 
and other stakeholders. 

Another important initiative undertaken by the partnership was to establish an international multi-
sectoral S4D working group to promote better coordination and knowledge-sharing on S4D for 
children. Professionals from different institutions and sectors are convened to contribute to the 
design of a specific framework on S4D for children. In the culmination of phase 2 of the research, 
efforts will focus on translating the knowledge gathered into policy, practice and actionable 
recommendations for organisations developing and delivering programmes for children that have 
an S4D component. 

 

Read more here:  https://www.unicef.org/corporate_partners/index_fcb.html 

 

https://www.unicef.org/corporate_partners/index_fcb.html
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BACKGROUND INFORMATION supplied by UNICEF Office of Research - Innocenti  

 

I. SPORT FOR DEVELOPMENT  

1. What is S4D and why is it important?   

Sport for development (S4D) refers to the use of sport, or any a form of physical activity – participative, 
casual, organised or competitive, either rule-bound or unstructured – to provide both children and 
adults with the opportunity to achieve their full potential through programmes that promote personal 
and social development. S4D initiatives can range from those that build social programmes around sport 
to those that include sport as an approach to achieve programme goals.  

There is clear consensus that sport can have positive impacts on child outcomes, but this varies 
depending on different programming levers, such as how sport is used, the types of sport, features of 
the sport setting, and the degree or intensity of sport involvement. Anticipated benefits supported by 
research evidence include improvements in life skills, psychosocial skills (e.g. self-efficacy, confidence 
and self-esteem), education, health, and well-being.  

2. How can S4D improve or enhance children’s lives and development?  

The S4D evidence analysed indicates the positive, individual level outcomes of sports participation for 
children and youth, and its potential to support the achievement of SDGs with child-specific targets, 
including SDGs 3 (good health and well-being), 4 (quality education), 5 (gender equality), 10 (reduced 
inequalities), 11 (sustainable cities and communities) and 16 (peace, justice and strong institutions). For 
example, a recent impact evaluation of UNICEF’s Just Play programme in the Pacific Islands region 
(UNICEF, 2018), showed that participation in the programme resulted in a 35% improvement in child 
protection, a 29% improvement in health and wellness (WASH), a 20% improvement in social inclusion; 
and a 19% improvement gender equality. 

3. What is the difference between youth sport and child-focused sport for development? 

Child-focused sport for development refers to programmes that are designed with the developmental 
needs of children in mind, especially as it pertains to education, social inclusion, child protection and 
empowerment outcomes. Sport for development for children therefore goes beyond mere participation 
in school sports or club sports, as is commonly associated with the term “youth sport”.  

4. How is S4D integrated into education systems?  

Sport and education are interlinked through physical education curriculum in schools, school-based 
sport clubs or S4D programmes which may have educational outcomes as a key objective for participants 
to achieve. The International Charter of Physical Education, Physical Activity and Sport, adopted in 1978, 
states that, just like education, sport is right of children under the CRC, the “practice of physical 
education and sport is a fundamental right for all”. A 2014 UNESCO report showed that in most 
countries, there are either legal requirements for physical education in school, or physical education is a 
general practice at some point during compulsory schooling. Overall, the percentage of countries 
requiring physical education is 98.7 percent for primary school and 88.4 percent for secondary school. 
However, in practice there is some evidence to indicate a decrease of physical activity in schools, and the 
legal commitment does not always ensure provision of physical education, especially in contexts where 
implementing the curricula is the responsibility of local governments or schools, and where physical 
education is given a lower status when compared to other subjects in school.  

5. Is S4D more likely to be linked to formal or non-formal education programmes? 

Beyond the formal physical education curricula, S4D initiatives are also working to achieve outcomes in 
education within the formal school setting as well as beyond the context of the school, such as in public 
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spaces, at community centres, and in informal settings. Many UNICEF Country Offices around the world 
work with education-focused S4D initiatives although many might also aim to achieve goals in areas 
other than education. The review of the evidence indicates that the setting of S4D initiatives can play an 
important role: S4D initiatives implemented in schools can have access to material and human resources 
while those implemented outside of schools might depend on less qualified educators or volunteers, and 
less access to adequate infrastructure and materials. Moreover, school teachers may be more qualified 
to deliver the education component of S4D initiatives than volunteers.  

6. Why is there limited evidence of S4D’s contributions to education outcomes?  

Overall the evidence on education-focused S4D initiatives indicates a need for better evidenced work on 
how to effectively utilize sport to achieve educational outcomes, in particular within the school setting 
and through the curriculum. Work by Schulenkorf et al (2016) indicates that much of the S4D literature is 
focused on educational outcomes in the United States, but a recent review of S4D literature by Whitley 
et al (2018) across six cities worldwide indicates that there is room to strengthen the evidence on 
education-focused initiatives. 

 

II. WHY THIS REPORT?  

1. Why has this report been undertaken now? 

The timing of the report coincides with the need to reinvigorate and strengthen the evidence-base in the 
S4D field, especially after the closure of the United Nations Office on Sport for Development and Peace 
(UNOSDP) in 2016. Other leading international organizations such as UNESCO, UNDESA, WHO, and the 
Commonwealth Secretariat, have stepped in with several initiatives to better align research, policy, and 
practice in S4D with SDGs.  

Given both Barca Foundation’s and UNICEF’s priorities in serving the needs of vulnerable children 
around the world, there was a joint desire to ensure that children’s interests are represented and raised 
in the S4D sector with evidence-based policy and practices.  

The partners identified a critical gap in the availability of robust evidence to underpin S4D practice. 
Therefore in 2017, they expanded their strategic direction to include initiatives to build the body of 
global knowledge on S4D and promote greater understanding of evidence on child-focused S4D. 

2. Why is S4D important in the global scheme of children’s rights and development? 

Sport is a powerful means by which to engage all children in activities for personal and social 
development, and to help them achieve their full potential. From an early age, sport provides children – 
including the most marginalised – with the opportunity to develop their physical abilities and health, to 
socialize, to build leadership skills and learn, as well as to play and have fun. Furthermore, to engage in 
play and recreation is a child’s right: Article 31.1 in the Conventions of the Rights of the Child clearly 
states that, “the right of the child to…leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to 
the age of the child…”. 

3. What are the global trends in S4D? 

From our S4D Programming Survey with 106 participants from 47 countries around the world, we found 
that programmes served mostly 10-14-year olds for whom poverty was a common risk factor, but also 
for whom sport itself was a powerful draw. Sport (especially football) was used as the main attraction 
and integrated with non-sport activities to promote positive values, because it appeals to children. Most 
programmes were located in Africa, but within each region S4D programmes tended to be located in the 
higher income countries.   
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In addition, based on our survey of 263 S4D programmes within UNICEF, the top outcome areas focused 
on were, in order of ranking: education, social inclusion, and child protection, and with empowerment 
and health tied. This finding aligns with the four outcome areas that are the focus of the Getting Into the 
Game Phase 1 report. 

Our findings also confer with studies by other researchers (e.g. Schulenkorf et al., 2016) that also show, 
the popularity of football, a predominance of programmes in Africa, and an emphasis on educational 
and social outcomes among S4D programmes.  

4. How many S4D programmes are there around the world? 

According to analysis of data from the Beyond Sport website, a UK-based global sport organisation, there 
are 2,258 organizations conducting 2,985 S4D projects/programmes in 148 countries. Their sample 
showed a majority of S4D programmes (54%) were located in high income countries, with 17% in upper-
middle countries ,18% in lower-middle income countries, and 11% in low income countries. The majority 
of programmes (30%) were located in Africa with 23% in the East and South Africa region specifically. 
Within the African continent, South Africa had the highest number of programmes with a total of 242, 
followed by Kenya with 147 programmes. However, the United States and the United Kingdom were the 
countries with the highest number of programmes overall (630 and 529 programmes respectively), 
meaning that for the Beyond Sport sample, most programmes (51%) were located in regions where 
UNICEF National Committees are found.  

5. What social and/or development goals do S4D programmes usually aim for? 

Our Sport for Development Programming Survey shows that most programmes aim to meet social and 
development goals such as the development of children’s soft skills (62% of programmes), followed by 
empowerment of children (57%), and the reduction of negative behaviours (53%). Accordingly, the top 
three non-sport activities conducted by programmes were empowerment lessons (51%), lessons on 
reducing antisocial behaviour (49%), and lessons to promote inclusivity (45%). These focus areas align 
well with focus areas of the report, except for education. Academic lessons or tutoring were the least 
common non-sport activity (17%) reported by programmes. 

 

III. RESEARCH METHODS  

1. What is the research and its purpose?  How has it been done? 

The main purpose is to understand how S4D initiatives can most effectively transform children’s lives 
and promote outcomes in child protection, social inclusion, education, and empowerment.  

The research is divided into two phases. This first phase has been primarily focused on desk-based 
research supplemented by two questionnaires of existing S4D initiatives within UNICEF and around the 
world. The questionnaires were aimed to identify, assess, systematize, and map existing evidence on 
S4D practices and policies. This has provided an understanding of how S4D initiatives can achieve 
outcomes in these four areas, as well as to identify successful and promising initiatives. Based on the 
findings from phase 1, the second phase will aim to strengthen the evidence base with original empirical 
research and primary data collection. 

2. Who has done the research? What are their credentials? 

This report was prepared by a team of researchers at the UNICEF Office of Research - Innocenti. The 
project was managed by Dominic Richardson (Sr. Education Specialist), coordinated by Juliana Zapata 
(Research Associate), and written by Nadia Jessop (Research Analyst), Cirenia Chavez (Research 
Associate), and Juliana Zapata. Sarah Fuller (Research Assistant) provided critical research support, and 
Claire Akehurst (Programme Assistant) provided administrative support to the team. 

http://www.beyondsport.org/
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The team has expertise in different areas, including equity and quality in education, child well-being, 
positive youth development and violence against children. The team has also worked in high- to middle- 
and low-income countries around the world. Dominic Richardson, has a PhD in Social Policy; Juliana 
Zapata, has a MA in Public Administration, and MS in Urban Education; Nadia Jessop, has a PhD in 
Educational Psychology; Cirenia Chavez, has a PhD in Development Studies, and Sarah Fuller is 
completing a MA in International Education Development. 

3. How will the research findings be launched for the public?  

The research report will be launched by senior representatives of FC Barcelona and UNICEF at an 
international event to be organized at Camp Nou in Barcelona, Spain on 28 March 2019. The research 
findings will be presented by Dominic Richardson, Sr. Education Specialist. The launch event will also 
include an international round table of S4D experts, grassroots organisations and sport celebrities 
(researchers and practitioners) to explore the findings from the report and share views on how S4D 
impacts in children´s lives.  

4. How will this research be used?  Who will find it useful? 

The aim of the report is to increase awareness and to reinvigorate the discussion on S4D policies and 
practices among S4D actors, as well as stakeholders outside of the sport environment, such as education 
and social policy experts. These include international organisations, international sports associations, 
non-governmental organisations, national policymakers and government officials, researchers and 
academics, youth organisations, and the media. The findings of this research also play a central role in 
the development of a child-focused S4D framework, guided by the S4D For Children Working Group and 
led by UNICEF and the Barca Foundation. 

5. How are you validating the research? 

The research has been guided and supported by the Research Management Committee during this first 
phase of the research. Members provided guidance, review, and insights and includes: Aisha Al-Said 
Albella (Barca Fundación), Prof. Cora Burnett (University of Johannesburg, South Africa), Prof. Fred 
Coalter (University of Stirling, United Kingdom), Giovanni Di Cola (ILO) and Liz Twyford (UNICEF UK); 
Annabelle McDougall (UNICEF PFP), Rocio Vincente Senra (UNICEF Spain).  

In addition, we have used rigorous methods in conducting the research for the report such as: 

• Integrative Literature Review 

• Systematic Mapping of Evidence 

• Assessments of the quality of evidence included in the report 

• Evidence-informed theories of change 

• Surveys designed to reach broad audience of practitioners and translated into 8 languages  

• Development of set criteria for evidence of high-quality programming for S4D programmes featured 
in the report 

• Assessment of the survey sample’s generalizability 

6. What are the next steps for the research? 

Building on the results on Phase 1, the next steps will be to elevate the evidence profile of S4D 
programmes for children and youth. To do so, Phase 2 aims to illustrate the unique contribution of 
sports to child and youth development using high-quality evidence from field research. It will test the 
findings, including the theories of change, from this first phase of the research and involve secondary 
data analysis from data collected through S4D programmes identified in the supplementary S4D 
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programming survey. Primary data collection tool(s) will also be designed, piloted and refined to 
complement the secondary data analysis and to help understand the common characteristics and 
practices of S4D initiatives needed for transferability and scaling up in different settings (e.g. emergency 
and non-emergency). This will include meaningful consultation with children and young people, S4D 
experts, and other stakeholders. Alongside, the S4D For Children Working Group, Phase 2 will aim to 
create an accompanying toolkit that can facilitate capacity-building among S4D programmes in low-to 
middle-income countries. In a final stage, Phase 2 will also involve translating this knowledge gained 
from the research into evidence-based policy, practice and actionable recommendations for 
practitioners within the S4D community and beyond, such as those working in the key focus areas: 
education, social inclusion, child protection and empowerment. 

 

IV. THE SPORT FOR DEVELOPMENT FOR CHILDREN WORKING GROUP 

1. What is the S4D For Children Working Group?    

The S4D For Children Working Group is composed of professionals from various institutions including 
universities and research centres, international organisations, international sports associations, NGOs, 
and S4D platforms. Together, they aim to contribute to the current discussions at the international level 
on the need to reinvigorate and strengthen the evidence-base in child-focused S4D and on ways to 
achieve the SDGs. Thus, they aim towards the creation of the S4D for Children Framework by 2020.   

The Working Group is comprised of subgroups, which collect, inform, and analyze literature and case 
studies on S4D; collect data about child-focused S4D projects; contribute to the development of 
monitoring and evaluation tools; specify issues of importance in advocacy for child-focused S4D; and 
define the structure of S4D guidelines and indicators for Framework on S4D for children. The working 
group adds value through advocacy and by building a global exchange network for sharing knowledge, 
resources and expertise.  

2. What are the long-term plans in child-focused S4D for the Barça Foundation and UNICEF?  

The partnership intends to lead international efforts on research and advocacy in the field of child-
focused S4D. Guided by the knowledge that the S4D For Children Working Group contributes to the 
awareness of and support for S4D with a central focus on children, the working group will:  

• provide advice, support, and assistance for the development, implementation and sustainability of a 
child-focused S4D framework and relevant tools (e.g., tools for monitoring and evaluation and 
advocacy); 

• assist in the promotion of child-focused S4D through advocacy and by building a global exchange 
network for the sharing of knowledge, resources and expertise; 

• recognise barriers, such as gaps in evidence and practice, and enablers to child-focused S4D 
activities within key stakeholders, including NGOs, international organisations, sport bodies and 
governments;  

• help to monitor trends in child-focused S4D, and, 

• strengthen and expand S4D initiatives as a key strategy for achieving the SDGs. 

The aim is that by 2020 the working group, in consultation with all its members, will have the framework 
and tools to provide the structure/foundation for child-focused S4D programmes. This framework and 
tools will enable them to design, implement, monitor and evaluate quality S4D for children activities 
which aim to create sustainable personal and social development for children and youth. 


