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The Crime Reduction Research Program 
This project was funded through the British Columbia Crime Reduction Research 
Program (CRRP). 

The CRRP is a research grant program administered and funded by the Province of 
British Columbia in collaboration with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP). 
The CRRP is focused on investing in independent research to inform priority policing 
operations, policies, and programs related to public safety in British Columbia. In doing 
so, the CRRP also aims to foster greater collaboration between government, law 
enforcement, and academic experts in the field of policing and public safety. 

Eligible research topics are identified on an annual basis by the BC Ministry of Public 
Safety & Solicitor General and the RCMP based on current and emerging provincial 
priorities. All grants are awarded on a merit basis by the CRRP Working Group. 

Disclaimer 
The statements, findings, and recommendations contained in this report have been 
reached independently by the authors of this report and do not necessarily reflect the 
views of the Province of British Columbia.  
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Executive Summary 
Sports stand with several other activities (e.g., education, mentoring, religious teaching, 
and volunteering) as a potential factor in influencing positive social development among 
children and youth. Crime prevention strategies have therefore tried to build on the 
popularity and benefits of sport activities to promote positive youth development and to 
influence risk and resiliency factors associated with criminal involvement. Various sport-
based crime prevention programs, usually targeting youth crime, have been implemented 
in Canada over the last two decades. Unfortunately very few of these programs, whether 
in Canada or elsewhere, have been subjected to a rigorous evaluation. As a result, many of 
these programs have overly ambitious crime prevention objectives, vague rationales for 
their activities, and limited evidence of impact on youth crime. 

This study attempted to conceptualize the links between criminological theory, positive 
youth development, and sports-based crime prevention programs. It took stock of the 
current research evidence on the impact of sport-based crime prevention programs on 
youth crime and gang recruitment. It also aimed to identify emerging successful practices 
for promoting positive youth development through sport-based programs for crime 
prevention purposes. Finally, the study developed an inventory and review of existing 
sport-based crime prevention programs in B.C. and conducted a high-level evaluability 
assessment of these programs. 

There is a long-standing tradition in the crime prevention field of distinguishing between 
three complementary levels of crime prevention. The first level involves interventions that 
address social, environmental, or situational conditions associated with various forms of 
criminal activities. The second level includes interventions that target individuals or 
groups known or assumed to be particularly at risk of criminal involvement. The third level 
entails a range of interventions within or outside the criminal justice system to prevent 
individuals already engaged in criminal activity from reoffending and encouraging them 
to desist from crime and successfully reintegrate into society. It is generally assumed that 
sport activities have the potential to contribute to crime prevention at all three levels. 

At the primary level, one finds sport-based programs that generally promote sport 
participation in school, after school or in the community to promote individual 
development, community development, or even more generally, social development. 
At the secondary level, one tends to find sport-based programs that purportedly target 
at-risk individuals or groups and tend to use sport as a platform for delivering other 
interventions. These interventions can be either strength-based or deficit-based, 
depending on the extent to which they focus on mitigating risk factors or enhancing 
resiliency factors. At the tertiary level, the interventions are part of rehabilitation, 
re-education, or reintegration programs to promote desistance from crime and to 
prevent reoffending. 

Sport-based crime prevention programs can be categorized by the relative role that 
sport plays in them, or the centrality of the role of sport in them. Some programs are 
focused on facilitating youth participation in sport and their acquisition of related 
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technical and other skills. Other programs consist of a mix of complementary 
interventions where sport acts as a hook to attract and retain youth and as a platform 
for engaging them in additional interventions. 

The relationship between sport and crime is difficult to disentangle. There is much 
controversy around whether sports participation should be regarded as a protective or 
a risk factor in the development of juvenile delinquency. Research on the relationship 
between sport participation and subsequent illegal behaviour does not clearly establish 
whether sports participation acts as a preventative measure or an additional risk factor for 
illegal behavior later in life. Some studies have revealed a link between sport participation 
and involvement in certain types of delinquency including violence and problematic 
alcohol use. It is very clear that involvement in sport can impact different aspects of one’s 
personality and social setting in both positive and negative ways.  It is also quite clear that 
risk-based theories of youth crime prevention rest on shaky evidence and that positive 
youth development interventions, through sports or other forms of interventions, still 
have to demonstrate how they can produce tangible crime prevention outcomes. 

Sport Participation and Primary Crime Prevention 

There is a wide variety of community-based programs aiming to use sport either as a 
means or a complementary activity to achieve youth development and generally prevent 
youth crime. 

Due to methodological and practical challenges, it is difficult to reach general conclusions 
on the effectiveness of these programs. Despite numerous anecdotal accounts, there is 
still little definitive evidence to support the assumption that sport participation is effective 
in reducing youth crime. The root causes of youth crime, whether understood at the 
individual or societal levels, cannot reasonably be expected to be single-handedly 
addressed by the provision of sport opportunities. Programs should guard against having 
overly ambitious objectives. 

Sports and Secondary Crime Prevention – Youth at Risk 

At the secondary level of crime prevention intervention, some sport-based programs are 
relied upon to reach and support children and youth deemed “at risk”.  Although there is 
very little evidence of a causal link between sport participation and the prevention of 
crime, there is some evidence that sport can be an effective tool for recruiting and 
delivering other crime prevention interventions to mitigate risk factors and strengthen 
protective factors of crime and violence. 

Many youth crime prevention and drug prevention programs are designed as early 
interventions to reduce the impact of risk factors and enhance corresponding protective 
factors, by targeting "high risk" individuals or groups. Such programs may have many 
benefits for participants, but they tend to overstate their ability to prevent crime. The 
“evidence” of their success, when there is any at all, is mostly anecdotal or based on the 
perceptions of participants or program leaders. Furthermore, many community-based 
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programs with limited funding focus on receptive youths and overemphasize the fact that 
these youth may somehow be “at risk”. 

Sports and Tertiary Crime Prevention – Desistance from Crime 

At the tertiary level, sport-based programs, delivered either in the community or in a 
correctional setting, can potentially contribute to the rehabilitation and reintegration of 
offenders, although there is still very little evidence that they actually do. 

Theory of Change 

The study attempts to conceptualize the links between criminological theory and sports-
based crime prevention programs. This involves clarifying existing concepts and 
connecting them to existing theories commonly used to understand young offending and 
desistance from crime.  This is a pre-requisite to forming a cogent theory to explain how 
sport-based programs can, at least in theory, produce crime prevention outcomes at the 
individual level. 

Emerging Good Practices 

Based on a review of the relevant research and discussions and interviews with coaches 
and leaders of sport-based crime prevention or positive youth development programs in 
British Columbia, the study identifies some emerging good practices in youth crime 
prevention through sports. The goal is to maximize the value and potential impact of 
crime prevention interventions through sports until rigorous program evaluations can 
provide more specific program development guidance. Some programming principles 
that have emerged so far include: 

• The specific crime prevention objectives of the program must be explicit and 
articulated based on a clear and credible theory of change. The program rationale or 
logical framework should specify what in the chosen sport activities and accompanying 
interventions can be logically expected to lead to crime prevention outcomes. 

• The intervention should be intentionally structured to teach life skills and help youth 
develop core competencies. 

• The program should be tailored to the local context, interests, and cultural background 
of the young people it seeks to influence. It must address the local crime situation and 
respond to local crime prevention goals and priorities. 

• The program must align its objectives with the youth’s specific needs. Sports-based 
interventions must be sensitive to the diverse needs of young people, particularly if 
they are to tackle the underlying structural inequalities that are responsible for youth 
crime. 

• The program should be gender responsive and respectful of cultural differences. 
Prevention programs based on skills and competencies development must be 
culturally relevant. 



 

6 

• The program should be accessible to youth from vulnerable and at-risk groups, 
without further stigmatizing them. Vulnerable groups are not homogeneous, and each 
group presents different challenges that must be considered during the planning and 
delivery of crime prevention interventions. 

• When using sport as a ‘hook’ to recruit at risk youth, the sport activity must be popular 
among the target group and the youth must possess a clear sense of ownership and 
control over the activities that are offered and delivered through an intervention. 

• The program must have an effective, non-discriminatory, and non-stigmatizing youth 
recruitment strategy aligned with the program objectives and a clear definition of the 
intended program beneficiaries. 

• The program should offer intensive and lasting interventions through sustained 
delivery mechanisms that engage youth in the long-term and enable lasting 
relationships. 

• The program must be delivered within a safe and supportive environment. The 
physical and psychological safety of participants is crucial to successful interventions. 

• The program must recognize the significance of social relationships, create a sense 
of community, employ a multi-agency approach, build a structure to ensure 
sustainability, and be flexible enough to allow program activities to respond to 
changes in the local context and challenges that inevitably arise. 

• The program must facilitate quality interactions between the youth and key social 
agents (peers, parents, teachers and coaches). The integration of family, school and 
community efforts are important for the success of sport-based crime prevention 
programs. 

• The program must have well trained coaches and facilitators.  The present study 
identifies some of the main components of a training program for coaches and 
facilitators. 

Inventory of B.C. Sport-based Crime Prevention Programs 

The report includes an inventory and review of existing sport-based crime prevention 
programs in BC, nothing that many of them have been cancelled, suspended or reduced 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Program Evaluations 

The lack of robust evaluations and monitoring of sport-based crime prevention programs 
has hampered progress towards more effective interventions. The programs are rarely 
evaluated and, when they are, the evaluations are methodologically weak and overly 
simplistic in their theorizing about the causes of delinquency. 

To our knowledge, none of the sport-based crime prevention or positive youth 
development programs in B.C. have been evaluated or empirically reviewed. Also, none of 
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the programs we examined had a clear theory of change or logic model that could link its 
activities directly to crime prevention. It was not clear that any of them were committed to 
achieving specific or measurable crime prevention outcomes. Program documentation 
and program management data were both limited. Program leaders and representatives 
did not appear to be particularly interested in participating in an evaluation of their 
program, as program evaluation did not appear to be a requirement of funding agencies. 
The conclusion of the evaluability assessment was simple but disappointing: none of the 
existing BC programs is ready for an outcome evaluation.  
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Introduction 
Sport-based crime prevention enjoys a level of popularity and political support which, 
despite the boastful claims of its supporters, is not totally justified by its meager success. 
Many sports-based youth programs purport to prevent youth crime or youth involvement 
in gangs. However, few sports-based crime prevention programs, whether in B.C. or 
elsewhere, have been subjected to a rigorous evaluation. As a result, many of these 
programs have overly ambitious crime prevention objectives, vague rationales for their 
activities, and limited evidence of impact on youth crime. 

The concept of sport-based crime prevention is a hazy concept that perpetuates itself 
without clear definitions, a coherent theoretical basis, or persuasive empirical evidence. 
There remains a critical need for further research and theory to identify the contexts and 
processes through which sport participation may contribute to crime prevention. In 
particular, further research is needed on how and under what circumstances sports 
contribute to positive youth development and the extent to which helping youth develop 
human, social and psychological capital actually prevents criminal behaviour or 
encourages desistance from crime. 

With the financial support of the Crime Reduction Research Program, British Columbia 
Ministry of Public Safety and Solicitor General, the University of the Fraser Valley’s South 
Asian Studies Institute (SASI) undertook a project to identify and review existing sports-
based crime prevention programs in British Columbia, their main objectives and 
characteristics, as well as their theoretical foundation and alignment with effective 
evidence-based practices in the field of sports and crime prevention. 

The project also aimed to: 

1. Take stock of the current knowledge on the impact or potential impact of sport-based 
crime prevention programs on youth crime and gang recruitment 

2. Identify emerging successful practices for promoting positive youth development and 
facilitating sports-based programs for crime prevention purposes 

3. Create an inventory of existing sport-based crime prevention programs in B.C. 

4. Review existing sport-based crime prevention programs in B.C. 

5. Conduct a high-level evaluability assessment of existing programs 

6. Offer some general guidance for the development or enhancement of effective sport-
based crime prevention programs 

At a later stage, the project may lead to the development of a training curriculum and 
training tools for coaches, leaders, and facilitators involved and interested in creating and 
delivering effective sports-based crime prevention programs. 

The report begins with a general discussion of crime prevention through sports, including 
some definitions, and examines the role of sport participation and sport-based programs 
at three levels of crime prevention intervention. It then presents our attempt to 
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conceptualize the links between criminological theory and sports-based crime prevention 
programs, followed by a presentation of promising practices within these programs, as 
well as a chapter on coaches and coaching practices. The next chapter focuses on sport-
based crime prevention programs in British Columbia and includes an inventory and a 
summary review of existing programs. The report concludes with a brief chapter on the 
evaluation of sport-based crime prevention programs as well as comments on an 
evaluability assessment of BC programs. 

1. Sport-based Programs and Youth Crime Prevention 

Crime Prevention 
Since antiquity, sports have been seen as a vehicle for moral education and physical and 
mental health.  Today, there is a growing interest in trying to define the place that sports 
and sport-based interventions can occupy in implementing social policies, from social 
development1, conflict prevention and peacebuilding2 or the promotion of social cohesion, 
to crime prevention, the prevention of violent extremism3, or the social reintegration of 
offenders4. There is some evidence that early sport participation may protect against 
development of depression, anxiety, and/or other internalizing behaviors among youth.5 
The benefits of sport and exercise after severe traumatic brain injury have also been 
documented, including as a means to assist with social reintegration.6 Sports 
interventions, often targeting youth who are searching for group belonging and a sense 
of identity, are also used in the prevention of violent extremism7 and have been identified 

 
1 United Nations General Assembly (2017) Building a peaceful and better world through sport and 

the Olympic ideal. 13 November 2017. A/RES/72/6. 
2 Giulianotti, R. (2004). Human rights, globalization and sentimental education: The case of sport. 

Sport in Society, 7:3, 355–369; Giulianotti, R. (2011). Sport, transnational peacemaking, and 
global civil society: Exploring the reflective discourses of “Sport, Development, and Peace” 
project officials. Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 35(1), 50–71. 

3 Samuel, K.L.H. (2018). Desk Review on Sport as a Tool for the Prevention of Violent Extremism. Vienna: 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 

4 Meek, R. & Dandurand, Y. (2019). Integrating Sport into Youth Crime Prevention and Criminal Justice 
Strategies. Background paper for the Expert Group Meeting, Bangkok, December 2019, United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime; Draper, C.E., Errington, S., Omar, S., & Makhita, S. (2013). 
The therapeutic benefits of sport in the rehabilitation of young sexual offenders: A qualitative 
evaluation of the Fight with Insight programme. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 14, 519–530. 

5 Sheppard, A.C. & Mahoney, J.L. (2012). Time spent in sports and adolescent problem behaviors: 
A longitudinal analysis of directions of association. Journal of Youth Development, 7(3). 

6 Quilico, E.L., Harvey, W.J., Caron, J.G., & Bloom, G.A. (2020). Interpretative Phenomenological 
Analysis of Community Exercise Experiences after Severe Traumatic Brain Injury, Qualitative 
Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, Ahead-of-print, 1–16. 

7 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2020). Preventing Violent Extremism Through Sport - 
Technical Guide. Vienna: United Nations. 
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as crucial tools, together with educational and vocational activities, in the rehabilitation of 
radicalised individuals8. 

The international interest in sport and development is often connected with other efforts 
to use sport for the purposes of social intervention, crime prevention, and risk reduction.9 

However, while the international community markets sport as an effective development 
tool, much less work has been done to conceptualize, organize, and structure the whole 
sport and development field.10 For Hartmann and Kwauk, “(w)ith little more than anecdotal 
evidence, beliefs about the impact of sport in development are driven mainly by heartfelt 
narratives, evocative images, and quotable sound bites of individual and community 
transformation, packaged and delivered more often than not by those running the 
programs”.11 

The sport environment is obviously a popular and important training ground for child 
and adolescent development. Sports stand with several other activities (e.g., education, 
mentoring, religious teaching, and volunteering) as a potential factor in influencing 
positive social development among children and youth. Crime prevention strategies have 
therefore tried to build on the popularity and benefits of sport activities to promote 
positive youth development and to influence risk and resiliency factors associated with 
criminal involvement. Various sport-based crime prevention programs, usually targeting 
youth crime, have been implemented in Canada over the last two decades. Internationally, 
the United Nations General Assembly, in its resolution 74/170 entitled “Integrating sport 
into youth crime prevention and criminal justice strategies”, encouraged Member States 
to use sports-based activities more widely to promote primary, secondary, and tertiary 
prevention of youth crime and the social reintegration of young offenders. 

As implied in the previous paragraph, there is a long-standing tradition in the field of 
crime prevention research of distinguishing between three complementary levels of 
crime prevention. The first level involves interventions that address social, environmental, 
or situational conditions associated with various forms of criminal activities. The second 
level includes interventions that target individuals or groups known or assumed to be 
particularly at risk of criminal involvement. The third level entails a range of interventions 
within or outside the criminal justice system to prevent individuals already engaged in 
criminal activity from reoffending and encouraging them to desist from crime and 
successfully reintegrate into society. It is generally believed that sport activities have 
the potential to contribute to crime prevention at all three levels. 

 
8 Richardson, C., Cameron, P.A., & Berlouis, K.M. (2017). The Role of Sport in Deradicalisation and 

Crime Diversion. Journal for Deradicalization, 13, 29–48. 
9 Coalter, F. (2010). Sport-for-development: Going beyond the boundary? Sport in Society, 13(9), 

1374-1391; Hartmann, D., & Kwauk, C. (2011). Sport and development: An overview, critique, 
and reconstruction. Journal of Sport & Social Issues, 35(3), 284–305. 

10 Coalter, F. (2006).  Sport-in-Development: A Monitoring and Evaluation Manual. London: UK Sport. 
11 Hartmann, D., & Kwauk, C. (2011), pp. 285–6. 
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The above categorization of levels of crime prevention interventions can help distinguish 
between different approaches to sport-based interventions. At the primary level, one finds 
sport-based programs that generally promote sport participation in school, after school or 
in the community to promote individual development, community development, or even 
more generally, social development. At the secondary level, one tends to find sport-based 
programs that purportedly target at-risk individuals or groups and tend to use sport as a 
platform for delivering other interventions. These interventions can be either strength-
based or deficit-based, depending on the extent to which they focus on mitigating risk 
factors or enhancing resiliency factors. At the tertiary level, the interventions are part of 
rehabilitation, re-education, or reintegration programs to promote desistance from crime 
and to prevent reoffending. 

The concept of sport-based crime prevention is still in need of standard definitions, 
including operational definitions of what constitutes a sport-based intervention or 
program other than the inclusion of a sport-related component. There is no terminology 
to differentiate between programs where sport is the sole activity, those that combine 
sports with other social interventions (e.g., using sport as a hook to recruit youth), and 
those where sport is a marginal aspect of the program. The centrality of sport in such 
programs can vary considerably. In many instances, sport is only one of several activities 
in which participants take part and it is therefore very difficult to identify or quantify sport-
specific effects. 

There is much controversy around whether sports participation should be regarded 
as a protective or a risk factor for the development of juvenile delinquency. “Sport 
participation” is a concept that needs to be clearly defined, as participation in sports can 
take many forms, whether it is as a player or athlete, a coach or leader, a referee or 
volunteer, or even as a spectator.12 All of these forms of participation have been 
suggested as means to prevent youth crime. Research on the relationship between sports 
participation and subsequent illegal behaviour does not clearly establish whether sports 
participation acts as a preventative measure or a risk factor for illegal behavior later 
in life.13 A study of the short and long-term impacts of school-based youth sports 
participation and adult illegal behavior, by Davis and Menard, suggests that in general, 
sports participation has very little if any direct impact on illegal behavior.14 Further, the 

 
12 Participation as a sport spectator has been associated with its own problems (problem alcohol 

use, violent confrontations, hooliganism, riots) and limited positive impact. For instance, some 
researchers have found significant reductions in crime during televised sports games, although 
the effect is time limited. See: Copus, R. & Laqueur, H. (2019). Entertainment as crime 
prevention: Evidence from Chicago sports games. Journal of Sports Economics, 20(3), 344–370. 
See also: Groombridge, N. (2017). Sports Criminology: A critical criminology of sport and games. 
Bristol: Policy Press. 

13 Davis, B.S., & Menard, S. (2013). Long term impact of youth sports participation on illegal 
behavior. The Social Science Journal, 50(1), 34–44. 

14 Idem. 
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theoretical and empirical knowledge about the relationship between sports participation 
and juvenile delinquency are both lacking.15 

What is also missing is a clear and coherent theoretical conception of sports-based crime 
prevention programs, or a theory of change that might explain coherently how and why 
such programs might be expected to work and how they should be implemented.16 We 
will revisit this point in the second chapter of this report. 

Typology 

Petitpas and his colleagues suggested that, in order to develop a working definition 
of youth development through sport, one must differentiate between the terms 
development, intervention, and prevention.17 They suggested that sport programs could 
be classified into four broad categories: (a) sport-based intervention programs, (b) sport 
as prevention programs, (c) life-skill based programs, and (d) skills development 
programs. They indicated that the first two categories aim to either stop negative 
behaviors or prevent youth from experimenting with these behaviors, whereas life-skill 
based programs focus on developing skills that can be transferred to non-sport settings. 
Finally, they recognized that skill development programs tend to be more traditional, 
community-based sport initiatives that focus on growth and sport skills acquisition and 
may or may not have specific personal developmental goals.18 

One can also categorize a program by the relative role that sport plays in it, or the 
centrality of the role of sport in it. One can distinguish between programs that are limited 
to facilitating youth participation in sport and the development of associated technical and 
life skills, and programs that consist of a mix of complementary interventions where sport 
acts as a hook to attract and retain youth and a platform for engaging them in additional 
interventions. Many so-called sports-plus programs, for example, expect youth not only to 
participate in sport activities, but also to engage in various forms of community service or 
volunteer activities and commit to upholding certain values in all aspects of their life. In 
some cases, this is accompanied and reinforced by material and status incentives (e.g., 
travel, scholarship, branded clothing items, access to some opportunities, status within 
the group or outside).19 

Later we will present the simple typology that we used for creating an inventory of sport-
based crime prevention programs in B.C. However, for the remainder of this chapter, we 
use the distinction we referred to earlier between the three strategic levels of intervention 

 
15 Spruit, A., Vugt, E., Put, C., Stouwe, T., Stams, G.J. (2016). Sports participation and juvenile 

delinquency: A meta-analytic review. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 45(4), 655–671. 
16 Hartman, D. (2003). Theorizing sport as social intervention: A view from the grassroots. Quest, 55, 

118–140. 
17 Petitpas, A.J., Cornelius, A.E., Van Raalte, J.L., & Jones, T. (2005). A framework for planning youth 

sport programs that foster psychosocial development. The Sport Psychologist, 19(1), 63–80. 
18 Idem. 
19 See: McMahon, S., & Belur, J. (2013). Sports-based programmes and reducing youth violence and 

crime. London: Project Oracle Children and Youth Evidence Hub. 
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in crime prevention (primary, secondary, and tertiary), while acknowledging the limitations 
of such a typology. 

Sport Participation and Primary Crime Prevention 
There is a wide variety of community-based programs which generally aim to use sport, 
either as a means or complementary activity, to achieve youth development and prevent 
youth crime. Because of its presumed ability to contribute to moral development, 
character building and the acquisition of life skills, sport (especially competitive team 
sport) is frequently promoted as having the potential to contribute to crime prevention, 
the reduction of anti-social behaviour, and the rehabilitation of recidivists.20 One should 
note, however, these primary crime prevention initiatives are seldom explicit about the 
type of crime they purport to prevent. Some of them refer generally to problem or deviant 
behaviour and may include anything from lack of self-discipline, defiance of authority, 
school absenteeism, or experimentation with drugs, to theft, violent and confrontational 
behaviour, or contacts with the police. Other initiatives specifically refer to violent 
behaviour, delinquency, or gang involvement, without specifying the exact behavioural 
nature of the outcomes to be achieved. 

Despite numerous anecdotal accounts, there is still little definitive evidence to support the 
assumption that sport participation is effective in reducing youth crime.21 Methodological 
and practical challenges in evaluating the impact of sport participation explain why there 
is little definitive/empirical evidence to support the assumption that sport is effective in 
reducing youth crime. Challenges include identifying what aspects to measure to gauge 
success, poor-quality data, and difficulties in isolating the impact of sports-based 
initiatives from other confounding factors.  Due to research limitations, it is difficult to 
reach general conclusions on the effectiveness of these programs.22 

The relationship between sport participation and local crime rates is ambiguous and 
there is very little definitive evidence to confirm that sport participation reduces criminal 
activities. The link between sport participation and crime varies by type of crime and there 
are obviously other variables at play.23 

 
20 Coalter, F. (2007). A wider social role for sport: Who’s keeping the score? New York, NY: 

Routledge; Coalter, F. (2012). ‘There is loads of relationships here’: Developing a programme 
theory for sport-for-change programmes. International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 48(5), 
594–612. 

21 Coakley, J. (1998). Sport in Society: Issues and controversies. Boston: McGraw Hill.; Coalter, F. 
(2010). The politics of sport-for-development: limited focus programmes and broad-gauge 
problems? International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 45(3), 295–314.; Spruit, A., Vugt, E., Put, 
C., Stouwe, T., Stams, G.J. (2016). 

22 Public Safety Canada. (2017). Research highlights: Sports-based crime prevention programs. 
Ottawa: PSC. 

23 Brosnan, S. (2020). The impact of sports participation on crime in England between 2012 and 
2015. Sport in Society, 23(6), 1080–1090. 
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A large-scale survey of 15-year-old German youth tended to confirm24 that the evidence is 
quite clear that sport activities do not automatically prevent violence. Indeed, a multilevel 
meta-analysis of 51 published and unpublished studies that examine the relationship 
between sports participation and juvenile delinquency showed that there is no overall 
significant association between sports participation and juvenile delinquency, indicating 
that adolescent athletes are neither more nor less delinquent than non-athletes.25 In some 
of the studies reviewed for the meta-analysis, sample and sports characteristics had a 
significant but modest moderating effect on the relationship between sport participation 
and juvenile delinquency. 

Furthermore, there appears to be clear differences in how young men and women are 
impacted by their sport involvement. Some programs have positive outcomes for male 
participants but increase the likelihood of delinquency for female participants, while 
others have the opposite effect.26 

The long-term impact of youth sports participation on illegal behavior (including adult 
criminal behavior) is still not clear. According to Davis and Menard, it is unclear whether 
sports participation acts as a preventative measure or a risk factor for illegal behavior.27 
One of the findings of program evaluations so far is that youth participation in sport, in 
itself, is unlikely to produce crime prevention outcomes.28 In fact, methodologically robust 
evidence is lacking to support the notion that participation in sport activity can lead to a 
reduction in anti-social and offending behaviour.29 There is indeed a lot of wishful thinking 
and proselytizing behind many of these programs.30 

 
24 Mutz, M. & Baur, J. (2009). The role of sports for violence prevention: Sport club participation and 

violent behaviour among adolescents. International Journal of Sport Policy, 1(3), 305–321. 
25 Spruit, A., Vugt, E., Put, C., Stouwe, T., Stams, G. J. (2016); Also: Spruit, A., van der Put, C., van Vugt, 

E., and Stams, G.J. (2018). Predictors of intervention success in a sport-based program for 
adolescents at risk of juvenile delinquency. International Journal of Offender Therapy and 
Comparative Criminology, 62(6), 1535–1555; Spruit, A., Hoffenaar, P., van der Put, C., van Vugt, E., 
& Stams, G.J. (2018a). The effect of a sport-based intervention to prevent juvenile delinquency in 
at-risk adolescents. Children and Youth Services Review, 94(4), 689–698. 

26 Fagan, A., & Lindsey, A.M.L. (2014). Gender differences in the effectiveness of delinquency 
prevention programs: What can be learned from experimental research? Criminal Justice and 
Behavior, 41(9), 1057–1078; Lipowski, Lipowska, Jochimek, & Krokosz, 2016. 

27 Davis, B.S., & Menard, S. (2013). 
28 Groombridge, N. (2017); Davis, B.S., & Menard, S. (2013); Ehsani, M., Dehnavi, A., & Heidary, A. 

(2012). The influence of sport and recreation upon crime reduction: A literature review. 
International Journal of Academic Research in Business and Social Sciences, 2(6), 98–104; Caldwell, 
L.L., & Smith, E.A. (2006). Leisure as a context for youth development and delinquency 
prevention. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Criminology, 39(3), 398–418. 

29 Chamberlain, J.M. (2013). Sports-based intervention and the problem of youth offending: A 
diverse enough tool for a diverse society? Sport in Society, 16(10), 1279–1292. 

30 Giulianotti, R. (2004). 
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Based on available evidence, Hartmann and Hauk came to two important conclusions: 
(1) sports programming and participation do not automatically and inevitably lead to 
prosocial outcomes and effect; (2) sport programming must be combined with other, non-
sport programming and investment in order to achieve  broader developmental goals.31 
For these authors, a failure to recognize these points compromises the effectiveness of 
sport-based initiatives and programming and risk producing the opposite effects of those 
intended. They add: “Not to realize these two points is to both overestimate the social 
power of sport and to underestimate the depth, scale, and scope of the challenges of 
development, education, and intervention.”32 

Depending on their respective goals and design, sports programs can help divert youth 
from crime and other problematic activities, may contribute to character building or 
positive youth development and provide youth with access to pro-social networks and 
positive role models.33 However, the root causes of youth crime, whether understood at 
the individual or societal levels, cannot reasonably be expected to be single-handedly 
addressed by the provision of sport opportunities. Programs should guard against having 
overly ambitious objectives.34 According to the conclusions of an international group of 
experts convened by the United Nations, “the power of sports to produce social change 
should not be overestimated and sport should not be seen as an alternative to public 
investments in education, access to employment, social services, access to justice, and 
rehabilitation programmes".35 

Character Building 

An unavoidable question, raised by Coakley nearly twenty years ago, remains 
unanswered. It is: "What leads many people to think that youth sport programs might 
solve problems of deviance and violence when research clearly shows that these problems 
are related to a long history of economic decline, high rates of poverty, and feelings of 
despair in inner cities?".36 Another challenging question is: “How do we explain the 
troubling prevalence of corruption, deviance and crime among the privileged class and 
individuals who had opportunities to participate in high school or college sport, or even 
elite sport, throughout their youth and beyond?” 

 
31 Hartmann, D., & Kwauk, C. (2011). 
32 Idem, p. 298. 
33 Hermens, N., Super, S., Verkooijen, K.T., & Koelen, M.A. (2017). A systematic review of life skill 

development through sports programs serving socially vulnerable youth. Research Quarterly for 
Exercise and Sport, 88(4), 408–424. 

34 Bailey, R. (2005). Evaluating the relationship between physical education, sport and social 
inclusion. Educational Review, 57(1), 71–90. 

35 United Nations (2020). Outcome of the expert group meeting on integrating sport into youth 
crime prevention and criminal justice strategies, Report of the Secretary General, April 2020. 

36 Coakley, J. (2002). Using sports to control deviance and violence among youths: Let’s be critical 
and cautious, in M. Gatz, M.A. Messner, and S.J. Ball-Rokeach (Eds.), Paradoxes of Youth and 
Sport (pp. 13–30). New York, NY: University of New York Press. 
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Participation in sport is seen as a means to teach young people to internalise the values 
of conventionality and become better citizens, and there is evidence that sports, under the 
right circumstances, can contribute to the youth’s moral development.37  However, some 
studies have questioned the assumption that sport build moral character. Gamesmanship 
strategies, including cheating and aggression, are far from unheard of in youth sport. 
Many different types of aggressions (e.g. physical, verbal, hostile, instrumental) have been 
reported by high-school athletes who rationalized such behaviours as being part of the 
game.38 The findings of a study by Camiré & Trudel, who were interested in high school 
athletes’ perspectives on character development through sport participation, "suggest 
that, while a combination of both social and moral values seems to be present, the 
majority of athletes tend to believe that the type of character that best describes the 
development that occurs in sport is social".39 

Gould and Carson also arrived at the conclusion that sport does not necessarily build 
character in youth: 

"Sport participants are typically compared to non-participants on measures of moral 
development, with results often showing that participants do not exhibit higher levels of 
moral reasoning and, in some sports (e.g., male contact sports), may even exhibit lower 
levels of character development.”40 

Many proponents of sport-based programs, on the basis on some idealized beliefs in 
sport’s capacity to promote moral development and character building, may be prepared 
to assume that engaging youth in sports will automatically serve the goals of education, 
socialization, and moral development.41 However, as Côté & Hancock advised, "(s)port 
researchers and the wider sports community need to have a clear vision of the inherent 
value of sport participation and the best way to transmit positive personal values through 
sport”.42 

Positive Contacts and Role Models 

Some prevention programs do not include youth participation in sports, but purport to 
expose youth to successful athletes as role models. An evaluation of a school-based 
program that used successful sport personalities to deliver a series of motivational 
activities to young people revealed that, although the teachers and young people reported 

 
37 Pennington C.G. (2017). Moral development and sportsmanship in physical education and sport. 

Journal of Physical Education, Recreation & Dance, 88(9), 36–42. 
38 Camiré, M., & Trudel, P. (2010). High school athletes’ perspectives on character development 

through sport participation. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 15(2), 193–207. 
39 Idem, p. 205. 
40 Gould, D. & Carson, S. (2008). Life skills development through sport: Current status and future 

directions. International Review of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 1(1), 58–78, p. 63. 
41 Hartmann, D., & Kwauk, C. (2011). 
42 Côté, J. & Hancock, D.J. (2016). Evidence-based policies for youth sport programmes. International 

Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 8(1), 51–65, p. 54. 
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an immediate positive reaction to the activities, there was limited evidence of a wider 
impact on young people’s behaviour, school attendance or self-esteem.43 

However, the majority of sport-based prevention programs involved contacts and 
relationships with adults whom, for better or worse, youth may regard as models. 
The actual impact of these role models on the youth social, psychological, and human 
development is difficult to isolate from the impact of various other factors involved in 
a sport-based program and is therefore rarely measured. 

There is sometimes some confusion about the difference between adults acting as role 
models or as mentors. Mentoring is of course a very commonly used form of intervention 
with youth engaged in, or thought to be at risk for delinquent behavior, school failure, 
aggression, or other antisocial behavior. Adult-youth mentoring programs are often a 
component of youth crime prevention programs, whether related to sport activities or 
not.44 The fact that sport activities can provide opportunities for developing positive 
mentorship is indisputable. But it is sometimes doubtful whether crime prevention 
outcomes should be attributed to the mentoring relationships or participation in sport. 

Diversion 

It is sometimes suggested that participation in sport can act as a diversion from crime 
and/or anti-social behaviour45, helping youth avoid situations and activities that normally 
attract ‘at-risk’ youth.46  It is presumed that offering challenging and demanding activities 
that encourage youth to channel their energy and quest for excitement into something 
worthwhile will divert them from offending. It is often suggested that the stimulus-seeking 
behaviour of certain types of delinquents explains why they may be attracted to and 
benefit from sport activities. The idea is that risky youth behaviour can be prevented by 
providing youth with alternatives and teaching them to make healthy decisions. 
Unfortunately, prevention programs which pursue the general goal of diverting youth 
from crime by providing them with alternative leisure activities and a different social 
environment tend to have vague rationales and overly ambitious objectives or are based 
on fairly simplistic understandings of the multiple and complex causes of youth crime.47 

 
43 Armour, K., & Duncombe, R. (2012). Changing lives? Critical evaluation of a school-based athlete 

role model intervention. Sport, Education, and Society, 17(3), 381–403. 
44 For a meta-analysis of the impact of mentoring interventions with youth at risk, see: Tolan, P., 

Henry, D., Schoeny, M., Bass, A., Lovergrove, P., & Nichols, E. (2013). Mentoring Interventions to 
Affect Juvenile Delinquency and Associated Problems: A systematic review. Campbell Systematic 
Reviews 2013, 10. 

45 Nichols, G. (1997). A consideration of why active participation in sport and leisure might reduce 
criminal behaviour. Sport, Education and Society, 2(2), 181–190.; Nichols, G. (2007). Sport and 
Crime Reduction: The role of sports in tackling youth crime. London: Routledge. 

46 Crabbe, T., Bailey, G., Blackshaw, T. Adam, B., Choak, C,. Gidley, B., Mellor, G., O’Connor. K., 
Slater, I., & Woodhouse, D. (2006). Knowing the score: Positive Futures case study final report. 
Swindon: Positive Future Team and Crime Concern. 

47 Ehsani, M., Dehnavi, A., & Heidary, A. (2012). 
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The goal of some more structured interventions is to help youth “become more 
intrinsically motivated by having goal-oriented leisure pursuits and decreasing levels of 
amotivation, learning to overcome peer pressure, and becoming more aware of leisure 
opportunities”.48  Caldwell and Smith summarized, from a criminological perspective, the 
potential links between leisure and crime:  (1) time filled with prosocial activities cannot 
be filled with deviant activities; (2) certain activities are more likely to instigate deviant 
behaviour or association with a deviant subculture; (3) time spent in informal and/or 
unsupervised activities is likely to promote deviance, while time spent in supervised 
activities protects against it; and, (4) self-control and attachment to conventional norms 
and activities protect against deviant behaviour.49 

Developmental Outcomes 

At the primary level of crime prevention interventions, sports programs are seen as 
contributing, through an emotionally interactive engagement, to the development of 
personal skills or assets, including cognitive, social, emotional, and intellectual qualities, 
necessary to function constructively in society. The outcomes of youth sport involvement 
are sometimes referred to as the 3Ps: performance, participation and personal 
development.50 Peers and identity formation during sports activities (including the 
importance of being a team member, belonging to a team) have been shown to influence 
youth development.51 Sport activity has the potential to promote the youth’s social 
engagement and confer citizenship benefits, but only when integrated into wider 
programs of social support and community engagement.52 However, other extra-
curricular (after school) activities can have a similar impact. Unstructured and structured 
after-school activities (sport and non sport) provide contexts in which youth may face 
challenges and have positive and negative experiences that may benefit their 
development. What seems to matter the most is that the activity is one that they like and 
engages them.53 Adventure education, for example, has also been shown to help youth 
develop several life skills and contribute to their positive development.54 In fact, in recent 

 
48 Caldwell, L.L., & Smith, E.A. (2006), p. 411. 
49 Idem, p. 399. 
50 Côté, J. & Hancock, D. J. (2016). 
51 Bruner, M.W., Balish, S.M., Forrest, C., Brown, S., Webber, K., Gray, E., McGuckin, M. Keats, M.R., 

Rehman, L., & Shields, C.A. (2017). Ties that bond: Youth sport as a vehicle for social identity and 
positive youth development. Research Quarterly for Exercise and Sport, 88(2), 209–214.; Andrews, 
J.P., & Andrews, G.J. (2003). Life in a secure unit: The rehabilitation of young people through the 
use of sport. Social Science & Medicine, 56, 531–550. 

52 Parker, A., Morgan, H, Farooq, S., Moreland, B., & Pitchford, A. (2019). Sporting intervention and 
social change: Football, marginalised youth and citizenship development. Sport, Education and 
Society, 24(3), 298–310. 

53 Gadbois, S., Bowker, Anne, B., Rose-Krasnor, L., & Findlay, L. (2019). A qualitative examination of 
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33(2), 97–109. 
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studies of the benefits of extracurricular activities, sport was the only activity that showed 
both positive (e.g. the development of teamwork, emotional control and initiative) and 
negative developmental outcomes (e.g. pressure to do things that are morally wrong, or 
alcohol use). 

Misguided and potentially misleading claims of developmental outcomes are sometimes 
made by various sports programs.55 However, a growing number of studies would lead 
one to question the strong beliefs that often exist with regard to the developmental 
potential of sports.56 Assumptions made about how sports interventions contribute to 
achieving certain positive development outcomes and the ways through which these 
outcomes can be attained are seldom clearly formulated or left unquestioned.57 There is 
little understanding of the mechanisms through which sports can foster positive youth 
development.58 The current evidence suggests that sport does not automatically promote 
healthy development and there is very little empirical evidence to suggest that sport 
participation itself is sufficient for healthy development. This led some researchers to 
conclude that: "There appears to be nothing inherent about playing, competing, or 
knocking a ball around that teaches adolescents positive values and skills."59 

On balance, research on the relationship between sport and youth development leads so 
far to the conclusion that the developmental outcomes are contingent on other factors 
and that, by itself, the act of sports participation among young people does not lead to 
regularly identifiable developmental outcomes. The assumption that sport can inherently 
transmit social values to its participants has been successfully challenged. Producing 
positive youth development outcomes is contingent on a combination of many factors, 
including the type of sport played, one’s peers, parents, coaches, and the norms and 
cultures associated with particular sports or sporting experiences. Coakley concluded that 
sport’s developmental benefits are dependent on material and cultural contexts and may 
vary depending on, for example, the sport subculture, social relationships, shifting 
meanings of sport across the life course, and social characteristics of participants.60 
Furthermore, as will be discussed in more detail later, it is often too quickly assumed that 
the learning that occurs during sport participation, including the values adopted and skills 
acquired, will necessarily be transferred to other non-sport contexts in a youth’s life and 
automatically become resiliency factors. 

 
55 Beesley, T. & Fraser-Thomas, J. (2018). Claims of positive youth development: A content analysis 

of mixed martial arts gyms’ websites. Leisure/Loisir, 43(1), 1–25. 
56 Buelens, E., Theeboom, M., Vertonghen, J. & Martelaer, K.D. (2015). Socially vulnerable youth and 

volunteering in sports: Analyzing a Brussels training program for young soccer coaches. Social 
Inclusion, 3, 82–97.; Coakley, J. (2011). Youth sports: What counts as “positive development”? 
Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 35(3), 306–324.; Beesley, T. & Fraser-Thomas, J. (2018). 

57 Coalter, F. (2013). Sport for Development: What game are we playing? London: Routledge. 
58 Buelens, E., Theeboom, M., Vertonghen, J. & Martelaer, K.D. (2015). 
59 Brunelle, J., Danish, S.J., & Forneris, T. (2007). The impact of a sport-based life skill program on 

adolescent prosocial values. Applied Developmental Science, 11, 43–55, p. 43. 
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Clearly, not all youth sport programs are properly structured or implemented in a manner 
that supports positive youth development or the acquisition and transfer of key life skills 
to other life domains.61 For instance, researchers have pointed out that some youth sport 
programs, instead of focusing on the short-term and inherent enjoyment that result from 
sport participation, focus too narrowly on performance, long-term athlete development, 
elitism, early selection and early specialization with the explicit or implicit goal of 
developing elite-level athletes.62 Some sport programs organized and supervised by adults 
require higher levels of investment from earlier ages and focus on certain aspects of sport 
participation that do not necessarily coincide with children’s motives to participate in sport 
in the first place (developing technical skills as opposed to simply having fun and being 
with friends).63 

There is evidence suggesting that sport programs such as these may not be providing 
optimal environments for youths’ long-term participation in sport and, as importantly, 
hinder overall physical and psychosocial development.64 On the one hand, therefore, a 
sport program whose sole focus is on performance and the acquisition of technical skills 
neglects the importance of participation and personal development and minimizes the 
potential that sport involvement can have on youth’s lives.65 On the other hand, sport 
programs that are primarily designed to teach life skills and personal development and do 
not align with children’s motivation to participate in sport.66 However, when youth sport 
programs incorporate the goal of holistic development of the athlete as a person, positive 
development outcomes will remain intact regardless of whether the athlete achieves great 
athletic success.67 

Life Skills Development 

Working within the positive youth development approach, many researchers have focused 
their attention on better understanding how sport is conducive to the development of life 
skills. Life skills are skills that enable individuals to succeed in the different environments 
in which they live, such as school, work, home, and community. They are defined by the 
World Health Organization as “abilities for adaptive and positive behaviour that enable 

 
61 Danish, S., Forneris, T., Hodge, K., & Heke, I. (2004) Enhancing Youth Development Through Sport. 

World Leisure Journal, 46(3), 38–49. 
62 Collins, M. (2010). From ‘sport for good’ to ‘sport for sport’s sake’: Not a good move for sports 

development in England? International Journal of Sport Policy and Politics, 2(3), 367–379.; Côté, J., 
Strachan, L., & Fraser-Thomas, J. (2008). Participation, personal development and performance 
through youth sport. In N.L. Holt (Ed.), Positive Youth Development Through Sport (pp. 34–45). 
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individuals to deal effectively with the demands and challenges of everyday life”.68 Life 
skills can be classified as behavioral (e.g., effective communication), cognitive (e.g., 
decision-making), interpersonal (e.g., friendship, respect, teamwork), and intrapersonal 
(e.g., focus, perseverance, goal setting, emotional regulation). 

There is no doubt that youth have opportunities to learn social skills by participating in 
sport activities, including teamwork, leadership, communication, and learning to work 
with different types of people.69 There is also evidence that they can learn cognitive, 
emotional, and intellectual skills through sport, as well as agency, self-efficacy, goal 
setting, problem solving and time management. Under the right conditions sport can 
teach important life lessons to young people. 

Pierce, Gould and Camiré proposed the following definition of life skills development in 
sport: 

“The ongoing process by which an individual further develops or learns and internalizes a 
personal asset (i.e., psychosocial skill, knowledge, disposition, identity construction, or 
transformation) in sport and then experiences personal change through the application of 
the asset in one or more life domains beyond the context where it was originally learned”.70 

The specific life skills that a particular sport or sport program are meant to help youth 
develop are often not precisely defined or specified.71 Coaches in various sport contexts 
may focus on teaching different life skills. Many of them promote life skills based primarily 
on their own perception of the needs of the athletes, in both their sport and their personal 
lives.72 Furthermore, life skills are only one important form of learning that take place in 
sports-based programs.73 

The acquisition of life skills is often considered as an end rather than a means to an end.  
Research examined the acquisition of life skills, but provided fewer insights about how the 
life skills acquired through the sport-based programs actually play a role in changing 
participants’ lives.74 A comprehensive meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials on the 
effects of social skills training (not necessarily alone and not through sport) revealed that 
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such interventions had a significant but small effect on aggression, delinquency, and 
related antisocial outcomes.75  Unfortunately, the assumption that the acquisition or 
development of life skills prevents criminal involvement or desistance from crime, rather 
than simply resulting in producing more competent criminals, is on very shaky grounds. 

Life Skills Transfer 

There is evidence, based on the youths’ perceptions, that the life skills they developed 
in high school sport are sometimes applied in other life domains.76 Surveys of sport 
participants about the skills they have acquired and their transfer to other contexts 
showed that participants are conscious of the skills they have acquired.77 The ability to 
transfer skills learned in sports to other domains is a crucial aspect in achieving optimum 
personal development outcomes. To be considered life skills, the skills learned in sport 
must be transferable.78 Pierce and his colleagues have suggested that "for a skill learned 
in sport to qualify as a life skill, it must transfer and be successfully applied beyond 
sport".79 Sport-based programs can have a more sustained impact by focusing on the 
concepts of learning and “skills transfer”.80 

A central idea behind sport-based positive development programs is that the learning 
that takes place during sport participation or the program as a whole will actually transfer 
these valuable life skills to other non-sport contexts in a youth’s life.81 However, claims 
that positive development outcomes are transferred to other domains should be made 
carefully.82 In fact, there is no consensus yet regarding how life skills transfer from sport 
to other domains.83 Facilitating positive youth development through sport is neither easy, 
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nor is it automatic.84 The life skills that are developed through sports programs must be 
transferred beyond sporting domains. Any simplistic notion of learning ‘transfer’ should 
be questioned.85 

Pierce, Gould and Camiré explained that transfer is not an outcome, but an ongoing 
process that occurs over time at the intersection of skill learning in one context and skill 
application in another context.86 They added that the potential for transfer resides within 
the learner, not the skill, and can occur in different ways depending on the individual’s 
motivation, capacity and personal characteristics. The individual is therefore at the center 
of the transfer process and must take advantage of opportunities to apply the skills 
acquired or perfected in sport in one or more life domains beyond sport. For these 
researchers, the process of life skills transfer is influenced by the specific transfer contexts 
(e.g., classroom, peer group, community, family) that the youth experience outside of 
sport and how athletes perceive and interpret these contexts.87 Youth experience life skills 
transfer as an ongoing process whereby they continually interact and interpret their 
environments.88 

Studies that explored the transfer process have tended to focus on programs that include 
structured discussions around the topic, an established mentoring component, or 
complementary volunteer experience in the community.89 Unfortunately, less attention is 
given to what happens between the start of a program and when a participant eventually 
makes use of life skills outside the program.90 

Sport-based positive development programs tend to approach the question of skills 
transfer differently. Researchers have distinguished two approaches to that question: the 
explicit approach and the implicit approach.91 The explicit approach proposes that youth 
who participate in sports need assistance in identifying the skills they can attain through 
sport and understanding how these skills can be applied in other settings; they should be 
provided opportunities and strategies to practice their skills in a variety of contexts and 
develop the confidence to employ them in non-sport domains.92 It is associated with sport 
programs intentionally designed to provide instruction about the transferability of life 
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skills, in which life skills sessions are often taught in non-competitive settings before, 
during, or after practices. The implicit approach proposes that youth can be active 
producers of their own development and do not necessarily need to rely on adults to learn 
and apply transferable skills (youth-driven learning). This second approach places less 
emphasis on deliberately teaching the transfer of skills and more emphasis on offering 
sport environments that are conducive to youth-driven learning approach.93 However, 
both explicit and implicit means can be present within the same context and combine 
to facilitate (or hinder) positive youth development within youth sport settings.94 

The explicit transfer approach is perhaps more widely supported in the youth sport 
literature.95 A qualitative study (18 youth 12-13 participating in sport within the school 
context in the U.K.) suggested that the use of explicit strategies and group discussions aid 
the learning and transfer of life skills. For example, the Transfer-Ability Program was a 
multi-faceted intervention that sought to explicitly teach male participants life skills 
through sporting activities and facilitate transfer opportunities.96 

Studies have shown that an intentional focus on well-defined life skills within a sport-
based positive youth development program can promote a foundational understanding 
of life skills among youth.97 Intentionally structured programs (i.e. deliberately structured 
to teach life skills) scored higher on program quality and positive youth development 
outcomes than non-intentionally structured programs, with intentional sport scoring 
significantly higher on some measures of program quality and positive youth 
development than leadership programs.98 Given that recent research emphasizes the 
crucial role of intentionality in maximizing the developmental gains of sport 
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participation99, training for coaches can be designed to help them create environments 
conducive to the intentional teaching of life skills through high school sport.100 When 
coaches use an intentional approach to youth development, they can play an important 
part in helping young people to reach adulthood with the necessary competencies to face 
the social challenges ahead.101 

There is still a lack of theoretical support to explain life skills transfer resulting from sport-
based programs.102 The underlying mechanisms in transfer are very difficult to study.103 
Participants may not be aware of the exact skill they have acquired, the behavioural 
change presumably associated with the skills transfer may not be immediately evident, 
the point at which a transfer takes place is hard to pin down, or the transfer may only 
occur when an external factor provides an opportunity for the individual to try to apply 
to the new skill.104 

Further research is required on the cognitive processes through which skills acquired by 
sports participation can be effectively transferred to other aspects of the participants’ life. 
However, research has recently begun to explain this transfer process and to identify 
program features and delivery strategies that may aid such transfer, including creating 
conditions prior to the intervention that enhance transfer, mentoring, organizing peer 
discussions, providing opportunities for reflection after program activities, and including 
follow-up experiences to enhance and reinforce learning. Many successful sport-based 
youth development programs include follow up activities, often in association with 
schools105, and purposefully seek to facilitate the transfer of life skills in collaboration with 
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teachers and other school officials.106 Opportunities for youth to discuss skills transfer 
with coaches and mentors are also important.107 Additionally, providing youth with 
opportunities to get involved in further projects or complementary activities can also allow 
them to transfer the skills learnt through the sport-based programs to other situations 
and to develop them further.108 

Different strategies are used to help youth identify and learn about life skills, including a 
specific life skills curriculum in the program109 or requiring youth to memorize some 
knowledge about life skills in order to provide youth with a common language around 
these skills and fostering a desire to learn and apply them to their lives.110 These curricula 
are designed to help youth make cognitive connections about how life skills apply beyond 
the sport context and contribute to personal success or a better life. 

Several studies have explored the role of athletic coaches in facilitating life skills transfer 
among youth through intentional teaching strategies. A pedagogical approach appears 
necessary, including a precise methodology with concrete aims alongside practical 
activities and strategies that make them work.111 Jacobs and Wright suggested that “(…) 
coaches must take advantage of authentic teachable moments that arise during practice 
to discuss how these experiences can be pertinent in other non-sport situations".112 
Trottier and Robitaille  suggested that, by promoting self-confidence and self-awareness 
in athletes as a direct teaching strategy, coaches can create conditions that may help 
youth transfer their acquired life skills to other life areas.113 Coaches must work 
deliberately to give youth the confidence to use the skills they learned in sport in 
everyday life.114 
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Pierce and his colleagues identified seven broad strategies for coaches to help their 
athletes transfer life skills from sport to other life domains: (1) prioritize coaching life skills 
and recognize the need to intentionally foster transfer; (2) foster life skills mastery and 
reinforce life skills transfer beyond sport; (3) maintain positive coach-athlete relationships; 
(4) expose young athletes to learning situations outside of sport to provide them with 
opportunities to apply their life skills; (5) develop partnerships and maintain open lines 
of communication with key social agents in athletes’ lives at school, at home, or in the 
community; (6) provide life skills boosters; and, (7) facilitate youth reflection.115 

Studies have shown that coaches believe that they effectively teach life skills when they 
use specific pedagogical techniques to emphasize how skills learned in sport can transfer 
to other domains. These techniques include athletes sharing personal reflections, 
contracts for behavioral expectations, organizing team-bonding events, meeting with 
athletes individually, and goal setting.116 

Finally, it seems that promoting the acquisition of life skills is not at all incompatible or 
unrelated to coaches or athletes’ performance enhancement goals. Many life skills learned 
in sport also help youth become better athletes and performers. Youth who apply life skills 
in non sport contexts may refine these skills and learn not only to use them in life but also 
transfer them back into the sport context.117 Transferring life skills learned in sport to 
other life settings “should not be seen as a separate activity unrelated to coaches or 
athletes’ performance enhancement goals”.118 Performance success and positive youth 
development are goals of youth sport coaching that need not conflict with each other.119  

Negative Aspects of Sport Participation 

Research does not support the claim that youth sport necessarily fosters positive 
outcomes.  Positive physical and psychological developmental outcomes can accrue from 
regular participation in sport, but sport participation can also lead to various negative 
outcomes. Sport experiences vary in terms of the teaching, coaching and supervision the 
individuals receive, and so do their effects.120 High school sport participation, for example, 
exposes student-athletes to a variety of experiences that can positively and negatively 
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influence their personal development, with coaches playing a particularly influential role 
in this developmental process.121 

In some instances, participation in organized sport activities during adolescence may be 
associated with poor health-related outcomes (e.g., injuries, concussions, harmful weight 
control practices, increased anxiety, stress and burnout, alcohol and drug use).122 Contrary 
to the assumption that sport serves as a protective factor against alcohol and drug use, 
high school sport participation has also been associated with substance abuse among 
young adults.123 Adolescents’ participation in some organized competitive sport was found 
in some studies to be associated with higher levels of alcohol use124 and an increased 
growth in alcohol use over time125, and early adolescent alcohol use is itself associated 
with violence, injuries, drunk driving and later alcohol misuse.126 It appears that the 
relationship between sports participation and problem alcohol use depends on 
participation in sports in combination with other activities.127 However, findings are not 
consistent and the relationship between sports and alcohol use seem to vary according to 
the type of sport.128 With regards to youth mental health, increased alcohol consumption 
has been linked to sports participation (particularly in certain team sports), as well as 
decreases in well-being with high levels of training, which likely leads to burnout and 
dropout.129 

Some sport activities may ritualize and even legitimize violence and confrontation in 
connection with certain ideals of masculinity. It is often suggested that sports may lead to 
the acquisition of aggressive skills and behaviours that could be brought into play outside 
sport settings. There is evidence that sports-based activities can have a negative impact on 
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youth violence, although both positive and negative impacts are mediated by 
circumstantial factors.130 Stanfield argued that the association between sports and 
delinquency is more nuanced and that the type of sports involvement matters, with 
some sports having a greater association with delinquency for males than other sports.131 
Moreover, an emphasis on violence in sport may be linked to sexual violence among 
athletes. The United Nations’ expert group emphasized the importance of ensuring that 
sport-based programs do not encourage toxic masculinity, confrontations, violence or 
gender-based violence.132 

Social activities around certain sport events are often violent and fueled by the excessive 
consumption of alcohol, involving both the youth, their parents or supporters.133 Violent 
actions which would be deemed as criminal in other contexts may be normalized in 
certain sport contexts.134 Violence and incivility of players in professional sports has 
attracted a lot of research attention135 and its influence on the amateur youth sport 
culture cannot be easily dismissed. 

There are also potential negative developmental experiences associated with sport 
participation that are not always acknowledged by sports-based programs (stress, social 
exclusion, discrimination, aggression, physical, sexual, and emotional abuse, and various 
forms of intimidation and control by coaches and peers). A few studies have revealed, for 
example, how the aggressive subcultures of some sports have permeated into high school 
sport and created negative sport experiences for participants.136 Participation in team 
sports may encourage minor forms of group offending (e.g., cannabis use, underage 
alcohol use, vandalism).137 Coakley suggested that, unless mentors and coaches instill a 
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philosophy of non-violence and encourage self-control, self-confidence, responsibility, and 
respect (to both oneself and others), participation in sport may exacerbate or encourage 
aggression.138 Stanfield acknowledged that “the degree to which sports teams or 
recreational groups support violence and alcohol likely varies highly across type of sport, 
level of commitment and coaching.”139 

Several studies have examined various aspects of child maltreatment in sport (allegations 
of emotional abuse, bullying and physical abuse, as well as sexual abuse). Bullying occurs 
in various settings. Competitive environments, limited supervision, and unstructured time 
are program elements perceived as increasing the likelihood of bullying behaviors.140 
Children and youth participating in sport, especially girls, are sometimes particularly 
vulnerable to abuse, exploitation, and violence because of their reliance on the support of 
coaches and others in positions of influence. The nature and extent of abuse of children 
and youth in sport is still not well understood. Sexual, physical, and psychological violence 
against athletes, from coaches, opponents and teammates, is still poorly reported or 
measured.141 McPherson, summarizing some of the relevant research, noted that children 
who have a disability or who have been victims of previous abuse, or who are same sex 
attracted may be more vulnerable to abuse and exclusion in sport may be more 
vulnerable to an experience of abuse in the context of sport.142 

A UK study examined the harmful experiences of children in a sport setting and revealed 
that disrespectful and emotionally  harmful treatment, harmful training, and bullying of 
young people were commonplace in children’s experiences of sport in the UK.143 In 
Australia, in a survey designed to explore children’s experiences of organized sport, as 
recounted by young adults between the ages of 18 and 25 years, respondents 
overwhelmingly identified their sport experience as children as a positive, socially 
enriching, and fun experience with lasting developmental benefits of participation in 
organized sport as children, but half of them also reported negative experiences, 
including emotional and physical harm and sexual harassment. The category of abuse 
most frequently reported by survey respondents was emotional abuse, most often by 
other children, but also by coaches and other children’s parents. Coaches were most 
frequently named as perpetrators of physical abuse and sexual harassment.144 
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Most interestingly, a large-scale cross-national study seems to confirm the relationship 
between youth participation in sport and delinquency, including violence and problematic 
alcohol use.145 The study revealed that higher levels of sports involvement increased 
involvement in violence, but that the risk of alcohol and drug use behaviour diminish as 
sport started to occupy a greater part of a youth time. There seems to be a turning point 
where more engagement in sports translated into a reduced risk.146 

Sport Participation and Social Inclusion 

Crime prevention requires the promotion of inclusion and social cohesion, thus the idea 
that sport can play a unique role in this respect by generating social capital and by helping 
mobilize communities and promote social inclusion and solidarity. Sport participation is 
often presented as a means of social inclusion and integration, as a site for meetings and 
bonding relationships between youth and formative role-models.147 It offers youth a sense 
of belonging and an opportunity to expand their social networks.148 The need to create a 
sense of community and belonging among individuals has been identified by a number of 
authors as perhaps the most significant element in any program for disaffected youth.149 
Social capital is pivotal to understanding the impact of sport participation. It is viewed as a 
means of promoting social inclusion for marginalized groups.150 Social capital theory 
assumes that “social activity within the context of group participation, exhibiting clear 
aims and outcomes, results in an increase in the social capital for participants”.151  
However, both the notions that sport and leisure activities are suitable means of 
promoting social relations and social capital and that social capital leads to social 
integration are disputable.152 

Expanding positive peer and adult connections is a mechanism by which organized activity 
participation may reduce risk of negative outcomes.153 Morgan and Parker, using the 
concepts of recognition and acceptance as a basis of social inclusion, suggested that 
within contexts in which youth can engage in meaningful and trusting interpersonal 
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relationships with coaches and other key program personnel, sport-based programs may 
potentially "incubate social assimilation" and promote integration.154 

Sport participation is sometimes also linked to the development of community resilience 
and the strengthening of cross-cultural awareness in young people and communities. 
For example, sport participation has the potential to facilitate the inclusion of migrants, 
but its effect is still limited by its role and the barriers that hinder the migrants’ 
participation in sports.155 An underlying assumption behind strategies to promote social 
inclusion through sports is that interactions between diverse social groups generate 
social capital, which can potentially function as a social lever for socially disadvantaged 
groups.156 Sport participation may have potential social integration benefits by exposing 
participants to different cultural backgrounds and transforming attitudes and behaviours. 
Participation in sports, it has been suggested, can improve feelings of confidence and self-
esteem in relation to negotiating cultural differences and cultural stereotypes. 

Sport participation does not always translate into real inclusion and there is still a lack of 
clear evidence to support the rhetoric about the ways in which sport can contribute to 
social inclusion.157 In reality, youth sport cultures themselves are not always very inclusive 
and sport programs do not necessarily lead to greater social inclusion. Furthermore, 
vulnerable groups at risk of exclusion are not homogeneous. Each one presents 
peculiarities which should be considered at the time of intervention. To support the 
integration of at-risk groups, programs must have an explicit commitment to support 
social integration and include interventions that are tailored to the needs and 
circumstances of the group facing some form of exclusion.158 Also, the strategies aiming at 
social inclusion through sports need to take social context and local power dynamics into 
consideration.159 

Sport-based interventions have been developed as mechanisms through which social 
inclusion and social mobility can be promoted for marginalized youth. Sport-based 
programs aimed at promoting social inclusion have a very limited impact on exclusionary 
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processes and actually risk legitimating a reductive analysis of these complex processes, 
highlighting individual deficits and de-emphasizing structural inequalities.160 

Another important way in which sport-based programs may promote social inclusion 
is through interventions designed to sustain school engagement. Engagement or 
reengagement with education and employment is a typical goal of sport-based programs 
designed to enhance social inclusion of marginalized youth by helping them acquire 
psychological capital.161 Involvement in a community sport-based program can potentially 
reconnect young people with formal education or, more specifically, enhance their 
participants a sense of self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience, and encourage them 
to see school engagement as a means to achieve their goals.162 Sport-based community 
programs for youth have the potential to help youth acquire human and social capital as 
the means to enhanced employability prospects, and consequently, social mobility. 
The acquisition of positive psychological capital (i.e., self-efficacy, hope, optimism and 
resilience) is proposed as a means to actualize social mobility.163  However, it appears that 
sport-based programs' impact on school engagement is very much context specific and 
relates strongly to the youth’s relationships with the facilitators.164 Morgan and Bush 
suggested that community-based sports coaches can become “transformative leaders” 
and support schools in arresting school disengagement and reorienting young people 
from disadvantaged backgrounds towards more optimistic futures and educational 
objectives.165 

Access to Sport and Exclusion 

Social exclusion results in unequal access to educational, occupational, and political 
opportunity. Access to sport is indicative of wider social exclusion, as social 
marginalization and discrimination often result in lower access to and participation in 
sports.166 This includes access to sports facilities and spaces which are often lacking in 
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areas of low resources or have access restrictions. This is reflected in the fact that lower-
socio-economic populations tend to have lower rates of sport participation.167 

Given increasing elitism, institutionalization, and competition in youth sport, youth sport 
programs are not equally accessible to all youth, regardless of socio-economic status, 
race, culture, ethnicity, or gender.168 Vulnerable youth who might benefit most from 
sporting activities actually access them the least.169 For example, children in care who, 
as a group, are at an elevated risk of victimization and criminal involvement, face specific 
challenges in accessing sports-based programs, including disrupted patterns of 
engagement coupled with additional institutional constraints that shaped access to 
sporting activities.170 

Participation in sports programs is not always affordable to disadvantaged youth.171 
Availability of equipment, cost, transportation, and interest limit many youths’ 
participation in after-school sports programs. In addition to these limitations, safety 
concerns in urban communities also act as barriers to participation.172 Low neighbourhood 
safety and social disorder is related to decreased physical activity and participation in 
sports among youth. Street crime, gang activity and fear can prevent youth from visiting 
parks or restrict their participation in sport activities (e.g., going to places that require 
crossing gang boundaries).173 

Sport-based programs need to address the obstacles to sport participation that confront 
various vulnerable groups (migrants, children of incarcerated parents, street children, 
gang-involved youth, Indigenous groups, etc.) and seek to involve youth and community 
members in the recruitment process, the choice of the sports activities, and the design of 
the program.174 For instance, Indigenous youth face many challenges accessing a sport 
system that is largely based on Euro-Canadian values and structures and experience many 
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constraints to participation, including racism, marginalization, and socioeconomic 
barriers.175 Physical activity and sport provides many positive developmental opportunities 
for Aboriginal youth, as well as possible negative developmental experiences (e.g., racism, 
bullying, and exclusion).176 

Planning sports-based interventions in a disadvantaged urban context or a remote 
location can present many challenges. Tensions within the community, rivalries, territorial 
conflicts between gangs, and a host of other factors and circumstances can negatively 
affect sports-based interventions. The social and power structures responsible for the 
exclusion of certain youth from healthy sport activities need to be considered. 

Some efforts to target at risk youth with sports programs may serve to further stigmatize 
and isolate them from the larger community.177 Sports-based crime prevention programs 
designed for at risk youth often target marginalized, disaffected youth who can be difficult 
to locate and even more difficult to engage. Youth recruitment strategies, often relying on 
sports clubs and volunteers, sometimes overlook young people whose social exclusion is 
more complex or acute, and who, most likely, are in greater need of intervention support. 
In fact, the social inclusion goals of some programs are sometimes defeated by their own 
youth recruitment strategies or predetermined participation targets which tend to exclude 
youth with more complex exclusion issues.178 

The sport experiences of socially vulnerable youth are not always positive and 
supportive.179 Sport participation can have integrative effects (friendship, trust, and social 
cohesion), but it can also entail the opposite.180 For some socially vulnerable individuals 
sport participation results in experiences of discrimination, bullying and exclusion, and 
feelings of rejection, disappointment and personal failure. Although sport participation 
tends to be a positive experience for socially vulnerable youth, it can also instigate a 
“negative spiral of vulnerability”.181 
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Sports-based crime prevention must safeguard participants. That includes ensuring 
non-discriminatory access for all to sport activities and access to safe sport spaces. It also 
includes making sure that interventions targeting at-risk groups or young offenders are 
trauma-informed and do not contribute to their stigmatization or social exclusion. 
Coaches can play a role in creating meaningful and supportive sporting experiences 
for vulnerable youth.182 

Finally, one needs to consider that sport clubs and organizations that support sport-based 
programs are primarily interested in sport, and not necessarily in sport as a social service. 
There is perhaps an exaggerated belief in the interest of sport organizations in attracting 
and caring for socially excluded or deviant youth. 

Given the various degrees of participation of and access to sports-based programmes by 
different populations, there is a need to develop strategies to engage those in vulnerable 
situations and with more restricted access. This includes devising effective recruitment 
strategies, conducting individual assessments to better understand the needs and 
aspirations of young participants, and ensuring the availability of and equitable access 
to sports facilities and spaces. 

Sports and Secondary Crime Prevention – Youth at Risk 
At the secondary level of crime prevention intervention, some sport-based programs have 
been relied upon to reach and support children and youth deemed “at risk”.  As was 
discussed earlier, participation is sport is mistakenly assumed to automatically reform at-
risk children and youth and prevent them from criminal involvement.183 Although there is 
very limited evidence of a causal link between sport participation and the prevention of 
crime and recidivism,184 there is some evidence that sport can be an effective tool for 
recruiting and delivering other crime prevention interventions to mitigate risk factors and 
strengthen protective factors of crime and violence.185 

Indeed, many youth crime prevention and drug prevention programs have used sports as 
a vehicle or platform for delivering various other forms of interventions. They are usually 
designed as early interventions to reduce the impact of risk factors and enhance 
corresponding protective factors, by targeting "high risk" individuals or groups.186 

 
182 Super, S., Verkooijen, K., & Koelen, M. (2018). The role of community sports coaches in creating 

optimal social conditions for life skill development and transferability: A salutogenic 
perspective. Sport, Education and Society, 23(2), 173–185. 

183 Coakley, J. (2011); Eckholm, D. (2013). Sport and crime prevention: Individuality and 
transferability in research. Journal of Sport for Development, 1(2), 1–12.; Riley, A., Anderson-
Butcher, D., Logan, J., Newman, T.J., & Davis, J. (2017). Staff practices and social skill outcomes in 
a sport-based youth program. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 29(1), 59–74. 

184 Eckholm, D. (2013). 
185 Cameron, M., & MacDougall, C.J. (2000); United Nations (2020). 
186 Kelly, L. (2012). Sport-based interventions and the local governance of youth crime and antisocial 

behavior. Journal of Sport and Social Issues, 37(3), 261–283. 



 

37 

The nature and impact of these other interventions is sometimes unclear. The programs 
may have many benefits for participants, but they tend to overstate their ability to prevent 
crime.187 The “evidence” of their success, when there is any at all, is mostly anecdotal or 
based on the perceptions of participants or program managers. Furthermore, many 
community-based programs with limited funding focus on receptive youths and 
overemphasize the fact that these youth may somehow be “at risk”. 

Some of the programs focus primarily on drug prevention. As Crabbe observed, sport is 
used in drug prevention and treatment interventions because young people enjoy it, but 
it is also for the same reason that they might also choose to use illicit drugs, become 
involved in criminal activity, or even sport-related violence.188 

Other sport-based crime prevention interventions are designed more specifically to 
support gang prevention initiatives and aim to prevent the recruitment of at-risk youth 
into gangs, offer gang involved youth a way out, or facilitate their social reintegration. 
Sports-based interventions are meant to create opportunities to engage gang-involved 
youth in positive transitional experiences, alternative identity construction and desistance 
actions.189 Programs addressing youth gang involvement that include recreation 
components create opportunities for youth to develop prosocial relationships with their 
peers and help break racial/ethnic stereotypes.190 

A small study of sport-based interventions and self-reported gang involvement and 
delinquency among a diverse sample of rural high school girls reported less gang 
involvement and lower individual delinquency.191 A study by Deuchar and his colleagues 
suggested that boxing can offer disadvantaged minority male gang members an 
opportunity for alternative identity construction and support their progressive desistance 
from gangs.192 They explained that desistance is not just about transformations in 
offenders’ circumstances, but also involves subjective and inter-subjective processes 
such as individuals’ reconstructions of identities.193 

Some interventions are possibly more effective than others in reducing youth violence and 
gang involvement. For example, sports and other forms of recreation can be part of a 
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comprehensive and balanced combination of approaches, or a “weed and seed” strategy 
blending suppression, enforcement, prevention, intervention, and rehabilitation goals.194 
Interventions addressing gang involvement can help youth develop prosocial 
relationships with their peers and “give youth a sense of purpose and ownership that 
can keep them on track in their often chaotic and unfulfilling environments”.195 

Spruit and her colleagues (2018a) evaluated a Dutch sport-based program for youth at 
risk for juvenile delinquency. The primary outcome was juvenile delinquency, measured 
by official police data. The secondary outcomes were risk and protective factors for 
delinquency, assessed with self- and teacher reports. The study found small but significant 
intervention effects of the intervention on juvenile delinquency, and no effects on the risk 
and protective factors of juvenile delinquency.196 Another study based on youth’s self-
reported delinquent involvement (crimes against the person, crimes against property and 
public disorder) at the beginning of their involvement in one of several sport programs for 
at-risk youth and six months later, found significant reduction in self-reported delinquent 
behaviour.197 

Heller and her colleagues reporting on three large-scale randomized controlled trials 
in Chicago testing interventions to reduce crime and school dropout by changing the 
decision making of economically disadvantaged youth (the Becoming a Man program) 
found that it was very unlikely that sport activities were the main factor influencing 
outcomes.198 Cognitive changes (related to automatic thoughts processes) seem to have 
had the most impact, not changes in emotional intelligence or social skills, or self-control, 
or a generic mentoring effect. 

It is increasingly recognized that when working towards broader prevention outcomes 
with youth at risk, especially socially vulnerable youth, a specific methodology is 
required.199 Whether the intervention focuses on a psychological, socio-pedagogical or a 
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social capital approach, the method of intervention should be specified. Explicit and clearly 
articulated models of crime prevention are required that support interventions across 
multiple risk outcomes and supports broader positive youth development outcomes.200 

Risk-based Programing 

Life course developmental theories of offending have been guiding community-based 
crime prevention programs, locating them primarily in families, schools and communities 
and targeting people before they become involved in crime.201 This theoretical approach 
recognizes that there are many potential causal paths to criminal involvement and that 
crime is a complex behaviour influenced by many factors. The prevention model 
associated with that theoretical explanation consists of attempting to modify factors that 
are associated with criminal behaviour. These risk factors and protective factors are 
statistically associated with the onset or persistence of criminal activity. However, whether 
these risk and protective factors actually predict criminal involvement is clearly debatable. 
For one thing, these factors do not necessarily apply to individuals. The predictions made 
on the basis of such factors applies to groups that present these factors, and not so neatly 
to specific individuals. 

There are several problems with a risk-based approach to crime prevention through 
sports. Risk prevention does not necessarily equate with successful adaptation or 
desistance from crime.202 The many limitations of risk-based prevention programing must 
be acknowledged. This type of programing is typically planned around the concept of risk 
and protective factors based on statistical associations at the group level between those 
factors and "problem behaviour". Despite increasing awareness that risk prevention does 
not necessarily promote successful social adaptation or desistance from crime, risk 
prevention remains at the centre of many crime prevention interventions, instead of more 
positive youth development strength-based approaches that build resiliency. 

The assumptions underlying many, if not most, sport-based crime prevention 
interventions are aligned with a deficit model of youth, which posits that young people 
from disadvantaged groups are uniformly deficient and in need of development, which 
can be achieved through sport.203 These assumptions must also be challenged. The idea 
that young people from disadvantaged areas or background are uniformly deficient and in 

 
vulnerable youth: Towards well-defined interventions with easy-to-follow outcomes? 
International Review for the Sociology of Sport, 48(4), 471–484. 

200 Allison, K.W., Edmonds, T., Wilson, K., Pope, M., & Farrell, A.D. (2011). Connecting youth violence 
prevention, positive youth development, and community mobilization. American Journal of 
Community Psychology, 18(8), 8–20. 

201 Elliott, D. & Fagan, A. (2017). The Prevention of Crime. Malden: Wiley Blackwell. 
202 Allison, K.W., Edmonds, T., Wilson, K., Pope, M., & Farrell, A.D. (2011). 
203 Coakley, J. (2011); Coalter, F. (2010); Coalter, F. (2013); Nols, Z., Haudenhuyse, R., & Theeboom, M. 

(2017). Urban sport-for-development initiatives and young people in socially vulnerable 
situations: Investigating the ‘deficit model’. Social Inclusion, 5(2), 210–222. 



 

40 

need of development is clearly problematic.204 A study conducted in Belgium of 14–25 
year-old participants in six sports for development programs surveyed at two different 
points in time refuted the supposition that young people from disadvantaged urban areas 
are uniformly in need of more perceived self-efficacy and self-esteem and showed that 
there was no simple and predictable change in the participants’ development.205 Coalter 
cautioned against the "dangers of an environmental determinism that assumes that 
deprived communities inevitably produce deficient people who can be perceived, via 
a deficit model, to be in need of ‘development’ through sports”.206 

The risk factor-prevention approach consists of identifying the key risk factors for 
offending and implementing interventions to counteract them.207 Efforts to prevent 
criminal involvement can be expected to have different levels of success for different 
groups, depending on their age, gender, circumstances, characteristics and other 
attributes. It has therefore been suggested that “to have maximum impact, the content 
of a program should try to change the risk and protective factors that are most likely to 
occur and to be influential for the group targeted to receive the intervention.”208 

The approach is used to identify not only the risk factors but also the individuals to be 
targeted by various interventions. This typically leads to a very expansive definition of risk 
factors and ultimately the targeting and potential stigmatization of “problem children” and 
their families.209  The approach tends to ignore underlying structural issues and 
inequalities. Crime is reduced to a putative individual social adaptation issue and at-risk 
youth are deemed to be more inclined towards anti-social or criminal behaviour, whether 
because of their milieu, their uncaring or incompetent parents, or some other 
developmental deficit. 

As a predictive tool, risk factor analysis is not that useful. At best, it can point to factors 
that increase the probability of committing crime or being arrested among certain 
populations with shared characteristics. It is based on evidence that is suitable for 
generalizations about groups, not about individuals.210 At the individual level, the margin 
of error is very high, and the “predictions” are plagued with false positives and false 
negatives. This is hardly surprising since the approach rests on two logical fallacies211, the 
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fallacy of division and the fallacy of composition, and a statistical fallacy, the ecological 
inference fallacy, which consists of assuming that what is statistically true of a group is true 
of individuals in that group.212 

The actual relationship between risk factors and the behaviour of young people is still 
poorly understood.213 While risk factors which correlate with certain types of criminal 
behaviour may be known, the causal links between them and future offending are much 
less clear.214 In fact, the term “risk factor” is itself poorly defined and inconsistently used; 
in many instances it refers to “an extreme category of an explanatory variable”.215 
Furthermore, risks are assessed on the basis of certain categories of crime; no one is 
asking why there may be a higher probability of involvement in financial fraud, 
embezzlement or money laundering among graduates of business and law schools. 
It certainly can be argued, as Haines and Case do, that “risk factor research thus far 
has functioned as a quantitative, pragmatic, prescriptive and somewhat self-fulfilling 
exercise".216 It has led to crime prevention policies focused on individual adaptation rather 
than more far-reaching social reform. For example, as Armstrong observed, identifying 
poverty as a risk factor at the group level, does not typically lead to crime prevention 
measures to address poverty, discrimination, or economic inequality, but to interventions 
aimed at helping individuals manage their own risk.217 

Research into risk factors remains highly problematic; it is empirically very limited and 
theoretically ill-defined.218 Risk factors interventions are “based on poor science and a 
flawed evidence base”.219 This discrepancy between the limits of research knowledge and 
many crime prevention policies is striking.220 It is at the root of a “sport as social control” 
approach which focuses on at-risk youth whom it characterizes as a danger or a threat to 
the community or in need of being controlled and socialized through sport or other 
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structured activities.221 This ideology, to call it what it is, undergirds countless ineffective 
interventions which misdirected crime prevention investments unfortunately tend to 
replicate without any demonstrable results.222 

Strength-based Programing: Sport-based Positive Youth Development 

In view of the potentially stigmatizing effect of targeting individuals for interventions from 
various groups deemed to be at risk,223 flexible, individualized, strength-based approaches 
to programming should most likely be preferred to deficit-based approaches.224 The 
positive youth development approach is based on a vision of positive adolescent 
development in which youth are regarded as a resource to be developed rather than a 
problem to be solved.225 It can be defined as the “development of personal skills or assets, 
including cognitive, social, emotional, and intellectual qualities necessary for youth to 
become successfully functioning members of society”.226 Social responsibility227 is a goal 
of many physical activity-based positive youth development programs.228 That approach 
differs from others which focus on problems encountered by some young people while 
growing up (e.g., learning disabilities; affective disorders; antisocial conduct; low 
motivation and achievement; substance abuse, poverty, social exclusion) in that it focuses 
instead on the youth’s talents, strengths, interests, and potentials.229 The approach holds 
promises because it offers an alternative to the problem-centered or risk-mitigating vision 
of youth crime prevention that has dominated that field. In contrast to a traditional 
prevention perspective focus on mitigating certain risks, positive youth development 
emphasizes the resources relevant to promoting healthy development outcomes.230  
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The main drawback of the approach, however, is that positive youth development has yet 
to be convincingly shown to prevent crime. For example, the evaluation of an intervention 
for young people displaying low-level anti-social behaviour in Chicago suggested that the 
intervention had its greatest impact on intermediate outcomes (e.g. youth self-esteem and 
aspirations or their behaviour at home or at school), but that these gains were not 
mirrored in the impact on the volume of offending behaviour, arrests and use of drugs, 
alcohol or other substances.231 The researchers remarked: "In these areas, progress is 
much more hard won, and generally impacts are not statistically significant".232 

An evaluation of the Fairbridge program in the UK which involved disadvantaged and 
disaffected young people in sport-based activities was shown to increase the youth 
personal and social skills in the short term.233 However, the gains in these skills did not 
appear to be maintained a year later, although they were still good predictors of long-
term behavioral improvements. The supportive relationships with program staff were of 
key importance in the long term. Initially, the nature of the sports activities was important 
in gaining involvement.234 

An evaluation of a sport-based life skills and community service program indicated that 
the program had a significant positive impact on adolescents’ prosocial values and that 
the community service experience positively impacted the adolescents’ levels of empathic 
concern and social responsibility.235 These findings supports the view that “sport can serve 
to enhance character and values when combined with life skill programming and the 
opportunity to engage in a sustained  helping  experience”.236 However, the enduring 
nature of this learning depends on having the opportunity to put them into practice.237 

An evaluation of a program that used structured physical activity or sport as a vehicle for 
reengaging disaffected youth and promoting positive personal and social development 
(5-year, school-based program age 13-14 youth, outward bound activities and instructors) 
identified three issues that are of particular importance: the selection of participants; the 
‘transfer’ of key skills; and the importance of positive social relationships. The study 
highlighted the importance of social and relational processes in physical activity programs 
for disaffected youth. It also led to the conclusion that sport-based interventions are no 
panacea for social problems, nor can they expect to appeal to or influence every individual 
in the same way.238 The lessons learned through this evaluation for future program design 
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were later summarized as follows: “the impact of the program is highly individualized and 
context-specific in many cases, and that positive impact is more likely to be sustained 
when some or all of the following project features are in place: effective matching of pupil 
needs with the specific project objectives; locating project activities outside of the ‘normal’ 
school context; working closely with pupils to choose activities, set targets and review 
progress; establishing positive relationships between project leaders/supporters 
(mentors) and pupils; and giving pupils the opportunity to work with and for others”.239 

A central premise of positive youth development programs aimed at crime prevention is 
the idea that promoting mastery of social and emotional core competencies240 provides a 
connection between positive youth development and risk prevention programming.241 
There is a lot of speculation about the links between the so-called core competencies at 
the heart of positive youth development and youth violence or aggression.242 Much of that 
literature uses fairly broad concepts such as aggression and externalizing behaviour, but 
since there are multiple forms of violence that differ in their etiology, age of onset and 
seriousness, the type of violence must be specified in discussions of the link between 
core competencies and violence.243 

School failure is understood as a risk factor for criminal involvement, and there is some 
evidence that the acquisition of core skills is linked to school performance and school 
attachment.244 However, it appears that contextual factors at the level of the peer group, 
family, school, neighborhood, and the physical environment moderate the influence of the 
core competencies on school success.245 
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Sport as a “Hook” for Engaging Youth 

As Coakley suggested, it may be more useful to think of sport participation as a “site for 
socialization experiences”, instead of the cause of socialization outcomes.246 We may 
remain critical towards the value of sports as a tool for positive youth development247 but 
there is no doubt that sport offers a “hook” and a platform for various forms of individual 
and group interventions. Many adolescents participate in sports regardless of its prosocial 
value, and it makes perfect sense to create opportunities for prosocial development within 
an area of activity that occupies such a large proportion of the youth’s time and thought. 

In sport-based programs that include other interventions, such as teaching, mentoring 
and other forms of individual support, the sport activity may not be of primary importance 
as long as it serves as a ‘hook’ for attracting youth into a stimulating field and engaging 
them in programs where additional teaching or interventions are provided. Program 
outcomes may be determined much more by the strength of the non-sport aspects of 
the intervention, than by the choice of sport or the extent of sport participation. 

It is often suggested that crime prevention or desistance from crime tends to occur when 
the initial contact with the sporting activity leads to a deeper, more involved engagement 
from which relationships of trust and acceptance with activity leaders and others. 
These relationships, it is also suggested, provide a platform upon which the individual 
development of the participant can be built, and which may lead to further opportunities 
in education, training, and employment (pathways that may deter or negate engagement 
in crime and anti-social behaviour). Research has examined the link between participation 
in sport-based programs and desistance from crime recognizes the importance of strong 
interpersonal relationships between programme staff and the participants.248 The 
assumption is that the positive trust-based relationships that enable participants to feel 
valued or competent and program leaders to act as role models who can relate to the 
challenges faced by participants in their everyday life can be used as a platform for 
additional support and personal development. 

The Type of Sport 

As Coalter noted, “sport is a collective noun that hides more than it reveals”.249 Most of the 
literature on sport participation and sport-based programs and crime prevention tends to 
focus on a few team-based competitive sports (e.g., football, rugby, basketball, hockey) or 
combat sports (boxing, mixed martial arts). Other sports are occasionally mentioned, 
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including golf250, running, circus arts programs,251 canoeing, weightlifting, wilderness 
adventure252, indoor competition climbing programs,253 or parkour254. All of them can 
be intentionally structured to teach life skills and accompanied by a life-skills training 
program. For example, circus arts programs emphasize building challenging physical 
skills but with an artistic rather than a competitive orientation. According to one study, 
participants in youth circus programs demonstrated significant growth in social and 
emotional skills over the course of their program participation.255 With the right context 
and careful and intentional programming, it seems that any sport or physical activity can 
be used as a platform for crime prevention programming. However, it is also feared that 
the use of unsuitable sport activities may have a detrimental effect. 

Different forms of participation can also provide a worthwhile platform for positive youth 
development. Opportunities to volunteer or participate in different capacities (as a 
member of the coaching team, as a referee, etc.) in a sport-based program can help 
recruit youth who would otherwise not be interested in joining a program. The importance 
of providing experiences of success through volunteering as well as the importance of 
there being a gradual take up of responsibilities, thereby increasing adolescents’ 
engagement at their own pace.256 A systematic approach of the volunteer training 
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program can play an important role in the development of competencies of socially 
vulnerable youths.257 

As one of the coaches we interviewed for this project put it: “There is no question that 
youth will learn things from their sport experience, no matter what sport. But what is it 
they are learning: that they are not good enough to get some ice time, that others excel 
because they break the rules, that winning is the only thing that matters? How the sport 
is practiced is probably more important than the choice of sport”. 

Youth psychosocial experiences in sport-based physical activities vary based on activity 
characteristics.258 Program activities should have an element of thrill and excitement since 
many of the youth involved  may need greater amounts of stimulation in order to become 
motivated.259 However, experts have also suggested that sport activities which de-
emphasize regulations and winning, and instead emphasize choices for participants and 
the tailoring of interventions to meet individual needs are most likely better at providing 
a suitable platform for crime prevention interventions.260 

The use of combat sports or martial arts as a basis for crime prevention interventions 
remains quite controversial. Does combat sport have an impact on participants’ 
criminality, and if so, are combat sports appropriate for use in offender treatment 
programmes and crime prevention strategies? 

Over the years, the practice of martial arts, increasingly popular among youth, raised 
concerns because of the possible harmful effects on the personal and social well-being of 
young participants in terms of aggressive and violent behavior (externalizing behaviour). 
It is still unclear whether martial arts participation is associated with externalizing 
behaviour, but a fairly recent meta analysis of twelve studies revealed that there was no 
overall relation between martial arts participation and externalizing behaviour in youth.261 
As compared to non-athletes and team sport athletes, martial arts participants showed 
similar levels of externalizing behavior, but they showed more externalizing behavior 
when compared to individual sport athletes.262 Another meta analysis of 12 studies 
measuring the impact of martial arts on problematic externalizing behaviour (aggression, 
anger, and violence) among youth age 6 to 18 concluded that martial arts has a potential 
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to reduce externalizing behaviors in youth.263 It is has also been suggested that combat 
sport participation can act as a protective factor which distances participants from socio-
cultural and individual risk factors in the behavioural, economic and social spheres.264 
However, it appears that martial arts intervention programs that focus exclusively on 
playing the sport or teaching moral lessons do not produce the desired reduction in 
aggressive behaviour outcomes.265 

On the one hand, integrating youth into supportive martial arts communities provides 
opportunities for mentorship,  the development of external and internal assets, and the 
youth’s psycho-social development.266 Martial arts may have a potential to reduce 
externalizing behaviors in youth, although further research is needed to determine the 
mechanisms of change and specify the most relevant population groups for targeted 
interventions.267 On the other hand, the values learned through martial arts are not 
exclusively pro-social. Many of them are problematic expressions of masculinity (e.g. toxic 
masculinity): fear is constant in mixed martial arts (MMA) and part of establishing one 
masculine identity consists of learning to manage one’s fears and fostering fear in others, 
or managing one’s emotional manhood.268 Also, MMA participants often refer to the 
potential of violence in everyday life as a reason for practicing MMA to learn how to 
respond to violent threats  in the cage or on the street.269 

At yet another level, gyms, private gyms and secret boxing gyms may serve play a role in 
the recruitment strategies of far-right extremist groups. Miller-Idriss notes how extreme-
right-wing martial arts gyms in Germany have long sought to integrate physical fitness, 
militancy, and extreme nationalist ideologies.270 She also notes the convergence of various 
studies linking masculinity and sports. She writes: “MMA becomes a powerful incubator 
for the far right when these ideas about masculinity – the notion that being a man is 
achieved through violent confrontation, domination, and physical intimidation of 
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opponents – layered onto far-right ideology about immigrant invasions and defense of the 
nation”.271 

Role of coaches and facilitators 

One of the objectives of sport-based programs is to support positive interactions between 
the youth and key social agents (peers, parents, coaches, leaders, teachers). Facilitators, 
sports coaches, and volunteers play a very crucial role in the successful delivery of sports-
based crime prevention interventions, by recruiting and motivating youth, providing role 
models, developing mentoring relationships, keeping the youth engaged in the program, 
and providing a safe and supportive environment. The development of authentic and 
meaningful relationships between coaches and youth, based on trust and mutual respect, 
is a key aspect of these sport-based crime prevention interventions. Behavior of coaches, 
mentors and program leaders and their relationship with program participants have been 
shown to be extremely important.272 Supportive relationships seem to have most impact 
on long term results.273 Research has stressed the importance of mutual relationships 
between practitioners and participants in sport-for-development programmes and the 
importance of trust and respect in these relationships.274 

Several sport-based programs are sponsored or led by police organizations as part of 
efforts aimed at strengthening community-police relations.275 This kind of police 
engagement in sports-based programs takes many forms, including as part of community 
policing initiatives, and aim to improve police-community relations and youth’s respect for 
the law. 

Sports and Tertiary Crime Prevention - Desistance from Crime 
At the tertiary level, sport-based programmes, delivered either in the community or in a 
correctional setting, hold a potential to contribute to the rehabilitation and reintegration 
of offenders. Some preliminary research has attempted to link sport-based interventions 
and offenders’ desistance from crime. Jump explains that: 

"A critical feature of desistance is finding an activity or change in circumstances that has 
the potential to engage and motivate individuals and enable them to develop alternative 
pro-social identities, as well as contributing to the development of positive networks. The 
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key to understanding desistance in this context, is the recognition that in order to abstain 
successfully from crime, offenders need to ‘make sense’ of their lives as non-offenders. 
The desistance literature has identified a range of factors associated with no longer being 
actively involved in offending, many of which are concerned with the acquisition of 
something meaningful to the offender which promotes a re-evaluation of their sense 
of self".276 

The European Prison Rules stipulate the right of prisoners to have access to sport 
activities.277 There are various benefits to practicing sports in prison: improved physical 
health and psychological functioning; relief from boredom; alleviation of stress, 
depression, and anxiety. Performing sports activities can be a coping mechanism 
for inmates to combat mental and emotional distress. 

In most countries, sport in prison is mainly performing a recreational role, but in some 
countries it is considered a form of education.278 However, there remains fairly little 
research on the impact and significance of sport practices in correctional environments.279 
According to Norman, “(…) the rationale underpinning such interventions is commonly 
based upon a faulty assumption that sport can inherently transmit social values, such as 
hard work, discipline, and respect for authority, to its participants”.280 An evaluation of a 
12-week programme intended for child and youth sexual offenders and combining boxing 
and cognitive-behavioural therapy in South-Africa (Fight with Insight) seem to have an 
impact on recidivism and interpersonal relationships, although the effect may be 
attributable mostly to the therapy.281 

Three main aims of prison-based sport programs have been identified in research: inmate 
health and wellbeing, inmate rehabilitation, and inmate management. Outcomes for both 
inmates and prisons tended to focus on inmate health and wellbeing and inmate 
management. However, the efficacy of rehabilitation efforts through sport remains 
uncertain.282 Outcomes of prison-based sports programs (in Australia) tended to focus on 
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inmate health and wellbeing and inmate management. Sport and recreation programs 
appeared to have a positive influence on inmates’ health and behaviour; however, the 
efficacy of rehabilitation efforts through sport remains uncertain.283 In the UK, the 
evaluation of a sport-based (rugby and football) program in prison to help young adult 
male prisoners in identifying and meeting resettlement needs and facilitating their 
transition from custody to community showed that it had motivated individuals to take 
responsibility for their actions, and inspired them to generate positive aspirations for the 
future. The study confirmed that statistically significant improvements were observed in 
established measures of conflict resolution, aggression, impulsivity, and attitudes towards 
offending following participation.284 

In prison, sport-based programs create an opportunity for delivery staff and community 
partners to engage with those prisoners who can be especially hard-to-reach and develop 
positive support and mentoring relationships.285 However, there are barriers to sport 
activities in prison, both internal (lack of motivation, lack of self-efficacy, low energy, age) 
and external to the individual (lack of resources, lack of access or lack of age-appropriate 
opportunities).286 

Studies indicate that sport within youth institutional settings can be beneficial (e.g., 
learning social skills) or problematic (e.g., social exclusion) depending on how they are 
structured, delivered and, ultimately, experienced by the youth. Sports can play a role in 
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the rehabilitation of youth in detention, but it should be used selectively.287 According to 
Andrews and Andrews, unsuitable activities and programmes may have a detrimental 
effect on participants; some sports, because their structure, context and rules replicate 
institutional settings from which these youths are already alienated, may be problematic 
for some youth.288 

Some programs have used yoga289, meditation and mindfulness-based interventions as 
part of a community-based rehabilitation program for young offenders, on the basis that 
mindfulness teachings could complement and reinforce other cognitive-behavioral 
interventions.290 Yoga is also used as a well-being intervention in prison.291 

2. Theory of Change Underlying Sport-Based Programs 
As was discussed so far, the relationship between sport and crime has been difficult to 
disentangle.  Some argue that involvement with sport results in a variety of positive 
impacts for youth including increases in resiliency self-esteem, self-efficacy, a wider 
network of relationships and opportunities.292 Others have noted that there is a link 
between sport participation and involvement in certain types of delinquency including 
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violence and problematic alcohol use.293 It is very clear that involvement in sport can 
impact different aspects of one’s personality and social setting in both positive and 
negative ways.  It is also quite clear that risk-based theories of youth crime prevention 
rest on shaky evidence and that positive youth development interventions, through sports 
or other forms of interventions, still have to demonstrate how they can produce tangible 
crime prevention outcomes. 

According to a recent United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) desk review, 
sport-based crime prevention programs with well-developed methodologies and robust 
theories of change are the exception rather than the rule. Most programmes fall into the 
category of local grassroots initiatives, often established by youth for youth, with limited 
resources and capacity, with only broad identifiable goals, no clearly identifiable 
methodologies or documented assessments of their effectiveness.294 

There have been several attempts to develop a theory of positive development through 
sports295 and at least one attempt to propose a theoretical framework that links sports 
to positive youth development and crime prevention.296 Despite substantial research 
progress in the last decade, we are still lacking a clear and coherent theoretical conception 
of these sports-based prevention programmes, an understanding of how and why they 
might be expected to work, and therefore, how they can most effectively be implemented. 

The following is an attempt to conceptualize the links between criminological theory 
and sports-based crime prevention programs. This is a pre-requisite to forming a cogent 
theory to explain how sport-based programs can, at least in theory, produce crime 
prevention outcomes at the individual level.  This involves clarifying existing concepts 
and connecting them to existing theories commonly used to understand young offending 
and desistance from crime. The focus here is on understanding how participation in 
sports-based prevention programs at the community level may affect the likelihood 
that the targeted youth will become or continue to be involved with criminal activities 
or criminal groups. 

Drift, Delinquency, and Sport: A Starting Point 
Matza’s theory of drift and delinquency explains that youth become involved in crime 
through a process that involves the slow loosening of social control or what is known as 
“drift”.297 Because young people have less of stake in society and more time for leisure 
activities, nearly all of them are in a constant state of drift in which criminal activity is a 
constant temptation. Leisure activities are associated with what he called “subterranean 
values”, which often involve thrill-seeking and masculine displays of aggressiveness. Based 

 
293 Stansfield, R. (2017). 
294 Samuel, K.L.H. (2018), p. 62 
295 Holt, N.L., Neely, K.C., Slater, L.G., Camiré, M., Côté, J., Fraser-Thomas, J., MacDonald, D., 

Strachan, L. & Tamminen. K. A. (2017); Coalter, F. (2012). 
296 Morgan, H., Parker, A., Meek, R., & Cryer, J. (2019). 
297 Matza, D. (1990) (1964). Delinquency and drift – 1st Edition. New York: Routledge. 



 

54 

on this description it should come as no surprise that there can be considerable overlap 
between leisure activities and delinquency. 

Moffitt provides some support to the notion that criminal opportunities tend to be 
ubiquitous for young people: 

“Data from epidemiological studies using the self-report method suggest that almost all 
adolescents do commit some illegal acts (Elliott et al., 1983). In addition, even studies using 
official records of arrest by police find surprisingly high prevalence rates (for a review see 
Farrington, Ohlin, & Wilson, 1986).”298 

While it may be true that many juveniles engage in some sort of criminal activity, this 
does not mean that serious or high levels of youth criminal activity should be considered 
normal. For example, many adolescents engage in underage drinking, illegal drug use, 
and minor crime like theft or vandalism; however, more serious types of crime involving 
violence, persistent criminal activity, and gang involvement are not viewed as normal child 
development experiences. In an analysis of data from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent 
Development, Basto-Pereira and Farrington found that a key research issue in criminology 
is understanding how and why some people exceed normative levels of offending 
between the expected beginning in adolescence and the expected end in adulthood.299 
This suggests that it may be important to think in terms of preventing an entrenchment in 
a criminal career or perhaps disrupting a criminal career, rather than in terms of absolute 
desistance from crime. 

Given that the vast majority of young people are in a state of drift, are tempted to engage 
in delinquency on a daily basis, and take part in criminal activity at high levels, it seems 
reasonable to suggest that theories of desistance might offer some insight into their 
decisions to avoid delinquent activities.300 Sport is but one factor that may or may not play 
a role in criminal involvement.301 However, programs with a solid theoretical basis and a 
grounding in research could be an effective tool for supporting desistance or 
disengagement from criminal activities and also reducing the likelihood of youth 
involvement in persistent youth crime. 

The model we propose considers a range of factors and attempts to specify the 
interrelationships among them (see Figure One for a graphic depiction of the model). 
It is important to note at this point, that we are not suggesting that mere participation 
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in sports activities can prevent criminal behaviour. Indeed, as we noted earlier, it may 
have the opposite effect by providing more opportunities to get into trouble.302 Rather, 
our goal is to specify the conditions and factors that may increase the likelihood of success 
of sport-based crime prevention programs. To begin, we will identify key concepts derived 
from various theories based on individual differences and personality development. Later 
the focus will shift to social-psychological concerns identified by desistance and social 
support theories. 

Psychological and Social Capital: What makes the difference? 
Research has shown argue that certain life events like getting married and getting a good 
job can serve as “hooks for change” in adult offenders.303 In a similar vein, as was seen 
earlier, it is often suggested that sport can be used as a hook or relationship strategy with 
which an intervention can be undertaken.304 Giordano and her colleagues have identified 
four aspects of the cognitive transformation that offenders undergo when they decide to 
desist from crime.305 

First, they must have an openness to change for any event to have an impact. Second, the 
person must define the event as meaningful and come to the determination that their 
previous delinquent behavior is fundamentally incompatible with the new situation. Third, 
the event must impact the person enough that they begin to see themselves in a new light 
—they craft a replacement identity. Fourth, the person will begin to reinterpret their past 
problematic behavior in a new light. It seems that in their decision to distance themselves 
from delinquent behavior, youth might experience a shift like the one described above. 
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Figure 1. Participation in Sport Programs & Crime: Development of Psychological, Human & Social 
Capital. 

Morgan, Parker, and Roberts contend that through sports, participants often develop 
psychological capital which can be helpful when accessing opportunities (e.g., school, 
employment) that enhance one’s sense of social inclusion.306 Psychological capital consists 
of four components including self-efficacy, hope, optimism, and resilience. They go on to 
acknowledge that sport participation may also raise levels of human and social capital in 
participants but claim then claim that: “simple accumulation these forms of capital may, 
in themselves, be insufficient in acquiring employment, and with it, social inclusion”.307 
Despite this caveat, according to some criminological theories of desistance, social capital 
plays an important role in decisions to distance oneself from crime. For example, Laub and 
Sampson’s extensive research on their age-graded theory of informal social control 
suggests that cognitive transformation is not a requirement for desistance308: (pg. 1102). 

Many men made a commitment to go straight without even realizing it. Before 
they knew it, they had invested so much in a marriage or a job they did not want 
to risk losing their investment (H. Becker, 1960, 1964; see also Matsueda and 
Heimer, 1997). In other words, “habits provide an anchor by strengthening the 
forces that make for persistence in behavior” (G. Becker and Murphy, 2000: 152) 
(…) The majority of men we interviewed desisted from crime largely because they 
were able to capitalize on key structural and situational circumstances. They 
often selected these structural and situational circumstances (for example, they 
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decided to get married or get that job or hang out with those friends but these 
institutions and relationships in turn influenced these men as well.309 

Given that there’s strong evidence that young people tend to be in a state of “drift” and 
that delinquent opportunities are ubiquitous for many of them, one could argue that 
social capital may be of particular importance to reorienting those who might be tempted 
to engage in crime.310 As described earlier, Morgan and his colleagues have identified 
several aspects of psychological capital that might be cultivated through participation in 
sports programs.311 It is important to note that the current literature does not support the 
notion that participation in sport alone can enhance these qualities and that not all sports 
are created equally in terms of their potential to effect positive changes in individuals.312 
Morgan and his colleagues also identified human or social capital as a benefit noting that 
this is the standard focus in most policy interventions; however, this concept and the 
processes associated with it are still vague and unspecified.313 

In the next section, we will expand on the notion of psychological capital by using Deci and 
Ryan’s self-determination theory.314 We will also attempt to specify various elements of 
social capital using Cullen’s social support theory.315 

Expanding on Psychological Capital and Specifying Social Capital 
In their self-determination theory Deci and Ryan offer an interesting avenue for expanding 
on the concept of psychological capital.316 More specifically, they argue that human have 
basic psychological needs just as they have physiological needs (e.g., food and water). 
They go on to identify three of these psychological needs including competence, 
relatedness, and autonomy. Competence refers to the innate desire to master skills and 
knowledge and shares much in common with the concept of self-efficacy.317 Relatedness 
is the psychological need to feel connected to a group and needed by other people. 
Autonomy focuses on the need to feel like behavior is freely chosen and congruent with 
the beliefs of the individual. As will be demonstrated later, these elements are helpful for 
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specifying how psychological capital affects decision-making processes around criminal 
involvement and desistance from crime. 

A great deal of research suggests that social networks are important in the desistance 
process for adult criminals. In their research Laub and Sampson found that habitual 
offenders who desisted from crime drew heavily upon resources and support from their 
social networks that developed from personal relationships established in pro-social 
activities and important life events (e.g., getting married, getting a good job, having 
children): 

Generally, the persistent offenders we interviewed experienced residential instability, marital 
instability, job instability, failure in school and the military, and relatively long periods of 
incarceration…In contrast to the men who desisted from crime, the life of the persistent 
offender was marked by marginality and a lack of structure that led to even more situations 
conducive to crime.  For those without permanent addresses, steady jobs, spouses, children 
and other rooted forms of life, crime and deviance is an unsurprising result—even for those 
possessing so-called prosocial traits.  As a consequence of chaotic and unstructured 
routines, one has contact with individuals who are similarly situated—in these cases, the 
similarly unattached and free from nurturing social capital or support, and informal social 
control.318 

Obviously, young people have much different concerns from the men Laub and Sampson 
were studying. However, it is possible that the social networks that can be developed by 
youth through participation in sport could provide a similarly “rooted form of life”. 
Unfortunately, social capital does not have clearly specified or consistent definition in the 
literature, and this makes it difficult to translate into a variable and measure. Cullen’s 
social support theory offers some insight into how one might further conceptualize social 
capital.319 

The theory of social support identifies two key dimensions of social support: expressive 
and instrumental.320 Examples of expressive social support include the venting of emotions 
and affirmations of dignity and self-worth.  Instrumental social support refers to not only 
material and/or financial assistance but also providing advice, guidance, and connections 
that offer aid and opportunity in advancement in legitimate society.  Colvin and Cullen go 
on to state that: “Social supports reduce the impact of strain by providing resources that 
allow individual to cope with adversity through non-criminal means”.321 The consistency of 
the social support is key to the effectiveness of social support in reducing crime. Erratic 
social support does not have the potential to develop the necessary sense of trust 
between the recipient and giver for a strong social bond to form. Further, it may cause 
some people to drift and seek alternative support from deviant sources.322  Social support 
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that is reliable helps reduce strain and anger and helps generate a stronger internalized 
sense of self-control that can lead to positive outcomes. 

Differential sources of social support are a key dimension to this theory—it is important 
to consider the source of the support and the possible impact that this could have on the 
outcome. More specifically, if social support come from illegitimate sources, it may also 
come with access to an illegitimate opportunity structure that provides “(…) knowledge, 
skills, connections, role models, a sense of belonging, and social status that promote 
success in various criminal activities”323 and the development of criminal capital.  If 
illegitimate social support is blocked, the person may resort to more unskilled and 
disorganized forms of delinquency. 

Cross-Level Theory of Change for Sport and Crime 
The factors identified thus far can also help inform the logic behind the theory of change 
associated with sports programs that focus on crime prevention. As Morgan and his 
colleagues argue a key part of developing intelligent policy is: 

(…) the necessity to shift the perspective through which the theory of change is developed 
away from families of programmes (such as those related to sport and crime desistance) 
towards families of mechanisms which capture the ‘processes, relationships and experiences 
that might achieve the desired [programme] outcomes’324; in this case desistance from 
crime. 

There are two general steps involved with articulating a theory of change. First, one must 
state the change or transformation that the program hopes to obtain. In the case of 
sports-based crime prevention programs, this would be prevention of criminal behavior 
for those not involved with any, and desistance or disengagement from persistent youth 
crime325 for those who have had problems in the past. Second, it is important to clearly 
articulate the assumptions and logical steps the give rise to the desired outcome. For 
example, disengagement from crime stems from cognitive transformation that gives rise 
to psychological capital that impact “soft skills” (e.g., personal drive and self-reliance) and 
increases in social support and networks that give rise to social capital that induce self-
control and provide increased opportunities in legitimate society.326 

Morgan and his colleagues identified three phases involved with developing a theory of 
change that explains how sports-based programs encourage desistance from crime.327 
Phase One describes the initial engagement with the program and the key ‘hook 
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characteristics’. These include choosing an activity that is popular and interesting to youth, 
allowing youth to feel a sense of control or ownership over the activity, making the activity 
accessible to youth, providing an activity that is a release or distraction for the participants 
while still being culturally relevant, and ensuring the activity is conducted in a safe and 
neutral space. While all of these are important considerations, it seems that some are 
obvious (e.g., making sure the activity is popular amongst target audience and is 
conducted in a non-threatening environment). Building on ideas from Cullen’s theory of 
social support, one could also argue that consistency should also be considered a key 
component to initial engagement. Activities should be regularly held and there should be 
a clear schedule of when they take place or when they can be accessed. 

Consistency is also important when considering Phase Two of Morgan and his associates’ 
theory of change—this phase consists of three components.328 First, they mention that it is 
crucial to construct trusting relationships within the program; it is difficult to trust a 
source that is inconsistent and erratic. Second, it is also important to enable the 
participants to feel valued and that their abilities are recognized. Interestingly, this is key 
element of expressive social support as described by Cullen.329 Third, coaches and 
program leaders must be role models and have a nuanced understanding of the local 
culture and community issues. 

Based on the tenets of the self-determination theory paradigm, one can specify the 
conditions that ought to be present for these processes to occur. For example, to support 
competence, programs ought to provide clear rules and expectations of behavior, should 
offer opportunities to develop skills, present challenges that are achievable, and feedback 
that is constructive and positive.330 Further, according to Petrich, “support for relatedness 
is optimized when an individual experiences acknowledgement, care, and genuine interest 
from others, as well as where relationships are experienced as cooperative”.331 Lastly, 
autonomy can be fostered through efforts to understand the perspectives of the 
participants, supporting choices, using non-coercive measures, and providing meaningful 
explanations for changes and consequences. Conditions that can thwart the fulfillment of 
psychological needs include use of punishments and rewards, surveillance, evaluations, 
use of coercive language or action to control behavior, feeling rejected or shamed by the 
group, and being made to feel incompetent.332 

In Phase Three intermediate outcomes of the intervention are considered. More 
specifically, it is thought that participants can increase levels of psychological and human 
capital through activities occurring in the first two phases of the project. In this theory of 
change, human capital bears very little resemblance to the notion of social capital or social 
support described earlier as Morgan and his colleagues focus almost exclusively on how 
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relationships lead to educational and employment opportunities.333 While this is clearly an 
important aspect of instrumental social support, the benefits of mentorship, advice, and 
guidance gained from these relationships and the impact this has on identity, personality, 
and psychological capital may have been overlooked. 

A problem with other theories in this area is that they fail to identify the causal 
mechanism(s) that lead to prevention of criminality and desistance in young people. 
They seem to assume that if we can just increase a young person’s psychological, social, 
and human capital a miracle will occur, and they will avoid or disengage from criminal 
behavior. However, a substantial number of criminals are quite self-confident, resilient, 
socially connected, and possess a variety of skills that could help them succeed in life and 
still choose to participate in crime anyway.  The key is to explain how having these forms 
of capital impacts the immediate decision-making process and also various associated 
with criminal behavior. 

One can argue that human, social, and psychological capital have an impact on the cost-
benefit analysis that is commonly employed by young people who are in a state of drift—
they have more to lose in terms of participation in the activity and relationships tied to the 
activity than a person not involved. Further, criminal and deviant behavior become less 
attractive because they already have activities that are a change of pace and involve 
elements of thrill-seeking and risk-taking. The “sneaky thrills” associated with some types 
of crime (e.g., theft, drug use, drug dealing) and the positive labeling that makes these 
acts enticing are important factors that are often ignored or downplayed by criminologists 
as they tend to focus on psychological, social, and economic factors.334 

Sports programs may be helpful in cultivating the basic psychological needs identified by 
Deci and Ryan’s self-determination theory and can offer insights into how the decision-
making process may be affected in this case. One must consider that in some cases, youth 
fill these needs through criminal activity, and a young person might derive a feeling of 
accomplishment from being a particularly lucrative drug dealer, being able to produce 
high quality meth, or having the necessary skills to steal expensive cars. The social 
connections made through criminal ventures or as part of a gang or organized crime 
groups can provide a sense of relatedness. The freedom from work and school that 
accompany a criminal lifestyle can also provide a sense of autonomy. The various forms of 
capital that result from participation in sport can provide competition to these criminal 
opportunities and can alter the cost-benefit analysis that many young people consider 
before partaking in delinquency. 

The spoils of human, social, and psychological capital can also impact motivational factors 
that often pull people toward criminal activities. First, the development of these forms of 
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capital changes how young people deal with strain in their lives—they have more social 
support, more people to talk to for advice, and a greater inner reserve to draw from when 
dealing with adverse or noxious situations. Second, the influence of delinquent peers and 
acquaintances is less pronounced because they have other relationships made through 
sport that are built on a non-deviant foundation—this may also serve to break ties with 
delinquent groups that may have been present previously. Third, the hook provided by 
involvement with sports programs and the relationships that develop can impact the 
attachments and connections to outside social institutions associated with the activity 
(e.g., school, religious, or youth organizations and clubs). 

The discussion around the role of life-skills development begs the question: How are these 
skills most effectively translated from sports to school, work, and family life? As Armour 
and Sanford suggest, a simplistic conception of skills transfer may obscure the process: 
“Certainly the data and the wider Positive Youth Development (PYD) literature provide 
evidence to suggest that, at the very least, specific planning for skill transfer should be 
built into project design. Yet, it is also possible to question the validity of the whole notion 
of “transfer” in the context of learning”.335 

As previously discussed, more effort needs to be devoted to understanding how skills 
developed in sports programs are used in other areas of life and the processes that 
encourage this activity. Gould and Carson (2008) attempt to further specify important 
factors based on the research while also warning about negative impacts of sports 
programs in the passage below: 

These findings and others focusing on different life skills have led researchers to conclude 
that sport has the potential to facilitate life skills development in young people. However, 
this growth does not occur from merely participating in programs. Life skills must be 
specifically targeted and taught in environments that are conducive for doing so (e.g., 
supportive coaches, clear rules and responsibilities, and positive social norms. (…) It is also 
important to note that negative social-emotional growth and inappropriate attitudes and 
behaviors may be developed if sport is not conducted in the right manner.336 

Several other studies have also found that skills obtained through or developed in sports 
programs need to be cultivated if they are to be applied to other life domains.337 

Our theory of change differs from that of Morgan and his associates338 in several respects 
(see Figure Two for a graphic depiction). First, we have used the notion of cognitive 
transformation, from Giordano and colleagues, to further elaborate on the process behind 
the accumulation of psychological capital. Second, we have identified an important aspect 
of program engagement and noted the general importance of maintaining consistent and 
regularly scheduled activities. Third, based on Laub and Sampson’s well-supported theory 
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of desistance, we argue for the importance of social capital beyond its impact of 
employment and educational opportunities.  More specifically, we contend that the 
networks that come along with high levels of social capital may impact one’s levels of 
psychological capital and offer important expressive social support for at-risk youth. 
Fourth, we specify the meaning of social capital by using Cullen’s theory of social support 
as an elaborative device. 

 
Figure 2. Alliance of Sport Theory of Change. 

3. Emerging Good Practices 
The third chapter identifies some emerging good practices in youth crime prevention 
through sports. This is based on both a review of the relevant research and discussions 
and interviews with coaches and leaders of sport-based crime prevention or positive youth 
development programs in British Columbia. 

All contact persons for programs identified in our program inventory were contacted and 
invited to share with us the objectives, characteristics, and perceived impact of their sport-
based program. We then conducted a focus group and eleven confidential interviews with 
coaches and program leaders who agreed to have a more in-depth discussion. The 
physical distancing restrictions due to COVID-19 forced us to conduct these discussions 
online and most participants preferred one-on-one interviews to a focus group. The 
contacts and interviews served different purposes, but one of these purposes was to 
enquire about perceived good best practices in promoting positive youth development 
and facilitating sports-based programs for crime prevention purposes. 
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The focus group and interviews covered the following themes: 

• Link between sports activity and PYD: In your view, how can structured sport activities 
contribute to positive youth development? 

• Recruitment of youth: Youth who are at risk of criminal involvement often face various 
developmental challenges, including social exclusion, so what is the best way to 
engage these students in a sports-based program? 

• Role of coaches: How can a coach actually help youth acquire useful life skills and 
transfer these skills to other areas of their life? 

• Coaches acting as mentors: Do you think that mentoring the youth involved in the sport 
activities is part of the role of sports coaches and facilitators? 

• Recruitment of coaches: What should one be looking for in recruiting a good coach or 
program facilitator? 

• Coaches training needs: What kind of training would be most helpful for the coaches 
and facilitators involved in your program? 

Based on the focus group and interviews we conducted, the findings of the research 
literature, and the conclusions of the UN Expert Group meeting referred to earlier,339 
a consensus is emerging around program practices and characteristics that are most 
likely to yield substantial positive youth development outcomes and encourage the 
development of valuable social, human, and psychological capital for participants. 
Notwithstanding the fact that the crime prevention outcomes associated with these same 
programs have yet to be more conclusively demonstrated, we believe that future program 
development should be guided by the following evidence-based principles. The goal is 
to maximize the value and potential impact of crime prevention interventions through 
sports until rigorous program evaluations can provide more specific program 
development guidance. 

Well Articulated Crime Prevention Objectives and Program Rationale 
The specific crime prevention objectives of the program must be explicit and articulated 
based on a clear and credible theory of change. The program rationale or logical framework 
should specify what in the chosen sport activities and accompanying interventions can be 
logically expected to lead to crime prevention outcomes. 

The program should be grounded in a strength-based approach aimed at enhancing 
protective factors and mitigating risk factors. It should provide youth with opportunities 
for learning, personal growth, success and recognition, and offer expressive social 
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support (e.g., affirmations of worth and dignity of participants, sympathetic ears, 
advice).340 

Research shows positive youth development is not necessarily achieved through mere 
participation in sports and sport-based programs must be intentionally structured to 
enhance development. Sport-based programs are most likely to be successful as crime 
prevention initiatives when combined with strategies or mentoring that address issues of 
social and personal development. Programs must be intentionally structured in order to 
achieve their PYD goals. Intentionality refers to program designs that deliberately and 
strategically create opportunities that maximize developmental outcomes, in particular 
by fostering life skills development and life skills transfer. The intervention should be 
deliberately structured to teach life skills and help youth develop core competencies. 
Intentionally structured programs score higher on program quality and positive youth 
development outcomes than non-intentionally structured programs.341 

The transfer of life skills is unlikely to be sufficient to prevent crime. Undoubtedly there 
are many criminals, career criminals and even dangerous criminals, with excellent life 
skills which they know how to put to good criminal use. A specific kind of intentionality is 
probably necessary to link skills development to crime prevention: an intentional crime 
prevention approach is necessary. It is essential that this second level of intentionality 
focus on targeting changes in values, attitudes, motivation, and adhesion to a culture of 
respect for others and lawfulness, and all this is related obviously to identity. 

Context Specific Programing 
Sports programs should be evidence-based and tailored to the local context, interests, and 
cultural background of the young people they seek to influence. They must address the 
local crime situation and respond to local crime prevention goals and priorities. Programs 
should also adopt a flexible approach capable of responding to changes in the local 
context and the challenges that inevitably arise during program implementation. Because 
interventions that produced crime prevention outcomes in a certain context cannot be 
assumed to be immediately transferrable to a different context, intervention models 
applied in a new context must be adapted to it or developed locally. Decentralized 
programs and participatory approaches to program design involve intended beneficiaries 
and their community in the planning process and take local needs and assets into 
consideration. It is essential to consider how the design, location, and funding of sporting 

 
340 Armour, K., Sandford, R., & Duncombe, R. (2013); Berdychevsky, L., Stodolska, M., & Shinew, K.J. 
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and recreational infrastructure contributes to social cohesion and avoids taking sport and 
physical activity out of its social context.342 

Responsiveness to the Needs of the Targeted Youth 
Programs must align their objectives with the youth’s specific needs.343 Sports-based 
interventions must be sensitive to the diverse needs of young people, particularly if they 
are to tackle the underlying structural inequalities that are arguably responsible for youth 
crime.344 It has even been suggested that, given the magnitude of personality differences 
among program participants, practitioners involved in sport-based or other positive 
youth development programs would benefit from policies and program designs which 
incorporate personality assessment of the participants in order to better address their 
individual.345 

Needs support may play a significant role in facilitating psychosocial outcomes for youth. 
It is important to deliver high-quality programmes that support basic psychological needs 
to foster psychosocial development in youth. Research has emphasized the value of 
structuring youth sport programmes to satisfy basic needs, which may have positive 
implications on youth mental health.346 
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Gender Responsiveness 
There is a need for a wide range of safe and accessible sport-based programs for young 
women and girls, programs that are gender-responsive and respectful of cultural 
differences. 

In truth, however, the absence of clear etiological information regarding the risk and 
protective factors that are most influential for males and females in a particular context 
makes “gender-responsive” prevention programing difficult, given the goal is to ensure 
that interventions address the risks, needs, and protective factors that are most salient 
for each gender group.347 

The development of programs that are responsive to the special needs and interests of 
girls and young women348 can be facilitated by: consulting with women and girls during 
program design, implementation, and evaluation; drawing on existing expertise from 
organizations already involved in promoting the participation of women and girls in sport; 
applying safeguards and trauma-informed strategies and practices for women and girls 
in sports-based interventions; ensuring that interventions address the risk and protective 
factors that are most salient for each gender group; recruiting female coaches and 
facilitators; and, developing capacity among facilitators, coaches, trainers and sports 
leaders to both act as positive role models and to challenge gender stereotypes, norms 
and attitudes that condone or justify gender-based discrimination and violence.349 

Cultural Relevance of Interventions 
Socializing experiences that foster positive development and the acquisition of core skills/ 
competencies vary across cultural contexts. Prevention programs based on skills and 
competencies development must be culturally relevant. 

On the issue of whether participants should be matched with staff on the basis of gender, 
race or ethnicity, a recent study by Riciputi and her colleagues offers a qualified answer.350 
According to the study, the similarity of staff to youth on race and gender impacts the 

 
youth sport: A person-centred approach. International Journal of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 
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manner in which engagement with program participant is realized. However, the effect of 
staff support on emotional engagement was enhanced for youth dissimilar in 
race/ethnicity to their leader. 

“Matches between youth and their staff leader on both gender and race/ethnicity directly 
predicted behavioral engagement, whereas the effect of staff support on emotional 
engagement was enhanced for youth dissimilar in race/ethnicity to their leader. Staff 
support may promote engagement in PYD programs, with the similarity of staff to youth 
on race and gender impacting the manner in which engagement is realized. This study 
demonstrates the importance of teaching staff the value of interactions with youth from 
different backgrounds and genders to promote engagement in the programs and support 
PYD outcomes for all youth.”351 

There is obviously also a need to better understand youth sport and physical activity from 
diverse cultural perspectives, particularly the perspectives of Indigenous youth.352 Current 
knowledge of the impact of physical activity and sport programs on Indigenous youth 
development is limited.353 There are often obstacles to sport participation among 
Indigenous youth. Such barriers, including racism, can result in negative sport and 
recreation experiences among Indigenous youth.354 The incorporation of Indigenous 
values and traditional ways can enhance sport experiences among Indigenous youth. 
Sports and recreational activities can create spaces for the positive development of 
Indigenous youth when these spaces promote holistic health, traditional culture and 
values, connections to the land, and relationships to Indigenous communities.355 

Recent research has identified key considerations for developing meaningful and inclusive 
sport opportunities for Indigenous youth.356 For example, “offering sport opportunities 
that provide connection to the land seems to be a key component for enhancing sport 
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experiences for Indigenous youth”.357 However, more research is needed to understand 
how these opportunities should be structured and delivered in a respectful and 
meaningful to Indigenous participants. 

The 89th call to action in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada report 
asks the government “to support reconciliation by ensuring that policies to promote 
physical activity as a fundamental element of health and well-being, reduce barriers to 
participation in sport, increase the pursuit of excellence in sport, and build capacity in 
the Canadian sport system are inclusive of Aboriginal peoples”.358 

Engagement of Vulnerable Groups and Non-stigmatization 
Program should be accessible to youth from vulnerable and at-risk groups, without 
further stigmatizing them. Vulnerable groups are not homogeneous, and each group 
presents different challenges that must be considered during the planning and delivery 
of crime prevention intervention.359 The model of intervention should adapt to the 
characteristics of the group. 

When working with gang-involved youth, the role of group dynamics in helping youth 
develop a positive identity is particularly important when working with gang-involved 
youth and should be carefully considered in delivering sport-based interventions. The 
management of group processes is an important aspect of the role of coaches and 
facilitators.  Understanding group dynamics and interpersonal influence in sport and in 
the youth’s, environment is important because the group environment is a fundamental 
determinant of individual outcomes such as performance, interpersonal development, 
and motivation.360 One can further examine the substantial positive impact of cooperative 
goal structures on early adolescents’ achievement and peer relationships across a number 
of domains. The management of group processes is an important concern for coaches 
and practitioners. 

Youth must be able to participate in sports and physical activities in settings where they 
feel physically safe, personally valued, morally, and economically supported, personally 
empowered, and hopeful about their own future. 

Effective Recruitment Strategies 
In order for sports to act as a credible mechanism through which crime might be reduced 
or prevented, an important first step is to engage and retain the target population with 
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the sport-based activity itself.361 For the sport to act as a ‘hook’, the sport activity must be 
popular among the target group and the youth must possess a clear sense of ownership 
and control over the activities that are offered and delivered through an intervention.362 
A program’s recruitment strategy can obviously have a direct impact on its outcomes. 
Programs must have an effective, non-discriminatory, and non-stigmatizing youth 
recruitment strategy aligned with the program objectives and a clear definition of the 
intended program beneficiaries. Attracting and retaining hard-to-reach youths is difficult. 
Involving such youth requires most programs to strengthen their outreach, recruitment, 
and programing strategies.363 

Recruitment assumes an even greater importance within sport-based programs that 
promote social inclusion and are “aimed at development among otherwise marginalized, 
disaffected youth who can be difficult to locate much less engage”.364 It is probably 
advisable to decouple recruitment in the program from an individual risk assessment 
and to reach out to youth without risking their further stigmatization. 

In practice, many programs have diffuse ideas of a ‘target group’, usually some ‘at-risk’ 
youth group.365 This was certainly the case of most B.C. programs. As a result, program 
managers often have difficulty ensuring that the target population is engaged with the 
program (or the right program, relevant to the youth’s needs and circumstances) and 
stays engaged with it. Those youths who might have the most to gain from a sport-based 
program do not necessarily volunteer to participate. The programs may also be using 
recruitment strategies which tend to exclude certain youth in need of support or 
intervention. For example, following the competitive sport logic, many sport-based 
programs continue to use performance-based or experience-based criteria for recruiting 
youth, using try-outs for the youth to qualify or past experience/training in a given sport. 
The competitive nature of the recruitment process results in some youth not “making the 
grade”, failing the try-outs, being excluded from participating. This only reinforces the 
experience of many adolescents who may feel ostracized and disillusioned and may turn 
to less healthy or socially acceptable activities to compensate, find solace, or feel accepted. 
Other programs recruit youth on the basis of a police referral to it, the youth’s place of 
residence, or some specific socio-cultural criteria. These criteria do not necessarily 
coincide with the objective of reaching the youth most in need of the intervention. It is 
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usually insufficient also to rely on sports club and volunteers for recruiting youth into 
programs that are relevant to their needs and circumstances.366 

Jacobs, Wahl-Alexander and Mack have identified several best practices for gaining access 
to non-traditional, hard-to-access environments.367 They suggested that careful planning 
and persistence is needed to protect youth and provide a safe environment, choose 
appropriate sport content, identify realistic positive outcomes, foster buy-in from 
partners, and design a program customized to youths’ wants and needs. 

However, disadvantaged contexts can also pose problems for obtaining a consistent 
stream of resources and can incorporate tensions from the streets, such as territorial 
battles between gangs, into intervention activities. Sports-based interventions can also 
have a negative impact on youth violence, and this has been reported in cases of young 
people being referred to them by the police, young offenders, institutions, and schools.368 

An awareness of the possibility of violence on programmes can aid planning to act 
against it. 

Sustained Interventions 
Programs should offer intensive and lasting interventions through sustained delivery 
mechanisms that engage youth in the long-term and enable lasting relationships.369 
More effective programs tend to build a structure to ensure sustainability. They 
consistently involve youth for a longer period (at least 9 months), are well supervised, 
and include some sustained parental involvement.370 Programs should encourage a 
gradual take up of responsibilities, thereby increasing the youth’s engagement at their 
own pace.371 

Program retention is also crucial to achieving positive development and crime prevention 
outcomes. Duration and continuity of participation in the program have been shown to 
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positively correlate with participants’ developmental assets such as relationships, values, 
skills, abilities, and a positive self-perception developed over time.372 

In one study, participants in a sport-based positive youth development program designed 
to engage youth through running completed a post program survey measuring their self-
determined motivation toward running and achievement of developmental outcomes. 
Participants with higher self-determined motivation toward running reported higher 
general self-efficacy, more positive attitudes toward a healthy lifestyle, and lower 
engagement in threatening behavior.373 

Program retention, or the factors associated with youth’s decisions to opt out or drop 
out of sports-based programs needs further examination. It appears that processes both 
external and internal to the sport activity or the program work together in ways that 
amplify youths’ feelings of not belonging in the program.374 Very few programs have data 
on participants that opt out of the program and the factors associated with that decision; 
it may be that the very factors (including social and developmental factors) that put these 
youth at risk in the first place are also responsible for the same youth dropping out. 

A Safe and Supportive Environment 
Providing a safe and supportive environment is a prerequisite to successful sport-based 
crime prevention programs. A successful intervention requires an environment in which 
youth feel physically and emotionally comfortable and safe.375 The physical and 
psychological safety of participants is crucial to successful interventions.376 The 
experiences and opportunities that sport provides are not different from other life 
situations, and, therefore, it is reasonable to assume that a positive environment is the 
best way to promote positive youth development through sport participation.377 

A Well-Planned Delivery 
Eccles, Gootman and Appleton identified the program setting features of effective positive 
development programs: (1) physical and psychological safety; (2) appropriate structure; (3) 
supportive relationships; (4) opportunities to belong; (5) positive social norms; (6) support 
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for efficacy and mattering; (7) opportunities for skill building; and (8) integration of family, 
school, and community efforts.378 

Programs must recognize the significance of social relationships, create a sense of 
community, employ a multi-agency approach, build a structure to ensure sustainability, 
and incorporate credible monitoring and evaluation.379 A flexible approach is also 
necessary in order to allow program activities to respond to changes in the local context 
and to challenges that inevitably arise.380 

Program activities need to be attractive and preferably take place outside the school to 
reach out youth for whom school engagement is problematic.381 Part of the attraction of 
sports-based programs is that the activities through which they are delivered involves a 
much-respected and sought-after level of skill and ability. Youth are more likely to engage 
with a program if it actually teaches them something they think is worth knowing.382 The 
sport activities included in the program should be respond to the interests of the youth 
targeted by the program. The latter should probably downplay the competitive elements 
of the sport activities383 and emphasize internal motivation and individualized standards 
of success in a task-oriented setting. 

Competitive sports in many ways reflect the social milieus in which vulnerable youth 
have already experienced hardship, exclusion, and failure. In that regard, they can have 
a negative effect. Additionally, bullying in sport settings is perceived to be more likely to 
occur in competitive environments with limited supervision and unstructured. 

For some youth, it is important to de-emphasise the achievement of socially defined 
standards of success: 

“The research has demonstrated that, for some children, the activity must de-emphasise the 
achievement of societally defined standards in a competitive setting. Since many of these 
children already know that by society’s standards they are ‘losers,’ they do not need to be 
reminded of this in their play activity. For the most sensitive children, sport activity should 
be either individual or small group in structure, in which minimal amounts of co-operative 
behaviour are expected. It should possess an element of thrill and excitement as delinquent 
youths have a tendency to depress the magnitude of environmental stimuli with the result 
that they often need greater amounts of stimulation in order to become motivated.”384 
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There are polarized views about the purpose and place of competition within youth 
sports.385 

There are also questions about whether competition is developmentally appropriate 
and advantageous for youth and some experts oppose youth participation in competition 
during the formative developmental stage. It is therefore important to understand the 
conditions under which youth can grow through competition and how competitive 
experiences can optimally support youth.386 Programs should consider the targeted 
participants for the program have the required competitive experience and readiness 
to function in the program’s competitive sport activities. 

Well Trained Coaches and Facilitators 
An essential ingredient in youth development through sports is the positive relationships 
formed with caring adult mentors (i.e., coaches, facilitators, support workers) within a 
carefully structured program.  Positive youth development in sport is more likely when 
youth have enjoyable, positive immediate experiences in sport.387 

To a very large extent, a sport-based program is only successful if it recruits and engages 
qualified trainers, coaches, and facilitators. The coach-participant relationship and the 
coaches’ pedagogical role are central to producing the program’s desired outcomes.388 
In sport-based positive development programs, coaches are expected not only to develop 
the participants’ sport-specific skills, but also to influence other areas of their lives. 
Mentoring is also seen as an important part of that role.389 Therefore, a key aspect of 
planning and delivering sport-based youth development programs is the recruitment 
and training of the individuals who deliver these programs, especially coaches.390 

For coaches adopting a positive youth development approach, the desired outcomes of 
youth sport participation include not only higher levels of participation (engagement) and 
performance (sport expertise), but also enhanced personal development (e.g., life skills, 
core competencies, and various psychosocial outcomes). These coaches are also prepared 
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to assume a role as facilitators/catalysts of social inclusion and integration in their capacity 
as role-models.391 

Conflicts are almost unavoidable in a sport context. Sport-based programs for children 
and youth offer opportunities for coaches and other adults to teach personal and social 
responsibility,392 but also to help youth learn how to prevent and resolve conflict.393 

It is often suggested that coaches must deliberately and systematically integrate life skills 
development and transfer strategies within their coaching in order to optimize athlete 
development.394 The intentional teaching of life skills in sport involves coaches deliberately 
teaching youth skills such as goal setting, communication, managing emotions, and how 
to develop effective relationships.395 Additionally, coaches involved in programs for at-risk 
youths should be sensitive and responsive toward the youth’s developmental needs and 
be reflective of their own behaviour as a role model to maximize the potential of sports-
based interventions.396 

See Chapter 4 for a more detailed discussion of the role of coaches and the strategies they 
employ, as well as the need for coach training programs. 

Engaged Parents, Family Members, and Other Significant Adults 
“Little League baseball is a very good thing because it keeps the parents off the streets.” 
Yogi Berra 

Social interactions in the educational context that can be created by a sport-based 
programs are central to how individuals learn life skills and develop core competencies. 
Interactions with peers, parents, and coaches are crucial components of how people learn 
life skills through their involvement in sport.397 

Quality interactions between the youth and key social agents (peers, parents, teachers 
and coaches) the integration of family, school and community efforts are important for 
the success of sport-based prevention programs. Families are a crucial part of sport 
participation and skills development. Family members and family contexts are an active 
part of the acquisition and application of life skills.398 Having parents who are aware of 
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one’s leisure interests, activities and friends is a protective factor.399 Programs should 
therefore find practical ways to promote meaningful interactions between youth and 
interested and caring adults, fostering a sense of acceptance and belonging, placing value 
on individual achievement, encouraging a positive attitude to the future, and helping 
youth develop an ability to work with others and work out conflicts. 

Parents are a critical sport socialization agent for children and adolescents as they are 
often invested emotionally, socially, and monetarily.400 For example, a study of a soccer 
program showed that the parental behaviours of praise and understanding, directive 
behaviour, and pressure were positively related to players’ perceived life skills 
development within soccer.401 Parental engagement in a sport-based program can 
obviously have many benefits from the point of view of promoting positive youth 
development. However, greater parental involvement does not necessarily coincide 
with more positive experiences for children, or the parents.402 

The parents’ sideline behaviour does not always align with their stated goals for their 
children's involvement in sport.403 In one survey of 107 youth involved in sports as 
children, 9 out of 10 respondents reported encountering some form of emotionally 
abusive or intimidating behaviour on the part of other youth’s parents.404 Parental 
antisocial behaviour within the context of the youth participation in sports and its impact 
on the experience of participating youth can be an issue. There is also the question of 
whether parents, coaches, and bystanders are willing and prepared to intervene when 
they witness the antisocial behaviours of certain parents. 

The role of parental involvement within the intentional process of psychosocial 
development through sports requires more attention. Researchers have tried to identify 
the factors associated with optimal parental involvement from the point of view of 
producing positive youth development outcomes.405 It appears that positive psychosocial 
outcomes are associated with parental supportive behaviours displayed at home, in 
training and at competitions, while negative or detrimental psychosocial outcomes are 
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associated with pressure, particularly in relation to competitions.406 Parents need 
to understand their role and utilize a range of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and 
organizational skills in order to support their child, manage themselves, and manage 
their interactions with others in the youth sport environment.407  Programs can optimize 
the role of parents by raising their awareness and facilitating opportunities for them to 
support the child’s psychosocial development and collaborating with coaches, or 
improving coach education to facilitate parent-coach relationships.408 

Dorsch, Smith, and McDonough described a process of socialization of parents through 
organized sports, through which parents became behaviorally and emotionally engaged 
in youth sport, begin to use sport as a vehicle to teach their children life lessons, and 
assimilated what was expected of parents into their behaviors in the organized youth 
sport setting.409 Through repeated social interactions, parents embraced their new and 
emerging roles and became reflective about their own development as parents in the 
context of organized youth sport.410 It was also suggested that interventions targeted 
at parents who do not participate in sport may increase children’s participation.411 

A connection between parents and coaches appears to be important in terms of 
facilitating the children’s psychosocial development and this often depends on the overall 
approach or philosophy adopted by coaches and organisations. However, Harwood and 
his colleagues observed that coaches are the “gatekeepers” to a child-athlete development 
program and are not necessarily supportive of parental engagement.412 This attitude is 
reflected in the coaches’ frequent view of parents as pushy, demanding, overinvolved, or 
poorly behaved parents.413 

Positive Peer Experiences 
Coaches and parents may play very important roles in facilitating positive development 
through a sport program, but the youth’s peers may be even more powerful influencers.414 
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Peer interactions appeared to be a most meaningful aspect of youth sport participation.415 
Even when the teaching of life skills is not emphasized in a program, youth and their peers 
can produce experiences that support the development of some life skills.416 

Interagency Cooperation and Partnerships 
Whenever possible, programs should aim to integrate family, school, and community 
efforts to support the youth. Programs can benefit from an interagency cooperation 
approach, including schools, sports organizations, crime prevention specialists, and, 
when relevant, the police and criminal justice agencies. 417 Like most other types of crime 
prevention initiatives, sport-based crime prevention programs are greatly facilitated by 
coordination and partnerships between different sectors, levels of government and 
community organizations. Collaboration with other agencies can broaden the activities 
the program can offer. 

For example, a cooperative relationship between schools and community sports groups 
can ensure that community-based programs contribute to school engagement.418 A 
program’s contribution to the development of the youth’s social and cultural capital is 
closely associated with its ability to link up with various institutional agents and the 
provision of a facilitating context that the youth to broaden their social experience.419 
Similarly, programs can learn from each other and should be eager to share good 
practices, tools, and resources with each other. 

A review of 12 positive youth development programs showed that their implementation 
varied and was influenced by its context.420 Formal and informal community engagement 
was a “key factor in ensuring programs were culturally sensitive, accessible, and appealing 
to young people and their parents as well as the wider community”.421 

Finally, it can be argued that the long-term effectiveness of sport-based crime prevention 
programs depends on whether they are combined with critically informed strategies to 
alter the social and economic factors that are responsible for putting some youth at risk of 
criminal involvement and victimization. Sport-based crime prevention programs must be 
very sensitive to the diverse needs and circumstances of vulnerable youth, if they are to 
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tackle the underlying structural inequalities that are partly responsible for youth crime. To 
that end, an inclusive approach to partnership development is essential to the long-term 
success of any ‘bottom-up’ approach to promoting sport-based interventions as a crime 
prevention and rehabilitation tool.422 

4. Coaches and Sport-Based Prevention Programs 
The coach-athlete relationship is at the heart of coaching423 and that relationship is central 
to determining the effects of youth sport participation. Coaches and other program 
facilitators have unique opportunities to influence the youth they are working with.424 
There may not be a consensus on exactly what differentiates effective from ineffective 
coaches, but factors such as leadership, expertise, motivation, education, and experience 
are often cited, together with an ability to form meaningful relationship with youth.425 

Coaches usually understand the value of life skill integration within sport-based programs, 
but they do not always have the knowledge and skills to explicitly integrate life skills into 
their coaching practices.426  The majority of youth sport coaches are volunteers who 
receive very little training relating to youth development through sports.427 The training 
they typically receive  tends to focus on practice design and skill development, rather 
than on the promotion of positive developmental outcomes. High school sport coaches 
are typically not equipped with the knowledge, tools, and skills they would need to 
deliberately teach life skills.428 Most coaches have had little training on how to structure 
suitable environments to facilitate youth development.429  Although coaches and volunteer 
staff are able to coherently describe their coaching practices, they are not particularly 
interested in theoretical explanations of their coaching practices.430 

In British Columbia, we were told that coaches involved in community-based sport 
programs receive very little training. The training they receive, if any, tends to focus on 
the technical aspects of coaching, the rules of the game, issues of physical safety and 
potential liabilities, and sometimes awareness raising around issues such as sexual 
harassment or other inappropriate behaviour. With one exception, none of the coaches 
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we met during the present project had received any specific training on how to facilitate 
youth development or on working with vulnerable groups. The exception was a coach who 
had received some relevant training while studying for a university degree in kinesiology. 

Bean, Kramers, Forneris and Camiré have articulated an empirically-based implicit/explicit 
continuum of life skills development and transfer distributed across six levels: (a) 
structuring the sport context, (b) facilitating a positive climate, (c) discussing life skills, 
(d) practicing life skills, (e) discussing transfer, and (f) practicing transfer. They observed 
that life skills development and transfer are optimized (and athletes/participants have a 
greater likelihood of experiencing positive development outcomes) as coaches move up 
the continuum.431 

A study by Bean & Forneris revealed that many coaches take on an implicit (as opposed 
to explicit) approach to teaching life skills, whereby life skills development and transfer 
are seen as by-products of sport participation.432 The coaches surveyed for this study 
refer to the challenges involved in trying to integrate life skills training in coaching 
activities. They lacked training on how to intentionally integrate life skills into their regular 
coaching practice.433 

Several studies, often based on interviews with successful coaches, have tried to 
understand the role that coaches actually play in positive youth development and the 
strategies they utilize.434 For example, a study of coaches’ perceptions revealed four 
themes: (a) life skills are a by-product of sport participation, and transfer “just happens”; 
(b) if intentionally addressed, it’s reactive (coach responding to a situation rather than 
create the situation); (c) coaches recognize the value of intentionally teaching life skills; 
and, (d) coaches identify challenges associated with using an explicit approach to teaching 
life skills.435 

Flett, Gould, Griffes and Lauer examined the actions and perceptions of coaches 
considered to be either more or less effective in terms of their ability to develop 
psychosocial skills of youth in underserved settings.436 They listed some of the 
characteristics that distinguished more effective from less effective coaches: 

• More effective coaches advocate for stronger peer leadership and autonomy in the 
youth, while less effective coaches try to create a sense of family within the team, but 
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use very negative, militaristic coaching strategies that are not developmentally 
appropriate. 

• More effective coaches tend to prefer strategies that are supportive while challenging 
players to improve, attempting to develop close relationships along with a positive 
team climate, and promote autonomy. 

• More effective coaches recognize and prioritize the transfer of psychosocial 
development beyond sport-settings and the transfer of life skills from sport to life, 
while less effective coaches lack an understanding or specific strategies for 
transferring lessons learned in sport into non-sport settings. 

• More effective coaches appear to be more open to coach training and different 
ideas.437 

Similarly, based on a study of high school football coaches recognized for their abilities to 
teach life skills, Carson & Gould identified four sets of factors that were common to the 
narratives expressed by the coaches: 

“First, while highly motivated to win, these coaches had well-developed coaching 
philosophies that placed prime importance on developing life skills in their players. Second, 
they had the ability to form strong relationships and to connect with their players. Third, the 
coaches reported a variety of well-thought-out strategies for teaching the life skills they 
deemed important. Finally, the respondents recognized that environmental factors (e.g., 
socioeconomic status) and other individuals (e.g., parents) influenced life skills development 
and took steps to adapt to, deal with and/or resolve these issues.438 

These successful coaches did not treat the teaching of life skills as a separate activity from 
their general coaching duties.439 

Some youth sport coaches rely on specific strategies to facilitate positive youth 
development, while others struggle in articulating how they promote the development 
of their athletes in actual practice.440 There is therefore a perceived need to help sport 
coaches integrate some psychological skills in their coaching practice.441 

With regards to specific coaching strategies, Camiré, Forneris, Trudel, and Bernard 
identified five strategies for facilitating positive youth development outcomes that include: 
(1) carefully developing a coaching philosophy, (2) developing meaningful relationships 
with athletes, (3) intentionally planning developmental strategies in coaching practice, 
(4) talking about and having athlete’s practice life skills, including organizing tangible 
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learning opportunities, and (5) teaching athletes how to transfer life skills to non-sport 
settings.442 They added that coaches must aim to increase youth’s confidence in using 
their skills in life situation outside the sport. 

Finally, it seems that the leadership style of coaches and other facilitators is also an 
important factor. Several studies suggest that a transformative leadership approach 
is more conducive than others to positive psychosocial outcomes among youth who 
participate in a sport-based program.443 It is a follower-based approach where leaders 
help followers achieve their full potential, by acting as role models, inspiring, and 
empowering followers while holding them to high expectations and expressing genuine 
care and concern for the followers and recognizing their individual needs. A study of 
the relationships between athletes’ perceptions of coach transformative leadership and 
positive youth development confirmed that a coach’s transformational leadership is 
associated with greater positive development outcomes (i.e., the 5Cs - Competence, 
Confidence, Connection, Character, and Caring).444 

The following diagram summarizes findings of research on coaching success445 and is 
consistent with what we have heard about successful coaches during our own interviews. 
Mores specifically, it illustrates how successful coaching characteristics and strategies 
apply to the different levels of implicit/explicit continuum of life skills development and 
transfer. This could potentially be used to inform uniform principles for the training of 
coaches and to help properly structure and plan programs. 
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Figure 3. Continuum of Life Skills Development. 

Training 
Research on the effectiveness of sport-based youth development and crime prevention 
programs emphasizes the importance of capacity building and the need to invest in 
developing and supporting key human resources, in particular coaches, volunteers, and 
other facilitators. There already are programs for teaching coaches how to intentionally 
include a positive youth development in working with youth.446 There is one manual on life 
skills training through sport to prevent crime, reduce violence and drug use, developed 
for the delivery of a specific program.447There are also hundreds of Coach Development 
Programs (CDPs) with different focuses, objectives, and methods. Only a few of them 
focus on youth positive development and the role of coaches in promoting it.448 Jennifer 
Turnnidge and Jean Côté, of Queens University (Kingston, Ontario), have developed an 
evidence-informed CDP based on the Transformation Leadership (TFL) theory: the 
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Transformational Coaching Workshop.449 They also suggested some practical strategies for 
its implementation.450 

Locally, however, an assessment of local training needs and resources may help develop 
and deliver training programs that can boost the capacity of existing sport-based 
programs and encourage the development of more effective ones. Some of the key 
elements of such training are likely to be: 

• Awareness of the importance of nurturing quality coach-youth relationships; 

• How to intentionally include a positive development element in their approach 
with youth;451 

• Strategies to facilitate the transfer of life skills;452 

• Transformational coaching; 

• Motivational approaches (the role of intrinsic motivation); 

• Instilling a philosophy of non-violence and encouraging self-control, self-confidence, 
responsibility, and respect for oneself and others; 

• Gender-sensitive and culturally relevant, including differences in how people of 
different genders are impacted by involvement in sports;453 

• Responding to conflict and helping youth learn how to prevent and resolve conflict;454 

• Use of coach interpersonal behaviours that satisfy athletes’ basic psychological needs; 

• Additional developmental knowledge for working with children, including awareness 
of program attrition issues and ideas for alternative strategies that are 
developmentally sensitive and effective;455 and 

• Key considerations for developing meaningful and inclusive sport-based programs for 
vulnerable groups and youth from various ethnocultural backgrounds. 

Assessment tools are already available for research and program development purposes. 
The Coaching Behavior Assessment System (CBAS) has been used in several studies to 
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examine coaches’ influence on children’s psychological development through sport. 
A team of Canadian researchers has also developed and initially validated a scale that can 
be used to measure the extent to which coaches intentionally teach life skills through 
sport (the Coaching for Life Skills Questionnaire).456 

Key Research Findings 
The following summarizes some key findings of recent research on the role and practices 
of sport coaches, facilitators and volunteers involved in sport-based positive development 
programs. 

Intentional Teaching and Transfer of Life Skills 

• Coaches who go beyond the discussion of life skills development and transfer and 
intentionally provide opportunities for youth to practice life skills and transfer may 
further facilitate the life skills development process.457 

• The practice of life skills is more conducive to development than the mere discussion 
of life skills.458 Coaches must look for opportunities for youth to practice to skills 
outside of the sport context. 

• Coaches lack training on how to intentionally integrate life skills into their regular 
coaching practice.459 

Awareness 

• Coaches must understand that life skills transfer is not an automatic process and that 
it must be reinforced continuously in an explicit manner. For example, "whenever 
teachable moments presented themselves, coaches took advantage of them to talk to 
their athletes about the transferability of life skills and provided athletes concrete 
examples of situations and contexts in which life skills can be transferred”.460 

• Coaches must be sensitive and responsive to the youth’s developmental needs and 
signal their openness to discussing them with youth.461 

• Coaches should be reflective of their own behaviors as a role model to maximize the 
potential of sports-based interventions.462 

 
456 Camiré, M., Turgeon, S., Kramers, S., Rathwell, S., Bean, C., Sabourin, C., & Pierce, P. (2021). The 

tool was used for evaluating a Coaching for Life Skills online training program; see Camiré, M., 
Kendellen, K., Rathwell, S., & Turgeon, S. (2020). 

457 Bean, C., Kramers, S., Forneris, T., & Camiré, M. (2018). 
458 Holt, N.L., Neely, K.C., Slater, L.G., Camiré, M., Côté, J., Fraser-Thomas, J., MacDonald, D., 

Strachan, L. & Tamminen. K.A. (2017). 
459 Bean, C., & Forneris, T. (2017). 
460 Camiré, M., Forneris, T., Trudel, P., & Bernard, D. (2011), p. 97. 
461 Spruit, A., van der Put, C., van Vugt, E., and Stams, G.J. (2018). 
462 Idem. 
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Relationships and Leadership 

• Meaningful relationships and interactions between youth and adults are crucial to 
foster young people’s development through sport.463 

• Several things play a role in how coaches build relationships that can instigate 
personal development for young people in disadvantaged situations: (a) there is 
enough time for the relationship to develop; (b) coaches and staff remain authentic; 
(c) expertise is equalized; (d) a non-judgmental approach is adhere to; (e) the coach’s 
own cultural capital; (f) co-organizing activities with other groups with similar 
objectives; (g) adopting a ‘thousand chances’ response to youth behaviour and efforts; 
and, (h) providing individual support.464 

• The best predictor of developmental experiences is a combination of the quality of the 
coach-youth relationship and a coach’s transformational leadership behaviour.465 

• The most influential leadership behaviours are individual consideration, intellectual 
stimulation, and appropriate role modelling.466 

• There is a clear link between coach leadership styles and positive youth development. 
Coaches’ transformative leadership is associated with an impact on positive 
psychosocial development outcomes in the youth participating in a sport-based 
program.467 

Attitude 

• Coaching life skills is a mindset as well as a specific activity.468 

• Coaches and other program staff members who are perceived by youth as emotionally 
supportive and autonomy supportive can help youth improve their self-control.469 

Role Models 

• Coaches, parents, referees, especially in competitive games, can influence players’ 
behaviour, learning and socialization. Their actions affect the players’ learning and 
communicate what is regarded as important and valuable. “The pedagogical function 

 
463 Debognies, P., Schaillee, H., Haudenhuyse, R., & Theeboom, M. (2019); Crabbe, T. (2007); Coalter, 

F. (2016). 
464 Debognies, P., Schaillee, H., Haudenhuyse, R., & Theeboom, M. (2019). 
465 Vella, S.A., Oades, L.G., & Crowe, T.P. (2013). The relationship between coach leadership, the 

coach–athlete relationship, team success, and the positive developmental experiences of 
adolescent soccer players. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy,18(5), 549–561. 

466 Idem. 
467 Turnnidge, J. & Côté, J. (2017); Turnnidge, J. & Côté, J. (2018); Morgan, H.J., & Bush, A.J. (2016); 

Newland, A., Newton, M., Moore, W.G.E., & Legg, W.E. (2019); Vella, S.A., Oades, L.G., & Crowe, 
T.P. (2013). 

468 Gould, D. & Carson, S. (2008). 
469 Riley, A., Anderson-Butcher, D., Logan, J., Newman, T. J., & Davis, J. (2017). 
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of parents, coaches and referees is of key importance in the co-creation of educational 
practices”.470 

Strategies 

• Positive development outcomes are developed through sport-based programs when 
coaches are able to create suitable environments.471 

• By using specific practical strategies and reinforcing the parallels between sport and 
life, coaches can heighten the potential of sport as a tool for positive youth 
development.472 

• An “autonomy-supportive” approach to coaching, focused on developing youth’s 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness, is superior to a “controlling” approach in 
terms of fostering positive youth development.473  

• Involving athletes and participants in decision-making processes is crucial for 
maintaining adaptive motivation and positive consequences.474 

Authority - Affirmation of Values and Enforcement of Rules 

• The coaches’ authority relationship with participating youth is viewed as a key 
didactical proficiency of coaches and a crucial aspect of successful programs. Providing 
a rule-based setting and a safe sport environment requires coaches who have the 
authority to put rules into practice.475 

• Concrete and proactive interventions are required to reduce incidences of 
gamesmanship and re-emphasize the development of moral character in sport.476 

• Coaches and other program staff should work with specific values and define the 
meaning of these values to participants.477 

• Enforcing behavioural rules may not be limited to behaviour during the program 
activities but may extend to youth behaviour outside of these activities. 

 
470 Andersson, E. (2019). A referee perspective on the educational practice of competitive youth 

games: exploring the pedagogical function of parents, coaches and referees in grassroots 
soccer. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 24(6), 615–628, p. 617. 

471 Camiré, M., Trudel, P., & Forneris, T. (2012). 
472 Camiré, M., Forneris, T., Trudel, P., & Bernard, D. (2011). 
473 Cowan, T., Taylor, I.M., McEwan, H.E., & Baker, J.S. (2012). 
474 Idem. 
475 Haudenhuyse, R.P., Theeboom, M., & Coalter, F. (2012). The potential of sports-based social 

interventions for vulnerable youth: Implications for sport coaches and youth workers. Journal of 
Youth Studies,15(4),437–454. 

476 Camiré, M., & Trudel, P. (2010). 
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• Coaches and other program staff members must be capable of developing a 
relationship of trust with the youth. They must be able to understand the world the 
youth live in and, despite this empathy, be able to set limits.478 

• Coaches must safeguard and promote referee respect among the players. Coaches can 
safeguard a referee’s authority in relation to the players by being friendly, polite, 
balanced and positive, support difficult decisions, and intervene when players 
complain and argue with a referee.479 

• Programs should be monitored and ensure the supervision at program activities to 
avoid situations where harmful behaviours can occur.480 

Age and Gender 

• The age and gender of participants are relevant to coaching techniques. 

• Coaching young children, for example, should not focus too much on coaching them to 
win games, since most of them do not have the physical, emotional, mental, or social 
capacity to perform at the coach’s expectations.481 

• Some sport-based interventions have different and sometimes opposite effects on 
male and female participants.482 

• The need to ensure that interventions address the risk and protective factors that are 
most salient for each gender group. It is important to recruiting female coaches and 
facilitators and to develop a capacity among facilitators, coaches, trainers, and sports 
leaders to act as positive role models and challenge gender stereotypes, norms and 
attitudes that condone or justify gender-based discrimination and violence. 

Positive Development in the Elite Sport Context 

• Coaches can facilitate positive youth development in the context of elite competitive 
sports (e.g., hockey), but the context makes that role more problematic. Coaches often 
demonstrate behaviours that can potentially facilitate youth development, but the 
sport structure (i.e., professional sports model that focuses on competition and 
performance from early childhood) often restricts their ability to do so. In some 
instances, the coaches’ own motivations to achieve performance success presented a 
challenge to fostering positive youth development.483 

 
478 Schwenzer, V. et al. (2007), p. 42. 
479 Andersson, E. (2019). 
480 De Wet, N., Muloiwa, T., & Odimegwu, C. (2018). Extra-curricular activities and youth risky 

behaviours in South Africa, International Journal of Adolescence and Youth, 23(4), 431–440. 
481 Flett, M.R., Gould, D., & Lauer, L. (2012). 
482 Fagan, A., & Lindsey, A.M.L. (2014); Lipowski, M., Lipowska, M., Jochimek, M., & Krokosz, D. 

(2016). 
483 Preston, C., Allan, V., & Fraser-Thomas, J. (2021). Facilitating positive youth development in elite 

youth hockey: Exploring coaches’ capabilities, opportunities, and motivations. Journal of Applied 
Sport Psychology, 33(3), 302–320. 
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Complementary Role of Program Staff and Educators 

• Support staff and educators may complement the role of coaches in promoting 
positive development and are sometimes in a better position to impart and help the 
transfer of life skills in sports-based positive development programs in high school 
sports, and in community-based programs.484 

Tools for coaches 

• Personality factors are therefore relevant in developing sport-based positive 
development programs. It has been suggested that programme designs could 
incorporate personality assessment of the clients they serve and that program 
facilitators would benefit from training of assessment and interpretation of 
personality differences.485 

5. Inventory of B.C. Sport-based Crime Prevention Programs 
SASI’s project included an attempt to identify and categorize existing sports-based crime 
prevention programs in this province, and particularly in the Lower Mainland and Fraser 
Valley regions. Our attempts to do so, however, were complicated by the COVID-19 
pandemic which changed the way the programs in questions had operated till then. 
In fact, most programs had suspended their activities and many programs were in 
fact terminated. 

The inventory was constructed by listing the programs which had an online presence and 
collecting their contact information. Each program was then contacted by phone or by 
e-mail to obtain a description of the program, its stated goals, methodology, main 
activities, sponsors, and targeted participants, as well as its approach to crime prevention 
if any. Program representatives were also asked about other sport-based crime 
prevention programs they might be aware of. In addition, keeping in mind that 
community crime prevention programs typically have a connection with the local police, 
a request for information about existing programs was sent to every municipal police 
force in the province. 

The search yielded information about a few programs that have an explicit and central 
crime prevention (or gang prevention) mission or mandate, as well as a few positive youth 
development programs for youth presumed to be at risk of criminal involvement without 
an explicit focus on crime prevention. The search also identified several programs that 
had been suspended or canceled as a result of the pandemic. The search also identified 
sports program that had no other objective but to facilitate youth participation in sport 

 
484 Lim, S.H.R., Koh, K.T., & Chan, M. (2019). “Two Heads are Better Than One”: How supporting staff 

complement high school sport coaches in promoting positive youth development. International 
Sport Coaching Journal, 6(2), 160–171. 
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and a few crime prevention programs that had no or only a very incidental connection 
with sport. The latter two categories were not deemed relevant to our project. 

Typology of Programs 
Categorizing the crime prevention programs that made use of sport activities proved to 
be a little more difficult than anticipated. This was because several programs had not fully 
articulated their goals or were prepared to assume that simply engaging children and 
youth in sports activities was itself sufficient to prevent crime or youth recruitment in 
gangs. Other programs had an officially stated crime prevention goal, but their leaders 
were unable to explain how program activities could produce crime prevention outcomes. 
In a few instances, the program’s objectives were stated in terms of improving police 
relations with at-risk youth. 

A simple typology of programs was developed based on four types of programs: (1) sport-
based crime prevention programs; (2) sport-plus programs; (3) crime prevention-plus 
programs; and, (4) positive youth development sport programs. 

Table 1. Typology of Programs. 

TYPOLOGY OF PROGRAMS 

Type Description Included in 
Inventory 

1. Sports-based crime 
prevention programs 

A program that uses sports as a platform for crime 
prevention interventions 

5 

2. Sport-plus programs A sport program that may contain a crime 
prevention intervention which is not central to the 
program 

7 

3. Crime prevention- plus 
programs 

A crime prevention program that makes occasional 
use of sport activity (but the sport activity is only 
incidental and not a constitutive part of the 
program) 

0 

4. PYD sport programs A sport-based program with stated positive youth 
development (PYD) objectives but without an 
explicit crime prevention goal 

5 

In total, 17 programs were included in the program inventory (see Appendix 1). They were: 

Sport-based Crime Prevention Programs 

• Gang Tack (Vancouver Police Foundation) 

• Kidsplay Foundation 

• Surrey Safe Schools/City of Surrey - Wraparound 

• Project Breakaway (Vancouver Police Foundation) 

• Yo Bro Yo Girl 
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Sport-Plus Programs 

• Code Blue / Mini Blue Programs (Surrey schools & RCMP) 

• Eastside Boxing Club 

• Night Hoops (Vancouver Police Foundation) 

• North Vancouver Police Canoe Family 

• Musqueam Basketball Camp (Vancouver Police Foundation) 

• Police Athletic League (Vancouver Police) 

• West Vancouver Police Canoe Family, Ch’ich’iyuy 

Positive Youth Development (PYD) Sports Programs 

• Hockey Education Reaching Out Society (HEROS) 

• Take a Hike Foundation 

• Urban Native Youth Association (Aboriginal Youth First Sports & Recreation) 

• Youth Unlimited 

Unfortunately, with respect to the second type of programs, the crime prevention 
intervention was often not clear or immediately obvious. In several cases, the intervention 
appeared to simply consist of improving youth relationships with the police. As a result, 
these programs may perhaps be better described as positive youth development 
programs with police involvement. 

Review of Existing Programs 
As described earlier in this report, follow-up interviews were conducted online with 
representatives of the programs included in the inventory. Some of the findings of these 
interviews are already reflect in the chapter on “Emerging Good Practices” and the chapter 
on “Coaches and Sport-based Prevention”. In addition, the interviews covered questions 
about the programs’ readiness to proceed with an outcome evaluation (see: Chapter 6 – 
Program Evaluations). The following summarizes some of the other themes that emerged 
during the interviews. 

The sport-based crime prevention programs are striving to create an environment for 
positive youth development in the hope that this may prevent them from engaging in 
criminal activities or with criminal groups. Coaches explained that, as youth are often 
trying to find their identity and “a place to fit in”, adolescence is a crucial time for fostering 
self-esteem and finding a sense of belonging. As there are some parallels between sports 
and gangs (identity, team settings, etc.), sport is seen as a way to instill positive values in 
youth (such as commitment, sacrifice, dedication, teamwork, leadership, etc.) and 
ultimately into communities. 
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Several of the programs are managed in cooperation with or sponsored by local police 
departments as it is believed that building a connection with police will translate to 
positive values and experiences having an impact outside the programs. 

Many of the programs claim to have a focus on “at risk” youth, especially when 
participants are referred to program by a counsellor, their school, or the police. As these 
youth are often from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, these programs seek to provide 
opportunities for them to engage in sport or physical activity that otherwise would not be 
available to them. Most programs seem to have a loosely articulated youth recruitment 
strategy. Interviewees could rarely explain how these youth were at risk of criminal 
involvement. 

All program representatives mentioned that winning is not the main focus of the 
program’s sport activities, though some programs do provide youth the opportunity 
to play on competitive teams. Some of them expressed the view that when 
performance/winning is the main focus of the activities, it can be detrimental to the youth. 
Overall, the focus for many of these programs is to create a space for youth to develop 
competencies and life skills. 

Alongside the sport activities, many programs give presentations (usually developed by 
school boards and the police) to engage youth in discussions about important values 
and life choices. The presentations focus on topics such as racism, bullying, drugs, gangs, 
healthy lifestyles and on instilling values such as commitment, sacrifice, dedication, 
teamwork, and leadership that will hopefully translate to keeping youth out of trouble 
and have positive impacts on society. 

A wide range of sports are used, but many programs stick to basic sports for which less 
equipment or fewer physical skills are needed. That way, a program can offer a few 
different sports to accommodate wider demographics. In effect, basketball, soccer, and 
martial arts are the main sports of choice, as they can also be played inside or outside. 
Canoeing is also used as a platform. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, many of these programs continued to operate in any 
way they could, albeit, at reduced numbers and with restrictions (e.g.: wearing masks). 
Most programs run year-round, but some sports, canoeing for example, do not as they 
are difficult to practice during Canadian winters. 

Most of the sport-based initiatives involve programs for youth aged 4 to 18 (some 
programs extending to age 25). The programs are typically split by age groups, (e.g.,12–
15, 16–18). Almost all programs seek to be inclusive but focus on certain demographics, 
whether that be age, gender, ethnicity, or culture. Some programs are culturally relevant 
by design, such as the Ch’ich’iyuy canoe family, where there is partnership with Squamish 
Nation Elders to educate youth participants on First Nations heritage and the importance 
of canoeing in Squamish Nation culture. Other programs are open to all but focus on the 
primary demographic make up of the school or community in which they operate. 
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Since many programs are geared towards providing opportunities for youth of low 
socioeconomic status, most equipment is provided to the youth and further services may 
be provided through partnerships. Many programs are offered in partnership with police, 
community groups, and receive government grants or other financial support. Some 
recreation centres, churches, or other private facilities (e.g., gyms) provide space, a facility, 
or services free of charge or at reduced rates to the programs. Additionally, some 
community or institutional partners sometimes provide other resources such as food, 
clothes, counselling, sometimes even housing for youth. 

The staff/volunteers/coaches of these programs consist of off-duty police officers, school 
staff, community volunteers, or employees of the programs. Many programs offer specific 
training reflecting the programs values, and many require first aid training and coaching 
certification. As the goal is to have values of the program extend from sport into the real 
world, many programs stress the importance of having good mentors (some programs 
shared the benefits of staff being available outside the program). This sometimes leads to 
a difficulty in determining how much staff and coaches should be involved outside of the 
perimeters of the program itself. For example, some coaches apparently struggle with the 
question of what the appropriate course of action is when a youth shares confidential 
information with them (including information about potential criminal involvement). 

As we mentioned earlier in this report, coaches and other facilitators have received very 
little training. The training they received, if any, focused on the technical aspects of 
coaching, the rules of the game, issues of physical safety and potential liabilities, and 
sometimes awareness raising about issues such as sexual harassment or other 
inappropriate behaviour. The training did not include knowledge and skills for facilitate 
youth development or working with at-risk youth. Most coaches had their own explanation 
about how life skills are imparted to youth through sport. Several of them mentioned that 
they thought that youth oftentimes need help transferring these skills to other aspects of 
their life and that coaches may play a role in facilitating this process. They also explained 
that promoting positive youth development required coaches to engage with youth 
around and outside the actual sport activity. A few of them revealed that they made 
themselves available to the youth by phone, at nearly all times, to listen to the youth or 
provide advice. However, they all made clear also that there are many coaches who are 
not prepared to go beyond helping youth learn and excel in the sport and do not agree 
with the idea of an expanded role for coaching staff and facilitators. 

Another important aspect that frequently arose during the interviews was the role of 
parents. Most interviewees readily acknowledged that parents play a very important role 
in a youth’s positive development, but they also acknowledged that the parents’ 
participation can occasionally be problematic. “Real change begins at home”, one of them 
explained, “constructive dialogue is needed between the parents and youth to see 
change”. A positive correlation between athletic success and parent involvement was 
frequently mentioned. Coaches thought that it was incredibly important for them to build 
trust with the parents and to try to engage with them about the program and their youth. 
Promoting parental engagement in the program was a priority for many programs. 



 

94 

In fact, a few programs even have conferences/education for the parents as well (e.g., 
drug and gang forums). That being said, however, it was noted that parents from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds are usually busy working and are not able to participate 
much or “do not make an effort to come out”. Interestingly, despite the fact that all 
programs explicitly emphasize the important role of mentors and parents, no emphasis 
is placed on spending time and resources on this aspect of programming. Concerns 
of funding and need of resources always circled back to the youth’s needs and their 
equipment. 

Lastly, many programs claim to have crime prevention elements, but all programs 
essentially define crime prevention as building rapport with police or generally supporting 
positive youth development. None of the programs monitors or measures their potential 
impact on youth crime or youth gang involvement. Interviewees were hard pressed to 
define what constitutes crime prevention and how exactly a program contributed to it. For 
instance, there are many ways a youth can be seen as at risk of being recruited by a gang, 
so success of an intervention can be defined in terms of the youth not joining a gang: “if 
they are in our program, they are not joining gangs”. 

The prevailing narrative is along the lines of “empowering youth prevents crime 100-fold”; 
these youth “need good role models” and “putting them in an environment where they 
can succeed will lower their chances of getting in trouble with the law”. Unfortunately, 
despite the official claims, many programs are essentially sport programs where 
coaches/mentors give positive messages to youth at some point during a sport activity or 
hope that they serve as positive role models. Unsurprisingly, none of these programs have 
been evaluated for their effectiveness in preventing youth crime. Program leaders did not 
appear to give any priority to evaluating the impact of their program. 

6. Program Evaluations 
The coincidence of popular interest in sport-based crime prevention programs and the 
limited empirical evidence on their impact underscores the need for further research. At 
this point, we do not know for whom sports-based crime prevention interventions are 
most effective due to the overall lack of outcome evaluations of these programs and we 
are unable to draw clear conclusions concerning what, if anything, can make sport-based 
interventions more effective in preventing crime or violence.486 This drawback points to 
the critical need for concerted efforts for substantial and rigorous evaluations. 

We should be able to isolate and understand both the protective and the negative 
influences of sports on youth crime and to plan interventions so that the negative 
influences of sport can be confined or mitigated.487 It stands to reason that: 

 
486 See: Spruit, A., van der Put, C., van Vugt, E., and Stams, G.J. (2018). 
487 Spruit, A., Vugt, E., Put, C., Stouwe, T., Stams, G.J. (2016). Sports participation and juvenile 

delinquency: A meta-analytic review. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 45(4), 655–671. 
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"The most successful sport-related programmes and projects are those which understand 
what is possible and clearly articulate and implement what they are trying to achieve. 
Resources should not be allocated to projects which make unqualified claims relating to 
their capacity to impact upon specific social outcomes".488 

For at least two decades, there have been calls for rigorous evaluations of sport-based 
programs established for the explicit purpose of crime prevention.489 The lack of robust 
evaluations and monitoring of these programs has hampered progress towards more 
effective interventions. Sport-based crime prevention programs are rarely evaluated and, 
when they are, the evaluations are methodologically weak and overly simplistic in their 
theorizing about the causes of delinquency.490 To our knowledge, none of the sport-based 
crime prevention or positive youth development programs in B.C. have been evaluated. 

Crime Prevention Outcomes 
There is evidence of the beneficial effects of sport participation. However, the question of 
whether sport participation promotes or inhibits problem behaviors remains unresolved. 
A longitudinal study analyzed the direction of the association between sports participation 
and problem behavior among a nationally representative sample of 1,692 adolescents 
(ages 11-19) in the United States. The study found that externalizing behaviour was not 
related to time spent in sport.491 It also suggested that other intervening factors such as 
context, prior youth experience, type of sport, related activities are also at play. 

Measuring the impact of any crime prevention programs can be challenging, even if some 
progress has been made in addressing various theoretical and methodological issues.492 
Notwithstanding these challenges, we must remain committed a commitment to 
evidence-based crime prevention programming. 

Programs should be consistently evaluated using objective measures with a focus on 
identifying specific factors that prompt behavioural change and promote crime reduction, 
while also accounting for community and social factors rather than just individual 
factors.493 Non-sport measures are also needed to test what has changed in the lives of 
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participating youth, and whether and, if so, why this is linked to a reduction of juvenile 
delinquency.494 

However, as research already suggests that sports programs on their own are unlikely 
to yield crime prevention outcomes and that sport, at best, provides a platform for other 
interventions, evaluations of sport-based crime prevention programs face the problem 
of effect attribution and must find ways to distinguish between the effect of sport 
participation and that of other accompanying interventions. Since it is often suggested 
that sports merely function as a “hook” to get youth’s attention and engage them in other 
positive development activities, we must ask for whom is sporting an effective “hook” and 
are there other popular youth activities that can act as a more inclusive and effective 
means to engage youth at risk. Future research should focus on refining the classification 
of programs based on the size and nature of their sport component, as well as quantifying 
the unique sport-related crime prevention outcomes within multi-component sports-
based programs. 

There are also practical and methodological difficulties in measuring the impact of a 
particular sport-based crime prevention program as distinct from the collective impact 
of simultaneous crime prevention initiatives targeting the same youth or community. 
Since sport-based interventions are expected to be but one aspect of a broader crime 
prevention strategy, it is sometimes impossible to disentangle their impact from that 
of other elements of that strategy. 

Evaluations of sport-based crime prevention programs have tended to show a high level 
of satisfaction among participants who typically agree that they have learned useful life 
skills, but only a limited impact on youth crime.495 Keeping in mind that most programs 
involve a small number of participants (youth or at-risk youth) and that it is difficult to 
measure any impact on the youth criminal involvement (let alone crime rates), evaluations 
have tended to rely on self-reported delinquency. Access to control groups for the 
purpose of comparison or the possibility of conducting a randomized control trial are 
limited. The crime reduction impact of sports-based intervention is inherently difficult 
to measure. Furthermore, rigorous evaluations require far more resources than those 
usually available to these programs.496 

Evaluability Assessment of B.C. Sport-Based Crime Prevention Programs 
The present project was meant to include a rapid assessment of the readiness of BC 
programs to participate in an outcome evaluation. It was also meant to assess the extent 
to which current programs are aligned with best practices, culturally and gender relevant, 
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integrated with other crime prevention initiatives, and sustainable. A method and checklist 
were developed for the purpose of that assessment (See Appendix 2). 

The primary objective of an evaluability assessment (EA) is to determine the feasibility 
of evaluating a particular program. An EA examines the evaluability of a program: 
(a) in principle, given the nature of the program design and the theory of change that 
supports it; and (b) in practice, given data availability to carry out an evaluation and the 
program’s ability to provide it. It also examines the practicality and potential usefulness 
of an evaluation. 

EAs frequently find programmatic deficiencies and a lack of readiness for outcome 
evaluation. As we conducted a rapid EA for the present project, we did not necessarily 
expect that many programs would be immediately ready for an outcome evaluation. It 
was also hoped that it would be possible, as part of the present project, to work with one 
or two programs to assist them in developing their own theory of change and program 
logic model. 

However, none of the programs we examined had a clear theory of change or logic model 
that could link its activities directly to crime prevention. It was not clear that any of them 
were committed to achieving specific or measurable crime prevention outcomes. None 
of the programs had been previously evaluated or empirically reviewed. Program 
documentation and program management data were both limited. Program leaders 
or representatives did not appear to be particularly interested in participating in an 
evaluation of their program, as program evaluation did not appear to be a requirement 
of funding agencies. 

The conclusion was simple, if disappointing, none of the existing BC programs is even 
close to being ready for an outcome evaluation.  
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Appendix 1. Inventory of B.C. Programs 

Sports Based Crime Prevention Programs in BC 
Last Update: 02/24/21 

 
Sport-based Crime Prevention Programs 

A program that uses sports as a platform for crime prevention interventions. 

Gang Tackle (Vancouver Police Foundation) 
Target group: male youth, ages 14–18. 
This event brings together professional athletes, UBC Thunderbird alumni, police officers, 
and at-risk youth to play flag football. Following the games, athletes give strategic talks, 
and former gang members discuss the myths and realities of gang life. 

Kidsplay Foundation 
Target group: children and youth, ages 6–18. 
Kids Play holds sports tournaments (variety of sports), conferences, and other projects for 
the youth community to learn about the opportunities they can seize to help them excel in 
all phases of life. 

Surrey Safe Schools/City of Surrey - Wraparound 
Target group: male youth, ages 6–18. 
Partnership between the Surrey School District, RCMP and the City of Surrey to foster a 
genuine and trusting relationship with both the youth and caregiver(s) resulting in a 
collaborative care plan for the family that aims to greatly reduce the youth’s risk level. 
WRAP has access to immediate interventions that include clinical counselling, 
athletic/creative outlets, transportation support, one-to-one schooling when necessary 
and a variety of outreach opportunities. 

Project Breakaway (Vancouver Police Foundation) 
Target group: male youth, ages 15–18. 
This project is a PAL-sponsored event that allows Vancouver youth an opportunity to play 
floor hockey during the evenings as a deterrent to gang recruitment and drug use. It 
promotes positive and meaningful youth/police relations through sports. 

Yo Bro Yo Girl 
Target group: girls, ages 6–18. 
Runs a series of strength-based programs in Surrey and other parts of the Lower 
Mainland (uses a variety of sports). In 2016, it was included as a key strategic initiative 
under the City’s Public Safety Strategy. The Initiative cultivates resilience in at-risk youth 
and empowers them with tools to avoid the perils of drugs, gangs, crime, and violence. 

https://vancouver.ca/police/community-policing/youth-outreach/index.html
https://vancouver.ca/police/community-policing/youth-outreach/index.html
https://kidsplayfoundation.com/about-us/
https://www.surrey.ca/about-surrey/community-safety/safe-program
https://www.vancouverpolicefoundation.org/project/project-breakaway/
https://ybyg.ca/
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Sport Plus Programs 

A sport program that contains a crime prevention intervention that is not central 
 to the program. 

Code Blue / Mini Blue Programs (Surrey schools & RCMP) 
Target group: youth ages 10–18. 
Code Blue and Mini-Blue programs are proactive endeavours that help to build positive 
police-youth relationships through fitness. Both programs are a partnership between the 
Surrey RCMP and Surrey School District Safe Schools and Community Schools 
departments. 

Eastside Boxing Club 
Target group: youth ages 12–18. 
Working with several NPO in Downtown Vancouver, ESB is committed to continuing to 
facilitate free exercise programs for at risk youth and women that have been exposed to 
violence. Believing that everyone deserves accessibility to exercise, the ESB mission is to 
be an inclusive community focused gym that delivers high quality boxing training. Free 
after school programs. 

Night Hoops (Vancouver Police Foundation) 
Target group: youth ages 13–18. 
Night Hoops is a charity organization that provides late-night basketball programming for 
at-risk youth and offers them the chance to grow and learn in a supervised and supportive 
environment. In 1996, this program was created to provide a constructive recreational 
opportunity for teens on Friday and Saturday nights. Night Hoops’ Mission is to encourage 
healthy life choices for youth through the context of a prosocial late-night basketball 
program. 

North Vancouver Police Canoe Family 
Target group: Indigenous youth ages 13–18. 
Canoe program established in 2019 (carried over from West Van canoe) in partnership 
with Squamish Nation where police, youth workers/counsellors, community volunteers 
operate a canoe program with weekly excursions and a 10-day trip in BC. There is a canoe 
awaking in March/April and a canoe sleep ceremony in November with food and prayer. 
First Nations Culture is heavily integrated. 

Musqueam Basketball Camp (Vancouver Police Foundation 
Target group: Indigenous youth ages 5–18. 
Since 2010, the VPD Musqueam Basketball camp has been held on the Musqueam 
Reserve, enhancing the positive work by the VPD and fostering the relationship, 
understanding, and trust the VPD has with the Musqueam community. The objectives of 
this basketball camp are to develop community relations between the VPD and the 
individuals who live on the Musqueam Reserve as well as to develop basketball skills and 
healthy lifestyles of the children and teenagers participating in the camp. 

https://www.surreyschools.ca/EducationalPrograms/Pages/CodeBlue.aspx
http://eastsideboxingclub.com/
https://nighthoops.ca/
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Police Athletic League (Vancouver Police) 
Target group: youth ages 5–18. 
The Vancouver Police Athletic League (PAL) is a youth crime prevention initiative that uses 
athletic, recreational, and educational programs as a tool to foster positive rapport and 
mutual trust between police officers and youths. (Almost always partnered with Vancouver 
Police Foundation). 

West Vancouver Police Canoe Family, Ch’ich’iyuy 
Target group: Indigenous youth ages 13–18. 
Canoe program established in 2016 in partnership with Squamish Nation where police, 
youth workers/counsellors, community volunteers operate a canoe program with weekly 
excursions and a 10-day trip in BC. There is a canoe awaking in March/April and a canoe 
sleep ceremony in November with food and prayer. First Nations Culture is heavily 
integrated. 

 

Positive Youth Development (PYD) Sports Programs 

A sport-based program with stated positive youth development (PYD) objectives but not 
an explicit crime prevention goal. 

Boys and Girls Clubs of South Coast BC 
Target group ages: could not find specific information. 
“It’s a safe place that provides [youth] with three of the things they need most: a sense of 
belonging, a sense of success, and positive relationships. That happens through a wide 
range of activities that are not only of interest to kids, but that are good for them, too: 
sports, homework, safe access to the on-line world, arts, crafts, and of course, sharing 
meals.” 

Hockey Education Reaching Out Society (HEROS) 
Target group: ages 9–14. 
The mission of HEROS is to use the game of ice hockey to teach life-skills and empower at 
risk youth. Founded in Vancouver, Canada in 2000, HEROS provides free ice hockey 
programming for at risk youth, offering a safe and stable environment for young people 
to succeed, experiment and connect. 

Take a Hike Foundation 
Take a Hike partners with public school districts to engage vulnerable youth in a full-time 
mental health and emotional well-being program embedded in an alternate education 
classroom. The program aims to empower vulnerable youth with the skills and resilience 
they need to graduate high school, build healthy relationships, navigate the challenges of 
young adulthood, and achieve success - however they define it. The program engages 
youth in intensive and continuous clinical counselling, regular outdoor adventures, and 
supporting youth in a safe and caring community. 

https://vancouver.ca/police/community-policing/youth-outreach/police-athletic-league.html
https://bgcbc.ca/
https://heroshockey.com/
https://www.takeahikefoundation.org/about-us
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UNYA—Urban Native Youth Association (Aboriginal Youth First Sports & Recreation) 
Target group: Indigenous youth ages 11–24. 
Focus on creating and maintaining an inclusive, safe, and healthy space that supports you 
to be physically active, make positive life choices, and develop your leadership skills; 
includes fitness classes, yoga, Ju-Jitsu, kickboxing, track cycling, snowboarding, lacrosse, 
basketball, running, rock climbing, wrestling. (Also provides professional fitness and 
nutrition advice and workshops and leadership workshops). 

Youth Unlimited 
Youth Unlimited is a faith-based organization that meets vulnerable youth where they are 
at in communities across Greater Vancouver. Programs are created or retired based on 
the needs and movements of youth. Youth Unlimited offers various programs. Many of 
them linking athletics, coaching, outdoor adventure to mentoring, spiritual development, 
and life skills development. 

 
  

https://unya.bc.ca/programs/ayf-sports-rec/
https://intersect.bc.ca/programs.php
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Appendix 2. Evaluability Assessment Tool 
Review of Sports-Based Crime Prevention Programs in British Columbia 

Rapid Evaluability Assessment of Selected Programs 

As part of SASI’s review of sports-based crime prevention (SBCP) programs, an inventory 
of existing SBCP programs in British Columbia was created. Part of that exercise consisted 
of identifying SBCP programs that might be ready for an outcome evaluation. To 
determine program readiness for an outcome evaluation, a simplified evaluability 
assessment method was used based on a short evaluability assessment checklist. The 
following is a description of the method and checklist that will be used for this project. 

Evaluability Assessments 

The primary objective of an evaluability assessment (EA) is to determine the feasibility of 
evaluating a particular program. An EA examines the evaluability of a program: (a) in 
principle, given the nature of the program design and the theory of change that supports 
it; and, (b) in practice, given data availability to carry out an evaluation and the program’s 
ability to provide it. It also examines the practicality and potential usefulness of an 
evaluation. 

An EA may consider the feasibility of different kinds of evaluation, each serving a different 
kind of purpose: formative evaluation, developmental evaluation, summative evaluation, 
outcome evaluation. The current project is focused on assessing program readiness for 
an outcome evaluation to determine the extent to which the program is achieving its 
intended outcomes, and in the case of a SBCP program, its crime prevention objectives. 
Outcomes refer to changes that are anticipated to occur as a result of the program 
intervention. 

Stakeholders’ involvement is an essential element of an EA. In the context of a rapid or 
preliminary EA such as those contemplated by the present project, the stakeholders’ 
involvement will be limited, and would need to be built upon should an evaluation be 
planned. 

EAs frequently find programmatic deficiencies and a lack of readiness for outcome 
evaluation. As we conduct rapid EAs of the present project, very few programs can be 
expected to be immediately ready for an outcome evaluation. However, it is possible to 
identify, for some of the nearly ready and interested programs, the steps that they would 
need to take to increase that evaluation readiness. It may also be possible, as part of the 
present project, to work with one or two projects to assist them in developing their own 
theory of change and program logic model. 
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Program Theory and Program Logical Framework 

An outcome evaluation presupposes that the stated outcomes of the program are 
plausible and supported by a logical and credible theory of change (or program theory). 
Developing an initial program theory involves clearly articulating the logic of how the 
program is intended to work. A program’s logical framework (or logic model) presents the 
theory of change alongside the program input and activities, program outputs, and 
intended program outcomes. The logic model articulates the links between activities, 
outputs, and outcomes to capture how the change occurs as a result of the intervention 
(as opposed to how the program is carried out – process). 

Unfortunately, a recent international review of existing SBCP programs by UNODC 
revealed that such programs rarely have a well-developed methodology or a robust 
theory of change. Programs tend to have vague rationales and overly ambitious objectives 
or are often based on a simplistic understanding of the multiple and complex causes of 
youth crime. 

It is unlikely that many Sports Based Crime Prevention (SBCP) programs in BC will 
have a fully articulated theory of change and program logic model. Nevertheless, since 
developing a program theory is central to an EA, the rapid EAs that will be conducted 
as part of the present project will attempt a summary review of the program’s reality 
(alignment with its officially stated objectives) and the plausibility of the program’s stated 
goals (especially its crime prevention goals). The rapid EAs will also endeavour to assess 
whether there is an organizational willingness to proceed with a further articulation of the 
program theory and logical model. 

Finally, as a separate exercise, the present project is developing a generic theory of 
change to explain why and how certain crime prevention outcomes can be achieved by 
SBCP programmes and, if so, under what conditions. This broader, empirically based, and 
theoretical formulation of the potential crime prevention impact of sports-based 
programs will also inform future discussions with program managers and leaders about 
how they may wish to articulate the theoretical foundation of their own programs. 

Key Questions in Assessing the Evaluation Readiness of a Program 

1. Is the program committed to producing crime prevention outcomes? 
a. If yes, what are the specific crime prevention outcomes being pursued? 

2. Is the agency responsible for the program interested in having it evaluated? 
a. If yes, who else is interested in the evaluation (funding agency, partners, key 

stakeholders)? 
b. Has the program been evaluated before? 
c. What purpose would the evaluation be expected to serve? 
d. How long has the program been operated? 

3. Are the program goals, logic and structure well-articulated? 
a. Is there a credible theory of change to support the intervention model? 
b. Is there a logic model for the program? 
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c. Are the program goals plausible? 
d. Is the program aligned with its theory of change (program reality)? 

4. What are the questions to be addressed by the evaluation (evaluation issues)? 
a. Given the evaluation issues, what do we already know? 

5. What resources are available for the evaluation (e.g., time, human resources, 
organizational support, authorizations, and funds)? 

6. What data sources are available and appropriate, given the program structure and 
logic, to answer the evaluation questions? 

7. What kind of environment does the program operate in and how might this affect the 
feasibility of an evaluation? 

8. Which research design (or evaluation option) is most appropriate for the program? 
(Including, what will be the basis of a valid comparison in order to estimate the 
incremental impact of the program?) 

9. Is the evaluation of the program feasible at the present time? 
a. If yes, what would be required for the evaluation to be conducted? 

Table 2. Evaluability Assessment Checklist. 

Evaluability Assessment Checklist 

Interest in Conducting an Evaluation 

Organizational 
Readiness 

• Is the agency responsible for the program interested in having it 
evaluated? 

• Has the program been evaluated before? 
• Did the organization participate in other program evaluations? 

Stakeholders • Who are the key partners, stakeholders, and funding agencies that 
might be interested in an outcome evaluation of the program? 

Purpose  • What purposes would an outcome evaluation serve from the point of 
view or program managers and stakeholders? 

• Is an evaluation required by the program funding agency? 

Evaluation Issues • What are the evaluation issues /questions to be addressed by the 
evaluation? 

• Is there already some research evidence on these evaluation issues? 

Timing • How long has the program been in operation? 
• Is this a good time to conduct the evaluation (in relation to funding, 

program implementation, etc.)? If not, when would be a good time? 

Program Logic and Design 

Program Goals • Are the program goals, logic, and structure well-articulated? 
• Is there a credible theory of change supporting the intervention model? 
• Is there a logic model for the program? 

Relevance • Is the program committed to producing crime prevention outcomes? 
• What are the specific crime prevention outcomes being pursued? 
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Evaluability Assessment Checklist 
• Is the intended beneficiary group (youth at risk) clearly identified? 
• Is the program relevant to local crime prevention objectives?  

Clarity • Are the long-term impact and outcomes clearly identified and are the 
proposed steps towards achieving these clearly defined? 

• Is there consistency in the way the program goals and the program 
model are described by various partners and stakeholders (including in 
project documents)? 

• Do different stakeholders hold different views about the project 
objectives and how they can be achieved? 

Plausibility • Are the program goals plausible? 
• Is there evidence from previous research that these goals could be 

achieved? 
• Is there a continuous causal chain, connecting the intervention with the 

intended outcomes? 
• How likely is the program to achieve its crime prevention objectives, 

given the planned interventions and the project lifespan? 

Measurement • Can the critical linkages in the causal chain identified in the program’s 
theory of change be measured? 

• What are the key indicators of outcomes? 

Program Implementation 

Implementation 
Stage 

• Is the program fully implemented already? 
• Are all components of the program currently operational? 
• Have there been recent changes in the program model, activities, 

delivery? 
• Are some of the program components implemented by a different 

organization? 

Reality • Is the program fully aligned with its own theory of change (program 
reality)? 

Environment • What kind of environment /context does the program operate in and 
how might this affect the feasibility of an evaluation? 

Information and Data Availability 

Project 
Documentation 

• Is the project documentation sufficient and available for the purpose of 
an evaluation? 

Baseline and Control 
Group Data 

• Are baseline data available? 
• How feasible would it be at this stage of the program to collect baseline 

data? 
• How feasible would it be at this stage of the program to collect data on 

a control group? 

Operational Data  • Does the agency have an information management system for the 
program? 

• Is there a listing of the data available from that system? 
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Evaluability Assessment Checklist 
• What would be required to obtain confidential access to the data for 

the purpose of an evaluation? 
• Are the intended and actual beneficiaries identifiable? 
• Are there records of activities, who was involved, and who participated 

in each activity? 
• Is gender disaggregated data available? 

Other Data • What are the data (sources) currently available? 
• Are these data reliable, complete, and accessible? 
• Can existing data be used to validly measure constructs in the key 

evaluation questions? 
• Are data available on environmental factors affecting the program or 

its outcomes? 
• Will it be necessary/possible to collect additional information to 

measure key constructs? How? 
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