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Sports [according to Right to Play]…

“put children on a positive path to healthy development…
teach important values and life skills including self confidence, teamwork, 

communication, inclusion, discipline, respect and fair play….
has psychological benefits such as reducing depression and improving concentration…
improve health and well being, extend life expectancy and reduce the likelihood of 

several non-communicable diseases including heart disease…
improves a child's ability to learn, increases concentration, attendance and overall 

achievement…
contribute to the economic development of communities and nations…
provides us with a powerful tool for reaching people and communicating important 

messages -- including messages of health and peace… 
brings people together and has the potential to cross boundaries and open new 

dialogue. Many of the core values of sport parallel those necessary for peace, such 
as respect, justice and honesty…”

Is this realistic? How does it jibe with other perspectives on sports?



Sports (including soccer) are not an 
automatic social good…



What about the growing 
“Sports for Social Change” / 
“Sports for Development and 
Peace” movement?



The Homeless World Cup as a Soccer Example…

The emotional appeal is great; 
the evidence is mixed…







The complications of a ball, a shirt, and 
good intentions…



Balls?



So, can sport really ‘save the world’ 
(including the USA)?

“Sadly, the single-minded purpose and confidence 
that sport instills in champions, a commendable 
attribute when transferred to many other 
settings, militates against inter-cultural 
sensitivity and needs-based programming in 
development. There is a fear that SDP simply 
imposes the values of the first-world middle 
class on the disadvantaged…” – Kidd (2008)



The importance of 
needs assessment 

and community 
involvement…

https://topnonprofits.com/needs-assessment-ideas/



The importance of 
monitoring and 
evaluation…

http://www.comicrelief.com/grants/sport-for-change



The importance of 
thinking systemically 
(to target social 
change more than 
individual change)…
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Support Constructive use of time Positive Identity

UHS (N = 243)

SHS (N = 153)

Scale Norms

Examples of “external” and “internal” assets
(Based on the Search Institute 'developmental asset profile’)
at a low-income urban high school (UHS) and a high-income 

suburban high school (SHS)



So what makes for 
soccer and social change?

Title IX?



http://old.seattletimes.com/flatpages/sports/40-years-title-
ix-graphics.html

http://www.motherjones.com/politics/2012/06/charts-womens-athletics-title-nine-ncaa







Project Play (https://www.aspenprojectplay.org/)



Project Play (https://www.aspenprojectplay.org/)



Key questions to ask if soccer programs 
are going to contribute to social change:
• Are local voices involved and honored, or is the priority 

on outsider prescriptions?
• Is the effort connected with local organizations and 

other ‘social change-oriented initiatives’?
• Is there an emphasis on ‘co-education’ or is the 

program reinforcing unequal power relationships?
• Does the program focus exclusively on individual 

change or is there attention to broader community and 
social change?

• How much emphasis is put on independent evidence 
of effectiveness in contrast to anecdotal public 
relations (often involving celebrity athletes)?



Some relevant organizations 
developing best practices 

(offered as resources; 
not necessarily endorsements)

• US Soccer Foundation / Urban Soccer 
Symposium

• Up2Us

• Project Play

• International Platform on Sports and 
Development

• Street Football World


