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Psychosocial sport & play programmes: buffering the effects of conflict 
& Disaster through enhancing resilience

	 By Bob Henley, PhD
Bob Henley is senior researcher at the Swiss Tropical Institute and a psychologist with  
a focus on resilience processes in children and youth. His professional activities include 
helping advance the development of resilience concepts and assessment tools with the 
NCCR (National Centre of Competence in Research North-South; research area: 
Vulnerability & Resilience), executing research with a focus on resilience processes in 
children and youth and consultant on implementing resilience practices in NGOs in 
Tanzania, Kenya and Uganda. 

What makes the difference?
Bob Henley posed central questions regarding rehabilitation after severely stressful 
or traumatic events: Why do some people overcome traumatic or severely stressful 
life events easier or more quickly than others? Why do some people seem to be 
unaffected, or even become stronger after stressful life events? Is this something 
that can be taught? And can structured sports & play activities help do this? Even 
though empirical scientific evidence is still rare; Henley presented research findings 
that support that this probably is the case. 

//   GETTING BACK ON TRACK
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Resilience might be key 
A key influence helping victims to overcome trauma may be resilience. What is 
resilience?
•	 Definition from physics: The power or ability to return to the original form, 

position, etc., after being bent, stretched or compressed; elasticity (e.g. 
bridges).

•	 Definition from developmental psychology: A dynamic process encompassing 
positive adaptation within the context of significant adversity. Implicit within this 
notion are two critical conditions: 

	 -	 An exposure to significant threat or severe adversity.
	 -	 �The achievement of positive adaptation despite major assaults on the 

developmental process (Luthar 2000).

Factors which enhance resilience
What enhances the development of resilience? Over thirty years of research has 
identified several key protective-enabling factors. First of all, healthy attachments 
with family; close relationships with non-family adults (e.g., teachers, coaches, 
mentors) and healthy peer relationships are important. Secondly, involvement with 
and contributions to the community proves crucial. And last but not least, learning 
effective problem solving and coping strategies that assist with adaptation is an 
important element.

Well designed sport and play programmes provide protective factors
Bob Henley poses a hypothesis: structured sport and play programmes provide 
protective factors that enhance resilience. What is needed is an interactive and 
supportive peer environment with structured support and adult guidance. Coaches, 
teachers and mentors who can bond with children, and who can teach coping skills 
and problem-solving strategies are crucial. A focus on building community aware-
ness, attachment and cohesion is key. Children’s psychological, social and 
behavioural strengths can thus be gently supported in a play setting. In psychoso-
cial sport programmes winning is not the focus; healing is. 

Evidence shows: resilience can be enhanced
Bob Henley presented the Beslan Resilience Study, research he helped to develop 
and conduct with Swiss and North Ossetian research teams on the 2004 Beslan 
school siege, hostage and bombing tragedy in North Ossetia (more information on 
this at: www.toolkitsportdevelopment.org/conflict-peace). 

The study showed the impressive effects of a one week intensive outdoor sport and 
play programme, suggesting that children who have experienced significant 
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traumatic events, can still have their resilience enhanced via participation in sport 
and play activities (mountaineering, climbing, first aid training and camping 
activities). Even two years after the traumatic event, this short-term intensive 
activities programme resulted in enhanced resilience in children. Children not only 
showed improved resilience by the end of the programme, but also reported 
continued improvement in resilience levels six months later. These programmes 
were led by caring adults with close ties to the children, who encouraged healthy 
peer interaction, taught coping skills and problem-solving strategies, and promoted 
connection with and commitment to a community; all key factors for rehabilitation.

Rehabilitation implies the formation of healthy relationships, ties to the 
community and the expansion of coping skills to overcome shock and 
trauma. 

Potential limitations 
There are also limitations of resilience-based psychosocial programmes to consider. 
Not all children may benefit from involvement in these programmes, as some may 
have high resilience already and not improve significantly - although they may help 
contribute to the resilience of other children by their presence. Furthermore, 
psychosocial programmes may not be able to manage children with more acute 
psychological, social or behavioural problems - these children will require more 
intensive individual care. And lastly, since research on resilience has thus far 
occurred in the United States, Canada and the United Kingdom, there is much 	
to be learned about possible similarities and differences in resilience processes 	
for youth in culturally different contexts (where most relief and development 
programmes are now occurring).

Closing conclusion: how to proceed?
More empirical research on community-based, resilience-focused sport and play 
practices are needed. We need to identify the best resilience enhancement 
practices that can be shared with other psychosocial, mental health and education 
professionals. Unfortunately, when research does occur, experiences and findings 
are often not shared. New and stronger insights on resilience are needed so that 
more organisations can integrate these practices into programmes for vulnerable 
children and youth. After implementation, the logical next step is to build in 
programme assessment structures before the programme starts, so we can further 
our knowledge about best practices in enhancing resilience in young people.

//   GETTING BACK ON TRACK
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A critical discussion on preventing Child Soldiers’ Recruitment

Speakers: Mario Gómez and Karen Doubilet, MA
Discussant: Associate Professor Karin Arts

Prevention of recruitment and utilization of children by illegal armed 
groups in Colombia

	 By Mario Gómez 
Since 2001, Mario Gómez has been the Director of Social Projects and Human Rights of 
the Antonio Restrepo Barco Foundation, a Non-Governmental Organisation with 
consultative status with the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC).  
Mr. Gómez’s work promotes Human Rights and social development in Colombia through 
projects and by following up and monitoring public policies, in particular those relating 
to children and youth. The foundation designs and implements, among others, 
programmes for the prevention of recruitment of children by illegal armed group in the 
Montes de María Zone – Colombia.

//   BEFORE THE STARTING GUN
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Introduction
Mario Gómez discussed the Colombian policy to prevent child recruitment in armed 
conflicts. According to the Colombian ombudsman, more than eight thousand 
children are enrolled in armed groups. Main recruiters of child soldiers are the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), the National Liberation Army 
(ENL) and the widespread paramilitary groups. It is mandatory to the State to 
promote prevention policies to avoid the violation of rights leading to recruitment. 
Because Colombia finally recognised this important fact, almost four thousand of 
the recruited children are now in the special government rehabilitation programme 
run by the Colombian Institute of Family Welfare. 

Prevention strategy in Colombia: start with the causes
Colombia has developed an intersectoral policy for the prevention of child recruitment. 
Research showed that 85% of children become part of the guerrillas ‘voluntarily’. 
School desertion, low employment and violence in the family prevail. It was clear that 
government and NGOs needed to promote the participation of children in activities 
and revitalize social and private networks. Children need to be offered alternative 
education, recreation and sports activities. Problematic families should be supported: 
fifteen percent of boys and twenty five percent of the girls state that violence and lack 
of affection within their families were determining facts to enrol in armed groups. 	
Also needed are economic solutions to address the fact that thirty five percent of 	
child soldiers indicated that the salaries offered by armed groups were the reason why 
they joined.

Model of intervention: identify risks and involve the local government 
and community
Mario Gómez explained a special model aimed at developing social capital that 
involves the local community. As a first step, identify risk factors: the number of 
illegal groups in the region, the level of domestic violence, the availability of 
education and access to places to play. Secondly, revitalise the participation of local 
governments in the area. This is necessary because an emerging pervasive 
phenomenon in Colombia is the ‘parapolitica’. This refers to the capture of 
governments, congressmen and other authorities by paramilitary groups. 

Identify and develop protector factors 
Besides risk factors, protective factors need to be identified. Improving the quality of 
life of children and strengthening social ties are leading strategies in the prevention 
of recruitment. Examples include participation in musical groups and sports, 
development of community activities and social networks, family integration, jobs 
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and income generation by parents and caretakers and the promotion of social 
programmes by institutions. 

A distinct element is the establishment - with support from the government - of a 
multipurpose fund to which the community is entitled. The local community chooses 
which projects will be funded and which are not. In this way, the process is like a 
contest and commitment is built bottom-up. Mr. Gómez stressed that it is crucial to 
motivate and support families and their children in the realisation of their rights.

Lessons learned: trust is the first step – improving the quality of life is 
the second step
The conflict has devastated Colombia for forty years; only for the last few years has 
the government worked on a solution. Therefore it is crucial to stimulate local 
government credibility. A major problem is that nobody trusts anybody anymore. 	
It is important to involve the children and community in the design and implementa-
tion of projects. This not only builds trust but also increases commitment with 
programmes goals and activities. Trust and hope among the population are key 
elements of the solution.

When first heard, the fact that children join armed forces ‘voluntarily’ is shocking. 
Thinking about the causes, one realizes that it is a more or less a rational choice 
because alternatives do not exist. It is only logical. 

Working on protective factors, offering attractive activities and building the social 
fabric are crucial to success. Simply said, if children have a guitar and are a 
member of a music school or participate on a football team, they can spend their 
time after school in a constructive way. If they come home to a welcoming family, 
again much has been won. Offering alternative activities and working on better 
social circumstances can prevent human rights violations. Sport for development 
and peace offers instruments of great potential to achieve these goals and should 
be used in combination with the other protector factors.

//   BEFORE THE STARTING GUN
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Bridging divides with basketball

	
	 By Karen Doubilet, MA

Since 2006, Karen Doubilet has been the Managing Director of PeacePlayers 
International - Middle East. Mrs. Doubilet has numerous years of academic and field 
experience in the area of cross-cultural facilitation, Arab-Jewish relations, Palestinian 
– Israeli relations, and in particular in the development and evaluation of integration 
programmes. Karen holds an MA in Conflict Management and is currently a doctoral 
candidate. Over the past year, she and her colleagues have developed a groundbreaking 
curriculum that teaches conflict resolution on the basketball court.

Shift of attitudes
Not unlike Colombia, the Middle East faces a particular situation: violence has been 
present on a permanent basis for several decades now. It is not a post-conflict but 
rather a situation of constant unfolding conflict. In the 1990s, during the Oslo Peace 
Agreement process, the negotiators stated that governments should invest in 
modifying attitudes, resulting in a bottom-up transformation. It is clear that peace 
agreements alone do not do the job. Karen Doubilet embraced the idea that a 
fundamental shift in the attitudes of both sides is necessary to support political 
solutions. She pointed out that the micro- and macro-levels are interdependent; 
change can best be ignited from the micro level with a people-to-people (P2P) 
strategy. 
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How to bridge opposing groups? Contact theory provides guidelines
Bringing opposing groups together under certain conditions can be an effective way 
to promote positive attitude change, suggested by social psychologist Gordon 
Allport already in 1954 (The Nature of Prejudice). According to a consensus of 
scholars, conditions necessary for positive contact are: status symmetry; friendship 
potential; frequent and long-term interaction; intimate interaction; the mutual pursuit 
of a super-ordinate goal and institutional support. 

Another building block to resolve the heart of the conflict
The book ‘The Anatomy of Peace’ (Arbinger Institute, 2006) examines the ways 
that people create more restrictive mindsets that block their ability to be truthful with 
themselves and effective with others. These mindsets cause people to justify their 
thoughts and actions by blaming others and seeing conflicts as someone else’s 
fault - as hostile situations in which they alone are right and others are wrong.

The authors call this self-deception or self-betrayal. Unless this mindset is broken, 
people end up provoking the very problems they think they are trying to solve. 
Whether it is within the family, business, community, or on the world stage, conflicts 
escalate until they spin out of control.

The book provides a tool for solving intergroup and interpersonal conflict. The goal 
is to create a safe space in which people can begin to see the humanity in others. 
Karen Doubilet illustrated how these guiding principles are delivered on the 
basketball court through drills and storytelling. A lexicon is provided to communi-
cate and develop as a player and a team.

Two programmes linking communities and developing life skills
The Twinned Basketball Programme provides training in communities twice a week, 
organises intercommunity activities and matches. These activities provide a 
framework for positive interaction through the mutual pursuit of a super-ordinate 
goal on the basketball court. However, experience shows it takes a long time to get 
the two communities to act together.

The Leadership and Development Programme provides opportunities to participate 
in developing programmes and activities and to be trained as a coach. This includes 
preparation and subsidies for coaching certification volunteer opportunities, 
continued competition on an integrated team and social action projects. This 
constitutes a leadership pipeline, whereby youth continue their work as coaches 
and leaders in the programme. 

//   BEFORE THE STARTING GUN
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Main challenge: no quick wins, it concerns long-term processes 
Major challenges have to be faced when bringing sports for development to 
communities in an ongoing conflict. Segregation in society and cultural institutions is 
a strong barrier. Some particular groups are weaker so there can be asymmetries. 
Yet it is symmetry that is one of the conditions for positive contact. Furthermore, in 
the Middle East there is a lack of social norms that favour equality: there exists 
covert and overt discrimination. For instance, in some communities, girls are not 
allowed to go out of the house alone.

An important question remains: are we truly changing the attitudes and behaviours 
of the participants towards the other side? The programmes of Peace Players 
International are transforming its participants and their communities one child at a 
time. Karen Doubilet concludes that to achieve the desired societal change, 
long-term processes, patience and stamina are needed. 
 

33



//   05 WHO GETS TO PLAY?

34



A critical discussion on gender and sports and development

Speakers: Felicite Rwemalika and Panos Manologlou
Discussant: Chantelle de Nobrega, MA

Sport as a tool for promoting gender equity and empowering girls 
and women

	
	 By Felicite Rwemalika

Mrs. Felicite Rwemalika is the Executive Director and founder of the Association of Kigali 
Women in Sport (AKWOS). She initiated women’s football in Rwanda. In 2007, she was 
elected as the first Commissioner of women’s football at the Rwanda National Football 
Federation level. Prior to this, Mrs. Rwemalika worked for several years as the Director 
of Rwanda Women Inter-association Study and Assessment (RWISA), the first research 
programme on the effects of ARV drugs on women and the assessment of effects of 
trauma in women.

Rwandan genocide: how do we overcome trauma and reach 
reconciliation?
The Rwandan Genocide in 1994 left many girls and women traumatized as victims 
of violence with no self-confidence. Mrs. Rwemalika noticed that sport for men 
resulted in higher self-esteem, hope, social inclusion, empowerment and team 
spirit. Why would this not be true for women? From that time she has been a 
pioneer for sport development and peace in Rwanda through her efforts to create 
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an organisation using sport as a dynamic tool for both promoting gender equity and 
empowering girls and women. Association of Kigali Women in Sport (AKWOS) aims 
to boost Rwandan girls’ and women’s self-confidence and self-esteem and helps 
them to overcome trauma, depression and stress. Furthermore, programmes are 
targeted to reduce gender based violence and HIV/AIDS; to promote social and 
economic rights, peace and security and to promote unity and reconciliation.

Cultural barriers for women’s participation in sport
Sport is an integral part of the culture of every nation, however, its use to promote 
gender equity is often overlooked because it is not readily perceived as a suitable or 
desired pursuit for girls and women. Despite the horrible effects of the 1994 genocide, 
Rwandan culture prevented girls and women from practicing sports. According to 
prevailing beliefs, women should focus on reproductive and house hold activities. This 
is indicative of how existing social constructions of masculinity and femininity play a 
key role in determining access, levels of participation, and benefits from sport.

Recommended strategy: take time to mobilise social support 
It took two years to convince and have mothers mobilized. Finally, AKWOS got a 
breakthrough and started getting more players. The first football team was named 
Urumuli which means Light, referring to the courage of these girls. AKWOS organized 
local matches to encourage women to play. Mrs. Rwemalika launched a tournament 
in which the First Lady participated, an event that helped to break cultural barriers and 
to initiate social change. Inviting the daughters of high officials to take part in activities 
and creating media interest, proved to be an effective strategy. 
Since then, AKWOS has grown and is recognized by FERWAFA (National Rwanda 
Football Federation). Besides football, AKWOS now mobilises, trains, develops and 
sustains several women sports right from the grassroots: volleyball, basketball, 
swimming, athletics, tennis, karate and sport for women with disability in Rwanda. 

Effects are promising: many girls and women participate
By giving girls and women opportunities to learn new skills, to develop positive 
relationships, engage in volunteer service and to receive public recognition, 
self-esteem is fostered. Women have a voice in AKWOS programme design and 
decision-making. Participants receive training and have opportunities for leadership 
and advocacy. As an effect, sport programmes empower girls and women and 
equip them to take greater control over their own lives. 
Sport programmes provide women with safe places to gather, to build social 
networks, and connect them to health, education and employment information. 
Furthermore, sport programmes cause gender norms to become less restrictive 
and offer women greater mobility, access to public spaces, and a broader variety of 
opportunities for their physical, intellectual and social development.

//   WHO GETS TO PLAY?
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Long-term support remains challenge
Despite the many successes, the journey continues. There are still many barriers in 
Rwanda for women to participate in sports: political constraints, social-cultural 
constraints, infrastructural barriers and economic constraints. Mrs. Rwemalika 
stressed the importance of the recognition of sport’s benefits in national sport 
policies. It was an important milestone for AKWOS when the government decided 
to support the organisation. 
Nevertheless, legislation, policies and funding for sport programmes remain a 
challenge. Women and girls involvement in policy development for sport and the 
planning of sport initiatives is still low. There is a need for programmes aimed at 
promoting female participation in sport. Addressing gender stereotypes, inequity 
and discrimination also remains a focal point for AKWOS. Often, change is sparked 
by offering a supportive environment for women as a first step. 

Let’s join forces
Felicite Rwemalika concluded by inviting the audience to join forces and to develop 
effective sport programmes to meet the specific needs of girls and women in order 
to work towards increased and sustainable participation. 

Approaching the gender issue in Development through Football Programmes

	
	 By Panos Manologlou

Since 2006, Mr. Panos Manologlou has been a member of the streetfootballworld team 
based in Berlin, Germany where he is the know-how manager of the streetfootballworld 
network. Streetfootballworld is a social profit organisation that promotes positive change 
through football. Founded in 2002, the non-governmental organisation (NGO) is a 
leading contributor to the field of development through football and continues to work 
towards social change on a global scale.

37



Strategy: Fair Play Football creates a culture for inclusion and learning
How can we increase girls participation in sport? Streetfootballworld developed a 
new approach called Fair Play Football. It started in Colombia with out-of-school 
youth and was introduced to Germany five years ago as ‘Strassenfussball für 
Toleranz’.

All teams must be of mixed gender. There are no referees; just mediators or 
‘teamers’. Players must decide on the rules of the match and then stick to them. 
Due to some advantages for teams when girls are playing, Fair Play Football strives 
to promote female participation. Two girls from each team always have to be on the 
pitch during the match. For example, some optional rules include, a girl has to 
score for a boy’s goals to count or a girl’s goal counts for double. Fair Play Football 
has much in common with social learning: treat – and being treated – fairly. 

Due to its success Fair Play Football was introduced to a wider audience during the 
streetfootballworld festival in 2006.

Peer education programmes prove effective in Kenya
Moving the Goal Posts Kilifi (MTGK) is a girl’s youth Sports and Development 
organisation in Kilifi on the coast of Kenya in East Africa. MTGK was set up as a 
Sport and Development Programme in 2001 and now has close to three thousand 
girl football players. 

MTGK promotes football excellence, youth leadership, reproductive health rights 
and economic empowerment to help girls and young women escape the cycle of 
poverty. Kilifi district is in one the least developed district in Kenya. MTGK seeks to 
empower girls through football. Girls are encouraged to take up leadership roles 
and to develop their life skills through playing, coaching, refereeing and managing 
football activities. Additionally, there is an extensive peer led health education 
programme in which trained peer educators give their teams information about 
reproductive health, HIV & AIDS and girls’ rights. 

It is easier to learn from girls the same age who have experienced similar problems 
because this gives hope. By taking responsibility, girls and women develop essential 
and transferable skills such as self-confidence, leadership and negotiation. This is 
reflected in the following practical ways. Competitions and matches are organised 
by girls who have been chosen by their team as representatives to all-girl commit-
tees. All referees and first aid workers are girls. All staff members are women; four 
out of five of them play football and three out of four are girls from the target group. 
The monitoring and evaluation team is composed entirely of girls. All coaches are 

//   WHO GETS TO PLAY?
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girls. Last but not least, girls are involved in formulating annual plans and 	
long-term strategies.

What are the key ingredients for a successful sports and gender 
project?
One factor is extremely important: the community needs to be mobilised and 
involved. The players and the community should assume part of the responsibility 
for managing the project, including organising tournaments. All players need to be 
committed and girls are to be involved in all facets of the project, not just participa-
tion in sport activities.

Serious pitfalls include inadequate financing and negative cultural and religious 
values regarding gender empowerment. Finally, it is important to aim for 
transparency and accountability. 
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Closing discussion

	
	F acilitated by PROFessor Louk de la Rive Box

Louk de la Rive Box is Professor of International Cooperation and rector at the ISS, 
honorary professor of international co-operation at Maastricht University, member of 
Sussex University’s STEPS Advisory Board and of the World Connectors, board  
member of the international journal Global Governance and The Broker, and director of 
the Graduate Institute for International Relations and Development Studies (IHEID).

In the closing discussion, participants exchanged ideas and formulated 
recommendations.

Louk de la Rive Box first thanked the contributors, speakers and participants for 
their valuable input and constructive dialogue. Central questions which remain, are: 

What’s next? How do we ensure that organisations in the field can 
implement the lessons learned? What’s needed to be successful and to 
unleash the potential of sport and play for the prevention and rehabili-
tation of child soldiers? 

Louk de la Rive Box reminded the audience of the moderate approach which 
Professor Pronk promoted. Be aware of the pitfall to overestimate the power of 
sport and play. Other interventions are needed simultaneously to change the world; 
sport alone cannot do miracles. Organisations active in the field are sometimes too 
enthusiastic, too ambitious and sometimes unrealistic about expected social 
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//   What’s next?

change from isolated sport and play interventions. These interventions need to be 
aligned with other actions aimed at building social fabric and improving quality of 
life. Organisations need to take this into account when designing programmes and 
projects. 

Sport and play are key concepts but do not stand alone

The contributions illustrated that it is still not evident in this world that children have 
the freedom to play. Playfulness implies room for a world of one’s own making. For 
many children affected by conflict, they have lost their sense of autonomy and are 
used to an imposed world where power is everything. 

For traumatised children who are emotionally and cognitively affected by horrific 
memories, sport and play has proved an effective way to, in the words of Kon Kelei, 
‘empty their heads’ of trauma. Former child soldiers Kon Kelei and Simon Oucul 
stressed that talking about your own terrible experiences is counterproductive. This 
conclusion is now backed up by scientific psychological research on how to 
overcome trauma and is recognised by many experts in the field. Unfortunately, the 
‘talk-about-it-approach’ is still common for many NGOs working in pre- and post 
conflict areas. Important recommendation of the conference: use sport and play to 
support children and youth who are dealing with the effects of their traumatic 
experiences, strengthen resilience and initiate rehabilitation alongside broader 
rehabilitation and reintegration interventions. 

Development starts with a rights-based approach

People are at the centre of concerns when social change is targeted. A rights-
based approach to development is a conceptual framework that is normatively 
based on international human rights standards. Following a rights-based approach 
prevents overestimating the power of sport and play. It forces programme and 
project managers to take a broad and integrated perspective and roots interven-
tions in internationally recognised value systems. This leads to greater normative 
clarity and detail. Treaty bodies and human rights declarations define the content of 
development, including requirements of health, education, housing and govern-
ance. There are public and readily accessible tools available describing the 
institutional and developmental requirements of rights. This results in an easier 
consensus, increased transparency and less ‘political baggage’. Development 
objectives, indicators and plans can be based on universal standards of interna-
tional human rights instruments rather than on imported foreign models, prescriptive 
solutions, partisan approaches or arbitrary policies (UNHCR, 2009). 
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Build capacity and train NGOs

Much can be learned from mistakes and successes of the past. However, best 
practices are often not shared; bad practices are virtually never shared: the ones 
involved prefer to keep their ‘failure’ behind closed doors. This explains for instance 
why the ‘talk-about-it-approach’ remains common even though it has proven to be 
detrimental. 

Participants state that NGOs need to be empowered and supported in developing 
capacities in this relatively new field. They have a need for trainings, workshops and 
seminars to acquire new knowledge, skills, methods and instruments. 

Develop and field test effective strategies 

Sport and play in pre-and post-conflict areas is a complex subject that needs to be 
approached with great care. It is important to include recommendations from the 
conference’s participants. Examples of strategies that have proved effective can be 
a useful guide in developing programmes. New strategies need to be developed 
and field-tested on a small scale. Pilot projects should be launched and approaches 
and results made transparent so everybody can benefit from the lessons learned.

Connect and stay connected

Several academic fields have valuable scientific knowledge and methods which 
apply to sport and development for peace. Conflict management; reconciliation; 
trauma; sport; ethnic divides; negotiation; anthropology; psychology, sociology, law, 
development cooperation; nation building: all these separate realms of expertise are 
needed to prevent and tackle the effects of conflicts. Unfortunately, the merging of 
knowledge to focus on sport in post-conflict areas is still rare. Participants would 
like to actively stimulate the exchange of models and theories so they can be tested 
in practice. 

It is time for synergy and sharing

NGOs are often not willing to share their expertise: this is a main barrier for 
cooperation. To prevent reinventing the wheel and making the same mistakes over 
and over, this obstacle needs to be taken down. Collaboration and sharing the 
secrets of success will lead to synergy. Only in this way is improvement within reach 
and the quality of sport and play interventions can be increased. As the participants 
recommended: 

“Share your best and your worst experiences!”

43



Develop ‘fun activities’

Sometimes, programme designers and facilitators forget one very important aspect: 
activities should be fun. Programmes should be designed so that children enjoy, so 
they will ask: “When can we play again?” This crucial success factor is often 
overlooked, resulting in activities, which lack stimulation for adequate participation. 
Recommendations from the participants: successful sport and play interventions 
should be fun for children and youth: 

“Fun activities implement themselves; energy can be focussed  
on real issues instead of on getting the children to take part and pay 
attention.”

Involve children and youth from the start

So what is fun for young people and what is not? Which approaches are effective 
and which methods should be avoided? It is now clear that sport and play are 
effective to increase resilience and overcome trauma: it helps youth to release 
tensions acquire healthy habits and develop positive relationships and create a 
sense of community. However, there is not a one-size fits all solution. It is now 
widely recognized that local ownership and participation are crucial for sustainable 
development of communities. A next step that should be taken according to 
participants is to make sure children and youth partake in the design and imple-
mentation of interventions. Because only they truly know what works and what 
doesn’t, what’s fun and what is not. 

Without the involvement of children and youth, interventions might be useful but will 
lack the continuity necessary for a true shift to occur. Commitment of young people 
and communities is needed to leave behind ad-hoc approaches once and for all 
and aim for long-term effects, including education, economic and social change. All 
are needed to construct a sustainable brighter future for children and youth who 
suffer from the effects of traumatic experiences.

Develop a platform to collect and disseminate knowledge

A final recommendation of the conference is to develop a platform to collect, 
exchange and disseminate knowledge and best practices in the field of sport and 
play for traumatised youth and children. Participants agreed: we must move 

//   What’s next?
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forward, use proven methods and we must progress beyond competition and 
towards cooperation and mutual capacity building:

“Together we are strong.”

There is a need for organisations in the field will set up a taskforce dedicated to the 
collection and dissemination of knowledge and experiences.

Closing wish

Louk de la Rive Box closed the conference expressing his hope that next steps will 
be taken to implement the conference’s recommendations and to jointly take the 
field of Sport for Development and Peace to a higher level. 
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Organised and hosted by:

ISS (Institute of Social Studies of Erasmus University Rotterdam) 

ISS is an international graduate school of policy-oriented critical 

social science. It brings together students and teachers from the 

Global South and the North in a European environment. Established 

in 1952 as the International Institute of Social Studies by Dutch 

universities and the Netherlands Ministry of Education it does 

research, teaching and public service in the field of development 

studies and international cooperation.

With support and contributions from:

Antonio Restrepo Barco Foundation

The Antonio Restrepo Barco Foundation is a non-governmental 

organization with consultative status with the United Nations 

Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). This NGO promotes Human 

Rights and social development in Colombia, through projects and 

by following up and monitoring public policies, in particular those 

relating to childhood and youth. The foundation designs and 

implements among others programmes for the prevention of the 

illegal recruitment of children by illegal armed groups in the Montes 

de María Zone – Colombia.

Hivos

Hivos is a Dutch non-governmental organisation guided by humanist 

values. A fair, free and sustainable world – that is what Hivos, the 

Humanist Institute for Development Cooperation, wants to contribute to. 

Together with local organisations in developing countries, Hivos strives 

for a world in which all citizens – both men and women – have equal 

access to resources and opportunities for development. 

NCDO (Dutch National Committee for International Cooperation 

and Sustainable Development) strengthens and highlights public 

support for international cooperation and sustainable development 

and achievement of the Millennium Development Goals. NCDO’s 

sports programme is the Dutch knowledge and information centre on 

the power of sport to help reach these goals and social change. 

PeacePlayers International

PeacePlayers International (PPI) is an innovative global organization 

that uses sport to unite and educate young people in divided 

communities. PeacePlayers International was founded in 2001,  

on the premise that “children who play together can learn to live 

together”. PPI currently operates programmes in Northern Ireland, 

South Africa, Cyprus, and the Middle East that bring together 

thousands of children to form positive relationships, develop 

leadership skills, and improve their futures. Over the past six years, 

the organization has worked with over 45,000 children.

Right to Play

Right To Play is an international humanitarian organization that 

uses sport and play programmes to improve health, develop life 

skills, and foster peace for children and communities in some of the 

most disadvantaged areas of the world. Working in both the 

humanitarian and development context, Right To Play trains local 

community leaders as coaches to deliver its programmes in 

countries affected by war, poverty, and disease in Africa, Asia, the 

Middle East, and South America.

streetfootballworld

streetfootballworld is a social profit organisation that promotes positive 

change through football. Founded in 2002, streetfootballworld is a 

leading contributor to the field of Development through Football and 

continues to work towards social change on a global scale. A 

cornerstone of streetfootballworld’s work is the streetfootballworld 

network, which connects over seventy organisations worldwide that 

use the world’s most popular sport to address issues such as children’s 

rights and education, anti-discrimination and social integration, the 

environment, health, and peacebuilding.

War Child

War Child believes that sound psychosocial conditions for children 

and youth and respect of the rights of children are a prerequisite to 

being able to create a peaceful society. War Child’s goal is to 

empower children and young people in war-affected areas through 

community-based programmes. These programmes enhance the 

respect for children’s rights and strengthen children’s and young 

people’s psychosocial development through education, child 

protection and psychosocial support. The use of creative arts, 

sports and participation is key in the War Child approach. 

Women Win

Women Win is the first ever international women’s fund that 

supports sport and physical activities as instruments for social 

change and women’s empowerment. Women Win believes that 

sport is the way for women and girls to learn leadership skills, 

develop character, self-esteem and a sense of belonging, while at 

the same time discover the fun, support and power of being 

together. Women Win supports innovative and sustainable sport 

programmes to empower girls and women and advocates for and 

create a social movement around sport for gender equity.






