
INTRODUCTION
Since the early 2000s, the use of sport as a tool for development and 
peace has seen a dramatic increase in popularity among local and global 
development practitioners around the world.1 Increasingly, both US and 
international programs are recognizing that sport has the potential to be a 
powerful and cost-effective tool for the advancement of gender justice. 

Sport for development more broadly refers to the use of sport to achieve 
crucial development goals for children and youth—such as education, 
health, and gender equality.2 Sport for gender justice refers to using 
sport as both a means of advancing gender equality—through increasing 
ZRPHQ�DQG�JLUOV·�DFFHVV�WR�VSRUW��DV�ZHOO�DV�D�PHDQV�RI�DFKLHYLQJ�JHQGHU�
equity—using sport as a medium to shift gender norms.1

7KHUH�LV�DQ�HQWLUH�ÀHOG�RI�UHVHDUFK�GHYRWHG�WR�VSRUW�IRU�GHYHORSPHQW�
which leads to a biased view that sport itself leads to development, 
despite a lack of research that evaluates the quality of sport programs 
and their effect on macro-level change.3 4 5 Focusing on sport and gender 
VSHFLÀFDOO\��WKHUH�KDYH�EHHQ�VHYHUDO�VWXGLHV�WKDW�UHSRUW�SRVLWLYH�LPSDFWV�
of sport on gender equity, including increased knowledge around sexual 
and reproductive health as well as shifts in behavioral and societal norms 
around violence against girls and women.6 7 8

The goal of this brief is to evaluate the evidence on several components 
of youth sport programs—engagement, curriculum, and mentorship 
& relationship building—to better understand which component or 
combination of components is most critical for informing effective sport 
programs.

ADVANCING GENDER EQUALITY 
THROUGH YOUTH SPORTS PROGRAMS
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Purposeful 
engagement of boys 

and young men 
in conversations 

about gender norms 
is crucial for the 

positive effects of 
sport for gender 

equity.

Greater 
investments in 
research can 

help practitioners 
understand why 

and how sport can 
be better utilized 

for gender justice.

Sport can 
encourage gender 
equality through 

youth engagement 
and can serve as 
a medium through 

which gender 
equity curriculum 

can be taught.



PROGRAM COMPONENT:  
YOUTH ENGAGEMENT
Is it the sport itself—as an engagement 
activity for youth that shifts their attention 
from riskier activities—which makes youth 
sport programs promising interventions for 
advancing gender justice? 

Sport programs engage youth and serve 
as a distraction and psychological escape 
from their everyday lives.3 Many young 
participants engaged in sport activities may 
ÀQG�VSRUW�DV�DQ�DYHQXH�IRU�VXFFHVV��\RXWK�
involved with sport reported higher self-
HIÀFDF\�DQG�LQFUHDVHG�VHQVH�RI�SXUSRVH�
which seems to portray sport programs as 
an effective gateway for complementary 
curriculum.3 7

One study in Tanzania found reductions 
in female reports of interpersonal violence 
associated with a soccer program inter-
vention appeared to be driven by the de-
creased likelihood of having a male partner 
and spending less time with partners.8 This 
seems to support the idea that sport pro-
grams provide youth alternative engage-
ment opportunities to riskier activities. 

Engagement with sport itself can have 
positive impacts on gender equality, but 
can also serve as an effective medium for 
engaging youth in activities that open the 
door to life skill curriculum—including those 
intended to shift gender norms.

PROGRAM COMPONENT:  
CURRICULUM
Should the curriculum—designed to engage 
youth in establishing healthy and positive 
gender norms—be the focal point of sport 
programs? 

In addition to youth engagement, sport 
programs often provide an accompanying 
curriculum designed to teach youth life skills 
or shift social norms. Sport-based learning 
programs provide an alternative approach 
to schooling and education to engage youth 
who cannot or will not continue formal edu-
cation, opening up pathways—in formal and 

informal settings—to learning.6

One study in Senegal shows that youth en-
gagement in sport programming may poten-
tially increase gender equity attitudes while 
decreasing gender stereotyping. The study 
found that girls and young women were 
more responsive to shifting gender norms 
and stereotypes after engaging in the pro-
gram curriculum, but that adjustments may 
be needed to be more effective at reaching 
boys and young men.7 Research in Tanza-
nia also supports the concept of designing 
gender equity lessons for both females and 
PDOHV��ÀQGLQJ�WKDW�ZKHQ�ER\V�DQG�\RXQJ�
men engage in a soccer-based health inter-
vention, female reports of intimate partner 
YLROHQFH�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�UHGXFH�8

PROGRAM COMPONENT:  
MENTORSHIP & RELATIONSHIP 
BUILDING
How important is mentorship and relation-
ship building for effective sport for gender 
justice programming? 

Youth sport programs can have positive 
and negative outcomes, both of which are 
dependent on the structure provided and 
the relationships developed throughout 
sport-based programs.3 Sport programs that 
provide youth with consistent, dependable 
environments can provide structure and 
routine youth need to engage in positive 
relationship building. Coaches, then, play 
an important role in helping serve as guides 
and mentors for youth—taking on an active 
UROH�LQ�SURYLGLQJ�¶OLIH�OHVVRQV·�DQG�DGPLQLV-
tering curriculum.3 9

3UHYLRXV�UHVHDUFK�RQ�VSRUW�SURJUDPV�ÀQGV�
D�VWURQJ�OLQN�EHWZHHQ�\RXWK�SDUWLFLSDQWV·�UH-
lationships with coaches and life skill devel-
opment. Coaches are situated in a unique 
position to serve as mentors for youth, 
helping participants to learn about positive 
behavior changes, such as changing gen-
der norms around violence against women.9

In addition to the role coaches play as men-
tors, both positive and negative outcomes 
of youth sport programs are dependent on 
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the structure and opportunity provided for 
positive relationship building.3 Evidence 
from a study conducted in the U.S. sup-
ports the idea that actively engaging youth 
and their peers in their own development 
may be an effective strategy for teaching 
life skills and social behaviors.9 Relationship 
building among peers helps youth develop 
a sense of social agency in addressing and 
ÀJKWLQJ�DJDLQVW�VRFLDO�LQMXVWLFHV��ZKLFK�PD\�
be an important factor to consider when try-
ing to shift social norms around gender.9

DISCUSSION AND  
RECOMMENDATIONS
The popularity of sport along with previous 
positive sport experiences among prac-
titioners, advocates, policymakers, and 
researchers can often bias the view of sport 
as an “apolitical, neutral, and inherently 
integrative set of social practices that can 
deliver a wide range of positive outcomes.”3 
If sport programs are not careful in foster-
ing positive environments for growth and 
behavioral change, they can be detrimental 
towards development.3

Narratives of masculine resilience and mas-
culine notions of power and control can det-
rimentally affect gender relations and norms 
in communities. It is possible for sport to 
hinder instead of foster development if there 
is an absence of positive relationships and 
role models.3

Purposeful engagement of boys and young 
men in conversations about gender norms 
is crucial for the positive effects of sport for 
gender equity. Future youth programming 
considerations should focus on develop-
ing tailored curriculum designed to shift 
gender norms, as well as training coaches 
to be better equipped to serve as mentors 
and facilitators for conversations about 
gender equality for both girls and boys. 
Further research on sport for gender equity 
is needed to better understand and tease 
out the impact of each component and how 
varying degrees of each component might 
maximize impact.

Recommendations for future youth sport 
programming: 

Greater investments in research can help 
practitioners understand why and how sport 
can be better utilized for gender justice

Intentional design of sport-based curricu-
lums to address gender equity and inten-
tionally including boys and young men in 
conversations can help shift gender norms 

Funding for coach training programs to 
improve mentorship and relationship build-
ing capacities can help to improve unequal 
JHQGHU�UROHV��UH�GHÀQH�JHQGHU�QRUPV��DQG�
challenge stereotypes

CONCLUSION
Sport programs can be viable instruments 
for advancing gender justice, due to a 
combination of three components: youth 
engagement, curriculum, and mentorship 
& relationship building. Sport can encour-
age gender equality through youth engage-
ment and can serve as a medium through 
which gender equity curriculum can be 
WDXJKW��&XUULFXOXP�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WDLORUHG�WR�
shift gender norms can be an important 
aspect of sport for gender equity as well as 
an important avenue for coaches to serve 
as mentors. Ensuring that coaches, guest 
speakers, and other peers serve as positive 
role models may make the gender equity 
curriculum even more effective in the larger 
goal of advancing gender justice.
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