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Using Sport to Prevent Substance Abuse by Youth1
Introduction

People have played sports since ancient days. Over time, many different kinds of sports have evolved, such as individual sports, team sports, informally organized sports, extreme sports, and highly organized and elite sports. These different kinds of sports can have a positive effect on individuals and societies in many different ways.

Before making plans to use sport for substance abuse prevention, it is important to have an understanding of what sport actually is.  It's difficult to be completely clear on this question because there are so many situations and cultures in which games, sports and other physical activities are undertaken. The United Nations Office on Crime and Prevention (UNODC), working through its Global Youth Network has defined sport as a physical activity with an agreed upon structure, or set of rules, that allows for competition against oneself or an opponent.

I.  The Potential of Sport
Being involved in sports has many benefits. For example, sport can provide opportunities to:

· play and have fun

· compete

· relieve boredom by giving structure to free time

· promote socialization by introducing rules to be followed

· cooperate with others to achieve goals

· challenge human limits

· measure oneself

· establish and overcome risks

· discover one's limitations

· make friends and strengthen relationships with others

· get to know one's body better

· earn an income

· experience pride

· express one's gifts and talents

· foster peace locally and internationally

· keep in shape – gain or lose weight

· maintain good mental health

· learn how to respect others

· share a common goal with others

· develop loyalty, commitment and perseverance

· promote cultural values

· experience the “cutting edge” feeling of pushing to the limits

· reduce stress

Many of the issues that have been cited by youths as reasons for using drugs, e.g., boredom, stress, a sense of adventure and the desire to “fit in”, can thus be addressed through participation in sports. Research has shown that sport for young people can lead to:

· improved self-esteem

· being better able to handle stress

· increased academic performance

· better relationships with family

In the area of prevention, these are known to be “protective factors”, or in other words, personal assets that can help a young person avoid a range of problems, including substance abuse. So sport has a significant, positive potential. 

However, sport can be associated with other, less positive aspects of life. In the past, for example, sport was used to keep people ready for battle. Today, we see that sport can lead to:

· violence, where a person intentionally tries to hurt another;

· trying to get around the rules by cheating;

· a lack of respect for those who don't win;

· situations where not everyone gets an opportunity to participate.

In addition, sports have been found to be linked with alcohol and other drug use by young people, including products called “health supplements” (containing ingredients such as ephedrine and creatine), which may enhance performance, but also carry health risks.

Sport is therefore much like a double-edged sword – under the right conditions it has much potential for good, but under the wrong conditions it can work the other way. In practice, sport is strongly influenced by the values around it, such that whether it contributes to more or fewer substance use problems depends in large part on the nature, force and mix of the values that surround and influence the players.

II.  Using Sport to Reduce Youth Substance Abuse

If a sport (or better yet, a range of sports) is presented as an option and you work in partnership with young people, there are several ways to use sport to prevent substance use problems:

· sport with the right spirit;

· adding drug-related information and life skills training;

· using the “team spirit” to improve community conditions.
No single option is best for all; the best option will depend on your aims, circumstances and resources; your team or agency's readiness to work with others; and the willingness of your community to support your work.

However, whatever your approach to using sport as prevention, you will need to ensure a proper foundation. That foundation is an ongoing commitment to fair play.
A.  The Spirit of Sport 

As described above, under the right conditions sport has the potential to help young people develop strengths and skills that have been associated with a decision not to use drugs.  For example:

· Team sports such as football or rugby can help young people develop social skills such as communication, conflict management and working effectively with others toward a common goal;

· Individual sports such as archery or table tennis are particularly suited to developing self-reliance, self-discipline and personal goal setting;

· Extreme sports, such as white-water kayaking or mountain climbing, can build self-reliance and, by filling the need for adventure and a measure of risk, may serve as an alternative to drug use for some young people;

· Outdoor sports, including cross-country skiing and cycling, can increase appreciation and care for the natural environment;

· Indigenous sports like those played by Aboriginal people around the world can help young people to connect with their culture and traditions.
So what are the right conditions? In short, the conditions are right when the values of fair play – the true spirit of sport – are the dominant values. Fair play is largely about respect, which should be cultivated and demonstrated in four main areas:

· respect for teammates and coaches, which players show by not letting their teammates or coaches down, by preparing well for competition, trying their hardest, encouraging one another, and supporting an honest effort by all.

· respect for one's opponent, which is evident when players prepare adequately for competition and give opponents an appropriate challenge; and avoid “trash talk”, arguments, and violence.

· respect for oneself, which is demonstrated when players prepare physically and mentally for participation in a way that will be healthy and safe. This means being in satisfactory physical condition and being prepared to do the best they can regardless of the outcome. Respect for oneself also means standing up for one’s rights or dignity if an opponent, teammate or coach treats you in a way that makes you feel uncomfortable.

· respect for the game, which means approaching the game in a way that is fun and allows every player to give his or her best performance; respecting the officials and the role they have to play; and playing not only by the rules, but also by the spirit of the rules and the spirit of the game.

In addition, the pursuit of victory must be placed in a proper context. Competition is an essential part of sport, but overemphasising winning can have a number of negative effects on young athletes:

· it can take the fun out of the game;

· it may put undue stress on players;

· it will make sport unappealing to those who are not comfortable with a strong emphasis on winning;

· it may make performance-enhancing substances attractive.
Every person and team will have a different way of approaching competition, but the desire to win should not override the commitment to fair play. And this commitment must be demonstrated not only by the players, but by the adults who oversee their participation in sports as well. Coaches, officials (i.e., referees and judges), other school staff and parents must communicate the values of fair play – in their words and actions -- consistently. Team meetings, practice sessions or sessions with the players and their parents provide good opportunities to emphasize these values. Reinforcement of the conduct required by a commitment to fair play is particularly effective when, in the natural course of practising or playing, a coach takes a player aside and provides immediate feedback on inappropriate behaviour. Most effective of all, however, is likely to be the coach or parent who remains alert to demonstrations of fair play and, with equal diligence, gives praise to the player or team in those instances.
One way of helping players to translate the values of fair play into appropriate behaviour is to work with them to establish an Athletes’ Code of Conduct. Such a code can be helpful not only in preventing player misbehaviour, but also in dealing with it when it occurs. If a player experiences consequences that flow directly and logically from a Code that all team members have committed to uphold (e.g., being suspended for the next game as a result of missing practice), he/she is more likely to accept the consequences and learn from them.

However, a Code of Conduct will mean little to the players if it is imposed on them or if officials and parents do not actively promote and support it. Players should help to shape the Code and everyone associated with the team should uphold it. For example, coaches, other support people and parents who refrain from drinking when involved with the team (e.g., while travelling for competitions) are showing strong support for a commitment by the athletes to not use substances.

Sport that is based on the true spirit of sport – that is, fair play – is likely to have strong preventive value in itself, without any additional elements. The values of respect and fair play in sport are powerful because young players are likely to bring them into other parts of their lives. For example, seeing all other persons as worthy of respect and dignity is clearly fundamental to effective human relationships in every part of life.
Experience has demonstrated that it is possible to do even more through sport, but only if the spirit of sport is not lost in the process. Adding information, life skills or community development elements is not likely to have any effect if the spirit is lost.

B.  Add Information and Life Skills Training

Providing players with structured opportunities to acquire factual information about drugs and develop life skills such as communication, decision-making, assertiveness, anger and stress management can enhance the preventive value of a sport programme. Improving these life skills will lead not only to greater effectiveness in dealing with various life situations, but also to improved performance in sport.

Specific and detailed recommendations about the information and skills that are most important for youth drug use prevention are provided in Guidelines for Selecting Content for School Drug Education Curricula.  In general, drug education should focus on the drugs that students are most likely to encounter and that cause the greatest harm to individuals and society. In the context of sports, the immediate performance-related effects of mood-altering substance use should be emphasized over the “possible” and longer-term consequences. To the extent possible, people who have established relationships and credibility with the players (such as coaches, peer team leaders, or sports trainers/nurses/doctors) should facilitate these education sessions. It is important to give drug issues some attention throughout the playing season; a one-shot effort will not work. In addition to structured sessions, coaches and others involved with the team should look for opportunities to bring the topic into regular conversations with players (i.e., in a natural, as opposed to preaching way). It is a good idea to identify a player who can provide support and information on community resources to players experiencing problems.

Information introduced in the course of learning experiences that are relevant to the students’ lives and experience and based on two-way communication that respects their feelings and attitudes will contribute more to their learning than information presented in isolation, out of context, or in a lecturing way. Skill development sessions, in particular, require an interactive process where the players are actively involved and feel free to present opinions and experiences.  A locker room, gym or playing field can be suitable for this type of session if distractions are kept to a minimum.
Interactive sessions use a variety of methods, such as brainstorming, role-plays, peer-to-peer discussions and cooperative learning. These types of “hands on” activities provide valuable opportunities for the players to clarify their beliefs, evaluate their attitudes and practise useful skills.

The best way to learn a life skill is to:

· see it demonstrated (through role play, debate, videotape, etc.);

· have a chance to practise and receive feedback on their use of the skill in small group or role-play situations;

· discuss the situations in which they may need the skill and how to apply it;

· observe the skill modelled by team leaders and others on a consistent, ongoing basis.

Those who lead skill-building activities must be comfortable with a facilitative role rather than a directive one, and show empathy and understanding for young people. Team leaders can be effective in this role when trained and supported by officials. 

Additional information about life skills training and the use of interactive teaching/learning methods can be found in the tools:

Overview of Life Skills-based Approach for Drug Education in Schools,
Learning Styles/Teaching Methods Applied to Skills-based Health Education, and

Active Methods for Teaching and Learning.
C.  Improving Community Conditions Through Sport

Because many young people develop a strong love of sport, sport can be a hook to improving community conditions and strengthening protective factors for the players and others. Strong relationships can evolve when coaches, managers and athletes spend a lot of time together and work toward a common goal. Coaches and other adult leaders are likely to discover issues (for example, a poor diet) that affect team members’ health and their ability to perform. They may also learn that the community has needs, and see opportunities for applying the “team spirit” to meeting some of these needs. 

Successful programmes are typically based on a social contract with the players that conveys the message: "When you get something, you need to give something back". It is best to start small and begin with issues that are relevant to the young people, rather than a preset plan that the players have had no hand in developing. Ultimately, the effectiveness of efforts to improve community conditions through sport depends on players being motivated to apply the same principles they use in sport – teamwork, participation, determination, desire, commitment, and, of course, hard work – to the community development challenges which they undertake.

III. Starting a Programme

The guidelines presented below are intended to help you establish, implement and maintain a sports-based programme to prevent or reduce substance use and other problems among youth.  They provide a “big picture” of the process and key inputs that contribute to success.

A.  Clarify the Problem and the Available Resources

If your programme is aiming to reduce substance abuse among young people, you will need to find out the nature and extent of drug use among those you wish to reach. This means collecting information about the kinds of substances used, the typical age of first use, the typical level of use (experimental, occasional, regular, or dependent), the harms caused, the factors contributing to use (risk factors), and factors that have a protective effect.


Detailed recommendations for assessing the drug use problems of your target group and the community resources available to support your programme are found in the tool Planning Drug Prevention Interventions: Conducting a Situation Analysis.

B.  Set Goals that Make Sense

The goals you then establish need to be both logical in addressing the actual substance use situation in your community, and realistic in terms of the resources you have to work with. Typical goals include:

· prevent, delay or reduce use;

· prevent or reduce harmful effects of use;

· prevent a return to dependent use.
Sport can logically address these goals by focusing on protective factors that are linked to substance use problems; for example:

· increasing participants' attachment to school or community;

· increasing participants' planning for the future;

· increasing the amount of support and positive expectations received by participants.

C.  Determine the Activities and Messages

Once your goals have been established, consider options for achieving them. A good way to design your programme is to prepare a work plan that lists each activity you decide on, and, for each activity, who's doing what, when it will be done and what resources will be needed.

Within each activity are messages that you want to get across. Most of us do not give much thought to the messages we communicate with respect to drug use and fair play, so it is important to spend time clarifying the values and messages that you wish to communicate to the players or participants. Remember to test your messages with your players or the group you are trying to reach; better yet, ask them to help you design your messages.

Messages will vary with every programme, but these are key:

· players are capable and worthy of respect;

· without fair play, sport breaks down;

· mood-altering drug use interferes with enjoyment and performance;

· performance-enhancing drug use is cheating.
A written Code of Conduct is one way to present key programme messages. But we also communicate unspoken messages through our behaviour – and actions always speak louder than words! So if, for example, we wish to communicate respect to young participants, what we do (e.g., seeking their input, listening closely, and treating everyone the same) will carry more weight than what we say.

Similarly, the way we talk about drug use in our casual conversation (e.g., through jokes and stories) may be more important than what we say in a formal “drug education” session. Because there is so much emotion and mystique surrounding drugs, it is hard to have a normal conversation about these issues. But if we approach drug use conversations as we do any health issue, such as diet or exercise, it will help young people feel more comfortable in raising issues and discussing them. In doing so, however, we need to be careful not to send unhealthy messages through these conversations.

The media give messages that are at times unhealthy. Engage the young people in your programme in questioning the prevailing messages from professional sport and the media.

Team, club or league slogans help to frame all the little messages that are presented in your programme. Examples:

· little by little we reach the goal;

· only you can do it, but not you alone;

· sports yes – drugs no;

· drugs don't play here;

· racing back to society;

· giving youth a sporting chance;

· serious fun.

D.  Connect with the Players

To be effective in preventing youth substance abuse and other problems, your programme will need to attract young people and keep them interested in coming back. The way to attract and engage young people is to truly connect with them. Ways to do this include:
· go to where they are (for example, to the skateboard park) to listen and share ideas;

· make sure the programme is fun from their point of view;

· be flexible and be prepared to shift efforts to respond to their interests;

· make them feel accepted and respected by continuing to listen to them;

· make room for everyone, including youth who cannot pay, those less skilled, and young disabled people;

· create opportunities to develop relationships; relationships are important to teens, particularly girls;

· create incentives such as scholarships and travel;

· use role models (sports personalities) who are relevant to your players;

· think about using sport as a way to interest them in other personal and community development activities.

· give your players opportunities to become involved in running the programme; empower them to make decisions and take ownership. This could mean helping to:

· determine the drug-use situation;

· influence the overall programme as a management or advisory board;

· create key messages;

· deliver information and facilitate skill-building as peer leaders;

· evaluate the programme.

E.  Pay Attention to the Coaches

The quality of the experience for the players and the preventive value of the programme are largely dependent on the coaches or coordinators. In addition to basic organizational skills, coaches need to possess a number of natural qualities that cannot easily be developed through training, including:

· respect for young people and their capabilities;

· love and enthusiasm for the sport;

· commitment to fair play and a balanced perspective on competition;

· trustworthiness;

· patience;

· commitment to the health and well-being of the players.
Because their role is so critical to the success of the programme, coaches need to receive continuous support, development and acknowledgement. Some types of knowledge and skill can be developed through training. Although the requirements of a coach will vary with the programme's aims, important areas that can be developed through training include:

· knowledge of the sport and ability to teach sports skills;

· youth culture: understanding the values, perceptions and priorities of youth;

· communication skills: ability to listen and facilitate open and clear communication;

· drug education: communicating drug information in a neutral way and helping develop skills;

· diversity training: ability to appreciate various cultures, orientations and abilities;

· ability to recognize and work with peer leaders in their group;

· ability to identify personal problems and to make appropriate referrals;

· ability to communicate with parents.
F.  Keep it Going

As a Coordinator, you need to think about sustaining the programme from the very beginning. This means working hard to develop allies within the sponsoring organization who see your programme as a credible and worthwhile part of the organization's activities. Also, develop links and partnerships with other groups in the community – they may help with various resources and they can be called upon for support if the programme is threatened.

Establish a structure that allows for growth and progress through the programme and offers members advanced leadership opportunities. Successful programmes often create opportunities for young adults to return in a leadership role. One avenue for youth and young adult involvement is a Governing Council with strong youth representation. A council chosen by the players will keep the programme grounded by monitoring activities.

Other strategies for keeping a programme going include:

· Insist on transparency, accountability and a democratic approach in your programme management;

· Distribute the tasks and decision-making: give everyone, including the youth, a sense of ownership;

· Acknowledge those who give time to your programme with appreciation banquets and/or certificates. The ongoing support of coaches, peer leaders, parents, and coordinators is critical to the long-term health of the programme;

· Seek opportunities to give credit to those who fund your programme;

· Give attention to player, staff and volunteer training; training builds the capabilities of those involved, and contributes to greater effectiveness and a positive public image;

· Create incentives for members to keep them engaged. Incentives do not necessarily mean money, but could be an outing, for example;

· Innovate; consider new ideas and new programmes to stay fresh and responsive to the needs and interests of youth and their community.
8.  Evaluate, Evaluate, Evaluate

Evaluation is a must! It is a mistake to view evaluation as a judgement or a threat. Rather, as a coordinator, you need to see evaluation as a great opportunity to show others your results and identify ways to improve your work.

Three types of evaluations:

· evaluating the project idea: by asking questions such as, “Do our goals, objectives and activities link logically to the problem we are trying to address?”

· evaluating the process: asking questions such as, “How many people are coming?” “Are we reaching our target audience?” “Did we remain on schedule?”

· evaluating outcomes or results: Did the programme achieve what was expected?
There are two options for an evaluator:

Internal evaluator: Someone who is already working with the project and familiar with it. This is less expensive, but it is difficult for staff to see programme activities in an unbiased way;

External evaluator: This is quite expensive, but the external evaluator has the advantage of a fresh and neutral look at the project.

Evaluation needs to occur from the beginning of the project. To have data about the project from the start is very important; in this way, all information is recorded for future use. It is also useful to account for programme costs to make sure they are in line with the benefits.

The evaluator can help your work simply by asking important questions, such as, “What are your goals?” “Are they goals that you can achieve?” Working through these questions helps to confirm a logical link between the theories on which your programme is based, the goals of the programme and the activities you have planned to achieve these goals.

Make sure the players have an opportunity to participate in the evaluation by giving their perceptions of effectiveness and, perhaps, by helping to conduct the evaluation. Evaluation requires resources. When seeking funding for a project, ask for money for evaluation (approximately 10 per cent of the total amount).


ANNEX 1: Key points/best practices for using sport to prevent substance abuse by youth



Annex 2:  Internet Resources

Groups Using Sports to Prevent Substance Use Problems

· The Global Youth Network: http://www.unodc.org/youthnet/
· Asociación de Deportistas Contra la Droga, Madrid, Spain: http://www.adcd.org
· Athletes Training & Learning to Avoid Steroids: http://www.ohsu.edu/som-hpsm/atlas.html
· Centro di Solidarietà di Firenze, Rome, Italy: http://www.csfirenze.com/
· Fondazione Villa Maraini, Rome, Italy: http://www.villamaraini.it/
· Mathare Youth Sports Association, Nairobi Kenya: http://www.nairobits.org/mysa
· Motorsports, Oslo, Norway: http://www.2og4.no
Other Links:

· United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime: http://www.unodc.org
· American Sports Education Program: http://www.asep.com/
· Athletes for a Better World: http://www.aforbw.org/home.htm
· Coaches Playbook Against Drugs: http://www.playclean.org/coach-a-thon.pdf
· ESPN 8-Part series on Drugs and Sports: http://espn.go.com/special/s/drugsandsports/
· Play Clean, Office of National Drug Control Policy (US): http://www.playclean.org
· (US) National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) "Game Plan" on steroid abuse: http://www.drugabuse.gov/DrugPages/PSAhome.html
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Key Points





Coaches are critical to the success of the programme, so close attention needs to be paid to their selection, training and support.





In addition to training on sport-specific skills, coaches can benefit from knowledge of youth culture, and training on communication, drug education, and diversity.





The information in this tool was adapted by UNESCO from the following publication:





UNODC and Global Youth Network, 2002. SPORT: Using sport for drug abuse prevention. New York: United Nations.





Description of document:


This publication is part of a series of “How to” guides produced by UNODC’s � HYPERLINK "http://www.unodc.org/youthnet/" ��Global Youth Network� Project. It resulted from a UNODC-sponsored meeting of youth and sport groups from around the world which took place in Rome, Italy in 1998. The theme of the workshop was The Spirit of Sport, and its aim was to examine how sport can be best used to support by-youth/for-youth approaches to substance abuse prevention, and to identify and describe “good practices” for other groups to use. The document was written by young people for use by other youth and youth workers and is intended for use in conjunction with other publications of the Global Youth Network.





Description of tool:


This tool describes how “sport with the right spirit” can be help young people develop personal assets that have been associated with a decision not to use drugs. It suggests ways that the potential of sports to prevent/reduce substance abuse can be enhanced, and provides guidelines for establishing, running and maintaining a sports-based drug use prevention program. It could be used by school personnel to add a drug education component to sports activities that take place at the school or to guide partnerships between the school and others who provide sports opportunities for youth in the community.























Key Points





To connect with young people, go to where they are.





Listen closely, remain flexible with your programming, and involve young people in as many aspects of the programme as possible.





Try to accommodate everyone in your programme, including youth who cannot pay, those less skilled, and young disabled people.





Identify worthy role models for your players. Role models may be professional athletes or local athletes whom your players can relate to more easily.





Key Points





To guide your programme, use a work plan that outlines the activities, roles of those involved, time frames and resources you will require.





Clarify the key messages you wish to communicate through the activities.





Ask the players to help you design your messages.





Unspoken messages – actions – are more powerful than words.





Key Point





The goals you set need to logically address the problems identified and reflect the resources available.





Key Points





Gather information from more than one source for your assessment of the problem.





Determine the resources available to support your programme.





Involve young people in conducting and providing information for the assessment.





This information or activity supports Core Component #3 of the FRESH framework for effective school health: skills-based health education.  It will have a greater impact if it is reinforced by activities in the other three components of the framework.











I.  Sport as a resource for youth development





A sport is a physical activity with an agreed upon structure, or set of rules, that allows for competition against oneself or an opponent.


Sport provides an opportunity for a mix of fun, self-improvement and competition that will vary with the players involved and the sport they are playing at a particular time.


Sports have the potential to develop a range of assets in young people.


Sports are also associated with less positive practices, including substance abuse. 


Whether a sports experience is positive for young people or not depends on the extent to which the value of fair play is respected.


Respect (for oneself, coaches, teammates, opponents, officials and the game) is a fundamental part of fair play.


Competition is an essential part of sport, yet too much emphasis on winning can have a number of negative effects on young athletes.


A focus on the abilities to be developed in a sport – rather than on winning and losing – will bring out the spirit of sport and will appeal to more young people.





II.  Sport with the right spirit





Sport that is based on the true spirit of sport - that is, respect and fair play – is likely to have strong preventive value in itself, without any additional elements.


Team officials and parents need to communicate the values of respect and fair play through their words and actions.


Look for opportunities to (sensitively) give immediate feedback when a player shows poor behaviour, and to give praise for examples of positive behaviour.


A Code of Conduct helps to clarify and emphasize the values of fair play and respect. 


A Code of Conduct will have more meaning for players if they have a chance to contribute to it and if officials and parents actively support it.





III. Sport as a vehicle for skills-based drug education





Use credible people (such as coaches, peer team leaders, or sports trainers/nurses/doctors) to provide the information or facilitate skill development.


Select leaders who are comfortable with a facilitative role rather than a directive one, and who show empathy and understanding for young people.


Emphasize the immediate performance-related effects of mood-altering substance use.


In addition to structured sessions, look for opportunities to bring the topic into conversations with players (i.e., without preaching or lecturing).


Ask adults involved with the programme (coaches, parents) to support healthy messages, and to avoid those representing unhealthy attitudes toward substance use.


Continue to give drug issues some attention throughout the playing season; a one-shot effort will not work.


Developing life skills such as anger management requires demonstration of the skill by leaders who are comfortable facilitating this kind of session and practice (through role-play) by the players.


Team leaders can be effective in this role when trained and supported by officials.


Have the team identify a player who can provide support and information on community resources to players experiencing problems.





Key Points





Build strong alliances inside your organization and in the community generally.





Create a path and structures for youth to return to the organization as adult leaders.





Build a strong training programme.





The support of a well-known person in the community who is committed to your programme aims can help sustain a programme.





Actively seek opportunities to commend volunteers and funders.





Keep the programme fresh and responsive to the needs and interests of the young people.





Key Points





Evaluation will improve and build the credibility of your programme.





An evaluator needs to be brought on board early in the programme; they can then help you clarify your plan for the programme and ensure that it is ready to be evaluated.





Young people need to be able to give their comments for the evaluation, and possibly help to carry it out.








1  Adapted from: UNODC and Global Youth Network, 2002. SPORT: Using sport for drug abuse prevention. New York: United Nations.






