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Abstract  

Youth disconnected from their families and communities lack critical community supports, 
placing them at higher risk of establishing unhealthy behaviors that can lead to poor outcomes, 
including involvement in juvenile justice systems.  They need assistance to develop essential life 
skills and family and community connections.  Engaging youth and families, otherwise 
marginalized by society, in innovative, affordable, and effective ways is a global challenge. This 
paper summarizes the history of the Latin American launched global street soccer movement to 
promote inclusion and positive development of youth living in vulnerable situations.  It explores 
the power and potential of street soccer’s holistic and inclusive programming approach as a 
vehicle for individual transformation and community engagement.  And it examines the evolving 
integration of the Latin American street soccer methodology in working with youth and families 
with complex needs, particularly as experienced by the nonprofit service organization Youth 
Advocate Programs, Inc. (YAP). 
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Street soccer is gaining attention worldwide as a promising tool to engage youth and create social networks, 
particularly in developing countries (Kuntz, 2006). It involves a collective of organizations around the world that 
uses soccer to promote the inclusion and development of children and youth living in vulnerable situations (Youth 
Advocate Programs, Inc., 2021a,b). This paper explores the potential benefits of street soccer participation, 
particularly for youth with complex needs and challenges, through emphasizing the methodology at the center of 
the Latin American borne model with its core values of collaboration, respect and solidarity (Youth Advocate 
Programs, Inc. 2021a).  It also shares the experience of Youth Advocate Programs, Inc. (YAP), an international 
nonprofit organization, in creating innovative national and international street soccer collaborations that foster 
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opportunities for youth in environments of disadvantage to develop their potential as contributing community 
members.   

Though research on the Latin American street soccer model specifically is just evolving, the overall benefits of 
street soccer are presented and analyzed herein through the lens of transformation.  Studies and information 
relating to sports engagement and Positive Youth Development (PYD) are presented.  PYD includes developing 
personal and social assets rather than focusing on deficits (Lerner, Lerner, et al., 2005).  There is literature 
supporting personal and social PYD benefits of sports engagement, particularly when youth participate in holistic 
sports programs.  The holistic view emphasizes a broader view of sports engagement beyond winning and athletic 
skills (Camp & Gray, 2016).   It views “healthy sport participation as resulting in positive social, physical, and mental 
experiences” (Camp & Gray, 2016, p.2).  Though there is a need for further youth sport research (Anderson-
Butcher, 2019), youth participating in sports and physical activities are afforded pro-social opportunities to build 
character and critical life skills including conflict resolution and leadership (Fraser-Thomas, Côté & Deakin, 2005), 
improvement of their physical and emotional wellbeing (US Department of Health and Human Services 2008; 
Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005), and community connectivity (Fundacion FUDE, 2021a,b,c). Sport-based youth 
development (SBYD) particularly references holistic and empowerment-based programs that prioritize the 
development of personal and social skills that are transferable to settings beyond sports (Hemphill, Janke, Gordon 
& Farrar, 2018; Holt et al., 2017).  

This paper explores the gap in literature as to the benefits and potential of the Latin American street soccer 
movement.  It begins with an historical perspective, portraying the journey associated with channeling the benefits 
of the youth-directed free play of street soccer, where children take charge of games, learning and fun (Snow, 
2011).  It traces the history of Latin American Street Soccer from its modest origins in Argentina and other Latin 
American countries to the world stage. Then, attention is devoted to the components of the Latin American borne 
approach as a social innovation and gender equity model through addressing each step within the methodology 
and its specific purpose (Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, 2017a).  Its potential as a PYD tool is subsequently 
explored. Finally, the paper shares YAP’s historical journey and continued efforts to raise awareness and champion 
street soccer as a holistic approach to PYD and social transformation.   

The authors declare their shared bias that recognition and integration of the Latin American Street Soccer 
methodology as an engaging, effective and low-overhead Positive Youth Development tool for youth with complex 
needs in challenged neighborhoods, offers hope for positive youth and community transformations. 

The Latin American Street Soccer Model 

While organized sport has the potential to play a significant role in contributing to positive youth development, it is 
necessary to recognize that development through sport is not automatic (Bailey, 2006; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005).  
It is dependent upon a multitude of factors that must be considered when planning and designing youth sport 
programs (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005).  Putting together an effective youth sports program as a free-standing or 
complementary PYD initiative must be done mindfully.  It is possible for sports’ participation to have unintended, 
yet injurious, psychosocial impacts on youth participants.  Some research ties negative emotional and psychological 
outcomes to participation in sports.  Physical activity programs that emphasize interpersonal comparison can 
especially lead to negative outcomes (Ullrich-French & McDonough, 2013).  When the major focus of a player is to 
outperform others and win, she or he may be more inclined to engage in anti-social behaviors to achieve that goal 
(Bortoli, Messina, Zorba & Robazza, 2012). 

Research supports that shared moral norms influence the behavior of individual team members (Bortoli et al., 
2012).  When winning is measured through teamwork and adherence to values rather than just points scored, 
competition is no longer a divisive force.  Rather, it drives youth to become the best versions of themselves.  This is 
the foundation of the Latin American Street Soccer model. 

History  

It was estimated near the dawn of the Latin American Street Soccer movement there were about 100 million 
children and adolescents growing up on the streets of large cities worldwide (UNICEF, 1989).  Two fifths (2/5) of the 
world’s street youth were reported in South America, the majority being in Brazil (Barker & Knaul, 1991 as cited in 
Campos et al., 1994).  Though youth for decades informally tapped the positive qualities of free-play inherent in 
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street soccer, it appears that overall the subgroup of youth who engaged in street soccer preceding the swell of the 
street soccer social movement were not typically those who were homeless and gang-involved based on the results 
of a 1992 study of the networks and daily activities of street youth in Brazil that provided some detailed insights 
into the lives of youth living on the streets (Campos et al., 1994).  The study was conducted because of evolving 
research linking daily activities and associations with life-long developmental trajectories (Campos et al., 1994).  
Campos et al.’s (1994) study made a distinction between youth “on” the street who worked on the street but 
returned to their families to sleep and were home-based, and children “of” the street or street-based youth who 
were homeless.  What the study found was that nearly two thirds (2/3) of the homeless, street-based youth 
belonged to a turma (group or gang) for support, companionship and protection (Campos et al. 1994, p. 323).  The 
street-based youth were mostly involved in navigating the risks and temptations of street survival (Campos et.al., 
1994).  Per the Campos et al. study (1994), street soccer was not typically a reported element in the routines of 
street-based youth immediately predating the Street Soccer movement.  However, in detailing their daily routines 
the average home-based youth described playing street soccer or cards daily in addition to working on the streets 
(Campos et.al., 1994).   

In 1994, an Argentine organization, Defensores del Chaco, needed a more effective approach in dealing with gang-
affiliated youth in the Buenos Aires outskirts of Moreno as system-imposed interventions were not working.  The 
organization’s early goal was to regain the dignity of having a safe place for its young people and entire 
neighborhood to gather (Fundacion Defensores del Chaco, 2017).  They wanted to begin by initiating dialogue 
among people racked by violence (Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, 2017b).  Without resources, about a dozen 
adolescents from the Club traversed a huge landfill where they installed a sign - Sports Club Chaco Defenders 
(Solmirano, 2011).  These young people wanted to do more than play football; they wanted to change reality and 
claim a safe haven (Fundacion Defensores del Chaco, 2017; Solmirano, 2011).  Hence, this modest, youth-driven 
initiative and others like it in the neighboring countries, helped launch the informal beginnings of the Latin 
American Street Soccer movement (Fundacion FUDE, 2021a,b; Fundacion Defensores del Chaco, 2017; Solmirano, 
2011).   

Though street soccer as an intervention for social change began as a neighborhood response, it quickly became an 
experience of collective construction expanding throughout the region.  This grassroots effort spread among youth 
and communities in Latin America facing crises of growing proportions (Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, 2017b).  
Street soccer expanded from the neighborhood of Moreno (Argentina) and the outskirts of Lima, Villa Salvador 
(Peru), to communities of Cerro Navia in Santiago de Chile, the Paraguayan Chaco, and many other localities that 
discovered passion for the sport was creating civic engagement (Fundacion FUDE, 2017).     

In 2008, members of Defensores del Chaco branched out into a new organization, FUDE (Fundacion Futbol para el 
Desarrollo /Futbol Development Foundation) to expand the local experience to a larger scale (Fundacion FUDE, 
2017).  They brought in experts to help in program expansion and model development.  They further defined 
soccer as a tool to improve the quality of life in the most affected and excluded sectors of society.  FUDE defends 
human rights using street soccer to drive the development of collective and transformative social practices 
(Fundacion FUDE, 2021a,c).  FUDE, along with Defensores del Chaco and others, fueled the growth of the Street 
Soccer Movement. 

El Movimiento de Futbol Callejero is an international coalition that promotes the use of street soccer as a vehicle 
for social change and peace building.  Its application of street soccer as an agent of personal and social 
transformation differs according to need and context. 

Though the organizations that make up the Street Soccer Movement share the common purpose of promoting 
community processes that improve living conditions, guarantee access to rights and promote more just and equal 
societies, they define autonomously their own initiatives, adapting them to the context and the community 
demand (Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, 2017c).  In addition to young people, programs and public policies 
impacted, El Movimiento de Futbol Callejero sponsors the annual Latin American regional meetings of Street 
Soccer.  It also facilitates information exchange and pursues best practices through the Latin American Congresses 
of Soccer and Development typically held annually pre-COVID-19 since 2010 (Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, 
2017c). 

The infectious nature of street soccer inspired numerous organizations worldwide to use the love of the sport to 
unite youth and communities in conflict.  Many of these initiatives support youth leadership and well-being 
through street soccer.  FIFA’s (Fédération Internationale de Football Association) Football for Hope and UNESCO 
(United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) champion street soccer as a purposeful path to 
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human rights (FIFA, 2017; UNESCO, 2017a).  The market for street soccer programming that is faithful to its roots 
continues to increase.  The need to engage isolated youth with complex needs and challenges is greater than ever, 
as according to UNESCO (2017b) there are up to 150 million street children in the world today. 

Chased from home by violence, drug and alcohol abuse, the death of a parent, family breakdown, war, natural 
disaster or simply socio-economic collapse, many destitute children are forced to eke out a living on the streets, 
scavenging, begging, hawking in the slums and polluted cities of the developing world. (UNESCO, 2017a) 

These numbers do not even come close to quantifying the needs of countless other young people facing diverse 
and formidable life challenges in their own family settings. 

Street soccer programming is viewed as both providing a safe and fun space for youth engagement (Yoshitaka, 
2015), as well as an opportunity bridge for personal development and social connectivity (Williams, 2013; Wilson, 
personal communication, 2018). 

Components 

The Latin-American Street Soccer’s methodology differs from traditional soccer and other youth soccer initiatives in 
important ways. One of the few immutable rules in the game is that girls and boys play, preferably in equal 
numbers, together; this promotes gender equity and inclusion (Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, 2017a).  No 
referees participate; the game is youth-directed. As captured in an UNESCO publication on point, this is to promote 
dialogue (Kuntz, 2006).   The matches are divided into three distinct time periods (Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, 
2017a).  The values of respect, collaboration and solidarity guide each step of the process (IYAF Newsletter Special 
Edition, 2014; Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, 2017a; Youth Advocate Programs, Inc. 2021a).  

The street soccer programming begins with integration activities.  In step one, players sit together setting rules 
through consensus with a supportive mediator.  The mediator is usually a mentor or youth leader who is trained to 
facilitate these discussions. The second step is the game itself.  In the third step, the teams reconvene to discuss 
how the game developed on the field. Together the players explore whether the agreed upon rules were respected, 
as this influences point allocation.  During the final phase, the players discuss the game, resolve disputes, and 
celebrate their shared victory.  During all three periods, a mediator facilitates the dialogue exchange between the 
players, but does not intervene or regulate the game (Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, 2017a).  

In a street soccer match under the Latin American methodology, it takes more than scoring goals to win.  Victory 
may be achieved for points earned both by goals and by exhibiting the values of respect, collaboration and 
solidarity. The score reflects respect of the rules that the participants themselves agreed to prior to each 
encounter.  This means that the team with the most goals does not necessarily win the match.  It is through this 
methodology and its implementation, that the game becomes a strategy of social inclusion.  The players’ 
thoughtful deliberation and participation reclaims human values, promotes leadership development and generates 
a sense of community, belonging and solidarity (Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, 2017a). In this collaborative street 
soccer methodology, it is up to the players on both teams to decide the score once the game is over in a third half-
time (Kuntz, 2006).  The final score does not depend solely on goals scored, but also on things such as “clean” 
playing, comradeship and respect of the adversary (Kuntz, 2006).        

The practice of mediation is the backbone of the methodology of street soccer (Fundacion FUDE, 2021d).  It is a 
socio-constructive learning space that provides security, trust, self-regulation, and resolution (Movimiento de 
Futbol Callejero, 2017a).  Mediation encourages dialogue and promotes participation (Movimiento de Futbol 
Callejero, 2017a).  It is woven through all three stages of the game, bringing the process and the players together.  
Mediation is a process through which a neutral third party helps to facilitate decision-making.  The neutrality of the 
mediator, specifically his or her impartial manner of facilitating dialogue without bias or judgment, is a critical 
component of the process.  Through mediation, the players participate in collective reflection, decision-making and 
conflict resolution. 
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Street Soccer as a Positive Youth Development (PYD) Tool 

Concepts of Positive Youth Development are predicated on the idea that every young person has the potential for 
successful, healthy development, as all youths possess the capacity to grow and develop (Lerner, Lerner, et al., 
2005).   Research has tied sports to desired outcomes of positive development (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005).  Since 
street soccer is linked to improved health and physical fitness, youth leadership and civic engagement, it is 
championed as a Positive Youth Development (PYD) tool.  Even though the frameworks describing the parameters 
of PYD vary, the focus of this paper is on several key personal and social assets positively influenced by engagement 
in sports. 

Personal/Developmental Assets 

Personal or developmental assets are important because they play three critical roles.  They (1) protect against 
adverse or negative behaviors, such as substance use, (2) enhance a youth’s likelihood to thrive, and (3) youths 
with increased developmental assets show greater resiliency in difficult situations (Fraser-Thomas et al. 2005).  
Luthar, Cicchetti and Becker (2000) define resilience as, “a dynamic process encompassing adaptation within the 
context of significant adversity” (p. 543). This paper looks at well-being, fun, hope, self-esteem, healthy lifestyles 
and respect. 

Wellbeing.  Physical activity is a useful foundation for PYD because, if it is set up appropriately, it can promote 

multiple components of well-being of at-risk groups (Ullrich-French & McDonough, 2013). In discussing the 
complex concept of well-being in youth, social, emotional and relational aspects are often prominently featured 
(Cahill, 2015).  Subjective wellbeing, or happiness, has long been considered core to optimal youth development 
(Park, 2004). There is research over the years supporting a relationship between exercise and happiness (Cheon, 
2021).  Developing a holistic approach to youth sports programming is especially important in promoting the 
wellbeing of youth participants.   

Fun.  A key ingredient of PYD revolves around fun.  Studies highlight the importance of “creating a safe, 

comfortable and fun space for inspirational, meaningful youth engagement” (Yoshitaka, 2015).  Negative impacts 
associated with youth participation in sports seem to be associated with taking the play out of the game.  Smoll, 
Cumming and Smith (2011) scold society for the “professionalization” of youth sports (p.14).  They conclude that 
most of the negative consequences of youth sports occur when a professional, highly competitive model is 
imposed on “what should be a recreational and educational experience for the youngsters…When excessive 
emphasis is placed on winning, it is easy to lose sight of the needs and interests of the young athlete” (Smoll et al. 
2011, p. 14).  

The basic right of the young athlete to have fun participating should not be neglected. One of the quickest ways to 
reduce fun is for adults to begin treating children as if they were professional athletes.  Coaches and parents alike 
need to keep in mind that young athletes are not miniature adults.  They are children, and they have the right to 
play as children.  Youth sports are first and foremost a play activity, and youngsters deserve to enjoy sports in their 
own way. (Smoll et al. p. 15) 

Research has supported the importance of ensuring that youth have enjoyable, positive immediate experiences in 
sport, and that accumulated positive experiences result, over time, in lasting effects on athletes’ development ( 
Vierimaa, Turnnidge, Bruner & Côté, J., 2017).  Fun is what catapults the success of street soccer.  It provides a 
stress release from the inevitable challenges of adolescence across cultural divides and is an especially important 
outlet and catalyst for youth living on the streets facing compounded challenges.  The only ingredients required for 
street soccer are a ball and enthusiasm.  “In Paso del Rey, as in most places in South America, throwing a soccer 
ball and letting it roll on the ground will get children rushing from all directions and ready to kick it…” (Kuntz, 2006, 
NP). 

Hope.  The fun of free play in soccer breeds hope for individual youth as well as communities (Camp & Gray, 

2016).  “Hope is commonly regarded as the feeling that what is desired is also possible” (Obayuwana & Carter, 
1982, p. 229).  Positive sports involvement among youth is linked to increased developmental assets (Fraser-
Thomas et al. 2005).  Youth who demonstrate more developmental assets, such as optimism regarding future 
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happiness and success, are more likely to thrive (Fraser-Thomas et al. 2005).  “Hopeful expectations for the future 
have been shown to play an important role in the positive development of youth, including youth contributions to 
society” (Callina, Johnson, Buckingham & Lerner, 2014).   

Lisa Solmirano, Coordinator at the 2014 Sao Paolo, Brazil Street Soccer World Cup was able to successfully portray 
hope in the below words in her description of the World Cup. 

The international media coverage highlighted the daily struggles of these young people and their triumphs.  Since 
the event ended, participants have communicated an outpouring of joy, hope and new dreams to achieve…perhaps 
this is the greatest victory:  to encourage the youth to keep dreaming and to keep fighting to achieve it. (IYAF, 2014; 
also see Solmirano, 2011). 

Self-esteem.  Self-esteem presents researchers with complex assessment issues.  Higher levels of self-esteem 

among youth are generally associated with greater likelihood to thrive.  Positive outcomes include lower substance 
use, higher grades and greater resistance to peer pressure (Zimmerman, Copeland, Shope & Dielman, 1997).  
However, self-esteem also presents certain PYD programming challenges.  Individuals are more likely to gravitate to 
settings that provide opportunities to enhance self-esteem in relevant domains (Guerra & Bradshaw 2008). 
Therefore, participation in sport programs may be especially rewarding to someone with athletic ability, thereby 
increasing his or her levels of self-esteem.  Whereas, someone lacking natural athletic ability and self-esteem in 
that domain may be less inclined to participate in PYD programs with a strong physical activities’ component.   

Ullrich-French & McDonough (2013) studied long term participation in physical-based positive youth development 
programs for low-income youth.  Self-worth seemed to be a variable influencing continued program participation.  
Research suggests that more emphasis be placed on cooperation rather than competition in PYD programs with a 
physical context to downplay attention on individuals and improve inclusion and positive experiences (Ullrich-
French & McDonough, 2013).  These recommendations dovetail perfectly with the Latin American street soccer 
programming that focuses on collaboration and does not contain the competitive and performance-based 
challenges of other sport programs.  

Healthy lifestyles.  There is voluminous literature on the health benefits of physical activities and exercise, 

particularly as pertaining to youth.  The World Health Organization (2018) finds that the appropriate practice of 
physical activity assists young people with developing healthy musculoskeletal tissues, healthy cardiovascular 
system, and neuromuscular awareness (coordination), and maintaining a healthy body weight. 

Physical activity has also been associated with psychological benefits in young people by improving their control 
over symptoms of anxiety and depression. Similarly, participation in physical activity can assist in the social 
development of young people by providing opportunities for self-expression, building self-confidence, social 
interaction and integration.  (World Health Organization, 2018.) 

Managing childhood obesity concerns can have life-long implications.  Studies find that frequent participation in 
sports after school hours in adolescence is associated with a high level of physical activity in adulthood (Tammelin, 
Näyhä, Hills & Järvelin, 2003).  There is also research finding overweight youth are less likely to return to sports 
programs (Ullrich -French & McDonough, 2013).  This should be explored further to ensure youth, who may benefit 
from physical activity the most, feel comfortable participating.  An advantage of the street soccer methodology is 
that it does not employ a competitive ambiance of comparison; rather it is value-focused and team-centered.  This 
encourages the demonstration of respect, collaboration and solidarity among team members, which should create 
a more desirable environment for athletically challenged participants. 

Respect.  Respect is a core value of the Latin American borne street soccer methodology.  Youth participating in 

the street soccer programming cooperatively establish a framework of respect within a self-regulated space 
(Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, 2017b).  Playing by the rules cultivates respect among teammates and creates 
positive role models (Jiménez, 2006).  Respectful communication, particularly within the expression of 
disagreement, is considered a critical building block of good character development (Battistich, 2008).  
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Skills    

Skills associated with street soccer cross a continuum of domains.  For purposes of this paper, emotion 
management/self-regulation, leadership and conflict resolution are highlighted. 

Emotion management.  There is a need for continued research into the different paths to positive youth 

development through sport (Fraser-Thomas, et al., 2005).  Gano-Overway, et al. (2009) explore emotion 
management and self-regulation as among the benefits of sports participation.  It is difficult to establish direct 
linkages given the number of intervening variables.  There is, however, longstanding evidence that supports the 
role of caring relationships in positive youth development (US Department of Health and Human Services, 2014).   
The role of caring adults and their impact on a youth’s development of emotion management transplants naturally 
within the sports context.  

[I]t is the perceived quality of interpersonal relationships between adults and youths within the caring climate that 
functions as a pathway to influence youths’ regulatory skills to control emotions and empathy and subsequently to 
optimize prosocial behavior while simultaneously curtailing antisocial behavior.  Therefore, sport leaders are 
potentially able to structure the environment to foster caring through modeling, creating teachable moments, 
communicating the importance of caring, and establishing a strong social norm that emphasizes caring for each 
other. (Gano-Overway, et al., 2009)  

 In many of the street soccer programs, participating youths are involved, or at risk of involvement, with the 
juvenile justice system (Youth Advocate Programs, 2021a,b).  Anger can trigger anti-social behavior (Lochman, 
Barry, & Pardini, 2003).  Youth participating in YAP’s street soccer-based skill programming are often youthful 
offenders facing challenges managing their emotions.  Jason Wilson, a YAP street soccer trainer, champions the 
benefits of the Latin American street soccer programming among youth populations with complex needs. 

A freestanding workshop on emotion or anger management or emotional regulation is not as effective as street 
soccer programming where positive sportsmanship and pro-social skill building become integral components that 
are practiced, not preached.  Caring coaches, including young people from the community with prior involvement 
with systems themselves, model critical life skills and connect with the players.  Through this program, players learn 
how to regulate their own behavior without the need for referees. (Jason Wilson, personal communication, 2018)  

Leadership.  Leadership is one of the primary skills targeted in street soccer programming.  Leadership is 

prominently noted under the listed objectives of the FUDE street soccer approach, noting the methodology 
encourage the emergence of youth leaders by supporting their formation and the development of their life 
projects (Fundacion FUDE, 2021a; Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, 2017a).  Through empowering youth to direct 
the game through collaborative decision-making, all participants are afforded leadership opportunities.  

Conflict resolution.  Conflict resolution is one of several posited PYD benefits of mainstream sports 

participation, even though typically absent from SBYD programs are the recognition of and specific strategies for 
helping youth to address tensions and conflicts that arise in their lives (Hemphill, et al., 2018). However, in the Latin 
American street soccer methodology, conflict resolution takes center stage (Fundacion FUDE, 2021d).  Throughout 
all steps of the street soccer experience, mediation brings the players together (Fundacion FUDE, 2021d; 
Movimiento de Futbol Callejero (2017a).    

Mediation is a process in which a third party helps disputants communicate with each other about how to best deal 
with a conflict (Mayer, 2012).  Mediation within the street soccer context is a purely facilitative conflict 
management process.  “[Mediation] helps people understand and accept differences as being normal” (Moore, 
2014, p. 22).  The mediator sets a positive tone and ensures all voices are heard; the mediator does not impose a 
solution (Mayer, 2012).  The street soccer mediator models effective peace-building skills and by doing so helps the 
parties become more effective conflict managers in the game and beyond.  And through utilizing a nonjudgmental, 
facilitative approach, the street soccer mediator ensures that the critical premise of self-determination, the will of 
the players, is respected.  The players are empowered and united through participating in a consensus-building, 
decision-making process. This relational approach, that includes the integration of mediation and practical conflict 
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management skill building, also mirrors characteristics identified in key research on the utilization of restorative 
practices within the sports context (Hemphill, et al., 2018).   

Social Assets 

 The cultivation of social assets positions youth with challenging backgrounds to succeed better.  The categorization 
of these assets depends upon which PYD framework is applied.  For purposes of this paper, the focus is on group 
cohesion, family engagement, community connectivity and inclusivity. 

Group cohesion.  A study of the role of enjoyment and motivation climate as related to the personal 

development of team involved athletes found that five variables significantly predicted personal and social skills 
(MacDonald et al., 2011).  The strongest predictor was affiliations with peers.  This suggests that creating 
opportunities for positive peer interaction in the sport domain is beneficial for the development of personal and 
social skills (MacDonald et al., 2011).  In a study of street soccer program participation among young people with 
psychosis, all participants commented on the positive social environment (Williams, Lloyd, King & Paterson, 2013, 
p. 610).  They identified “feeling welcomed and encouraged in the group environment as a key factor in deciding to 
continue” to participate in the program (Williams, et al., 2013, p. 610). 

Teamwork, within teams and between teams, drives the Latin American street soccer methodology, from the first 
facilitated group circle discussion when the players set the rules, to the final mediation session when they reflect 
upon their embodiment of these values.  Its emphasis on camaraderie versus competition dispels anxiety often 
associated with sports involvement.  While emphasizing the “light-hearted,” “open” street soccer environment, 
participating youth also identified the structure of the game as facilitating their ability to socialize (Williams et al., 
2013, pps. 608-609).  

Family engagement.  There are decades of research supporting the important role of family and caregiver 

influence on positive youth development (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak & Hawkins, 2004).  There is significant 
research on the influence of sports on the development of youth.  However, the family context in the research of 
PYD and sports is less explored.  A study published in 2017 “examined the role and influence of families in a sport-
based life skills program targeting positive youth development outcomes among an underserved youth population” 
(Hodge, Kanters, Forneris, Bocarro & Sayre-McCord, 2017, p. 34).  Hodge et al. (2017, p. 34) collected data using 
semi-structured interviews of youth and parents, finding “themes emerging from the data suggested the sport-
based life skills program and participants’ families were reciprocally influential and that this may have shaped 
opportunities for PYD outcomes.” 

Parents and youth perceived changes in behaviors (specifically, increased competencies) related to the life skills 
taught in the program, and these changes persisted after the program ended.  Family presence and family 
involvement supported the acquisition and application of life skills and youth participation in the program created 
opportunities for bonding and reinforcement and recognition of positive changes within families. (Hodge et al. 
2017, p. 34-35) 

Latin American street soccer methodology is not about how to play soccer.  It is about how to live life.  With its 
emphasis on the core values of respect, collaboration and solidarity, and its integration of mediation and problem 
solving weaved throughout, it is a life skills program which includes sports rather than vice versa.  Family 
engagement is an integral part of the street soccer programming as implemented by various NGOs and nonprofit 
organizations including Youth Advocate Programs (YAP).  This coincides with the efforts of many NGOs to champion 
integrative services that expand formal and informal supports which include family, friends and community 
members. 

Community connectivity and give-back.  Community connections help reinforce life skills and provide 

support sources that are often lacking for youth with complex challenges.  “If young people have mutually 
beneficial relations with the people and institutions of their social world, they will be on the way to a hopeful 
future marked by positive contributions to self, family, community, and civil society” (Lerner, Almerigi, Theokas & 
Lerner, 2005).  In mindful integration of street soccer programming, community partners are often recruited to 
serve a multitude of roles.  Youth Advocate Programs’ US based street soccer programs partner with local business 
and civic leaders to obtain field space, healthy meals and snacks, and uniforms and equipment.  Community 
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members serve as youth mentors.  In one Pennsylvania community, YAP is exploring good faith and civic 
engagement through police and youth street soccer partnerships.  Research on the police funded Kickz Social 
Inclusion program that at one time served over a hundred Great Britain programs showed marked reduction in 
criminal activities in impacted neighborhoods (Tysoe, 2014).  These social inclusion programs improved youth and 
police relationships, drew young people away from negative social activities, and reduced crime by creating safer 
communities through positive development of youth (Tysoe, 2014). 

Street soccer also provides creative opportunities for community give-back on the part of participating youth and 
families.  Contribution is recognized as an important PYD component (Sherrod, 2007).   Such civic engagement 
emphasizes “the important role that youth can and should play as participants and as agents of change in building 
the asset-promoting qualities of communities” and “the reciprocal interactions between building individual, 
community and societal assets” (Sherrod, 2007). 

A UK study examined volunteering in the capacity of youth sport in developing social capital (Kay & Bradbury, 
2009).  It focused on “the ability of a structured sports volunteering program to equip young people with skills for 
effective volunteering and provide opportunities for ‘social connectedness’ through sports volunteer placements” 
(Kay & Bradbury, 2009, p. 2).  Social capital is a widely debated concept among theorists and policymakers.  
However, the Kay and Bradbury study “yielded sufficient evidence to show for many young people, sports 
volunteering can work as a mechanism for fostering human capital and encourage the practical and intellectual 
connectedness which underpins the idea of social capital” (2009, p. 28).  Sports researchers should now be able to 
be less “tentative in some of their claims about whether sport can yield social benefits:  it can” (Kay & Bradbury, 
2009, p. 28).  Though research is needed in this area of social capital, particularly as the permanence of these 
impacts is yet to be established (Kay & Bradbury, 2009), the importance of youth give-back opportunities within the 
PYD construct is firmly grounded. 

Community give-back is key to YAP’s street soccer programming approach.  Community service across a wide and 
creative spectrum provides a sense of community belonging and connectivity – the benefits of which are especially 
significant among socially isolated populations (Petrilla, Silva, Huggins, McNamara & Sylk, 2020; Silva, Petrilla, 
Matteson, Mannion & Huggins, 2019; US Department of Health and Human Services, 2014).  It also provides the 
community with a different lens through which to view these youth volunteers, rather than just as system-involved 
young people.  

Inclusivity/gender equity.  Gender equity is a concern in sports as it is in life across all domains.   “Although 

the field of sport has made significant strides to ameliorate past discrimination and prejudice toward female 
athletes, many of these efforts only managed to change impact on the surface level” (Cohen, Melton & Peachey, 
2014, p. 222).  A separate and unequal description seems to best depict the evolution of female sports.  

The Latin American street soccer methodology champions inclusion and gender equality.  One of the few imposed 
rules in the Latin American street soccer methodology is the mandatory participation of girls on the team.  The YAP 
street soccer approach includes equal numbers of males and females playing on the field at the same time.  Co-ed 
teams cultivate a sense of fairness and mutual respect among the players.   

On a global scale, the United Nations (UN) is utilizing sport to eliminate gender disparity in all levels of education 
(Cohen, et al. 2014).   

As part of its Millennium Development Goals, the UN is using sport as a mechanism to address social justice and 
equality across an array of issues, including gender equality.  However, sport will not become a vehicle for social 
equality if sport leaders use the same gender paradigm as they have before.  Instead, they must conceive of new 
ways males and females can enjoy sport together. (Cohen et al., 2014 p. 223)  

The Latin American street soccer methodology embodies this paradigm shift through unequivocal inclusion in 
principle and practice. 

YAP Street Soccer Experience 

Youth Advocate Programs, Inc. is a US based nonprofit organization committed to setting a worldwide standard in 
promoting and providing cost-effective in-home and community-based care opportunities for disenfranchised 
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populations who are otherwise deleteriously detained or institutionalized (YAP International Programs Strategic 
Plan, 2016; Youth Advocate Programs, Inc., 2021c).  YAP supports, serves, organizes and empowers the young 
people, adults and families who are living in marginalized situations in the US and, increasingly, abroad (Youth 
Advocate Programs, Inc., 2021a).  YAP uses creative, family and community-centered programming to engage youth 
and families for whom traditional, system-imposed interventions fail (Silva, et al., 2019; Youth Advocate Programs, 
Inc., 2021c).   

YAP embraces the Latin American street soccer programming as an effective PYD tool, joining the Latin American 
street soccer movement in 2014.  YAP partnered with the International Youth Advocacy Federation, a multinational 
consortium dedicated to helping youth and families worldwide who lack critical economic and social supports to 
recruit teams of international participants for the 2014 Street Soccer World Cup in Brazil.  A US YAP delegation of 
youth representatives, consisting of program clients and alumni, participated directly in the games.  YAP-associated 
teams of participants at the Street Soccer World Cup in Sao Paulo included: 1.) Team US with delegates from YAP 
and the International Youth Advocacy Federation member “Humanity Helping Sudan Project;” 2.) Team Sierra 
Leone YAP; and 3.) Team Ghana - a collaboration of two IYAF, International Youth Advocacy Federation, member 
organizations (Youth Advocate Programs, Inc., 2021d).  

The World Cup brought youth from around the world together to celebrate the values of sportsmanship and 
teamwork. Youth delegations from over 20 countries participated in the 2014 Street Soccer World Cup Event 
(Futebol de Rua Brasil) in San Paolo.  The Street Soccer World Cup showcased more than athletic prowess and agile 
footwork.  On the streets of San Paolo, young people from diverse cultures interacted together as comrades rather 
than combatants (Fundacion FUDE, 2021e). They were not youth of means. They were typically youth from 
economically impoverished neighborhoods whose attendance was funded by companies and foundations. The 
two-week long street futbol tournament was devoted to social inclusion, human rights, leadership development, 
team building and peaceful conflict resolution.  

A youth participant and US delegate, Isabel, shared the below recollection of her experience in the Street Soccer 
World Cup.  It reflects the personal and social assets attributed to sports, and specifically street soccer, discussed 
earlier. 

The more games we played, the more I began to realize that the real purpose of the tournament had nothing to do 
with soccer…Street Soccer helped me realize that sports are just a medium. On the field, individuals decide what 
aspects of themselves they want to bring to the field. Something novel I learned: one doesn't have to bring 
animosity, and animosity does not drive competition. This was a weird concept to grasp for me, but the 
tournament continually drove the idea home. There was always a lot of joy on our fields in Sao Paulo, and it was 
never a result of the score. (Youth Advocate Programs, Inc., 2015) 

A year later, YAP youth participated in the 2015 Nelsa Curbelo Street Soccer America Cup in Argentina.  The YAP 
Team represented a diverse cross-section of the type of youth to whom YAP provides services.  The support of the 
US Embassy in Buenos Aires enabled Brazil alumnae to return to the next Copa as mentors.  The Nelsa Curbelo 
Street Soccer America Cup is not just a sporting event.  It is fundamentally a meeting between cultures and projects 
from different countries of the continent (Fundacion FUDE, 2021f).  The two tournaments in Brazil and Argentina 
embraced street football as a central element of their programs of inclusion, youth development, prevention of 
violence and promotion of dialogue.  

Shortly after participating in the Nelsa Curbelo Street Soccer America Cup, YAP launched its first pilot street soccer 
program in Orange County, New York in November 2015.  That same month, with the support of the US Embassy in 
Buenos Aires, Fundacion FUDE staff partnered with YAP to provide street soccer trainings in New York and 
Harrisburg to YAP staff from around the US, and to partner organizations in Sweden and Ireland. YAP staff then 
traveled to Buenos Aires for immersion learning with their FUDE hosts.    

In March 2016, YAP staff visited YAP Ireland to train staff and youth on the Street Soccer methodology.  Since the 
training, YAP Ireland began to integrate mediation and peace building through soccer into their programming 
(Youth Advocate Programmes, Ireland, 2021).  “Through continued collaboration, YAP Ireland now has the tools to 
move the street soccer programme forward in Ireland and possesses the passion and capabilities to transform lives, 
change biographies and in the process, make the world a little brighter for all” (Youth Advocate Programmes, 
Ireland, 2021). Also in 2016, a delegation from FUDE in Argentina participated in the 40th anniversary of YAP in 
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Harrisburg, Pennsylvania which included training workshops and a demonstration street soccer game. 
Representatives from YAP’s sister agency in Guatemala, “Siembra Bien,” represented YAP at a FUDE-organized 
street soccer tournament in Buenos Aires in October 2016. That same year, YAP and Lebanon Valley College 
partnered for a street soccer training program and tournament in which Guatemalan delegates participated. In 
2018 YAP’s sister agency in Guatemala, Siembra Bien, took a team of youth living in street situations to a “Homeless 
World Cup” in Mexico, winning a second-place trophy (Homeless World Cup Foundation, 2018a,b).  

Pre-COVID, Orange County YAP in New York ran two soccer programs for local youth ages 8-12 and 13-17. This 
soccer program (pre-pandemic) served over 100 youth and families annually; programming ran every week 
throughout the year. YAP further cultivated interest in the Latin American street soccer programming across other 
states with existing YAP support services for youth and families involved in the juvenile justice, child welfare or 
other systems of care. Its collaborative street soccer initiative in Denver is illustrative of the critical role and 
benefits of community partnering. In 2019, community partners supported an elementary school partnership that 
engaged youth facing behavioral, socio-economic and family challenges. Though the pandemic paused progress on 
this front both nationally, as in Denver, and internationally, planning is underway for expansion of YAP street soccer 
programs as the world comes back together, particularly in safer outdoor spaces.           

In addition to expanding its soccer programming as a stand-alone or complementary intervention for its diverse 
youth service population, YAP is seeking funding to develop its national street soccer training institute in New York.  
Efforts are also underway to ensure the sensitivity and responsiveness of the implementation of its soccer 
programming across cultures.  Ensuring fidelity to the Latin American value-based, mediation-centered model is a 
YAP priority.  Moving forward, YAP seeks to expound on the mediation component of the model through integrating 
more interactive conflict management exercises within the training curricula and program implementation.  YAP 
further hopes to create greater leadership opportunities for its soccer alumni as programming expands.  Through 
its extensive outcome tracking system, YAP will contribute to the growing body of research on PYD through sports 
(specifically street soccer) participation.   

Finally, YAP also looks to expand the methodology’s application to innovative substantive areas, including as a 
supplementary intervention with youth who are gang involved or at-risk of gang involvement with the hope of 
cultivating conflict management skills aimed at preventing and interrupting cycles of individual and community 
violence (Youth Advocate Programs, Inc., 2021b). Street soccer is as much a societal asset as it is a positive youth 
development tool. Within the framework of the implementation of public policies that seek to improve urban living 
conditions in marginalized neighborhoods, FUDE has been developing an inclusive soccer program with the city 
government of Buenos Aires since 2012 (Fundacion FUDE, 2021g). Street Soccer was also part of an International 
Day of Sport for Development and Peace celebration in April 2021 that featured a simultaneous YAP Global Youth 
Voices initiative in Guatemala City, Guatemala and Trenton, New Jersey.  Young social mediators who work with 
Siembra Bien virtually co-hosted this event with members of a New Jersey based YAP community partner 
organization (Youth Advocate Programs, Inc., 2021e).  These examples illustrate the potential holistic and reciprocal 
benefits of the street soccer movement and its rich potential as a youth empowerment platform, elevating the 
voices of evolving young leaders worldwide (Fundacion FUDE, 2021c).   

As noted by Taylor and Smith in their research on developing youth policies, “integration of children’s agency, 
rights, and well-being provides a conceptual framework for positioning children as participating subjects, knowers, 
and social actors, rather than as the passive objects of socialization” (2015). This brings us full circle, back to the 
youth who claimed and transformed a landfill site in Argentina into a positive space for hope and growth 
(Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, 2017b; Solmirano, 2011). Constructively channeling the powerful, relational 
dynamics and opportunities between communities and their members is a cornerstone of the street soccer 
movement.  On all fronts, through its national and international partnerships including its membership within 
Movimiento de Futbol Callejero, YAP will continue to pursue creative and collaborative efforts to promote the Latin 
American street soccer methodology as a tool for positive youth development as well as social transformation.  

Conclusion 

Over 150 million youth are estimated to be living on the streets (UNESCO, 2017a). Countless others are living within 
lower income and limited resource households with numerous unmet needs and complex challenges.  Holistic Latin 
American street soccer programming, with its modest youth-directed beginnings, is emerging as a sustainable and 
effective positive youth development tool.  The model’s appeal is especially apparent in the global south where it 
has strong roots. 
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It is through fidelity to its integrative methodology that the game becomes a strategy of social inclusion.  Girls and 
boys play together as equals – promoting inclusivity and gender equity.  The whole of the experience is even 
greater than its three powerful components.  The methodology empowers participants to use consensus building 
through mediation to establish rules, regulate their own interactions and reframe the concept of winning.  Players’ 
adherence to mutually agreed upon values informs their deliberations in choosing the winning team though all 
players celebrate a shared victory of the core values of respect, collaboration and solidarity (Youth Advocate 
Programs, Inc., 2021a,b).  

There is extensive literature on the benefits, and challenges, of youth participation in sports as an effective youth 
development mechanism.  Research supports the benefits of holistic sport programs that are: youth-directed 
(Snow, 2011); cooperative rather than competitive (Ullrich-French & McDonough, 2013); and family oriented 
(Hodge et al. 2017). More recently, research has also explored the potential of “how restorative practice can be 
utilized in a sport context” (Hemphill, et al., 2018, p. 76). The Latin American street soccer model embraces all 
these concepts and components. 

Youth Advocate Programs has an extensive history and promising future of working with organizations nationally 
and abroad to help expand the opportunities afforded by high fidelity Latin American street soccer programming. 
Diana Matteson, YAP’s International Development Director, leads YAP’s efforts in assisting interested parties explore 
new substantive areas of potential application, expand into other geographic venues, and cultivate creative 
programming that champions the values of the Latin American street soccer methodology in empowering youth.  It 
is a powerful positive youth development tool that builds resilience and promotes youth, family and community 
transformation.
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