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Does sport provide positive health? The narrative has been debated for several decades.
For example. moral values such as cooperative spirit as well as mental toughness are said
to be learned qualities from sport participation [1]. However, it seems that other learning
points might be aggression, violence and a win-at-all cost mentality [2]. This latter viewed
clearly in the phenomenon of doping and deviant behaviour such as diving in football. So, is
sport both a positive and negative stimulant? To what extent is health affected through sport
participation?

Positive Health Development

Hamilton, et al. [3] argue that sport can be important as it enables:
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‘Individuals to lead a healthy, satisfying, and productive life, as youth and later as adults,
because they gain the competence to earn a living, to engage in civic activities, to nurture
others, and to participate in social relations and cultural activities’.

Positive health through the 5Cs. These 5Cs are competence, confidence, character, caring
and connection. Competence is the ability to act correctly in a given context; confidence is
valuing oneself; character is related to the respect of others; and caring is demonstrating
compassion towards others. For example, Holt et al. [4] concluded that a group of children
(average age 12) developed ‘emotional control, exploration, confidence, discipline and
academic performance’ through sport participation. Moreover, it has been found that
inclusivity can be learned through ice hockey [5]. Other health developments through sport
participation have been reported to be self-esteem, competence, coping and resilience
sportspersonship and fair play [1], and a shift away from a sedentary to a more active lifestyle.

Negative Health Development

On the other side of the coin, sport participation has been linked to anti-social behaviour.
It is as George Orwell once said sport might be viewed as “war minus the shooting.” Contact
sports rely on aggressivity and have been linked to ‘homophobia, sexism, racism, and ruthless
competition’ [6]. According to Kohn [7], the zero-sum outcome means that we need “to feel
better by having the next person feel worse”. He continues: “The struggle to defeat each other
turns all of us into losers. Rather than building character, competition sabotages self-esteem
and ruins relationships.” In an environment where competition is fostered in this way, so
too is selfishness developed through product-orientation. Kohn sees these characteristics of
competitive sport as unhealthy for individuals and for society overall. Sport participation has
been mixed up with the performance enhancing drug culture for several decades now [8], as
it is with alcohol abuse, dating aggression [8] and extreme perfectionism as well as criticality
towards others’ acts [9], diminishing moral reasoning, and eating disorder amongst male and
female athletes. In sum, there appears to be a substantial amount of literature to negate the
sport for health narrative.

Ways Forward

With the ambiguity in the research, a new more inclusive sports practice might occur in
schools particularly in the younger years [3-14]. First, youth require exposure to a range of
activities. Early diversification rather than specialization is crucial. Deliberate play rather than
deliberate practice activities should be encouraged. Social play helps to foster positive motor,
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cognitive and social learning. Healthy, not unhealthy competition
and aggression should therefore be promoted. This would seem
to be more aligned to the origins of competition itself. From an
etymological perspective, competition means to strive with, and is
not supposed to have evolved as to strive against.
Kohn [6] suggests cooperative sports with a much less
significant focus on the zero-sum outcome. He argues for “new
ways of participating in ball games during which competition is
eliminated are encouraged and these emphasize participation,
success, action, safety, fun, re-creation, friendship, challenge,
diversity, player driven, in the moment, no competition.” What
the author calls “The 12 Key Elements of ‘True Play.’” Similarly,
Constantinou [10] suggests that to enable the realization of healthy
competition, youth should be introduced to activities from other
cultures that more readily reproduce the characteristics of healthy
competition such as Korfball and Tchoukball. Both sports are
noncontact and mixed gendered. Thinking about the type of sport
played by youth can promote social interaction and cooperation at
the same time as providing vigorous physical activity. Other sports
might be touch rugby and Ultimate Frisbee. However, knowing
that other sports also have a strong tradition in the United States,
Constantinou [10] also suggests including three simple rules in
the playing of other competitive sports. Constantinou [10] rules
are: First, keeping an arm’s length away when engaging with one
another should reduce aggression and provide more time for
decision making and strategizing; second, teams are required to
have carried out a minimum number of passes before attempting
to shoot, guaranteeing that all players receive a pass to reduce
any hogging of the play; and third, every team member must score
before a player attempts to score a second time. These rules would
drive players to devise team strategies by utilizing every member’s
strength. Moreover, team play and not the few elite players would
dominate. These simple rules could be revolutionary if they
were to be implemented as a generalized policy for school sports
participation.

An organisation with strong roots in healthy competition and
youth development through sport, which is growing in popularity
in the United States, is i9 SPORTS (https://www.i9sports.com/)
with a subscription of 2 million. They provide practice and coaching
of popular sports such as flag football, soccer, basketball, baseball
and Lacrosse. They recognise that inclusivity is paramount in youth
sport as evidenced on their webpage:
In our programs, no child will ever be excluded by a try-out, be
made to feel like they aren’t good enough by a league draft, ride the
bench for an entire game, or be cut from a team.

They go on to state that ‘how you play a game is as important as
the score. We don’t just help kids become better athletes; we help
them become better people’. They also strongly enforce a policy
“When in Doubt Sit Out” to seek to ensure a sound Concussion
Safety Policy. I think it is fair to say that this goes a little against the

grain of what we know of sport in our societies, but it might become
increasingly popular as its rewards are experienced by children and
parents alike.
According to Hyman [11], in the United States alone,
approximately 41 million youths engage in organized team sports,
and parents might not be aware of the real impact that this might
have. With the research into health development through sport, it
is not a given that positive mental and physical health benefits are
drawn from participation. What is needed is a conscious shift away
from the value that militaristic sport is given, especially with regard
to youth participation. Models such as the i9 experience seem
to demonstrate that as parents do become more involved, they
seek out genres of sport participation that stress health, or more
importantly seek to do away with unhealthy competition.
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