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Abstract 

Sports have been recognized as a tool with significant peacebuilding potential in conflict-affected 

and divided societies. Despite this, there is a research gap on how contextual factors impact 

program design in different societies. This thesis explores how sport-based peacebuilding activities 

and actors adapt to specific contextual factors within the societies they serve, engaging in a 

comparative case study of South Sudan and Northern Ireland. In consulting academic and 

programmatic literature for each case, this study utilizes a thematic coding approach to generate 

unique themes, followed by a comparative analysis utilizing Sport for Development Theory and 

Adaptive Peacebuilding.  

The research revealed that while South Sudan’s current conflict and humanitarian context has 

created a variety of challenges for sports-based peacebuilding actors to adapt to, such as need for 

greater inclusivity, resource constraints, safety concerns, ethnic fragmentation, youth criminality 

and properly conveying ideas of peace, Northern Ireland’s post-conflict society presented one 

major challenge: the highly sectarian and segregated nature of societal institutions, with sports 

being one area of particular contention. While the contextual obstacles faced in each case were 

quite different, sports-based peacebuilding activities displayed awareness of the societal and 

material impacts that conflict and division created in the communities they served, intentionally 

planned culturally-sensitive sports activities supplemented by appropriate educational content, and 

engaged in thoughtful programmatic evolution, making key adaptive decisions as contextual 

factors changed. This study contributes to the growing field of literature on sports-based 

peacebuilding, serving as the first project directly comparing these activities in the cases of South 

Sudan and Northern Ireland. 
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Preface 

While there are so many moments throughout my life that have brought me to this moment 

and this project, I want to take this opportunity to quickly highlight two.  

When I was around 12 years old, I watched a morning television program in the United 

States highlighting a sports program in Northern Ireland that’s intention was to bring together 

youth of the Catholic and Protestant populations in Belfast under a shared, teamwork-based 

activity. This was the first of such initiatives I had witnessed at my young age, and it stuck with 

me throughout all these years. The program utilizing basketball (my favorite activity in the world) 

was formative, and helped the ideas being promoted (peace, cohesion, reconciliation) stay in my 

mind even though I may not have fully understood them at the time. 

At the age of 24, I watched in awe as the South Sudanese men’s national basketball team 

went toe-to-toe with my U.S. men’s national team, narrowly losing 101-100 in a truly inspiring 

effort. Their subsequent qualification for the 2024 Paris Olympics, and their genuinely impressive 

performance relative to their resources and the young nature of the country was a story I could not 

get enough of. In reading about the team during and after the Olympics, I saw the uniting impact 

it had had on the people of South Sudan, helping to contribute to their sense of national identity 

during a time of turbulence and continual conflict in their young nation.   

These moments, along with many others, inspired me to explore sports’ role in assisting 

communities who have been through terrible conflict and hardship. Regardless of what this study 

may reveal, I deeply believe in the uniting and positive force that sports can provide in people’s 

lives and wanted to use this thesis to explore sports’ role in peacebuilding operations. 

Owing to the seminal moments I highlighted above, and the novelty I find in exploring 

these diverse contexts, I will be utilizing South Sudan and Northern Ireland as my case studies in 

exploring sports-based peacebuilding operations.  

 

 

 



8 
 

Acknowledgements 

This thesis has been a challenging endeavor to say the least. I’ve lost two grandparents 

during the writing process, and I’d first like to dedicate this study to them. Pop-Pop and Grandy, I 

love you very much, and I hope to see you again someday.  

Next I would like to express my sincere thanks to Lars Löfquist and Cameron Ross. Their 

efforts, professionalism, and kindness have made me glad about my choice of home university 

more times than I can count. I thank them for being with me and my classmates throughout our 

NOHA journey, and I’m glad to have known them. 

To my instructors in Uppsala and Dublin, thank you for your efforts, and for making the 

choice to contribute to the knowledge and understanding of the next generation of workers within 

the aid sphere. I’m happy to have met you all, and I can confidently say I’ve learned so much 

throughout your courses. 

To all those I had the pleasure of meeting, working with, and serving during my time in 

Lesvos, Greece, it was my greatest honor, and an experience I will never forget.  

I want to thank my parents, my Nana and Nono, and my aunt Cookoo for their support 

throughout the process. A stressed-out Davis is not always fun to be around, and I thank them from 

the bottom of my heart for always being there for me, loving me, providing a safe and supportive 

space to work, and for giving me a reality check when necessary. I love you all. 

Finally, I want to express deepest gratitude to my loving girlfriend Zeynep. I didn’t know 

that I could be loved and supported this way until I met you. You inspire me every day, and I want 

to be a better person because of you. Thank you for everything you’ve done, and for never giving 

up on me. I love you Meleğim.  

 

 



9 
 

Abbreviations 

BCPT – Bhar El Ghazal Counties Peace Tournament  

FFA – Football For All 

FSTS – Fresh Start Through Sport 

GAA – Gaelic Athletic Association 

GoTH – Game of Three Halves 

GBV – Gender-Based Violence 

GFA – Good Friday Agreement  

HDP Nexus – Humanitarian-Development-Peace Nexus 

ICT – Intergroup Contact Theory 

IDP – Internally Displaced Person 

ICRC – International Committee of the Red Cross 

IFA – Irish Football Association  

IRA – Irish Republican Army  

JICA – Japan International Cooperation Agency 

M&E – Monitoring and Evaluation 

MoGEI – Ministry of General Education and Instruction of the Republic of South Sudan 

MoYS – Ministry of Youth and Sports of the Republic of South Sudan 

NUD – National Unity Day 

NGO – Non-Governmental Organization  

NICRA – Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association  

PDMU – Personal Development and Mutual Understanding  



10 
 

PoC – Protection of Civilian Camps 

PPI-NI – PeacePlayers International Northern Ireland  

RFI – Radio France Internationale  

R-ARCSS – Revitalized Agreement on the Resolution of the Conflict in the Republic of South Sudan 

SDP – Sport for Development and Peace 

SESNI – Social Exclusion and Sport in Northern Ireland report  

SFDT – Sport for Development Theory  

SSAR – Southern Sudan Autonomous Region  

UN – United Nations  

UNDP – United Nations Development Program 

UNHRC – United Nations Human Rights Council  

UNOCHA – United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 

UNODC – United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime  

WPDI – Whitaker Peace & Development Initiative  

YES for Peace – Republic of South Sudan Project for Youth Empowerment through Sports for Peace Promotion  

 



11 
 

Chapter 1 - Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

Over a quarter century into the new millennium, conflict remains one of the world’s 

defining challenges. With more than 60 active state-based conflicts, global peace is at its lowest 

level since World War II, and civilians are often left to endure the effects long after fighting ends 

(Pandit, 2025; Uppsala Conflict Data Program, 2024). As conflict has increasingly taken intrastate 

forms, tensions between combatants, loved ones, and wider communities can become deeply 

entrenched in societies (Clarke et al., 2021, p. 2129). In this context, researchers and practitioners 

continue to search for tools that can promote peace and improve life for those in conflict-affected 

and divided societies. One increasingly popular tool is sports, which has been used to pursue 

reintegration, social cohesion, and reconciliation across ethnic, religious, gendered, cultural, and 

class divides (Sisk, 2025, p. 163).  

Since 2000, interest in sport as a peacebuilding tool has grown steadily in humanitarian 

and development spheres. The United Nations (UN) helped legitimize this role by forming the 

Inter-Agency Task Force on Sport for Development and Peace and the Sport for Development and 

Peace International Working Group in 2002 and 2004 (Schnitzer et al., 2012, p. 595). While sports-

based peacebuilding predates these UN bodies, its prominence has increased both in research 

(Clarke et al. 2021; Schulenkorf, 2016) and practice (Giulianotti, 2012; Sisk, 2025) in the years 

that followed.  

Despite this growth, an important research gap remains: limited attention on how specific 

contexts influence the aims and design of sports-based peacebuilding programs (Burnett, 2001; 

Coalter, 2010, p. 310-311; Höglund & Sundberg, 2008, p. 815-816). Political, historical, cultural, 

and social conditions matter greatly, and conflict-affected and divided societies are often too 

complex for top-down, deterministic peacebuilding approaches (de Coning et al., 2023). Further 

context-specific, adaptive analysis is necessary.   

Accordingly, this study has chosen to examine sports-based peacebuilding in two distinct 

conflict-affected and divided societies: South Sudan and Northern Ireland. Their vastly different 
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economic, social, political, and conflict circumstances make them useful for analyzing how such 

activities operate across varied contexts. 

1.2 Research Design 

The Aim and Objectives  

This thesis aims to explore sport as a peacebuilding tool in two conflict-affected and 

divided societies. Using a comparative case study approach, it investigates how sports-based 

peacebuilding programming is and can be adapted to specific contextual factors. To keep the study 

focused and feasible, the following objectives are pursued:  

• Establish how sport as a peacebuilding “tool” is understood and utilized by researchers and 

practitioners  

• Examine differences in sports-based peacebuilding in South Sudan (a protracted 

humanitarian and conflict context) and Northern Ireland (a more stable post peace-accord 

context) 

• Investigate how sports-based peacebuilding activities have been adaptable to contextual 

factors in the selected case studies 

Research Questions  

 To address the research gap regarding context and sports-based peacebuilding 

programming, this thesis is centered on a primary research question and three analytical sub-

questions. 

 

RQ: How do sports-based peacebuilding interventions adapt to specific contextual dynamics in 

the conflict-affected and divided societies of South Sudan and Northern Ireland? 

 

 To provide an answer grounded in both empirical data and theory, the following sub-

questions are posed: 

1. How do the differing dynamics of the South Sudan and Northern Ireland contexts compel 

adaptations in terms of programmatic design of sports-based peacebuilding activities?  

2. How are the five “building blocks” of Sport-for-Development Theory (SFDT) (Lyras & 

Peachey, 2011) operationalized within sports-based peacebuilding activities in South 
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Sudan and Northern Ireland? 

3. How do observed adaptations in the South Sudan and Northern Ireland cases reflect 

“Adaptive Peacebuilding” principles (de Coning et al., 2020; 2023)? 

1.3 Positionality Statement  

 I am a white, cis-gender male from a middle-class background in a wealthy and safe 

country. Although my country has been involved in conflict, I have not experienced material 

effects of conflict close to those relevant to this study. While I can discuss the topics in this study 

from a theoretical perspective, and engage with the experiences of others, I acknowledge that I do 

not share these lived experiences.  

 I must also acknowledge that my background in political science, sociology, law, and 

humanitarian studies shapes my thinking, and that my deep personal interest in sports influenced 

this choice of topic. While this study will be based on literature and qualitative data, I acknowledge 

my personal belief that sports, when used responsibly and in good faith, can help create peace, 

hope, social cohesion, improved relations between adversarial groups, and serve as a uniting force. 

 Finally, I have no personal links to the countries, organizations, or scholars discussed. I see 

positionality as a consistent reflexive process, and I try to engage with new perspectives, reflect 

on my assumptions, and conduct research in an inclusive and respectful manner. 

1.4 Importance and Relevance of the Research to the Humanitarian 

Field 

Interest in sport as a tool within peacebuilding, development, and humanitarian activities 

has grown steadily in recent years. Legitimized by the UN and mainstreamed through the “Sport 

for Development and Peace” (SDP) sector, sports have become an accepted part of the aid world, 

yet one still in need of further analysis. This study focuses specifically on its peacebuilding role in 

conflict-affected and divided societies.  

While peacebuilding and humanitarian action are distinct, their boundaries have become 

“increasingly blurred” as aid practitioners have acknowledged links across different stages of 

conflict recovery. (Rossier, 2011, p. 26). This is reflected by the Humanitarian-Development-

Peace (HDP) Nexus, which calls for greater “strategic alignment” between these adjacent sectors 
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(United Nations, 2026). Humanitarian relief is essential, and without work to promote peace, 

reduce tensions, and prevent renewed conflict, crises may worsen or become protracted. South 

Sudan illustrates this risk, as “endemic conflict” has placed the country in a continual humanitarian 

crisis (Furukawa, 2025, p. 1). 

To address the gap concerning contextual adaptations within sports-based peacebuilding 

activities, there is novelty in comparing South Sudan (a protracted humanitarian crisis and ongoing 

conflict) with Northern Ireland, a nation with an adhered to peace agreement in place. While both 

societies have been divided by conflict, they occupy different stages of the conflict-recovery 

process, offering opportunities for analysis and comparison. 

1.5 Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

The research is limited by its nature as a literature-based desk study, with all sources 

referenced being secondary. Although some quotes from sports-based peacebuilding actors and 

program participants are used in this study to illustrate lived experiences and emphasize points 

made in the empirical and analysis chapters, these were not collected by the author directly. Unless 

a quote was attributed directly to a public facing figure who was willing to connect their name to 

their statements, steps were taken to ensure respondents could not be identified so as not to expose 

them to danger. As all sources were secondary, this limited the control the author had over the 

findings themselves, as none of the sources consulted dealt with or were designed to answer the 

specific research questions posed in this study. More information addressing limitations on data 

selection and collection for the case studies can be found in section 4.1 of the Methodology 

Chapter.  

Here the study also wants to make a statement on the use of ai. Concerning the text in this 

thesis, ai was used at times to assist in improving language, grammar, and conciseness. All 

research, chosen sources, theoretical frameworks, information related to the case studies, and 

analysis were conceived of and written by the author themselves. Besides the formally assigned 

thesis supervisor from Uppsala University, the author also discussed different aspects of the thesis 

process with family members and friends to garner feedback and hear new perspectives. 
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1.6 Thesis Outline 

This thesis is organized into eight chapters. The first chapter introduces the problem of 

achieving peace and cross-community engagement in conflict-affected and divided societies. 

Sports are identified as one potential peacebuilding tool. The study points to a research gap in 

investigating how context may impact sports-based peacebuilding activities, and how 

organizations can adapt, with South Sudan and Northern Ireland chosen to investigate this. 

Afterwards, the aim, objectives, and research questions of the study are presented. This is followed 

by a statement of positionality, a discussion of the study’s relevance and importance to the 

humanitarian field, and its limitations and ethical concerns. 

The second chapter provides a review of the literature concerning sport as a peacebuilding 

tool and the broader SDP sector that has formed along with its goals, theoretical underpinnings 

and organizational structure. Critical perspectives on sports-based peacebuilding from a practical 

and aid sector perspective are acknowledged. Finally, sports-based peacebuilding in conflict-

affected and divided societies is discussed in relation to the chosen cases, further establishing the 

academic rationale for this study. 

Chapter three explains and discusses three theories and approaches chosen to assist in 

analyzing the empirical data and answering the research questions. An explanation of the role they 

play in the analysis is provided. 

The fourth chapter discusses the methodology and the various aspects of research design, 

including its qualitative nature, case and source selection, reliability of sources, and limitations 

faced in conducting and presenting the research for each case. The thematic analysis approach 

utilized is discussed, and the comparative aspect between the case studies is justified. 

Chapters five and six present the empirical findings on sports-based peacebuilding 

activities in South Sudan and Northern Ireland. General background on the relevant political, 

conflict, and societal aspects of each case are provided, and the main research material is presented. 

The findings are presented as individual themes, each identifying a contextual factor or obstacle 

faced and explaining the adaptive actions taken by the sports-based peacebuilding organizations 

and activities in response.  
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The seventh chapter provides a comparative analysis of the two cases, utilizing “Sport for 

Development Theory” and “Adaptive Peacebuilding” to categorize and discuss the adaptations 

made by the sports-based peacebuilding organizations and activities.  

Chapter Eight summarizes the content of the study, provides explicit answers to the 

research questions, and offers areas for further research and exploration.  
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Chapter 2 – Sports-Based Peacebuilding: Background 

and Literature Review 

Introduction  

This chapter provides the scholarly foundation for the study. It first outlines the academic and 

practical justifications for sport as a peacebuilding tool. It then traces the emergence of the Sport 

for Development and Peace Sector, outlines the actors involved, considers academic critiques of 

its assumptions and limitations, and situates South Sudan and Northern Ireland within the literature 

on sports-based peacebuilding in conflict-affected and divided societies, establishing the academic 

rationale for the thesis.  

2.1 Sport as a Peacebuilding Tool 

 Sport is often defined as a structured physical activity aimed at improving fitness or health 

(Clarke et al., 2021, p. 2130), but substantial literature also acknowledges it as a peacebuilding 

tool. Sugden (2010) describes sports as a “vehicle” to “promote mutual understanding, 

reconciliation, and co-existence” (p. 258) while Cárdenas (2013) highlights its “universality” 

throughout cultures, its ability to connect people across divides, its inspirational and motivational 

potential, and its capacity to redirect violent behavior towards constructive ends (p. 26). Sports are 

also popular, widely understood, flexible and cost-effective, and attractive to participants and 

spectators (Clarke et al., 2021, p. 2130; JICA, 2025a, p. 3). These features explain its growing use 

for peacebuilding across diverse contexts. 

 Additionally, sport is granted what Coalter (2008, 2010) calls a “mythopoeic status,” which 

supports an idealistic view of sport as “apolitical, neutral, integrative, and bound for positive 

outcomes (p. 296). Backed by UN institutionalization and endorsements by influential figures like 

Nelson Mandela (Reynard, 2020), this assumption has helped establish sport as a legitimate 

peacebuilding tool. This quote by former UN Secretary General Kofi Annan on sports’ potential 

sums up the above points well: 
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It is a global language capable of bridging social, cultural, and religious divides. It can be 

a powerful tool for fostering understanding, tolerance and peace ... It teaches us teamwork 

and fair-play. It builds self-esteem and opens up new opportunities. This in turn can 

contribute to the well-being of whole communities and countries. (as cited in Donnelly, 

2011, p. 67) 

2.2 Sport for Development and Peace 

Sport for Development and Peace (SDP) refers to “the use of games, physical activity and 

sport to address explicit peace and development objectives” (Cárdenas, 2013, p. 25). Scholars 

classify it as a strategy (Cárdenas, 2013), a social movement (Kidd, 2008), or a formalized policy 

sector (Giulianotti, 2011). Giulianotti (2011) traces SDP’s development through three stages: a 

colonial stage where sport served as a “civilizing” tool in imperialist projects, a nationalist/post-

colonial stage during which sport became intertwined with nation-building in the Global South, 

and the current formalized SDP stage, emerging from the 1990s onward, with sports used to 

support struggling societies by stakeholders at multiple levels (211-213). 

 Although this study centers the “peace” aspect of SDP, the sector addresses many societal 

issues, including gender, education, health, crime, inequality, livelihoods, and inclusion (Cárdenas, 

2013, p. 25, Schulenkorf & Spaaij, 2015, p. 72). Programs are placed by some scholars on a 

spectrum between “Sport Plus” and “Plus Sport” (Clark 2015; Coalter, 2010). Sport Plus activities 

rely on the inherent benefits of sports participation itself, whereas Plus Sport activities 

intentionally use sport as a hook or “fly paper” to attract participants and expose them to social or 

peacebuilding goals (Clark, 2015; Coalter, 2010, p. 298, 302).  The “intentionality” distinction 

matters here because this study is interested in how specific contexts spurred decisions and shaped 

programmatic peacebuilding design. The position of Sport Plus and Plus Sport activities within 

the greater spectrum of SDP operations can be observed in Figure 1 below. The SDP sector 

involves a range of actors including non-governmental organizations (NGOs), governments and 

intergovernmental organizations, sporting associations, private companies, and critical social 

movement actors, with NGOs, governments, and sporting associations playing especially central 

roles in program implementation (Giulianotti, 2012).  
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2.3 Critical Perspectives on Sport and Peacebuilding 

 While SDP advocates emphasize sports’ potential, scholars caution against assuming it is 

inherently beneficial. Claims that sport is neutral, integrative, and bound to lead to positive 

outcomes have contributed to what Darnell (2012) dubbed the “essentializing” of sport as a force 

for good, described by Giulianotti (2012) as “sport evangelism”. Essentializing sport is 

problematic because empirical evidence on sports’ peacebuilding effectiveness is mixed (Coalter, 

2010), and sport has taken on a negative role in some societies, serving as a vessel for ethnic, 

religious, or political divisions, sometimes contributing to violence (Sugden, 2010). Sports can 

become a tool for division and violence just as they can be used for peace and unity, with Kidd 

(2008) and Sugden (2010) using this rationale to dissuade practitioners from essentializing sport, 

imploring them to see that sport has “a plurality of forms that have different results in different 

contexts” (Sugden, 2010, p. 262).  

 A second major critique concerns the prevalence of top-down approaches within SDP 

initiatives. In many cases, Global North-designed strategies have been imposed on lower-income 

Global South societies in ways some scholars view as neo-colonial (Coalter, 2010, p. 307; Darnell, 

2012, p. 88, Schulenkorf & Spaaij, 2015, p. 74). This can be traced back to a common problem 

Figure 1: Spectrum of Activities in the SDP Sector 

(Clark, 2015) 
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that exists throughout much of the aid sector: donor priorities can override local needs, creating a 

tension between sustainable, context-sensitive peacebuilding and short-term, output driven logics 

(Schulenkorf & Spaaij, 2015).  

 In observing and analyzing sports-based peacebuilding activities in the chosen cases, these 

core critiques must be considered, as they present clear areas for adaptation. 

2.4 Sports-based Peacebuilding in Conflict-affected and Divided 

Societies  

 Within the broad SDP sector sport has been identified specifically as an approach for 

reducing tensions in conflict-affected and divided societies (Clarke et al., 2021; Schulenkorf & 

Edwards, 2012). In South Sudan and Northern Ireland, sports are not capable of ending violence 

directly, but can be used to support inclusion, integration, and social cohesion across divided 

communities. In these settings, sport is seen as a safe and attractive way to bridge social capital 

and counter segregation, exclusion and fragmentation (Darnell, 2012; Dorokhina et al., 2011, p. 

12). 

Much of the literature on sports-based peacebuilding deals with post-conflict settings, with 

active conflict zones being more difficult to study. It has also been noted that sport initiatives are 

deprioritized relative to urgent protection and humanitarian needs (Okada & Joseph, 2024, p. 28). 

This makes South Sudan a valuable and novel case, especially in contrast to the better documented 

post-conflict case of Northern Ireland. Comparing the two cases can deepen understanding and 

contribute to literature on how sports-based peacebuilding adapts across conflict-affected and 

divided societies.  

Conclusion  

 This chapter established three key points. First, sports’ universality, accessibility, and 

capacity to connect people have made it an increasingly popular peacebuilding tool. Second, the 

SDP sector remains vulnerable to top-down, donor-driven design as well as overly optimistic 

assumptions about sports’ positive effects. Third, the distinction between Sport Plus and Plus Sport 

programming is critical for this study, as intentional, supplementary programming creates a clear 
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opportunity for adaptation in local contexts. Chapter 3 builds upon this by introducing theoretical 

frameworks that can analyze this adaptive dimension. 
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Chapter 3 – Theoretical/Conceptual Framework 

Introduction 

This chapter presents three theories used to understand and analyze the empirical findings: 

Intergroup Contact Theory (Allport, 1954), Sport for Development Theory (Lyras and Peachey, 

2011), and Adaptive Peacebuilding (de Coning, 2020; 2023). Each is explained and discussed in 

relation to sports-based peacebuilding and adaptation across contexts. 

3.1 Intergroup Contact Theory 

 To understand relations between different social, religious, and ethnic groups, the 

psychological phenomena that underpin sports-based peacebuilding activities must be considered, 

with Gordon Allport’s (1954) “Intergroup Contact Hypothesis” being foundational in this regard. 

Allport argued that prejudice was shaped socially rather than individually, suggesting that 

“contact” between groups could reduce it when four conditions were present: 

1. Equal group status within the situation  

2. Common goals 

3. Intergroup cooperation  

4. Support of authorities, law, or custom (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew; 1998, p. 66) 

These conditions are certainly relevant in a team sports setting, which naturally involve common 

goals and cooperation. Allport (1954, p. 276) acknowledged “multi-ethnic athletic teams” as one 

ideal setting for these conditions to emerge and combat prejudice (Schulenkorf & Sherry, 2021, p. 

253). 

 Pettigrew (1998) built on the original theory, suggesting four processes that could emerge 

through intergroup contact:  

1. Learning about the outgroup 

2. Changing behavior  

3. Generating affective ties 

4. Intergroup reappraisal  
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These subsequent processes speak to the goals that many sports programs encouraging cross-

community engagement hope to achieve, as such initiatives are normally meant to influence 

perceptions between groups, as well as the way they act toward one another.  

 Schulenkorf and Sherry (2021) describe Intergroup Contact Theory (ICT) as “suitable” and 

“applicable” for SDP initiatives (p. 251), citing multiple past studies utilizing the theory in this 

manner (Brake & Misener, 2020; Krasniqi & Krasniqi, 2019; Litvak-Hirsch et al., 2018). However, 

“optimal contact” does not happen organically. Sports create opportunities for intergroup contact, 

but meaningful effects often depend on intentional design, curriculum, and guidance, rather than 

just giving people a ball and hoping for change. 

 ICT provides a foundational lens for understanding relations between adversarial groups. 

As its core conditions are fairly basic, this study expects them to be present in many sports-based 

peacebuilding activities. They serve as a useful baseline for observing where contextual constraints 

limit contact, and how programs adapt to address this. 

3.2 Sport for Development Theory  

 Sport for Development Theory (SFDT) is one of the few theoretical frameworks developed 

within the broader SDP movement. Created by Alexis Lyras, it responded to concerns of a “lack 

of a theoretical framework undergirding sport interventions,” and the limits this could impose on 

the evaluation and operation of such programs (Coalter, 2007; Levermore, 2008; Lyras & Peachey, 

2011, p. 312).  

SFDT builds upon ICT, which Lyras acknowledges as a “theoretical foundation and 

assumption” (Lyras & Peachey, 2011, p. 313). It also draws from humanistic psychology, 

organizational theory, and educational psychology, and was created during work on inter-ethnic 

youth sport initiatives in Cyprus (Lyras, 2007; Lyras & Peachey, 2011)  

 SFDT serves as a model of “program evaluation and analysis” of sports-based aid activities, 

utilizing five “building blocks”: 

• Impacts Assessment  

• Organizational 

• Sport 
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• Educational 

• Cultural Enrichment (Lyras & Peachey, 2011, p. 312-313) 

These building blocks present a framework for improving the design and assessment of 

sports-based interventions. Each building block will be detailed below: 

Impacts Assessment 

 The Impacts Assessment building block takes inspiration from monitoring and evaluation 

(M&E) in aid programming, arguing that sports interventions should be assessed at the macro, 

meso, and micro levels of society (Burnett & Uys, 2000; Lyras & Peachey, 2011, p. 313). These 

levels are detailed below: 

• Macro Level: Government and societal infrastructure, economic resources, government 

policies, and availability of resources or opportunities for those at all levels of society  

• The Meso Level: Social networks, intergroup relationships, cohesion and integration 

among and within different groups, and the values and norms that shape interaction  

• The Micro Level: Psychological (self-esteem, socialized perceptions, internalized 

stereotypes) and Material (physical effects, opportunities, personal resources) (Lyras & 

Peachey, 2011, p. 313-315).  

Understanding these distinctions can aid practitioners in designing more tailored programs and 

better assessing impacts across multiple stakeholders.  

Organizational 

 The Organizational building block draws on “Organizational Change Theory” to examine 

how sports-based organizations adapt their services, structure, technologies, and decision-makers 

to their context in pursuit of better outcomes (Lyras & Peachey, 2011, p. 315; Slack & Parent, 

2006). Ideally, organizational changes should be informed by impacts assessments, as well as 

available resources, organizational culture, and negotiated leadership priorities (Lyras & Peachey, 

2011). 

 SFDT engages with two models of change posited by Beer & Norhia (2000): E Theory, a 

top-down approach which addresses organizational hierarchy, structure and policies, and O 

Theory, a bottom-up approach centered on training, empowerment, and capacity-building for all 

stakeholders. This distinction is highly relevant in aid settings, as external interventions risk 
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harming crisis-affected local populations without engaging in meaningful consultation (Betts et 

al., 2017). 

SFDT recommends a balance between top-down and bottom-up approaches to achieve best 

results, which is supported by the growing idea of “complementarity” in aid programming, defined 

by Barbelet (2018) as “an outcome where all capacities at all levels – local, national, regional, 

international – are harnessed and combined in a way that supports the best outcomes for affected 

populations” (p. 17). Just as the material and human capacities within an organization must operate 

together to maximize positive results, it is important also to consider the capacities of the local 

recipient population (Matheka & Kamau, 2023). Thus, the Organizational building block is useful 

for analyzing how sports-based peacebuilding actors manage resources, make decisions, and 

encourage local participation while adapting to different contexts. 

Sports 

 Within SFDT, sport is conceptualized using literature on sport in conflict-affected regions 

(Sugden, 1997) and “moral development” resulting from sports (Bredemeier & Shields, 2001). It 

is from this conception of sport that five principles for effective sports-based aid activities are 

presented: 

1. An inspiring moral philosophy  

2. Educationally oriented engagement of the “sport experience” 

3. Inclusive teams (ethnicity, gender, skill level) 

4. “Quality/Peak” experiences  

5. Linking sport with cultural enrichment, active citizenship, and community-based initiatives 

(Lyras & Peachey, 2011, p. 317) 

These principles are meant to recruit a large and diverse group of participants and create a 

foundation for sustainable community impact, introducing “non-traditional” sporting activities 

when useful (Lyras & Peachey, 2011, p. 317). For this study, there is particular interest in how the 

selected sports, supplemental education and culture components, and underlying philosophies may 

manifest in and adapt to the local context.  



26 
 

Educational  

 The Educational building block asserts that sport programs can challenge division and 

promote acceptance in multicultural environments when combined with a thoughtfully considered 

educational framework (Lyras & Peachey, 2011, p. 317; Sugden, 1991). While SFDT suggests a 

variety of educational ideas and pedagogies, this study is less concerned with the presence of any 

particular approach than in the choice of programs to include educational components in the first 

place, as this itself would serve as an adaptation for many sports programs. Of relevance to the 

analysis is how the components in each case interact with the historical, political, and social 

context, especially as it relates to violence or community division.    

Cultural Enrichment  

 The Cultural Enrichment building block supplements sport and educational programming 

through activities such as theatre, poetry, music, art, and dance, creating a holistic approach to aid 

activities that is attractive to program participants, providing ample opportunities to deliver 

positive messages related to human rights, conflict management, cross-community engagement, 

and peacebuilding principles (Lyras & Peachey, 2011, p. 318). Programs should ensure there is 

substantive cultural exchange to accompany the athletic and competitive aspects of programming.  

Ultimately, SFDT was chosen was chosen to act as a practical analytical lens for breaking 

down the elements of sports-based peacebuilding activities. Even if every building block may not 

appear equally in each case, they provide a framework to examine organizations, their sport (and 

supplemental) activities, and the ways in which they adapt their programs to the operating context.  

3.3 Adaptive Peacebuilding  

 Adaptive Peacebuilding, developed by Cedric de Coning, draws on Complexity Theory 

(Hendrick, 2010) to argue that peacebuilding involves non-linear adaptations within dynamic 

systems that cannot be predicted or controlled (de Coning, 2020, p. 838). Since social systems 

differ greatly across societies, regions, and cultures, their specific response to conflict or division 

is uncertain, and cannot be confidently planned for (de Coning, 2020, p. 839). 

 From this perspective, de Coning (2020) asserts peace interventions are less effective when 

they are top-down, template-driven, inattentive to local context, and resistant to local ownership 
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(p. 840). Adaptive Peacebuilding emphasizes working in partnership with local actors who possess 

unique insights, understand the context, and are willing and able to sustain peace processes after 

receiving necessary external support, with resilience and self-organization viewed as areas for 

continual development (de Coning, 2020, p. 841). This approach can be closely linked to the 

growing “localization” movement acknowledged by HDP nexus actors (UNOCHA, 2023). 

  De Coning identifies “inclusion” as a critical factor in creating resilient and self-organized 

societies, claiming that those who have “developed political and social models that are sufficiently 

complex to accommodate multiple ethnic, religious, language, race, gender, and sexual 

orientations” are stronger overall and less likely to experience violent conflict (de Coning, 2020, 

p. 842). This issue is central to both cases in this study, making an adaptive approach especially 

relevant.  

 De Coning has formulated six “Principles” of Adaptive Peacebuilding, which can be 

viewed below: 

1. Initiatives taken to support a peace process must be context- and time-specific, created in 

collaboration with those people affected by the conflict  

2. Adaptive Peacebuilding is goal-oriented and problem-solving. All problems and potential 

solutions should be identified and analyzed together with the affected population  

3. Adaptive Peacebuilding follows a specific methodology – the adaptive approach – that is 

a participatory process that facilitates the emergence of a goal-orientated outcome. 

4. Variety is critical – if possible, one must experiment with a variety of initiatives across a 

spectrum of probabilities, and the theory of change that informs each alternative needs to 

be clearly articulated 

5. Selection is important - one must actively monitor and evaluate the effects of the initiatives 

by paying close attention to feedback, utilizing a participatory decision-making process 

that abandons initiatives that aren’t working and continually adapting and scaling up those 

that are 

6. Adaptive Peacebuilding is an iterative process – it should be repeated continuously as 

systems are dynamic, and any effect is temporary and subject to potential change (de 

Coning, 2020, p. 851; de Coning et al., 2023, p. 28-29). 
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As this approach is quite new in the field of conflict and peace studies, and virtually 

unexplored in the realm of sports-based peacebuilding, this study does not expect the activities and 

programs analyzed in the chosen cases to exhibit all these principles. Instead, they will be 

thematically coded considering a few key aspects: 

• Localized design  

o In cases where the sports-based peacebuilding activities are a collaborative effort 

between international organizations and national/local actors, to what extent did 

those within the conflict-affected context contribute to programmatic design? 

o In cases where the sports-based peacebuilding activities were enacted by more 

local/grassroots organizations, to what extent was the “local culture, history, and 

socio-economic context” implemented into programmatic design? (de Coning, 

2020, p. 853) 

• Iterative process  

o Have the initiatives or programs made attempts to adapt over time? If not, have they 

at least tried to assess their activities?  

• Theory of change 

o Is there any theoretical backing to the activities being engaged with? Do the 

organizations have a particular mission statement or perspective on conflict, peace, 

or the local context that guides their activities?  

These selected dimensions offer another lens with which to analyze the cases, with this approach 

being designed specifically for peacebuilding operations. 

3.4 Integrating the Theoretical Framework 

 The three theoretical contributions detailed in this chapter operate at distinct but 

complementary levels of analysis. ICT serves as the foundational theoretical justification for sport 

to address conflict and division, while SFDT and Adaptive Peacebuilding assist in analyzing the 

cases themselves. 

 The empirical findings for each case are used to answer the first sub-question through 

thematic analysis. SFDT provides a framework for examining programmatic design and adaptation 

along logistical (impacts assessment and organizational) and curriculum (sports, educational, 
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cultural enrichment) lines, addressing sub-question 2. Adaptive Peacebuilding offers an additional 

lens for situating these adaptations within each case’s wider context and analyzing the decision-

making process for different adaptations, focusing on localized design, iterative processes, and 

theories of change, answering sub-question 3. Together, the empirical findings and frameworks 

support a rigorous approach to answering the primary research question. 
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Chapter 4 - Methodology 

This study will utilize a qualitative research methodology, engaging in literature-based data 

collection followed by theory-driven, comparative case study analysis of collected data. 

4.1 Data Collection 

In terms of theoretical and conceptual information, data has been collected through 

comprehensive literature review focusing on sport’s involvement in peacebuilding, development, 

and humanitarian activities. All three of these categories were considered to gain a broader scope 

of relevant literature, as there is some differentiation in how this concept is coined by different 

scholars and across various disciplines. To ensure validity and academic rigor in the research 

process, varied sources of evidence have been used, including: academic journal articles, published 

books, UN meetings and reports, policy and guidance documents, as well as organizational and 

programmatic reports (especially for the case studies). The combination of academic/theoretical 

literature with programmatic/organizational literature was meant to provide real-world insights 

into sports-based peacebuilding activities along with theoretical backing and analysis. In this case, 

the study attempted to use both data and theoretical triangulation, as these techniques are 

associated with “providing a broader, deeper analysis of findings” (Thurmond, 2001, p. 256, 

Banik, 1993).  

The qualitative nature of this study inherently stemmed from the research question and 

topic being investigated. As the study did not attempt to make a statement on the “effectiveness” 

of sports-based peacebuilding activities in the selected cases, but rather investigated their 

programmatic elements and subsequent response to contextual factors, the collection of qualitative 

data related to aid provider and recipient experiences, programmatic design, and historical, 

political, social, and cultural contextual factors seemed to be most appropriate for the analysis this 

study sought to engage with.  

All sources consulted in this study were first evaluated in terms of their relevance and 

reliability before use. As this study is entirely literature-based, this involved prioritizing 

established journals and credible authors. In cases where the sources were taken from 

organizations (whether as guidance or programmatic documents), the organizations would of 
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course be vetted to ensure their relative objectivity in relation to the recipient population, as well 

as other organizations and government entities, where concerns on the reliability of their data may 

lie.  

In attempting to ensure relevance and reliability of literature, works of established scholars 

and experts in the fields of conflict studies, peacebuilding, sport for development and peace, and 

the specific contexts of South Sudan and Northern Ireland were consulted. The most prominent of 

these works included, but were not limited to: (Cardenas, 2013, 2016), (Coalter, 2010), (de Coning, 

2020, 2023), (Giulianotti, 2011, 2012), (Hargie et al., 2015), (Lyras & Peachey, 2011), (Furukawa, 

2021, 2023, 2024b, 2025), and (JICA et al., 2025).  

In terms of the case study aspect of this study, both academic literature and 

organizational/programmatic reports were considered, as a combination of these resources is 

necessary to achieve a holistic understanding of each country’s context, as well as the sports-based 

peacebuilding activities enacted within them.  

The author wants to acknowledge specific limitations in terms of data collection. Owing to 

South Sudan’s status as the world’s youngest country (founded in 2011), there was understandably 

a limited amount of data available on the specific topic of sports-based peacebuilding 

interventions. Due to this circumstance, the work of international relations researcher Mitsuaki 

Furukawa and the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) were strongly relied upon to 

provide data and context for these activities within South Sudan, as their thorough research and 

significant involvement in sports-based peacebuilding activities, respectively, served as the most 

comprehensive authority on this specific subject that the author had encountered in their research. 

This study viewed this as an opportunity to build upon the foundation these contributors had made 

through the multiple lenses of the constructed theoretical framework, providing new analysis and 

discussion to a young and developing topic of study.  

In the same vein, while the scholarly information on sports-based peacebuilding in 

Northern Ireland was richer and more varied due to it serving as an often studied example of these 

practices, very few of the organizations/projects were discussed in as much detail as the NUD 

events and YES for Peace program in South Sudan. Owing to this, the widely documented work 

of PeacePlayers International Northern Ireland was centered in the empirical and analysis sections 

to allow for more substantive and consistent comparative analysis across the cases. 
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4.2 Data Analysis 

 In terms of data analysis, the study employed both inductive and deductive thematic 

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), utilizing themes present in SDP discourse and within the 

constructed conceptual/theoretical framework to shape reading and analysis, while also allowing 

the contrasting case study contexts to yield new themes and understandings of sports-based 

peacebuilding specific to their circumstances. Engaging in a “hybrid” style of coding and thematic 

development is one way to demonstrate rigor in the qualitative research process, as while theory-

driven thematic analysis surely contributes to the building of literature on a specific topic, being 

open to themes that may emerge from the cases during deep-reading can enrich the analysis even 

further (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006, p. 80).  

 As stated earlier, the study utilized a comparative case study design, with South Sudan and 

Northern Ireland chosen due to their status as conflict-affected and divided societies as well as 

their differing political, geographical, economic, historical, cultural, and social contexts. A case 

study approach allows researchers to capture information on “explanatory” questions (why, what, 

and how) which matches well with the exploratory nature of the stated research question and this 

broader study (Crowe, 2011, p. 4). Social scientist Robert Yin explains the value of the case study 

approach to this study when he states that they “Investigate a contemporary phenomenon in depth 

and within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context 

are not clearly evident” (Crowe, 2011, p. 4; Yin, 2009, p. 18). As this study deals directly with the 

contextual factors that interact with and potentially shape sports-based peacebuilding activities, a 

case study design is quite apt in this case. 

 The decision to make this qualitative case study a comparative one stems again from the 

importance of context and “contextual factors” to this study. While the principles and theory 

related to sports-based aid activities and peacebuilding are of significant interest to this study, it is 

the comparative lens that the two selected case studies provide that justifies its contribution to the 

greater body of literature on the topic and grants the study its novel nature. As comparative case 

studies involve the “analysis and synthesis of the similarities, differences and patterns 

across two or more cases that share a common focus or goal,” this method of analysis provided an 

ideal design to investigate sports-based peacebuilding activities and programs, which generally 

share goals of social cohesion, relationship building, conflict reduction, and reconciliation, among 
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others (Goodrick, 2014, p. 1).  

 Finally, the main theories of SFDT and Adaptive Peacebuilding were chosen because they 

came from different disciplines of which this study was interested in investigating. SFDT is a 

theory focused on the design of sporting programs in divided cross-community settings, while 

Adaptive Peacebuilding provides insights on how peacebuilding initiatives can be adapted to the 

particular context in which they’re operating. In utilizing both theories, the operation of sports-

based peacebuilding activities within each case and in comparison to one another should become 

clearer. 
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Chapter 5 – Sports-Based Peacebuilding in South 

Sudan 

This chapter will discuss the first chosen case – South Sudan. A background on the conflict, 

political, and humanitarian situation of the country will be presented, followed by a short 

introduction to the main sources and relevant sports-based peacebuilding activities in South Sudan. 

The empirical findings on the South Sudan case will be discussed, utilizing thematic strands to 

organize them into distinct and narratively interesting categories.  

5.1 Background of Conflict in South Sudan 

Civil War with Sudan 

 South Sudan, the world’s youngest internationally recognized state, has a history 

inseparable from ongoing conflict and violence. Prior to its independence from Sudan in 2011, the 

South Sudanese people endured two long civil wars between 1955 and 2005 and faced consistent 

uncertainty over their status, being classified as the “Southern Sudan Autonomous Region” 

(SSAR) multiple times during their struggle with Sudan (Concern Worldwide, 2023). These 

conflicts were driven largely by ethnic, linguistic, cultural, and religious differences between the 

predominantly Arab and Muslim North and the predominantly African and Christian South, with 

the Dinka, Nuer and Shilluk tribes comprising much of the population (Salman, 2013, p. 346).  

 South Sudan’s independence from Sudan was achieved in two main stages. First the 2005 

Comprehensive Peace Agreement was signed, establishing a right of self-determination for the 

Southern population (United Nations, 2005). The second stage occurred in 2011 when the Southern 

Sudanese people passed a referendum with 98.83% of the vote in favor of secession, with the state 

officially recognized by the UN six months later (United Nations, 2011). 

Independence and its Challenges 

 While the overwhelming unity with which independence was pursued would suggest a 

united populace, ethnic identity remains stronger than national identity among many South 

Sudanese citizens (Furukawa, 2023, p. 70), making efforts towards greater national unity a difficult 

proposition. Tensions between President Salva Kiir and Vice President Riek Machar, rooted in the 
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use of ethnic patronage from their respective Dinka and Nuer bases to solidify power, erupted into 

a civil war in 2013, resulting in an estimated 383,000 killed and over 1 million people displaced 

(Modi et al., 2019; Blanchard, 2013).  

The Revitalized Agreement on the Resolution of the Conflict in the Republic of South 

Sudan (R-ARCSS), signed in 2018, established processes of disarmament and reintegration and 

set the conditions for South Sudan’s first national election, although as of now only half of its 

provisions have been even partially implemented, and the election repeatedly delayed (Joshi, 

2025). As of the time of this writing, hope for the scheduled December 2026 election is rapidly 

dwindling (Radio Tamajuz, 2026). 

Continuing Violence and the Current Humanitarian Situation 

 Despite the signing of the R-ARCSS, violence has never truly ceased. 2025 saw clashes 

throughout the Greater Upper Nile, Central and Western Equatoria, Unity, and Jonglei regions 

between government and opposition forces, with the detainment of Vice President Machar widely 

seen as the catalyst for renewed fighting, as confidence has waned in the power-sharing and 

peacekeeping elements of the R-ARCSS (Awang, 2026; UNOCHA, 2026). Intercommunal 

violence between tribes has intensified in the face of increasing resource scarcity, with the 

population losing trust in the government’s capacity to provide (UNOCHA, 2026). While no 

official classifications have been made regarding the ongoing conflict throughout the state, South 

Sudanese human rights defender and founder of the Center for Peace and Advocacy Ter Manyang 

Gatwech has decried the current situation, stating that “If you look at all the indicators, there is no 

description other than a full-scale war” (Awang, 2026).  

With the continuing violence, combined with food insecurity, disease outbreaks, climate-

caused flooding and droughts, and a consistent flow of refugees coming from neighboring Sudan, 

South Sudan constitutes a “protracted humanitarian crisis” in which over 10 million people (more 

than two thirds of the population) will require humanitarian assistance in 2026 (UNOCHA, 2026; 

ICRC, 2026).  

It is within this fragile environment of ethnic fragmentation and political instability that 

interventions are required to bridge the gap between these adversarial groups and work towards 

unity for the South Sudanese people. Although still in its early stages, sports-based peacebuilding 
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has been cited as a potential tool for promoting national reconciliation and increasing positive 

social interactions among groups divided by the ongoing conflict (Furukawa, 2024b).   

5.2 Empirical Introduction 

 This chapter presents the main research findings on sports-based peacebuilding activities 

in South Sudan and the programmatic designs and adaptations that have been made in response to 

the nation’s culture, government, societal structure, and conflict situation. As mentioned 

previously in the methodology section, the literature on this topic is not particularly dense for two 

main reasons. First, South Sudan is a young nation of only 15 years old. Second, the conflict and 

humanitarian situation are such that other types of programs are more prevalent, with sports seen 

as a lower priority initiative (Furukawa, 2021, pp. 39, 64; Furukawa, 2023, p. 79; Okada & Joseph, 

2024, p. 28). 

Owing to this reality, this study has chosen to focus primarily on the National Unity Day 

(NUD) event, held eight times in Juba since its inaugural occurrence in 2016, as it has been heavily 

documented and discussed by scholars, news outlets, and aid organizations when compared to 

other sports-based peacebuilding initiatives in the country. The event is organized by the Ministry 

of Youth and Sports of the Republic of South Sudan (MoYS) with significant support from the 

Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA). With the theme of “sports for peace and social 

cohesion,” these events have sought to achieve objectives such as: 

• Bringing people together and promoting a sense of unity 

• Embracing the diverse peoples and cultures of South Sudan 

• Encouraging fairness and non-violence  

• Disseminating the NUD theme and peace message through various events and 

communication tools (JICA, 2025, p. 2; JICA et al., 2025, p. 9).  

Additionally, this study will discuss various aspects of the “Republic of South Sudan 

Project for Youth Empowerment through Sports for Peace Promotion” (YES for Peace) project 

enacted from 2019-2025 by the MoYS and the Ministry of General Education and Instruction of 

the Republic of South Sudan (MoGEI), with significant support by JICA. This project was enacted 

in response to the popularity of the initial NUD events, and included multiple simultaneous 

initiatives, including the 6th, 7th, and 8th NUDs, as well as grassroots efforts at sports-based 



37 
 

peacebuilding through school physical education classes and sports academy events (JICA et al., 

2025).  

This chapter will provide an empirical account of these projects, describing their various 

activities, challenges encountered, and features of design and implementation that interacted with 

contextual realities of South Sudan. The data will be presented through multiple thematic strands. 

Additionally, accounts from program organizers and participants are included to help illustrate the 

chosen themes. In utilizing a hybrid thematic coding approach, the following themes have been 

generated, keeping the theoretical frameworks in mind, while also allowing continually prevalent 

topics to be covered: Prioritizing girls’ participation in sport activities, selection of culturally 

relevant sports in light of ethnic and conflict tensions, the use of sports academies as a safe space 

and method to curtail deviant behavior, different approaches to facilitating intergroup contact 

during sports events, and the context-specific use of supplemental peace and culture activities 

during sports competitions. 

5.3 Empirical Findings 

Theme 1: Navigating Traditional Gender Norms and Prioritizing Girls’ 

Participation in Sports 

 In South Sudan, conflict dynamics and societal norms concerning gender have created a 

difficult environment for inclusive sports-based peacebuilding programming. Sexual and gender-

based violence is widespread and systemic throughout the country, with mass rape, sexual torture, 

and other forms of violence being used by various armed groups (UNHRC, 2022; JICA, 2017). In 

many cases, sexual violence has been positioned as a “reward” for males participating in the 

conflict, as well as a way to inflict additional harm and revenge against rival tribes and ethnicities 

(UNHRC, 2022). This stems from a general “commodification” of women due to their low status 

in society (UNHRC, 2022, p. 28; JICA et al., 2025, p. 77). In all sports activities discussed, it must 

be understood that the concern for women and girls’ safety exists and may impact them being 

allowed to participate (JICA et al., 2025). 

Traditional patriarchal understandings of gender roles are commonplace in South Sudanese 

society, with women seen as responsible for chores, water collection, and caring for children and 

the elderly (Furukawa, 2021, JICA, 2017; JICA et al., 2025). This is linked with the practice of 
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girls being married off by their families at a young age in exchange for dowries or “bride prices” 

(often paid with cattle), with their value being inherently linked to what their family can receive 

upon their marriage (Okada & Joseph, 2024; Furukawa, 2021).  

This societal norm has significant implications on the willingness of parents to allow their 

daughters to participate in sports activities. There is a pervasive belief that girls’ participation in 

sports can “spoil” them and make them unfit for marriage. In discussing this phenomenon, one 

MoYS employee stated “the parents think that ladies who participate in sports will become useless 

and good men will not marry them” (Okada & Joseph, 2024, p. 37). One volleyball coach 

interviewed at an NUD event expressed similar sentiments, explaining that “if girls go to play 

sports, they will be married with less cows/cattle because any girl playing sports is considered as 

spoiled and as having lost her virginity,” with the activities being associated with masculinity or 

“turning girls into men” (Okada & Joseph, 2024, p.37, JICA et al., 2025, p. 118). In addition to 

seeing sports as spoiling them for marriage, some parents also believe that participation may 

prevent them from being able to give birth (JICA et al., 2025, p. 73), with the various myths and 

misunderstandings surrounding girls sports interacting directly with their perceived societal value, 

which presented a clear obstacle for the MoYS and JICA as they designed activities and the general 

curriculum of the YES for Peace program.  

Within this context of gendered inequity, affirmative actions were made to increase girls’ 

participation in sports-based peacebuilding activities, as well as provide education to dispel the 

misconceptions relating to girls in sports. These actions included increasing the number of female 

participants at the 7th and 8th NUDs and holding workshops on gender considerations at local sports 

academies in Juba as well as the neighboring city of Torit (JICA et al., 2025, p. 118). These 

workshops, which were designed for coaches, players, and parents, worked to highlight positive 

impacts that sports participation could have on girls’ lives, develop strategies to ensure girls’ safety 

at sports academies and when travelling to and from home, as well as address the topic of 

menstruation and how coaches could support their athletes during these times (JICA et al., 2025, 

pp. 74, 89-90).  

The boldest of these programmatic adaptations was the decision to replace men’s football, 

the premier event for the first 6 NUDs, with women’s football. This decision was made at the “state 

convention” for the 7th NUD, with strong objections being put forth by state representatives from 
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the Northeast regions of the country, as female participation in sports was particularly uncommon 

there (JICA et al., 2025, p. 11). Following a heated discussion between MoYS organizers and 

representatives from each state, the change was passed, serving as a significant move towards 

highlighting female sports participation on the national stage. The programmatic report highlighted 

that this decision was made solely by South Sudanese stakeholders without interference from 

supporting organizations (JICA et al., 2025, p. 118). The various programmatic adaptations made 

in the pursuit of greater gender equity were enacted with the understanding that inclusive 

participation was essential to the broader messages of “peace” and “unity” that the sports activities 

were designed to promote. 

Theme 2: Sport Selection – Pastoralist Violence and Wrestling 

 Another aspect of South Sudan’s conflict context that continually emerged was the 

significant involvement of pastoralist/agro-pastoralist populations in perpetrating violence. As 

referenced in the previous section when discussing dowries, cattle hold a particularly valuable 

place within South Sudanese society, as for many they are inherently tied with tradition and culture, 

wealth, and social status (Furukawa, 2021, pp. 29-30).  In addition to dowries, they can be used as 

currency to obtain other goods. Due to the multi-layered value of cattle in South Sudan, cattle 

raiding has become widespread throughout the country, with efforts to steal and protect cattle 

becoming increasingly intertwined with ethnic and political tensions (Furukawa, 2021, pp. 31, 34; 

Wild et al., p. 6).  

 While these cattle raiding practices have a long history, and were traditionally governed by 

cultural and community leaders, they have since been commandeered by political leaders at the 

national level, who systemically exploit them as a way to maintain control and perpetrate violence 

(Furukawa, 2021; Wild et al., 2018, p. 1). The most critical consequence of this relationship is that 

many pastoralist groups have been provided with firearms by government actors, making these 

raids far more destructive, as well as spurring the formation of militia groups such as the White 

Army (Nuer tribe) and the Titweng (Dinka tribe) (Furukawa, 2021, p. 36; Pendle, 2015; Wild et 

al., 2018, p. 3).  

With these attacks becoming “military-scale” and increasingly targeting civilians (Wild et 

al., 2018, p. 2), perceptions of the pastoralist population have been tainted among other groups 

within South Sudanese society, with some seeing them as violent, destructive, and inhumane. 
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Interviews conducted with participants at an NUD event provide further insights into these 

perceptions. One participant stated, “cattle keepers are warmongers known for rampant killing, 

cattle raiding, and destruction of property,” with another asserting “they fight and cause most of 

the fight between the communities” (Furukawa, 2026, p. 5). Stemming from these perceptions of 

their violent nature was the idea that pastoralists valued the lives of cattle over that of humans, 

with one participant explaining that “When one cow gets lost, they can cry and even make a 

funeral, but if it is a person, they will just go and throw you away” (Furukawa, 2026, p.5). 

Statements such as these are damning and show that pastoralists are closely linked to the 

continuing violence in the country by many. 

 In viewing these conflict dynamics and intercommunal tensions through the lens of sports-

based peacebuilding, an interesting finding emerged. Wrestling, considered a traditional and 

“home-grown” sport within South Sudan (Furukawa, 2022b, pp. 495, 499; UNDP, 2020, p. 10), 

has been especially linked with agro-pastoralist communities such as the Dinka and Mundari tribes 

(Furukawa, 2026; Jobbins et al., 2021; Patinkin, 2016). In addition to being a traditional cultural 

practice, some young men in these communities who possess particular wrestling skill and strength 

are relied upon to protect livestock from cattle raids (Cavell, 2016). As there are certainly those 

within these communities who don’t involve themselves with the violent activities of pastoralist 

militias, there was opportunity for this wrestling tradition to be harnessed for intergroup interaction 

and promoting peace. 

 This materialized in the choice by the MoYS, after including the more internationally 

mainstream sports of football, volleyball, and athletics for the first 4 NUDs, to introduce wrestling 

at the 5th NUD (Furukawa, 2026; Furukawa 2024b, UNDP, 2020). This decision was made with 

support from the United Nations Development Program (UNDP), who worked with local civil 

society organizations such as Women Aid Vision and Transform South Sudan to hold qualifying 

events and recruit participants from different regions (UNDP, 2020, p. 9). As wrestling does not 

have conventional sports leagues or academies in line with the other sports activities, another 

adaptive decision was made to remove the requirement that participating wrestlers must be under 

20 years of age (Furukawa, 2022a). Finally, when budget constraints forced JICA to significantly 

reduce its financial support for subsequent NUDs, certain activities – including men’s football – 

were dropped from the program (JICA et al., 2025, p. 11). Notably, wrestling remained, not as a 
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competitive event but as a featured element of the opening ceremony and Peace and Culture Day 

for the 6th and 7th NUDs, reflecting the recognition of its cultural significance to pastoralist 

communities that had emerged from the 5th NUD (JICA et al, 2025, pp. 29, 31; UNDP, 2020).   

 Multiple wrestling participants at the 5th NUD expressed their excitement to interact with 

participants from other cattle camps and pastoralist communities, with one young wrestler stating, 

“I urge all the youth from cattle camps and elsewhere to refrain from conflict and to do wrestling 

and other sports activities that promote peace in our country” (UNDP, 2020, p. 13). A young girl 

attending the event as part of the “wrestling support team” implored the organizers to continue to 

invite members of pastoralist communities to NUD events in the future, citing the event as a major 

opportunity to overcome cultural barriers (UNDP, 2020, p. 14). These sentiments show the power 

that a seemingly small programmatic change can have on promoting feelings of inclusion for a 

social class that has been characterized as violent and undesirable for intercommunal relations. 

Theme 3: Sports Academies as a “Safe Space” and Alternative to Youth 

Gangs  

 While the previous two themes have focused on more large-scale NUD events, another 

significant dimension of the YES for Peace program are local sports academies that have been 

cited as safe spaces where youths can have refuge from the violent and divided context of South 

Sudan.  

 During this period of continuing conflict in the country, da Costa (2024) suggests that youth 

have been “both the greatest perpetrators and victims,” as many have been recruited to fight as 

child soldiers, while some have had their lives affected in other ways such as losing their homes, 

family, and even their hopes for the future (p. 102). In this environment of violence, poverty, and 

instability, a problem has developed – the emergence of youth gangs in big cities such as Juba, as 

well as in Internally Displaced Person (IDP) and Protection of Civilian (PoC) camps. The reason 

for this is twofold: First, many youths feel they need to join the gangs in order to meet basic needs, 

as they may not possess family support, a viable path to proper education, or real opportunities for 

work (Nonviolent Peaceforce, 2024), compounded further by the lack of resources from aid 

agencies to meet the high demand (Lazareva, 2018). Second, youths join these gangs looking for 

a sense of belonging and community, with one NGO worker citing this need for belonging and “to 
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be loved” as reasons for joining (RFI, 2025). Da Costa (2024) asserts that the current conditions 

for young people in South Sudan have put them into a state of “waithood” (Honwana, 2012) where 

they do not have adequate pathways to transition into adult life, with gang membership seen as a 

coping mechanism to overcome this uncertainty (da Costa, 2024, p. 100).  

 As problems of this nature are not easily addressed through national sporting events, 

because members of these gangs are unlikely to pursue participation in them, a more targeted 

approach needed to be taken. This played a role in the project’s decision to nurture relationships 

with local sports academies. In interviews conducted with different stakeholders of the YES for 

Peace project, it was found that many sports academies were formed to, among other things, 

prevent youth from becoming gang members, using sports to teach them how to live cooperatively 

with others despite the adverse circumstances (JICA et al., 2025, p. 83). The idea of utilizing sports 

to keep youth busy, away from deviant behavior, and out of danger is one that has grown in 

popularity along with the development of the SDP sector (UNODC, 2018).  

Considering the described situation of youths using gang membership as a coping strategy, 

sports academy coaches needed to present participation as a meaningful alternative to illegal 

activities, engaging in a process of recruitment utilizing their personal connections, as well as the 

help of current participants. In interviews conducted with parents of sports academy members at 

the Lologo Football Academy, multiple respondents specifically noted that efforts made by 

coaches to offer life advice during sessions and visit them at home to check in on them had made 

a positive difference in youths’ lives and helped to keep them out of trouble (JICA et al., 2025, p, 

66). Additionally, coaches instructed the current youth participants to act as friendly outside of the 

academy as they did during training sessions, encouraging them to make friends regardless of 

gender and ethnicity and invite neighbors to the academy, with the express purpose of working 

against ethnic divisions that existed in the communities (JICA et al., 2025, p. 77). Finally, it was 

noted that participants at the academy had nurtured a “sense of brother(sister)hood that helped 

them support each other and grow together” (JICA et al., 2025, p. 67). This sense of community 

within the sports academies mirrors the belonging that gang membership is understood to provide, 

suggesting that they have properly positioned themselves as a lawful and constructive alternative. 

While the activities and initiatives described above were driven solely by local sports 

academies, the broader YES for Peace project, involving both the national government agency 
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(MoYS) and the international aid agency (JICA) in a subsidiary role, aided through 

implementation and evaluation means. In evaluating the effective role these local and grassroots 

organizations were having in getting youth involved in sports-based peacebuilding activities, the 

project saw an opportunity to promote and consider an established peacebuilding conceptual 

framework – Everyday Peace. Coined by scholar Roger Mac Ginty (2014), Everyday Peace refers 

to “the practices and norms deployed by individuals and groups in deeply divided societies to avoid 

and minimize conflict and awkward situations at both inter- and intragroup levels” (p. 553). A 

bottom-up approach to peacebuilding, Everyday Peace is concerned with each individual’s agency 

to engage in behaviors that “disrupt the main dynamic, logic, or narrative of a conflict,” which, in 

the case of South Sudan, refers to its divisions along gender and ethnic lines, governmental 

instability, and lack of resources (Mac Ginty, 2021, JICA et al, 2025, p. 76-77).  

While the Everyday Peace concept is popular and widely discussed within peacebuilding 

discourse, the local sports academies, the MoYS, and JICA worked together to operationalize this 

concept for the South Sudan situation specifically, embracing two specific ideas: “Safe Space” and 

“Peaceful Community” (JICA et al., 2025, p. 79) A description of how these concepts were 

intended to operate in the sports academy context – from a presentation given by JICA at a 

peacebuilding conference – can be viewed below in Figure 2. As previously discussed, the sports 

academies, operating as an alternative to gang participation, provide a safe space where youths are 

able to temporarily set aside the problems in their life and those connected to the greater conflict 

situation of the country, interact across gendered and ethnic lines, and experience  a sense of 

belonging that is positive and constructive, rather than another contribution to violence and tension 

within society. The “Peaceful Community” aspect simply refers to participants taking the lessons 

they learn in the sports academies and practicing them within the broader community, both in the 

service of recruiting more participants, reducing the potential for their participation in gangs, and, 

as the name suggests, cultivating a more peaceful community.  

 

 



44 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This idea is supported even further by stakeholders interviewed in the previously 

mentioned Lologo neighborhood. One coach asserted that “youth are being engaged in a more 

peaceful environment because of the dialogue and the sporting activities,” with this being 

particularly meaningful in Lologo, where crime and gang violence have been rampant in the past 

(WPDI, 2024, p. 48). This idea has also been operationalized in PoC camps, as one resident and 

participant in sports programs stated that young people are playing and talking together more, 

choosing to participate on their own without heavy mobilization efforts, and that these activities 

have served to “reduce alcoholism, idleness, and the crime rate” in the area (WPDI, 2024, p. 52).  

Hearkening back to the issue of youths losing their hope for the future due to ongoing 

violence and displacement, Furukawa (2021) notes that after participating in sports academy 

activities and seeing how it impacted intergroup relations and the broader communities, some 

residents of PoC camps felt confident enough to leave the camp and live with relatives or attempt 

to rebuild their lives (p. 134), demonstrating the far-reaching impact that sports academies can 

have when they embrace a role as a safe space and an anchor for peaceful communities. In adopting 

(JICA et al., 2025) 

Figure 2: Operationalization of the Everyday Peace Theory in 
South Sudanese Sports Academies 
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the Everyday Peace theory of change to supplement an already effective grassroots operation, the 

YES for Peace project demonstrated a capacity to recognize, analyze, learn from, and build upon 

a locally-driven initiative, harnessing the organic peacebuilding practices of the community and 

applying a structured scholarly framework that can be referenced and replicated in the future. 

Theme 4: Approaches to Facilitating Intergroup Contact at the Regional and 

National Levels 

 As previously mentioned, ethnic rivalries and fragmentation pervade most aspects of South 

Sudanese society, with sports being no exception. In his case study review of regional football 

tournaments throughout South Sudan, technical coach Malok Mading (2025) acknowledges a 

critical problem observed in sport activities in the country: the formation of teams along ethnic 

and regional lines. In the different regional tournaments analyzed, Mading (2025) notes that 

county-based teams were utilized in each case in the interest of keeping ethnic groups together. 

While he reveals that this method of team formation was meant to avoid ethnic tensions and 

security issues that could arise from mixing teams, the opposite was true in many of the cases, as 

these teams served as “vehicles for expressing ethnic pride or settling historical differences,” with 

arguments, violence, and security issues noted at multiple tournaments (Mading, 2025, p. 4).  

 It is within this contextual reality that two different adaptations were attempted to raise the 

peacebuilding potential of sport activities: the mixed-team model (proposed by Mading for the 

Bhar El Ghazal Counties Peace Tournament (BCPT)) and the mixed-lodging approach (utilized 

during NUD events). 

The mixed-team model was proposed by Mading (2025) as a response to the various 

problems observed in tournaments with county-based team formation, pulling from his experience 

as a fan of the Tonj Super League, where players from three different Tonj counties were mixed 

into 6 football teams to form a new tournament model (p. 7-8). In applying this to the tournament 

in Bhar El Ghazal, a transparent drafting process was suggested to ensure that each team included 

players from every county that were balanced in terms of skill-level (Mading, 2025, p. 10). In 

putting these athletes in an unfamiliar position, the hope was that supra-county identities could be 

developed and loyalties broadened across the different ethnic groups (Mading, 2025, p. 9). Of 

course, moving to a mixed-team model may seem like a big step in a divided society like South 
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Sudan unless proper precautions are taken to ease participants into this transition. While Mading’s 

mixed-team model was conceived and piloted with the regional level in mind, NUD events 

organized by the MoYS and JICA took a different approach to navigating ethnic fragmentation in 

sports at the national level. 

In terms of the mixed-lodging approach used for NUDs, this was originally decided upon 

for practical reasons, as the national government lacked funds to allow participants from across 

the country to travel to Juba and stay in hotels. Because of this, a local teacher training institute 

had to be retrofitted to house the hundreds of athletes and coaches staying for events. (Furukawa, 

2021, p. 74). While the NUD events are explicitly designed to encourage national unity and 

intergroup contact, utilizing state-based team composition made the most logistical sense, as the 

scale of the event was massive considering South Sudan’s capacities, and the assistance of state 

MoYS officials from each state was necessary to properly organize the event. From these practical 

considerations, the organizers stumbled upon a contextual adaptation that then became intentional 

and has remained throughout all NUDs (Furukawa, 2024a).  

The rooms, holding up to 20 athletes, were purposely allocated across ethnic and state lines 

to foster interaction between different groups, requiring them to eat, sleep, and travel to NUD 

events together (Furukawa, 2021; Furukawa, 2024a, p. 102). While this initially caused 

apprehension among the event organizers, this programmatic decision was well-received, with 

many athletes voluntarily choosing to spend time with members of other states by practicing, 

dancing together, and holding campfires to reflect on the day’s events (Furukawa, 2021, pp. 99, 

105, 129). One participant, when asked about lodging with members from other teams, stated “I 

had always been hostile towards the Dinka, but after meeting the other athletes at our lodgings, 

my attitude towards them changed remarkably. I now understand their culture and will no longer 

regard them as bad people” (Furukawa, 2021, p. 130). In this way, the mixed-lodging arrangement 

complemented rather than replaced the state-based team structure, creating meaningful intergroup 

contact outside of sports competition while allowing athletes to retain regional pride and 

familiarity within it. 

Both the mixed-team model from Mading and the mixed-lodging approach utilized for the 

NUD represent deliberate responses to the same contextual challenge: the tendency of some 

sporting events in South Sudan to reinforce rather than bridge ethnic and regional divisions. Where 
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Mading’s model addresses this by allowing ethnic divisions to be confronted in a team context, on 

the field, and in a competitive environment, the NUD’s approach preserves state-based team 

structure, instead creating a space for voluntary intergroup contact where participants eat, sleep, 

and engage in normal routines together, creating a “simulated experience of coexistence” 

(Furukawa, 2025, p. 25). While these approaches have their own strengths and weaknesses and 

were used at different levels within South Sudanese society, they both share a recognition that 

structural organization of teams within sporting programs must be intentionally designed and 

actively managed if sport is to serve as a peacebuilding tool rather than an arena for ethnic rivalry. 

Theme 5: Supplemental Educational and Cultural Activities in Support of 

Sports-Based Peacebuilding  

Informed by the Educational and Cultural Enrichment building blocks of SFDT (Lyras & 

Peachey, 2011) and the Plus Sport concept (Coalter, 2010; Clark, 2015), this section highlights 

instances where the NUDs and YES for Peace Program incorporated supplemental programming 

to address the societal and conflict context within South Sudan, making it more specifically 

applicable, and reinforcing the messages of peace and unity that the sports activities were meant 

to provide.  

The first instance of supplemental programming relates to communication with participants 

and spectators prior to and during the NUD events. Due to ongoing conflict, displacement, lack of 

resources, and poor government planning, the adult literacy rate in South Sudan is only 35% (Deng, 

2025), requiring creativity on the part of the MoYS and JICA to advertise the event and its specific 

messages of peace. In response, the NUD organizers hired Adija Acuil, the most popular cartoonist 

in South Sudan, to assist in public relations (Furukawa, 2021, p. 79). His assistance enhanced non-

text-based messaging using cartoons, radio/television interviews, posters/banners, and Facebook 

posts (Furukawa, 2021, JICA et al., 2025, p. 27). A more recent cartoon he created for a 2025 

football match between Twic Mayardit and Aybei during the BCPT can be viewed in Figure 3 

below. During NUD events, announcers were instructed to speak in both English and “Juba 

Arabic” to ensure most people could understand the commentary, as they were meant to “help the 

athletes and spectators understand the importance of peace and social cohesion for the nation” as 

well as sports’ critical role in building them (JICA, 2025b, p. 17-18). In these cases, adaptations 
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were made to ensure the maximum number of people could participate in and understand the 

purpose of the NUD event. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These adaptations reflected a recognition that the peacebuilding potential of sport activities 

extended beyond the athletes and included the spectators and broader South Sudanese public. This 

can also be observed in the second instance of supplemental programming: peace and culture 

activities. These activities took multiple forms across national and grassroots events. The 

previously referenced “Peace and Culture Day” held during each NUD was used as an opportunity 

to more explicitly express the messages of peace that were attached to the sport activities, with 

less competitive games such as jumping rope, group runs, and tug of war (peace) being 

implemented, this time with mixed regional and gendered teams (JICA et al., 2025, p. 26). Of 

particular note was the inclusion of Boruboru, a sport local to South Sudan that is played mostly 

by girls (JICA et al., 2025, p. 26). Originally a playground game, Boruboru has been revitalized 

and repurposed by humanitarian program manager Oliver Michael as a way to mobilize 

communities, empower girls to participate in sports, and contribute to peacebuilding initiatives 

(Help a Child South Sudan, 2021). Its inclusion in this case played a similar role for girls to that 

of wrestling for pastoralist communities.  

Figure 3: Illustration by Adija Acuil Promoting Sports for 
Peace Prior to a BCPT Match 

(Acuil, 2025) 
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At the grassroots level, participating schools in the YES for Peace program put on smaller 

events attempting to replicate the NUD. In these cases, students were tasked with creating 

cheerleading flags for each team, as well as preparing and presenting songs and poems with peace 

messages prior to matches (JICA et al., 2025, p. 55). In the aftermath of such events, both teachers 

and students agreed that these activities had resulted in a larger group of students becoming 

engaged in the sporting events, as well as understanding their significance for peace and unity 

promotion (JICA et al., 2025, p. 57). In adding these supplemental art, music, and written/oral 

activities, the program was able to harness the spectating aspect of sport and give those outside the 

competition an equal chance to engage with peace messages. 

The final instance of supplemental programming concerns the psychosocial needs of 

participants. Recognizing that many participants and spectators had likely experienced some form 

of trauma due to the ongoing conflict and mass displacement, multiple workshops were offered to 

help attendees process these events. This included workshops on “Trauma healing and 

psychosocial support,” “GBV and bodily autonomy,” and “Conflict management through sports” 

offered by UNDP and other participating partners as part of overarching peace workshop 

programming at each NUD (JICA et al., 2025, p. 25). The decision to include these workshops was 

an acknowledgement that sports-based peacebuilding in active conflict settings should attend to 

the psychological state of participants, not just their athletic and social development.  

5.4 Conclusion  

 The empirical findings presented in this chapter reveal many overarching features of 

sports-based peacebuilding programming in South Sudan. Two among them stand out. First, clear 

and deliberate efforts were taken by program organizers to ensure inclusivity for disadvantaged or 

ostracized groups, including women/girls, agropastoralist communities, and youth from PoC 

camps. This reflected a recognition that sports’ peacebuilding potential would not be fully realized 

unless those groups that had been heavily impacted by the conflict could access and benefit from 

the activities.  

Second, programmatic design reflected an awareness of the capacities, constraints, and 

cultural sensibilities of the South Sudanese context, as organizers at the local, national, and 

international level were willing to collectively adapt their approaches to work within resource 
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limitations, issues of displacement, security concerns, low literacy rates, as well as pervasive ethnic 

and regional fragmentation.  

These features, in line with previous literature, suggest that meaningful adaptations in this 

case were not driven by generic SDP principles, but instead by the human and material realities of 

a challenging humanitarian environment that’s dealt with continual conflict for a large part of the 

last 70 years. The extent to which these adaptations reflect the chosen theoretical frameworks will 

be analyzed in Chapter 7, following the empirical account of sports-based peacebuilding activities 

in Northern Ireland.  
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Chapter 6 – Sports-Based Peacebuilding in 

Northern Ireland 

This chapter will discuss the second chosen case – Northern Ireland. First, a background on the 

conflict, political, and societal situation in Northern Ireland will be presented. Second, a short 

introduction to the main sources and relevant sports-based peacebuilding activities in the region 

will be given. Finally, empirical findings on the Northern Ireland case will be discussed, utilizing 

thematic strands to organize them into distinct and narratively interesting categories.  

6.1 Background of Conflict in Northern Ireland  

Creation of Northern Ireland  

 “Northern Ireland” as it currently exists began in 1921, when Ireland was split into two 

pieces by the British government, with the lower 26 counties comprising the current-day Republic 

of Ireland and the 6 Northeastern counties being dubbed Northern Ireland, a territory under the 

control of current-day United Kingdom. This decision, taken after nearly 20 years of conflict 

between Irish Nationalists (those wanting independence from British rule) and Unionists (those 

loyal to the British crown who wanted to remain part of the United Kingdom), deliberately selected 

6 counties with heavy Unionist populations to protect British interests and make future 

reunification with Ireland less likely (Flanagan, 2021).  

“The Troubles” 

 In addition to the divide between Unionists and Nationalists, there was another layer of 

separation within Northern Irish society. The majority Unionist population was primarily 

Protestant, with the minority Nationalist population being primarily Catholic. In the decades 

following Northern Ireland’s formation, the Catholic minority felt continually marginalized, as the 

Protestants held most of the political power, resulting in unequal access to housing and 

employment and complete segregation along Catholic/Protestant lines in schools, community 

centers, sporting clubs, residential areas, and sporting bodies (Council on Foreign Relations, 2023; 

Stackpoole, 2010). Discontent among the Catholic population grew, eventually forming into a 

mass movement under the banner of the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association (NICRA). The 
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use of police forces to control and beat down the crowd at their first major planned event (The 

1968 Derry March), captured on television, was the sparking incident that many consider the 

beginning of “The Troubles,” an era of intense sectarian violence that devastated Northern Ireland 

for 30 years (Melaugh, 2025).   

 From 1968 to 1998, political extremist factions and government police and military groups 

on both Catholic and Protestant sides engaged in reckless state-sponsored violence and domestic 

terrorism, with approximately 3,000 people killed in bombings, shootings, beatings, 

assassinations, and indiscriminate violence (Stackpoole, 2010). The major parties to this conflict 

were the Unionist-controlled Northern Irish government and police force, the British government 

and military (siding with the Unionists), the main Nationalist opposition party – Sinn Fein, and the 

Irish Republican Army (IRA), a paramilitary group that was committed to removing British forces 

from the region and reuniting Ireland (Stackpoole, 2010).  

 The consistent violence and tragedy of The Troubles eventually led to concerted efforts at 

peace by all main stakeholders. After years of deliberation by the Northern Irish, Irish, and British 

governments, The Good Friday Agreement (GFA) was signed in 1998 and later approved by a 

Northern Irish referendum, codifying a permanent ceasefire, demilitarizing the Ireland-Northern 

Ireland border, and recognizing the right of self-determination for all parties, allowing people to 

claim British, Irish or both citizenships in line with their personal identification (Mac Ginty, 1998). 

This agreement still stands today. 

Post-Peace Accord – Current Relations in Northern Ireland  

 While the GFA put an end to large-scale violence in Northern Ireland, the division and 

anger between the two major groups remains and is seemingly inseparable from the cultural fabric 

of the region. Widescale, self-imposed segregation is present throughout much of Northern Ireland, 

with schools and residential organization still heavily divided along Protestant/Catholic lines 

(Coulter & Shirlow, 2023, p. 6). This has created a way of life in which these two groups live 

together, but in a seemingly “parallel” fashion, with this aspect of society having a physical 

embodiment – the peace walls that separate Catholic and Protestant neighborhoods throughout 

Belfast and other areas of Northern Ireland (Archick, 2026, p. 9).  
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  Additionally, the issue of addressing Northern Ireland’s violent past and properly pursuing 

justice and reconciliation is a complicated one. Despite general consensus on maintaining the 

peaceful relations achieved since the 1998 agreement, discussion of the events that took place 

during The Troubles remains contentious due to competing narratives held by each group, with 

people allowing identity to shape their view of the violence that took place during that time 

(Archick, 2026) 

 Although the threat of all-out conflict is quite low in Northern Ireland when compared to a 

situation like South Sudan, there is still a need for continual conflict resolution and peacebuilding 

measures as the society continues to heal from the violence that terrorized communities for 

decades. Among many initiatives and tools that have been considered, sport is one that has been 

utilized and researched in this context, with Northern Ireland being seen as one of the premier 

cases of sports-based peacebuilding in post-conflict societies (Cardenas, 2016; Mitchell et al., 

2016; Mitchell et al., 2022) as well as the site of one of the first and often-cited studies on sports 

for peacebuilding and reconciliation (Sugden, 1991).  

6.2 Empirical Introduction 

 This chapter presents the main research findings on sports-based peacebuilding activities 

in Northern Ireland and the programmatic designs and adaptations that have been made in response 

to the region’s culture, government, societal structure, and conflict situation. Within broader SDP 

literature, Northern Ireland has been the subject of a fair amount of engagement from scholars, 

both in trying to situate the place of sports within the sectarian nature of civil society (Sugden & 

Bairner, 1995; Liston & Deighan, 2019; Mitchell et al., 2016; Coyle et al., 2026) and as a case 

study for sport as a tool in pursuing improved community relations and peace within conflict-

affected or “divided” societies (Hassan & Telford, 2014; Cardenas, 2016; Hassan & Ferguson, 

2019; Mitchell et al., 2022).  

While many sources were used in seeking empirical evidence to answer the stated research 

questions, the “Social Exclusion and Sport in Northern Ireland” (SESNI) report produced by 

(Hargie et al., 2015) from Ulster University at the request of the Executive Office and in 

conjunction with the Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey was particularly useful, as it provided 
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comprehensive information on sport, sports-based interventions and organizations, and various 

perceptions of sport within Northern Irish society from interview participants.  

 In investigating the different sports-based interventions in this context, two challenges 

included finding organizations and initiatives 1. With explicit “peacebuilding” goals and 2. That 

approached the programmatic depth and documentation of the YES for Peace program in South 

Sudan. One of the few organizations that fit these criteria was PeacePlayers International Northern 

Ireland (PPI-NI), and for this reason, it has a presence across each theme, although other 

organizations and initiatives are covered where relevant. In examining the various organizational 

and programmatic components of PPI-NI, its mapping on to the chosen theoretical frameworks 

was remarkable.  

 This chapter will provide an empirical account of these initiatives, describing their various 

activities, challenges encountered, and features of design and implementation that interacted with 

contextual realities of Northern Ireland. The data will be presented through multiple thematic 

strands. Additionally, accounts from program organizers and participants, and citizens are included 

to help illustrate the chosen themes. In utilizing a hybrid thematic coding approach, the following 

themes have been generated, keeping the theoretical frameworks in mind, while also allowing 

continually prevalent topics to be covered: The strong link between sport and sectarianism, the use 

of “neutral” sports and sporting venues, the willingness of sporting bodies to collaborate and 

encourage cross-community engagement across traditionally contested sports, and the engagement 

of youth participants within the segregated school context and in service of improved societal 

understanding and personal development.  

6.3 Empirical Findings  

Sport and Sectarianism in Northern Ireland   

 As established in the background section, despite the signing of the 1998 Good Friday 

Agreement, which has significantly reduced overall violence and casualties related to sectarianism, 

the society itself remains heavily divided. Bairner (2013) points to the consociational nature of the 

GFA and the Northern Irish democratic system as partially to blame, with Mitchell et al. (2016) 

acknowledging that although the GFA’s recognition of Unionist and Nationalist as valid political 

and societal identities certainly helped to quell violence and establish a workable power-sharing 
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system, this only served to “manage the competition” between the two groups, rather than facilitate 

a peaceful and cohesive society (p. 985). While housing and education have been heavily 

segregated along sectarian lines, literature reveals that sport too is nearly inseparable from the 

clashing identities within society, mirroring the tensions between each group, maintaining and 

reinforcing patterns of separation, and at times serving as a vessel for conflict (Sugden & Bairner, 

1995; Mitchell et al., 2016, pp. 984-985).  

The aforementioned SESNI research project illustrates this idea well. In interviewing 

participants concerning the extent to which religious community background influences what 

sports people play in Northern Ireland, three main responses emerged:  

• The impact of territorial segregation on sport 

• The role of schools in directing young people towards different sports  

• Sports’ function as a “politico-religious” marker (Hargie et al., 2015, p. 150) 

These issues display the major contextual challenges that sports-based peacebuilding programmers 

face when attempting to build towards peace between the Catholic and Protestant populations. The 

following sections examine how sports-based peacebuilding practitioners in Northern Ireland have 

adapted their programming in response to these specific contextual realities.  

Theme 1: Strategic use of “Neutral” Sports and Sporting Venues 

The role that sports play in interacting with and potentially reinforcing sectarian divisions 

and identities in Northern Ireland is most clearly seen through its three major sports: Football, 

Rugby, and Gaelic Games (Gaelic Football, Hurling, Camogie, etc.) that are held under the banner 

of the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA). The GAA, organized on an all-Ireland basis, is 

understood as “the most successful cultural nationalist organization” within society and a 

“flagbearer” for Catholic identity (Cronin, 2002, p. 27-28). Throughout most of its history, the 

GAA has been linked to Irish Republicanism and seen as inaccessible to Protestants, with a 

segment of the population feeling generally unwelcome. Beyond the politically charged nature of 

Gaelic games, many Protestants simply don’t understand them or how they’re played, as they were 

not taught in the schools they attended or played in their communities (Hargie et al., 2015). Rugby, 

as a British associated sport, is predominantly played by middle class Protestants, and although it 

has the most positive view among the three in terms of avoiding sectarian divisiveness, its 
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primarily middle class participation has “insulated it from conflict identities and experiences” 

(Mitchell et al., 2016, p. 985; Hargie et al., 2015, p. 162; Mitchell et al., 2021, p. 41). 

 Football, compared with the other two, is widely popular among both Catholics and 

Protestants, as the sport is truly global and thus not identified exclusively with either group. 

Despite this, football has served as arguably one of the most contested battlegrounds of the 

sectarian divide, as Cronin (2002) notes that most of the major clubs are associated with the 

Protestant community, while Bairner & Shirlow (1998) assert that the distinct Irish Football 

Association (IFA) serves as one of the few entities that allows Northern Ireland to distinguish itself 

from Ireland and Great Britain, causing the Protestant population to exercise “a degree of 

hegemonic control” over football as a show of Unionist pride (p. 169). Due to its nature as a shared 

sport, a segment of members from each group have felt that football has become politically charged 

and a venue for “religious innuendo,” with multiple documented cases of sectarian violence at 

games (Hargie et al., 2015, 159-160).  

This points to another major issue, as in addition to the playing of sports themselves, the 

premier venues for sport in Northern Ireland have similarly been burdened with sectarian 

significance. Bairner (2003) asserts the role that sports arenas play in reinforcing the spatial 

character of sectarian division in Belfast, as these venues often serve to alienate those who do not 

fit into traditional fanbase demographics. Various Protestant respondents to the SESNI surveys, in 

discussing attending GAA venues, claimed they were “not accommodating” and “unwelcoming,” 

with the flying of the Irish tricolor, fields named after Republican “terrorists,” and the 

unwillingness of the GAA to allow grounds to be used for any other sports cited as reasons for 

their hesitance to attend (Hargie et al., 2015, p. 154; Bairner, 2003). 

It must also be noted that Windsor Park – home of both the Linfield football club (the 

largest football club in Northern Ireland) and the Northern Ireland National Team – has become 

synonymous with Protestant identity, and at times existed as an exceedingly hostile environment 

for members of the Catholic community, with one Catholic SESNI interviewee stating “I wouldn’t 

go [to Windsor Park] no matter what. Even if I got a free ticket, I still wouldn’t go” (Bairner and 

Shirlow, 1998, p. 165; Hargie et al., 2015, p. 160). It should be acknowledged that although 

attitudes towards these venues and the main sporting associations have somewhat improved since 

the early years following the signing of the GFA, regardless, when assessing these major sports in 
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Northern Ireland, it is clear to see that their contested nature within society presents significant 

challenges for organizations attempting to utilize sports for peacebuilding purposes.  

In light of the historical context and identity politics that surround these major sports, one 

programmatic adaptation observed in the literature was the use of “neutral” sports. The most 

prominent of these programs utilized basketball and ice hockey, sports created outside of Irish or 

British sporting cultures and thus free from the sectarian baggage associated with football, rugby, 

and Gaelic games.  

The first of these is PeacePlayers International Northern Ireland (PPI-NI), arguably the 

premier sports-based peacebuilding organization in the country, as they are consistently cited by 

researchers as a model for programmatic design (Cardenas, 2016; Hargie et al., 2015; Mitchell et 

al., 2016; Mitchell et al., 2022; Tuohey & Cognato, 2011). In each case, PPI-NI is first mentioned 

for its choice to focus on the neutral sport of basketball, highlighting the novelty of this approach, 

especially when they first began operations in 2002. This choice is significant on two levels: First, 

the singular nature of basketball when compared to the high number of football programs serves 

as a “hook” (in line with the Plus Sport concept) to attract participation. Virtually all PPI-NI 

participants have never played basketball before engaging in their programs, providing a level 

playing field in addition to the sport’s neutral nature (PeacePlayers, 2023). Secondly, as basketball 

is not saddled with the historical and cultural baggage of the major sports, and thus does not have 

to account for and contend with it in their programmatic design; this allows the program to engage 

with participants in a “safe setting” in which sensitive issues can be discussed more comfortably, 

as well as grants them the credibility to engage with multiple organizations across communities as 

an “impartial and neutral arbiter” (Hargie et al., 2015, p. 123; Tuohey & Cognato, 2011, p. 55; Bell 

& McCluskey, 2013).  

The organizers of PPI-NI reference the basketball aspect specifically as critical in gaining 

their early participants. PPI-NI was founded in the early years following the signing of the GFA 

during a time when overt peacebuilding activities were not necessarily desired by the general 

population. PPI-NI organizer James Magowan asserts that in these early stages, basketball served 

as a “trojan horse,” with peacebuilding aspects serving a subsidiary role (PeacePlayers, 2021a). 

Their continual work in small Northern Irish communities, along with the neutral nature ascribed 

to them as a basketball organization, allowed them to gain popularity and build legitimacy, and in 
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the years that followed – as peacebuilding rhetoric became less taboo in Northern Ireland – they 

were able to expand and move their operations to Belfast, produce a more overt and structured 

peacebuilding curriculum, and implement it in cross-community settings (PeacePlayers, 2021a). 

Today, PPI-NI stands as possibly the most well-known and respected sports-based peacebuilding 

organization in Northern Ireland (Mitchell et al., 2022), and although this is due to multiple 

programmatic and organizational aspects (to be explored in subsequent themes), the choice to 

utilize the neutral sport of basketball appears to be critical among these. PPI-NI managing director 

Gareth Harper echoes this sentiment, stating:  

Years ago we used to be the basketball guys, then we became the community relations 

through basketball guys, now we are becoming the community relations guys who happen 

to use sport. I think this is a good, natural progression but it doesn’t mean we no longer do 

basketball as this is still core to our work (Bell & McCluskey, 2013, p. 34). 

PPI-NI’s explanation of their approach and theory of change can be viewed in Figure 4 below. The 

PPI-NI story serves as a clear empirical example of the potential for sports-based peacebuilding 

programs utilizing “neutral” sports in Northern Ireland. 

 

 Shifting to the topic of sporting venues in the Northern Ireland context, the SSE Arena, 

home of the Belfast Giants ice hockey team, has served as a refuge for sports fans who wish not to 

mix their spectating experience with sectarian symbolism. In understanding that ice hockey, like 

Figure 4: PPI-NI's Stated Theory of Change 

(PeacePlayers, 2021b) 
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basketball, held no affiliation with any particular community, the team administration seized upon 

this in early marketing, using slogans such as “In the land of Giants everyone is equal” and “Game 

for all – game for anything” to show the public that the SSE would be an inclusive arena upon its 

opening in 2000 (Bairner, 2003, p. 1525). Additionally, the policy that “sporting colors or tops are 

not permitted, except for Ice Hockey jerseys” makes it clear that hockey matches at SSE arena are 

not the place to make political statements (Lepp, 2018, p. 38). 

While it has been noted that attendance is mixed across several demographics, currently, 

the Giants organization shies away from framings associated with their old slogans, seeking to 

avoid the politicization that reconciliation itself has taken on in recent years (Lepp, 2018, p. 40). 

In conveying the sentiments of attendees he interviewed at SSE Arena on the nature of broader 

Northern Irish society, Lepp (2018) asserts that there is “a feeling of fatigue with the attachment 

of meaning given to seemingly every interaction in both single and shared spaces,” even if this 

meaning is one of cross-community unity (p. 42). The Giants and SSE Arena, with their position 

of cultural neutrality, have been able to generally honor this sentiment and create a space free from 

the everyday concerns of sectarian society where people can interact simply as people, without 

pressure to perceive or negotiate identities. 

  Both PPI-NI and the Belfast Giants demonstrate that in a society where sport is deeply 

entangled with politics, culture, and identity, the deliberate use of neutral sports, whether in pursuit 

of explicit peacebuilding goals or to simply provide relief from the near-ubiquitous sectarian 

infrastructure, serves as a novel and promising adaptation in the Northern Ireland context.  

Theme 2: Sporting Bodies, Inter-Association Collaboration, and Multi-Sport 

Exposure 

While the use of neutral sports has provided one adaptive response to the sectarian nature 

of sports in Northern Ireland, the fact remains that the major Northern Irish sports are major for a 

reason. Besides their popularity, these sports are an important part of the cultural fabric of the 

communities that play and watch them, and although, as noted in theme 1, they are highly contested 

and divisive just as many other aspects of Northern Irish society, there remains peacebuilding 

potential if programs approach their use with strategic care and cultural awareness. Although 

Bairner (2004) notes that there was initial resistance to the idea that sporting organizations 

possessed a responsibility to combat sectarianism, this potential has fortunately been recognized 
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in recent years by the three primary Northern Irish sporting governing bodies: The Irish Football 

Association (IFA), Ulster Rugby, and the Ulster branch of the Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA).  

In response to increased media and international attention to the toxic, violent, and 

politically charged environment that had been cultivated at Northern Irish football matches, the 

IFA, in cooperation with a segment of football fans who wished to change these perceptions, 

created the Football for All (FFA) campaign (Hassan & Ferguson, 2019). Designed specifically to 

address community relations and create a “fun, safe, and inclusive culture” at matches, FFA has 

expanded over the years to address issues beyond sectarianism, such as racism, homelessness, and 

unemployment (Football for All, 2018). In the early years of the FFA movement, fans made 

deliberate, adaptive decisions that changed the environment at matches. 

One such decision was to engage in “block booking,” where groups of anti-sectarian fans 

would strategically book sections of seats around the stadium, allowing them to monitor and 

challenge sectarian behavior and songs (Bell et al., 2019, p. 981). Engaging in a form of “self-

policing” allowed fans to change the sporting arena to a place for inclusive fun, adopting new, 

nonpolitical songs that could be sung and enjoyed by all (Hassan & Ferguson, 2019, p. 1077). The 

other main adaptation is the ongoing fan-driven “Sea of Green” initiative, which has challenged 

attendees to wear green or white (the national team colors) rather than red, white and blue, the 

colors of Windsor Park’s other tenant Linfield FC, which are closely linked with Unionist 

symbolism (Bell, et al., 2019, p. 983). In taking these actions, fan supporters of the FFA movement 

have been able to reclaim the sporting environment and work towards creating an experience that 

everyone living in Northern Ireland can feel comfortable with. 

Although this and similar actions, such as the GAA’s decision to revoke “Rule 42” – 

banning “foreign” sports from being played on GAA grounds – (Hargie et al., 2015) have signaled 

a willingness to contribute towards lowering tensions and pursuing greater unity, the occasions 

where these sporting associations have directly cooperated have been particularly inspiring.  One 

such initiative is “A Game of Three Halves,” (GoTH) an event facilitated by PPI-NI, where 

coaches from the IFA, GAA, and Ulster Rugby organized activities based upon their respective 

sports (Hargie et al. 2015). These events give youth participants the opportunity to engage in sports 

they may otherwise not be exposed to in their schools or communities, with the presence of 
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representatives from each of the main sporting bodies providing legitimacy and structure to the 

activities. 

 In addition to interacting with these different sports, participants are intentionally mixed 

according to their residence in different regions of Belfast, with all having to engage with the “4th 

half” of the game, community relations lessons/interactive discussions held by PPI-NI staff which 

focused on the lived experiences of those in Northern Irish society, and how playing together can 

both reveal the similar challenges faced by people from all corners of the city, as well as provide 

opportunities to face them on a more united front (Bancalari, 2022). The GoTH program design 

has been utilized at various events since its inception and been widely praised. While the cultural 

and sectarian meanings attached to each of these sports provide significant challenges to single-

sport programs attempting cross-community initiatives, the choice to combine them (as well as 

utilize the premier sporting bodies to do so) displays creativity in the face of this contextual reality 

The relationships between these sporting associations have continued to thrive until the 

present day. The Fresh Start Through Sport (FSTS) project was enacted from 2020-24, seeing the 

three previously mentioned associations as well as the Belfast Giants teaming up to take on 

paramilitarism and crime among youth (Coyle et al., 2026). Earlier this year, the three associations, 

as well as the Football Association of Ireland (Republic of Ireland’s football governing body), 

committed to the “Sport 4 Peace” initiative through 2030, promising to engage at least 6,000 

participants over its lifetime in events that will “combine sport with education, leadership 

development, and community engagement” (IFA, 2026). While these sporting bodies have at times 

been sources of division, their willingness to collaborate in recent years in the interests of broader 

society represents a meaningful shift toward using their institutional influence for peacebuilding 

purposes. 

Theme 3: Engaging the Segregated Education System and Encouraging 

Youth Leadership and Evaluation 

Throughout the literature concerning Northern Irish society and its challenges to improve 

intercommunal relations through sport since the signing of the GFA, the most cited issue that 

continues to impact and shape understandings between communities has been the segregated 

school system (Hassan & Telford, 2013; Hargie et al., 2015, Cardenas, 2016; Liston & Deighan, 
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2018; Mitchell et al., 2022, Borooah & Knox, 2026). Currently, approximately 93.5% of schools 

are segregated along religious lines as “controlled” (Protestant) or “maintained” (Catholic), with 

the remaining schools being intentionally integrated with the help of government grants (Devine 

et al., 2023).  

The SESNI interview responses link this segregation closely with the sports people end up 

playing, with schools playing games traditionally linked with their religion (Hargie et al., 2015). 

In an interview discussing the current state of Northern Irish community relations and sport, former 

professional rugby player and Unionist politician Trevor Ringland stated that the segregated school 

system “represents the greatest barrier to Northern Irish society as a whole, and not simply to the 

effectiveness of SDP events and NGO activities” (Rooney, 2012, p. 53). While efforts have been 

made by the government to push towards further integration, it is generally understood that 

widespread integration is not achievable in the near future. 

While a host of initiatives in Northern Ireland such as GoTH, Academy North, and Women 

in Sport and Physical Activity involve educational aspects in their sporting programs, at times 

pulling children from different schools for events (Hargie et al., 2015), PPI-NI has employed a 

particularly novel approach to this contextual obstacle through their “School Twinning” model. 

This model involves pairing a Catholic and Protestant primary school together for activities that 

will take place over a number of weeks. The work starts in a “single-identity context” where 

trainers work in one school initially, allowing students to become comfortable with the trainers, 

basketball, and the peacebuilding ideas themselves (Tuohey & Cognato, 2011, p. 55). The fact that 

these activities happen inside the schools is also unique when compared with other programs in 

Northern Ireland, as a program evaluation of PPI-NI noted that “in many instances PPI-NI program 

activity is the only method of interaction for young people in the school environment across the 

community divide” (Bell and McCluskey, 2013; Hargie et al., 2015, p. 123).  

Over time, students from the twinned schools meet during and after school, playing as 

members of mixed teams, as well as engaging in discussions and seminars related to community 

relations. PPI-NI has shown a willingness to integrate their programs into the broader education 

system, with community relations discussions engaging with and including elements from the 

Personal Development and Mutual Understanding (PDMU) curriculum introduced into public 

schools in 2007, addressing ideas such as “Managing Conflict,” “Similarities and Differences,” 
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and “Learning to Live as Members of the Community” (CEA, 2024). In discussing the interaction 

between PPI-NI and schools while engaging the PDMU curriculum, one staff member stated “We 

are helping schools fulfill their academic requirements. Schools are good at doing the personal 

development stuff, but the understanding and community-relations stuff, they really struggle with” 

(Cardenas, 2016, p. 13). While this depends upon the willingness of schools, these twinnings are 

meant to be continued over multiple years so that participants have the chance to build friendships 

and schools across the community can become interconnected.  

In recognizing that the segregated nature of schools, over which youth have no control, 

negatively impacts their agency and ability to evaluate problems from multiple perspectives, PPI-

NI conducted a “Youth-Led Program Evaluation” in 2018. A group of veteran participants between 

the ages of 15-18 worked jointly with PPI-NI organizers to evaluate the overall program and how 

it could improve key aspects, such as opportunities available to mix and develop relationships with 

different groups, themes necessary to make the community relations curriculum more 

relatable/understandable, and how to encourage more people to get involved in sports-based 

peacebuilding activities (PeacePlayers, 2021b). In this process, the youth evaluators were 

empowered and given the opportunity to develop questions and activities to answer them, openly 

discuss deficiencies of the program and what needed to be changed to improve experiences, and 

analyze the responses of participants from different communities in order to gain new 

understandings of how the sport and educational aspects interacted with different lived 

experiences.  

The recommendations made from this evaluation included having more in-depth 

conversations about conflicts specific to Northern Ireland and other PPI sites, incorporating more 

“movement-based” activities into the community relations discussions to help participants stay 

engaged, and making efforts to hold non-school events at neutral venues so that participants from 

all communities could feel more comfortable (PeacePlayers, 2021b, p. 12, 14, 15). In equipping 

youth with the skills and methods to critically evaluate the different institutions that shape their 

lives, the project reflected a commitment to developing and educating engaged citizens that may 

be able to tackle issues such as the segregated school system as they move into adulthood, provided 

perceptions continue to evolve.  
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In attempting to build peace and cross-community engagement within the context of 

segregated schools, the programmatic and organizational aspects of PPI-NI both integrated with 

and challenged structures within Northern Irish society. 

6.4 Conclusion  

 The empirical findings presented in this chapter reveal the nature of sports within Northern 

Ireland from a participation and spectator perspective, and the ways in which they are deeply 

intertwined and burdened with religious, cultural, political, spatial, and symbolic meaning. These 

meanings, which are at times reinforced by the consociational nature of the government post-GFA, 

as well as sports’ central place among the divided institutions of Northern Irish civil society present 

both significant challenges and opportunities for sports-based peacebuilding activities and 

organizations.  

In viewing the various adaptive decisions, strategies, and programmatic elements 

employed by different actors, a spectrum of responses (visualized in Figure 5 below) can be 

observed between avoiding the loaded sectarian nature of sport through neutral sports and venues, 

to harnessing these contested sports to encourage intergroup interaction and cultural exchange, to 

confronting sectarian attitudes and structures directly at football matches and schools. These 

organizations and activities are continually negotiating their capacities and influences in relation 

to sport’s contested nature. The extent to which the adaptations displayed by the organizations and 

activities reflect the theoretical frameworks, as well as compare to the empirical evidence from the 

South Sudan case, will be analyzed in Chapter 7. 
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Figure 5: Spectrum of Responses to Sports' Sectarian Nature in Northern Ireland 

(Designed and conceived by Davis Gee, 2026) 
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Chapter 7: Comparative Discussion and Analysis 

This chapter will take the empirical findings presented in Chapters 5 and 6 and engage in a 

comparative analysis of the South Sudan and Northern Ireland cases, utilizing Sport for 

Development Theory and Adaptive Peacebuilding to examine the sports-based peacebuilding 

activities and how their adaptive decisions and designs compare across the building blocks and 

adjusted principles of the respective theories.  

7.1 Contextual Dynamics Comparison  

In considering the first sub-question on the dynamics that compelled sports-based 

peacebuilding actors to adapt in each case, the evidence points to two major distinctions: The 

nature and concentration of the obstacles, and the perception of sports both culturally and as a tool 

for peacebuilding.  

In South Sudan, the evidence from the NUDs and YES for Peace activities demonstrate 

that the pressures facing actors encompassed a variety of areas including: resource/funding 

constraints, safety concerns, ethnic fragmentation, inclusion, youth criminality, structure of 

activities and intergroup contact opportunities, and ensuring that the sport and supplemental 

activities were aware and engaged with South Sudanese culture, the trauma of participants and 

spectators, and messages of peace and unity. While these problems were wide-ranging, they were 

also interconnected.  

Resource constraints pushed organizers to carefully consider and choose the most 

impactful sports and activities (Themes 1 and 2), while also indirectly affecting the nature of 

intergroup contact at national and regional levels (Theme 4). Cultural views and differences 

created tension over the inclusion of ostracized populations such as girls and pastoralists (Themes 

1 and 2) yet remained an important area to highlight in the interest of promoting cohesion and 

national unity (Theme 5), especially considering the presence of the international aid agency JICA 

throughout the events. Societal issues such as illiteracy and youth gang involvement additionally 

put pressure on sports actors at multiple levels to find creative ways to communicate with potential 

spectators and participants to create greater involvement in their respective activities (Themes 3 

and 5).  
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Although these obstacles were interconnected in the ways detailed above, a common 

throughline could be observed: their interaction with South Sudanese culture and the context of 

protracted conflict in which the society exists. Organizers faced hesitance to include ostracized 

groups such as girls and pastoralists because of concerns about their safety and their “violent 

nature” respectively. Poverty, lack of resources, and government disorganization due to continued 

war and displacement necessitated the involvement of non-governmental actors such as JICA and 

local sports academies. Concerns about fighting between single-community teams put organizers 

in a difficult position between ensuring safety and promoting unity. In all these cases, the actors 

were forced to adapt to different aspects of a society that has existed in a near continual state of 

conflict. 

 This stands in contrast to Northern Ireland, which has mostly moved past the material 

concerns of safety and resources, and is instead faced with deep-seated divide between its two 

main communities, creating a parallel society of mutual segregation that operates at multiple 

levels: governmental, social, structural, and symbolic. In reviewing the evidence from each 

thematic strand presented, it suggests that the structural and symbolic nature of sectarianism within 

society presents the largest obstacle to sports-based peacebuilding actors. That sports happen to be 

a key institution of Northern Irish society, one in which many have invested meaning in terms of 

their community and identity (in some cases to hostile ends), creates a particularly difficult 

environment for sports to be used as a tool for peace. As one practitioner stated in an interview 

with Cardenas (2016), “sport has to be managed because it can be, and is, a part of the conflict,” 

even if this conflict has become more symbolic than physical (p. 10) 

In understanding that there will be different pressures observed in a post-conflict society 

as compared to one with ongoing fighting, institutional instability, and deficiencies in basic life-

sustaining resources, the case of Northern Ireland shows that once such pressures have ceased, the 

scars of violence don’t simply disappear, and may take generations to fully heal. So, while the 

scope of obstacles that sports-based peacebuilding actors must face appears to be narrower, it can 

be argued that this singular obstacle related to the sectarian divide of sports and society is just as 

challenging to confront, as the tool with which peace and cross-community engagement is being 

pursued has served as a vehicle for division and even violence in some cases, aligning with 

Sugden’s (2010) assertion in Chapter 2 concerning the dangerous and divisive aspects of sport.  
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In contrast, the choice of sports and the sporting events themselves appeared to be less 

contentious in the case of South Sudan. The statements from participants and coaches referenced 

in themes 2, 3, and 4 suggest a fairly optimistic view of sport as an area where citizens from 

different communities could come together to learn about each other’s culture, hear about and 

internalize messages of peace, and escape from the everyday reality of living in a society of 

ongoing conflict. The conception of sports academies as a “safe space” under the Everyday Peace 

framework displays this idea clearly, and although it can be compared to the environments created 

at PPI-NI basketball sessions or Belfast Giants games, the fact remains that these experiences 

required intentional harnessing of a less popular, culturally neutral sport, while with sports 

academies and similar initiatives in South Sudan, the specific sport was less central to the 

peacebuilding design than the environment and opportunities for safe contact it created.  

Each of these contextual dynamics facing sports-based peacebuilding actors can be viewed 

together in Appendix A. Returning to the original point, In South Sudan the contextual dynamics 

created a variety of obstacles for actors to adapt to and overcome. While they were all a direct 

result of the specific cultural and conflict context of the country, the sports themselves did not 

serve as a barrier outside of resistance to girls’ participation, and they were generally seen as a 

source of hope in terms of pursuing peacebuilding goals. In Northern Ireland, the dynamics were 

more centered around the parallel nature of society caused by deeply engrained sectarianism, with 

the contested nature of sport itself pressuring actors to negotiate its use. 

7.2 Analysis Utilizing Sport for Development Theory 

 In coding, constructing, and writing the themes for empirical Chapters 5 and 6, the five 

building blocks of SFDT were carefully considered. In allowing sports-based peacebuilding 

organizations and activities to be broken down into smaller programmatic aspects, this theory 

allows the study to compare the cases in terms of their adaptation across various building blocks. 

For a comprehensive list of sports-based peacebuilding adaptations in each case and across the 

building blocks (even including some that could not be directly referenced in the themes), see 

Appendix B and C.  



69 
 

Impacts Assessment  

The Impacts Assessment building block’s operationalization in both cases was relatively 

thin, but their asymmetrical approaches are worth exploring. In South Sudan, as the YES for Peace 

and NUD projects were a collaboration between a government agency and an established 

international aid organization under strict budgetary constraints, monitoring was done quite 

systematically, with a mix of daily, quarterly, and semi-annual monitoring on programmatic 

aspects such as the athlete selection process, procurement of goods, school and sports academy 

trainings and events, and general NUD planning (JICA, 2025a, JICA et al., 2025). Engaging in 

these processes, especially for an annual event like the NUD, allowed stakeholders to assess both 

impact and operational strategy between each installment, with affiliated research teams 

conducting qualitative research with participants on ideas such as trust and emotional barriers to 

contact (Furukawa, 2022a). Engaging in this multi-faceted assessment approach allowed actors to 

make adaptive changes in pursuit of positive impact across the meso and micro levels of South 

Sudanese society (Lyras and Peachey, 2011). 

For Northern Ireland, the organizations and activities discussed mainly hired outside firms 

to complete program evaluations as they had the resources to outsource this function (Hargie et 

al., 2015). PPI-NI’s youth-led evaluation stands out in this regard, as participants were both 

challenged and empowered to assess each PPI-NI project, discuss strengths and weaknesses, and 

present areas for improvement (PeacePlayers, 2021b). In taking this participatory approach to 

assessment, impact could again be assessed at the meso and micro levels, although in this case 

with the potential for more candid feedback, as participants were interviewed by their own peers. 

This asymmetry reflects the operational reality for sports-based peacebuilding projects in 

each case. As referenced in Chapter 2, donor priorities can shape programmatic design and 

evaluation (Schulenkorf & Spaaij, 2015), but since this study finds evidence that the YES for Peace 

project meaningfully engaged with local needs, its rigorous monitoring procedures both present 

the residue of donor-impacted top-down decision-making processes but also allowed for adaptive 

and iterative event planning. As PPI-NI holds reputational cachet within Northern Ireland and was 

operating in an environment with less resource constraints, they had the autonomy to engage with 

an experimental form of assessment and present their participants a unique developmental 

opportunity.  
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Organizational 

The Organizational building block recommends a balance of top-down (E Theory) and 

bottom-up (O Theory) approaches to sports-based peacebuilding, and this can be observed in each 

case, although manifested differently. In South Sudan, the annual NUD was a large-scale endeavor 

requiring months of coordination. While stakeholders across many levels played a role, properly 

organizing a national event inherently required decisions to be made by high-level and responsible 

organizers within the MoYS and JICA, in line with the “hierarchy” aspect of E Theory (Lyras & 

Peachey, 2011). For events of this magnitude, having a structured system in place such as the 

“Manual for National Unity Day” created for future organizers (JICA, 2025b) made sense, so long 

as it could leave room for adaptation.  

Considering bottom-up approaches, the grassroots efforts of schools and sports academies 

demonstrated this clearly. First, these local academies had the potential to reach some people that 

a national event could not due to their less structured and decentralized nature, and were headed 

by members of the community rather than government or international actors. Second, that the 

YES for Peace project engaged with this dynamic, providing trainings and collaboratively creating 

lesson plans/events with grassroots actors to improve their capacities (JICA et al., 2025), 

demonstrated an understanding that initiatives at multiple levels increased the reach and potential 

sustainability of the sports-based peacebuilding activities in South Sudan. 

In Northern Ireland, efforts by sports associations and teams to engage with the sectarian 

nature of sports and utilize their institutional stature and influence to attract participation to cross-

community activities demonstrated an adaptive top-down approach. That these sports associations 

were willing to forego the political and symbolic meanings attached to them to work 

collaboratively on initiatives like GoTH and FSTS showed their commitment to improving 

relations in their divided society. The FFA and Sea of Green initiatives displayed actions that fans 

themselves could take to confront the sectarian and unwelcoming nature of football matches, with 

block booking and self-policing serving as an innovative approach (Bell et al., 2019; Hassan & 

Ferguson, 2019). This showed that if regular citizens had the capacity, resources, and will to 

confront and adapt to the sport’s divisive nature, they could attempt to create change even without 

institutional support.  
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Comparing these organizational dynamics across each case reveals a meaningful 

distinction in how the top-down and bottom-up approaches moved towards complementarity 

(Barbelet, 2018). In South Sudan, the actors intentionally worked within and to improve each 

other’s capacities to increase scope and sustainability, while in Northern Ireland the sporting sector 

was independently engaged at different levels and targeting distinct populations, although the 

parallel initiatives still worked towards the common goal of changing the sectarian nature of sport 

and improving cross-community relations.   

Educational 

The two cases displayed significant efforts to pair and embed educational aspects within 

sports activities, although the content and method utilized in each was decidedly different. In trying 

to craft a holistic program that would promote unity, diversity, and peace, NUD and YES for Peace 

organizers had to contend with trauma stemming from systemic violence and displacement. 

Realizing that workshops on peace or fair play in sport alone would not properly address the 

psychosocial needs of participants, the program was adapted to include discussions on how to deal 

with these underlying traumas, with particular attention given to women’s safety and reproductive 

health given the widespread GBV documented during the conflict (JICA et al., 2025, p. 25). The 

educational building block was operationalized further through YES for Peace engaging with 

schools, with the mini-NUD events held allowing youth to engage with peace messages in an 

athletic and more concretely educational setting. 

In Northern Ireland, the referenced “4th half” community relations sessions during GoTH 

events displayed a framework for positioning the educational aspects as a logical part of the 

programmatic design, with this 4th half serving to make explicit the messages of cross community 

interaction that the combined sports activities represented symbolically (Bancalari, 2022). While 

the interaction between YES for Peace and South Sudanese schools were through additional 

lessons and events, PPI-NI adapted to work within the pre-established PDMU curriculum, 

engaging with it critically and providing opportunities for students to gain real-life experience in 

“Managing Conflict” or exploring “Similarities and Differences” (CEA, 2024) with members of 

other communities on the basketball court through their school twinnings program. Although 

current students do not have first-hand trauma due to the violence of The Troubles, they live in the 
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divided society it has created, and PPI-NI and other organizations’ supplemental educational 

programming was created to address this problem directly. 

In comparing the educational programming of the sports-based peacebuilding activities in 

each case, evidence shows that actors had to adapt to the nature of the conflict/division, the residual 

effects it had on the population, and the societal structures within which the education system 

operated. While actors had to address different topics due to each society’s place within the 

conflict-recovery cycle, both cases displayed examples of supplemental educational programming 

being added to the sports events, as well as direct interaction with the formal education system in 

another effort to provide peace messages to the youth. In both cases, the importance of the 

additional educational component to provide these messages was recognized and centered within 

programmatic design, in line with the Sport Plus concept (Coalter, 2010).  

Sports and Culture  

In reflecting back on SFDT’s 5 principles of effective sports-based aid programs (Lyras & 

Peachey, 2011, p. 317), each has been operationalized in some way in both cases. While the 

“inspiring moral philosophy” is arguably implicit in all sports-based peacebuilding activities, 

educational engagement was prioritized, inclusive teams and intergroup contact were a 

foundational element of design and were implemented to the extent the context allowed, and 

“Peak” experiences were manifested in country-wide events like National Unity Day or in meeting 

professional players and coaches during the GoTH (Lyras & Peachey, 2011; Hargie et al., 2015; 

JICA et al, 2025). The 5th principle of “linking sport with cultural enrichment” was arguably the 

area that necessitated the most context-specific adaptation in both cases.  

While the NUD official sporting events consisted primarily of popular worldwide sports 

such as football, volleyball, and athletics, the evidence showed that in later NUDs, sports such as 

wrestling and Boruboru were chosen specifically because of their cultural relevance to pastoralist 

and female communities respectively, in hopes that this could better highlight and include these 

groups. This decision, in tandem with inclusion of “Peace and Culture Day” and various art and 

music-based activities was meant to equally involve participants and spectators in the peace 

messages, and helped to draw a clear link between sports, culture, and unity among all groups 

regardless of their perception or social status. 
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In Northern Ireland, as was thoroughly discussed in the empirical chapter, the major sports 

carried significant political and cultural baggage. The explicit peacebuilding actor PPI-NI and the 

sports team Belfast Giants alike used the opposite logic to that of the NUDs in utilizing sports with 

no cultural significance as a tool to provide a neutral ground for both playing and spectating sports. 

While the addition of wrestling and Boruboru had been done to create a more inclusive 

environment and draw in the stated groups, basketball and ice hockey were used to remove a 

potential barrier to participation, so that members of each community could feel “equal group 

status within the situation,” echoing one of Allport’s (1954) conditions for reducing prejudice 

under ICT. Finally, while cultural “events” similar to Peace and Culture Day were not observed in 

Northern Ireland, the wealth of evidence on sports’ culturally contested nature position it as a key 

cultural institution, and this study argues that activities like GoTH are a cultural exchange in and 

of themselves.  

 In both cases, the lines between sport and culture were somewhat blurred, as the motivation 

for each sport’s inclusion could be seen on a spectrum between practicality, cultural 

insignificance/neutrality, culturally contested with potential if correctly harnessed, and culturally 

significant and inclusive. This wide array of considerations that sports-based peacebuilding actors 

had to make and continually adapt within clearly demonstrates both the challenge and utility of 

sports as a tool for peacebuilding in these conflict-affected and divided societies.  

7.3 Analysis Utilizing Adaptive Peacebuilding 

While the five building blocks of SFDT provided a clearly defined and categorical 

framework for analyzing the differences in sports-based peacebuilding in each case, Adaptive 

Peacebuilding was chosen to provide an additional lens – designed specifically for peacebuilding 

– with which to compare each case. In discussing localized design, iterative process, and theories 

of change, this study seeks to analyze thoughtfulness in terms of decision-making and design. For 

a comprehensive list of sports-based peacebuilding adaptations in each case and within the 

principles (even including some that could not be directly referenced in the themes), see Appendix 

D and E.  
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Localized Design  

In discussing localized design as it relates to South Sudan, the study must return to a 

dynamic discussed throughout section 7.2. In evaluating the YES for Peace project and each NUD, 

it must be understood that all these activities were designed from a close partnership between the 

MoYS of South Sudan and JICA of Japan. To state that the activities described in the empirical 

section would not have been possible without the material and human capacities provided by JICA 

would be categorically true. As both parties understood the dangers this dynamic could pose to the 

project genuinely reflecting local needs, opinions, and knowledge in line with criticisms raised by 

Darnell (2012) and Coalter (2010), JICA et al. (2025) notes that for every single process enacted, 

directions were never pre-set, but were instead discussed deeply by all relevant stakeholders, with 

local actors being given the first opportunity to discuss what would be most important to pursue 

or accomplish with a particular initiative (pp. 118-119). This had the dual-purpose of giving JICA 

actors a greater view of local understandings and context as they related to each activity, while 

also showing local actors the ways in which their capacities could be supplemented by JICA, 

reflecting de Coning’s (2020) assertion that stakeholders must engage in a “structured learning 

process” before implementing initiatives (p. 847). 

 Beyond this understanding of criticisms related to top-down design, reports repeatedly 

emphasized that all final decisions were made by MoYS officials, as the administration of and 

outputs produced by the project were ultimately their responsibility. This was most clearly 

displayed in Theme 1 by the State Convention – organized by the MoYS to include stakeholders 

from each local region – which made the major shift to replace men’s football with women’s 

football for the 8th NUD. That it was the MoYS that pushed for this decision, rather than an 

enforced change from JICA to fulfill an inclusiveness quota, displayed that local actors were able 

to be critical of and make substantive changes to the project on their own. Finally, the decision to 

work with and promote the activities of grassroots initiatives in schools and sports academies 

clearly aligns with localized design. 

For Northern Ireland, it can again be noted that due to its status as a post-conflict society 

existing as part of one of the world’s wealthier states, imposition of international or top-down 

designs was less of a concern, with many initiatives detailed by Hargie et al. (2015) and others 

being grassroots or at the very least local to the Northern Ireland, Ireland, or United Kingdom 
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contexts. In multiple cases, activities were designed with the “local history, culture, and 

socioeconomic context in mind” as recommended by the Adaptive Peacebuilding approach (de 

Coning, 2020, p. 853). As discussed previously, this could be clearly seen in the way different 

initiatives negotiated the sectarian meanings attached to sport, adapting by using sports that 

avoided them, harnessed them to change opinions, or confronted them. As societal structures were 

more entrenched in post-conflict Northern Ireland when compared to South Sudan, approaches 

that challenged but still worked within established frameworks, such as PPI-NI’s school twinnings 

engaging with the PDMU curriculum, were an adaptation considering the local context. In each of 

the adaptations detailed in Themes 1, 2, and 3, the divided history and culture unique to the 

Northern Irish context was considered and centered in design. 

In comparing the two cases, it can be seen that due to South Sudan’s material constraints 

and instability necessitating international assistance, prior understanding of aid sector criticisms 

and more intentional measures were required to ensure local needs and autonomy were not lost in 

the design process. In contrast, while Northern Ireland’s context did not require this approach due 

to its conflict and socioeconomic status, sports-based peacebuilding activities had to be designed 

keeping cross-community division and its various symbolic and structural manifestations in mind.  

Iterative Process 

In South Sudan, the use of iterative process can be most clearly observed in the reshuffling 

of sports activities throughout the 5th, 6th, 7th, and 8th NUDs. While the changing of different 

activities and aspects were due to both budget constraints related to South Sudan’s socioeconomic 

context as well as efforts to increase inclusion in line with de Coning’s (2020) assertion of its 

critical importance to increasing resilience and reducing chances for violent conflict (p. 842), the 

NUD structure lent itself to such a process. It allowed the discussions on promoting girls’ sports 

through the football switch and Boruboru, the research concerning perceptions of pastoralist 

communities and wrestling to ensure it remained part of the program through Peace and Culture 

Day, and even the continual evolution and institutionalization of the mixed lodging approach 

(Furukawa, 2021; 2026; JICA et al, 2025). That the MoYS and JICA engaged in such rigorous 

monitoring procedures gave them the information necessary to continually evolve program 

activities in light of feedback and adaptively negotiated objectives. 
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In Northern Ireland, iterative process can be viewed at the organizational level with PPI-

NI. As detailed in Theme 1 and stated plainly by PPI-NI director Gareth Harper, from its roots as 

a pickup basketball game organized in smaller Northern Irish towns to a premier sports-based 

peacebuilding organization with the influence and respect to facilitate GoTH events with the three 

major Northern Irish sporting associations and work directly in public schools, PPI-NI has been 

able to iteratively evolve and adapt as society has moved further from the violence of The Troubles, 

and attitudes towards “peacebuilding” and “reconciliation” began to soften (PeacePlayers, 2021a). 

During this time, it can be argued that they actually moved along the spectrum from Figure 1 and 

transitioned from Sport Plus to Plus Sport as their peace and cross-community relations 

programming became more explicit (Clark, 2015, Coalter, 2010). With initiatives such as the 

youth-led evaluation, PPI-NI can attempt to continually keep abreast of attitudes in Northern Irish 

society and update their sport and peacebuilding activities to reflect or challenge them.  

In each case, the sports-based peacebuilding organizations displayed the ability to 

thoughtfully examine and negotiate their capacities within the stage of the conflict cycle they were 

existing, continually monitoring the needs and attitudes of different communities to adapt and 

improve programming.  

Theory of Change  

Finally, besides the broad understandings of sport’s value as a peacebuilding tool detailed 

in Chapter 2, did the actors in these cases have an explicit theory of change guiding their actions? 

In South Sudan, this question is answered quite clearly by the YES for Peace project as 

detailed in Theme 3. The collective realization of Everyday Peace’s applicability to the South 

Sudanese context and the many intentional efforts to convey and implement the concept through 

trainings at sports academies showed that organizers had thoughtfully considered the context they 

were working in and the theoretical underpinnings they could apply (JICA et al., 2025). As the 

earlier section on localized design discussed the YES for Peace project’s recognition that local 

officials should be taking the lead in creating peace, the understanding of sports academies’ critical 

role as grassroots and bottom-up sports-based peacebuilders made them an ideal candidate to 

integrate Everyday Peace, as its emphasis on the normal actions and everyday efforts people can 

make to avoid conflict in their community was more applicable and sustainable in activities of a 

local sports academy than in large-scale, annual events like the NUD.  



77 
 

That different stakeholders acknowledged the use of Everyday Peace was able to 

“restructure power dynamics in the peacebuilding practices” and provide a method for continued 

operations even after the presence of JICA and other organizations might fade (JICA et al., 2025, 

p. 100) coincides with de Coning’s (2020) recommendation for resilient and self-organizing local 

institutions that can sustain themselves without an external controlling agent (p. 841). Finally, that 

stakeholders were able to build upon the theory by creating the specific goals of “Safe Space” and 

“Peaceful Community” showed that they had fully integrated it into their work and adjusted it 

specifically to the South Sudanese context. 

In Northern Ireland, while less explicitly operationalized than Everyday Peace in South 

Sudan, PPI-NI’s theory of change was shown previously in Figure 4 and centers on the use of 

basketball’s neutral nature to create a safe environment for community relations in a divided 

society. That PPI-NI founder Brendan Tuohey acknowledges ICT as one of the critical theoretical 

perspectives that guided programmatic design demonstrates that their work was both innovative 

and grounded in well-established practice within the SDP sector, illustrated by their founding 

maxim “Children that play together can learn to live together” (Tuohey & Cognato, 2011, p. 53). 

While the use of basketball’s neutral nature and the relative inexperience of program participants 

directly contributed to the ICT condition of “Equal group status within the situation,” that this 

strategy had been thoughtfully planned, articulated, and backed by theory aligns with both 

Adaptive Peacebuilding and Schulenkorf & Sherry’s (2021) assertion that purposely designed 

activities and programs are necessary to facilitate “optimal” contact (p. 253).  

In both cases, pre-established theories were considered and adapted to their specific 

contexts rather than taking them at face value. In working to establish theoretical backing for their 

programmatic design and sports-based peacebuilding activities, the goals of each organization 

could be more easily understood and their specific meaning to the communities being served more 

clearly justified.  

7.4 Synthesis  

In working to answer the central research question, the analysis chapter engaged with the 

three sub-questions posed. The contextual comparison revealed that the differing stages of the 

conflict cycle, the nature of the division, and attitudes towards sport as both a cultural institution 
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and tool for peacebuilding impacted the adaptations taken and the shape of the sports-based 

peacebuilding programming. The effects of these dynamics were further analyzed through SFDT, 

showing that program monitoring, stakeholder cooperation, initiative creation, educational 

engagement, and culturally-sensitive sport selection were adapted in different ways, with actions 

being taken to both mitigate and harness certain dynamics to improve programming within the 

specific context. Finally, Adaptive Peacebuilding was used to interrogate the reasoning and 

processes that guided these adaptive decisions, displaying that awareness of aid sector criticisms 

and institutionalized segregation, local attitudes and capacities, and the importance of 

theoretically-backed design were critical in each case to work towards thoughtful and appropriate 

sports-based peacebuilding. Using these lenses together provided a more holistic understanding of 

why, what, and how these adaptations were made. 



79 
 

Chapter 8: Conclusion 

With the growth of the SDP sector and continual discussion on sport’s viability as a tool 

for peacebuilding activities, this study identified a need for more research on what sports-based 

peacebuilding entailed in different conflict-affected and divided societies. To engage in research 

and analysis potentially useful in a wide range of contexts, the cases of South Sudan and Northern 

Ireland were chosen and compared. While both cases possess societies significantly impacted by 

conflict and community division, they exist at different stages of the conflict cycle, and are vastly 

different in terms of their governmental, socioeconomic, and safety situations.  

This allowed for comparative discussion on why sport-based peacebuilding activities had 

to adapt through the sub-question “How do the differing dynamics of the South Sudan and 

Northern Ireland contexts compel adaptations in terms of programmatic design of sports-based 

peacebuilding activities?,” what the adaptations were across different programmatic aspects 

through the sub-question “How are the five “building blocks” of Sport for Development Theory 

operationalized within sports-based peacebuilding activities in South Sudan and Northern 

Ireland?” and how these adaptations represented thoughtful and context-aware decision-making 

through the sub-question “How do observed adaptations in the South Sudan and Northern Ireland 

cases reflect “Adaptive Peacebuilding” principles”. These were all crafted in service of answering 

the main research question: “How do sports-based peacebuilding interventions adapt to specific 

contextual dynamics in the conflict-affected and divided societies of South Sudan and Northern 

Ireland?” 

 To answer sub-question 1, South Sudan’s active conflict and humanitarian crisis created 

multiple simultaneous pressures, compelling sport-based peacebuilding actors to adapt their 

programs to address inclusion, safety, lack of resources, and effective peace promotion. In 

Northern Ireland, the consociational and segregated nature of post-GFA society, being closely 

intertwined with the meanings attached to popular sports, compelled adaptations characterized by 

their ability to negotiate this reality, either by avoiding it, harnessing it, or confronting it directly. 

 To answer sub-question 2, both cases saw the building blocks of SFDT clearly 

operationalized within sports-based peacebuilding activities, demonstrating its transferability 

across different organizations and projects, yet clearly displaying that the specific outputs were 

shaped by their context. While differences could be observed in monitoring, organizational 
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structure/collaboration, and supplemental education owing to the severity of the conflict situation 

and the means possessed by the actors, actors in both cases attempted to craft activities relevant to 

the population they were serving. The most striking contrast observed was in the sports selected 

within each program. In South Sudan sports were chosen for their cultural relevance or inclusive 

potential, while in Northern Ireland sports were chosen either because they were neutral or their 

combination could promote cross-community contact and intercultural exchange. 

 To answer sub-question 3, both cases had clear examples of actors engaging in thoughtful, 

context-specific processes when making decisions and continually shaping their programs. While 

South Sudan’s reliance on international assistance informed its adaptations, requiring carefully 

managed stakeholder interaction and creative solutions to work within budget constraints, 

Northern Ireland did not face these challenges, instead having to continually adapt to work within 

or confront institutionalized segregation.  

 In answering these questions, the main research question can be answered as follows: In 

South Sudan and Northern Ireland, sports-based peacebuilding activities displayed awareness of 

the societal and material impacts that conflict and division created in the communities they served, 

intentionally planned culturally-sensitive sports activities supplemented by appropriate 

educational content, and engaged in thoughtful programmatic evolution, making key adaptive 

decisions as contextual factors changed. 

While the analysis conducted and the answers provided significantly contribute to greater 

understanding of sports-based peacebuilding in these two cases, limitations certainly exist. First, 

the empirical analysis relied upon a limited number of key sources in each case, with JICA’s YES 

for Peace programmatic report and Furukawa’s scholarly work being significant for South Sudan, 

and the SESNI report and information from PPI-NI activities being significant for Northern 

Ireland. Owing to this, there may be some aspects of sports-based peacebuilding in these two 

contexts that were not fully addressed. Furthermore, while the analysis of each of these cases may 

glean strategies for sport-based peacebuilding activities in countries that share similar 

characteristics to these respective societies, this study again wishes to emphasize that each society 

possesses unique characteristics guided by their history, culture, demographics, political situation, 

and past experience with conflict. It is for this reason that strategies detailed in this thesis could be 

considered by actors in other environments, but adjustments would need to be made for the 

specificities of that context. Regardless, this study serves as the first instance of direct comparison 
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of sport-based peacebuilding activities in the societies of South Sudan and Northern Ireland, 

providing value and contributing to the overall literature on the SDP sector in different contexts.  

From a theoretical perspective, the study acknowledges that SFDT and Adaptive 

Peacebuilding are just two of many theories that could be used to understand and analyze the 

evidence gathered for these cases. While they were chosen to address both the sports and 

peacebuilding aspects of the cases by taking a theory from each respective field, their integration 

was not seamless, and in some cases involved re-analyzing certain aspects from only a slightly 

different angle. This study would recommend the use of other theories from the sports and 

peacebuilding disciplines to supplement the research conducted here.  

Finally, this study would like to offer recommendations for both practitioners and 

researchers stemming from this research. 

Practitioners:  

• Strong consideration should be given to the choice of sport, the topics covered in 

supplemental educational activities, and the respective cultures that will be participating in 

any activities.  

• Considerations should be taken on when to lean into and address conflict and division as 

they exist in the societies being served, and when to lean away from these factors and let 

sports serve as a refuge from these realities. A balance of both approaches has the potential 

to yield best results. 

• All the activities discussed in this study were aimed at children. Shifting some focus to 

adult participants could be a novel approach and yield new, underexplored results. 

Researchers:  

• More research must be done on sports and sports-based peacebuilding in South Sudan. 

There is a clear gap in this area, and opportunities exist for researchers to build on the work 

of those referenced as well as this study itself. 

• More research can be done on SFDT’s applicability to active conflict settings and Adaptive 

Peacebuilding’s applicability to sports-based peacebuilding operations. 

• More research on the adaptability of sports within a single setting and their versatility 

across different contexts and the HDP Nexus should be considered and explored. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

Dynamics Compelling Adaptation in South Sudan and Northern Ireland  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

South Sudan Northern Ireland 

• Resource/Funding constraints (MoYS 

and JICA) 

• Safety concerns  

• Inclusion of ostracized groups  

o Girls 

o Pastoralist Tribes 

• Potential trauma among participants 

and spectators relating to: 

o GBV 

o Being a child soldier  

o Displacement 

• Retaining and honoring cultural 

aspects despite influence of 

international aid agency (JICA) 

• Gang and criminal involvement of 

potential youth participants  

• Deciding correct level/method of 

contact across several 

tribes/regions/ethnicities 

• Popular sports are contested due to 

sectarian political meanings and 

importance to different communities  

 

• Some people feel unsafe or 

unwelcome at major sporting venues  

 

• Sporting Associations have been tied 

to political and conflict dynamics 

related to The Troubles and 

Paramilitarism 

 

• Schools are heavily segregated and 

have been noted as the main pipeline 

for the sports youth get involved in  

 

(Designed and conceived by Davis Gee from 

evidence in empirical chapters, 2026) 
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Appendix B 

Operationalization of SFDT Building Blocks in South Sudan 

 

 

 

 

Building Block Evidence from Empirical Chapter 
Themes 

Referenced 

Impacts 

Assessment 

• Monitoring and review cycles across 6th, 7th, and 8th 

NUDs 

• Teacher and student evaluations after PE sessions 

• YES for Peace project completion report 

Themes 1, 2, 

4, and 5 

Organizational 

• State Convention Model  

• JICA positioned as support organization rather than 

decision-maker 

• Expansion from NUD events to grassroots school and 

academy activities  

• Budget-driven restructuring of NUD sports activities 

• Everyday Peace framework adopted as project theory 

of change  

Themes 1, 2, 

3, 4, and 5 

Sports 

• Wrestling introduced at 5th NUD  

• Women’s football replacing men’s football at 7th NUD 

• Boruboru included to highlight girls’ traditional 

sporting practice  

• Cooperative mixed-gender games at Peace and Culture 

Day 

• NUDs as a “peak experience” 

Themes 1, 2, 

4, and 5 

Educational 

• Gender workshops for coaches, players, and parents 

addressing myths about girls in sport  

• Peace promotion workshops at NUD covering trauma, 

GBV, and conflict management, and psychosocial 

support 

• Structured PE lessons plans implementing peace 

messages cooperatively developed for schools 

Themes 1, 3, 

and 5 

Cultural 

Enrichment 

• Peace and Culture Day including wrestling, Boruboru, 

cooperative games, cultural dances, and art projects  

• Cartoon and radio outreach adapted to advertise NUD 

for low-literacy population  

• Student-created peace flags, songs, and poems at 

school sports events 

Themes 2 

and 5 

(Designed and conceived by Davis Gee from 

evidence in empirical chapters, 2026) 
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Appendix C 

Operationalization of SFDT Building Blocks in Northern Ireland 

 

 

 

Building Block Evidence from Empirical Chapter Themes Referenced 

Impacts 

Assessment 

• PPI-NI youth-led evaluation producing documented 

recommendations for program improvement 

• Evaluations of PPI-NI, FFA, and others done by outside 

firms 

Theme 3 

Organizational 

• PPI-NI organizational evolution from community 

basketball games to well-regarded peacebuilding 

organization  

• Policy banning non-hockey sportwear at Belfast Giants 

games 

• Inter-association collaboration between IFA, GAA, and 

Ulster Rugby (GoTH) 

• Fresh Start Through Sport project with 3 main sport 

associations and the Belfast Giants 

• Sport 4 Peace initiative signaling collaboration through 

2030 

• Football for All fan-driven campaign with IFA support 

• School twinning model paring Catholic and Protestant 

schools  

Themes 1, 2, and 3 

Sports 

• Basketball chosen as culturally neutral and “non-

traditional” sport 

• Ice Hockey as a neutral sport at SSE Arena helping to 

create a neutral venue free from sectarian meaning 

• GoTH combining football, Gaelic games, and rugby  

• Mixed community and gender teams during GoTH 

activities  

• Engaging with coaches from IFA, GAA, and Ulster 

Rugby as a “peak experience” 

Themes 1, 2, and 3 

Educational 

• PPI-NI activities and curriculum integrated with Northern 

Ireland schools PDMU curriculum  

• Community relations discussions addressing 

sectarianism, prejudice, and violence in many 

organizations  

• “4th half” community relations sessions at GoTH events  

• PPI-NI youth-led evaluation empowering and challenging 

participants to assess curriculum and activities, critically 

engage with peers, and develop data collection and 

analysis skills  

Themes 2 and 3 

Cultural 

Enrichment 

• GoTH exposing youth to sports from outside their 

community’s tradition  

• FFA/Sea of Green reclaiming football’s symbolic 

environment and encouraging new colors and songs  

• Multi-sport exposure as a cultural activitiy  

Theme 2 

(Designed and conceived by Davis Gee from 

evidence in empirical chapters, 2026) 
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Appendix D 

Adaptive Peacebuilding Principles in South Sudan 

 

Principle Evidence from Empirical Chapter Themes Referenced 

Localized 

Design 

• State Convention designed by MoYS to give 

regional South Sudanese representatives input 

and promote collective decision-making for NUD 

programming 

• MoYS pushing for the change to women’s 

football at the 7th NUD without recommendation 

from JICA 

• Wrestling recruitment conducted in partnership 

with local civil society organizations  

• Everyday Peace theory applied and adjusted 

specifically for South Sudan’s sports academy 

context 

• Gender inclusion strategies at NUDs and sports 

academies shaped by local officials to combat 

South Sudanese cultural norms around bride 

prices and protecting girls’ bodies from sport 

• Sports academy coaches using personal 

community connections for recruitment  

Themes 1, 2, and 3 

Iterative 

Process 

• Modifications across NUDs including: 

o Implementing and retaining the mixed-

lodging approach  

o Restructuring of activities following 

reduced budget 

o Replacement of men’s football with 

women’s football 

o Retention of wrestling as a cultural 

celebration event  

o Inclusion of Boruboru 

• YES for Peace project engaging in thorough 

monitoring, evaluation, and adaptation cycles 

Themes 1, 2, 4, 5 

Theory of 

Change 

• Everyday Peace theory modified and 

operationalized by MoYS and JICA through the 

“Safe Space” and “Peaceful Community” 

concepts  

• NUD events guided by stated objectives of 

national unity, cultural diversity and non-violence 

• Supplemental educational and cultural 

programming added to address the specificities of 

the South Sudanese context 

Themes 3 and 5 

(Designed and conceived by Davis Gee from evidence in empirical chapters, 2026) 
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Appendix E 

Adaptive Peacebuilding Principles in Northern Ireland 

 

 

 

Principle Evidence from Empirical Chapter Themes Referenced 

Localized 

Design 

• PPI-NI’s choice of basketball as a culturally 

neutral sport in direct response to the sectarian 

nature of major Northern Irish sports  

• PPI-NI integrating with PDMU curriculum during 

school twinnings  

• Local staff in PPI-NI leadership positions  

• Football for All emerging organically from fan 

communities 

• Inter-association collaboration between local 

premier sports associations  

• Neutral and anti-sectarian symbol policies at SSE 

arena to avoid unwelcoming nature of other 

sports spaces 

Themes 1, 2, and 3 

Iterative 

Process 

• PPI-NI youth-led evaluation showing willingness 

to adapt program specifically to the views of 

program participants  

• PPI-NI’s organizational evolution from 

community basketball games to well-regarded 

peacebuilding organization  

Themes 1, 2, and 3 

Theory of 

Change 

• PPI-NI’s initial “trojan horse” strategy of using 

the neutrality of basketball as an entry point for 

participants before introducing structured 

peacebuilding messages 

• PPI-NI’s maxim: “Children that play together can 

learn to live together” 

• PPI-NI’s acknowledged use of ICT 

Theme 1 

(Designed and conceived by Davis Gee from 

evidence in empirical chapters, 2026) 


