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Action sports for youth development: critical insights
for the SDP community

Holly Thorpe*

Department of Sport and Leisure Studies, University of Waikato, Hamilton, New Zealand

This article identifies new trends in youth sport participation, particularly the growing
popularity of non-competitive, informal, non-institutionalized ‘action sports’ (e.g.,
skateboarding, surfing, snowboarding, parkour). Drawing upon an array of interna-
tional examples and qualitative research including interviews and media analysis, it
considers the potential of action sports for making a valuable contribution to the sport
for development and peace (SDP) movement. More specifically, the author argues that
those working in the field of sport for youth development would do well to critically
consider the alternative value systems in action sports and to recognize youth agency
and creativity in both developed and (re)developing nations. It concludes by offering
policy implications and encouraging youth-focused SDP initiatives to move beyond
the ‘deficit model’ and towards more collaborative projects that provide space for local
voices and acknowledge youth agency.

Keywords: youth; action sports; sport for development and peace building

Introduction

The term ‘action sports’ broadly refers to a wide range of mostly individualized activities
such as Bicycle Moto-Cross (BMX), kite-surfing, skateboarding, surfing and snowboard-
ing, which differed – at least in their early phases of development – from traditional rule-
bound, competitive, regulated western ‘achievement’ sport cultures. Various categoriza-
tions have been used to describe these activities, including extreme, lifestyle, and alter-
native sports (Rinehart 2000, Wheaton 2004, Booth and Thorpe 2007). The term action
sport is increasingly the preferred term used by committed participants (many of whom
resent the label ‘extreme sports’ which they feel was imposed upon them by transnational
corporations and media conglomerates during the mid- and late-1990s). Many action
sports gained popularity in North America and some parts of Europe during the new
leisure trends of the 1960s and 1970s and increasingly attracted alternative youth who
appropriated these activities and infused them with a set of hedonistic and carefree
philosophies and subcultural styles. While each action sport has its own unique history,
identity and development patterns, early participants sought risks and thrills, touted anti-
establishment and do-it-yourself philosophies; core members saw their culture as ‘differ-
ent’ to the traditional rule-bound, competitive, regulated western traditional institutiona-
lized sport cultures (Beal 1995, Humphreys 1997, Wheaton 2004).

Since their emergence in the 1960s, action sports have experienced unprecedented
growth both in participation and in their increased visibility across public space (see, e.g.,
Rinehart 2000, Wheaton 2004, Booth and Thorpe 2007, Thorpe 2011). During the mid-
and late-1990s, television agencies and corporate sponsors began to recognize the huge
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potential in action sports as a way to tap into the highly lucrative youth market.
Mainstream companies quickly began appropriating the ‘cool’ images of surfers, skate-
boarders and snowboarders to sell products ranging from energy drinks to credit cards.
The global exposure of the X Games and Gravity Games, the inclusion of action sports
into the Olympic Games (particularly snowboarding, freestyle skiing, BMX, mountain
biking) (see Thorpe and Wheaton 2011b) and the popularity of extreme sport video games
and movies (e.g., Blue Crush, Dogtown and ZBoys), helped to further expose these sports
to the masses. As a result, action sport athletes have become household names. Indeed,
skateboarder Tony Hawk, surfer Kelly Slater and snowboarder Shaun White were identi-
fied as being among the top ten most popular athletes among 13–34 years old in North
America (What Is 2008).

As a result of mainstream media coverage and the inclusion of action sports into mega
sporting events, many action sports experienced exponential growth between the late
1980s and early 2000s. For example, snowboarding witnessed a 385% increase in
participation between 1988 and 2003, reaching an estimated 8.2 million snowboarders
in the United States and Canada in 2010 (Lewis 2011). The number of recreational surfers
in the US grew to 49.4% between 1987 and 2001 to an estimated 2.2 million participants.
In Australia, there were more than 2.5 million recreational surfers in 2012 (note this is
more 10% of the Australian population), and according to the International Surfing
Association, there are more than 35 million surfers in more than 100 countries (Aguerre
2013). In 2008, skateboarding was identified as the fastest growing sport in the United
States with more than 10.1 million participants (NSGA 2008). Since the economic
recession of 2008 and 2009, however, some cultural commentators have observed a
slowing in the growth rates of some action sports (Tuttle 2013, Wixon 2013). Yet many
action sports remain highly popular activities with participation rates ebbing and flowing
in response to broader trends in sport and leisure consumption patterns.

Young, white males continue to constitute a dominant force at the core of many action
sport cultures (Beal 1996, Wheaton 2000, Kusz 2007, Atencio et al. 2009, Chivers
Yochim 2010, Evers 2010a, Thorpe 2010). Yet these activities have increasingly attracted
an influx of participants from around the world and from different social classes and age
groups, as well as females and minority groups (see Anderson 1999, Thrope 2010,
Wheaton 2013). Indeed, women are adopting proactive roles in the action sports culture
and industry, as instructors, athletes, journalists, photographers, CEOs and manufacturers
(Pomerantz et al. 2004, Thorpe 2005, 2007, Young and Dallaire 2008). As a result of the
increasing visibility of female role models, the expanding female niche market and
opportunities for female-only lessons, camps and competitions, the female action sport
demographic has grown over the past two decades (Thorpe 2007). In 2007, there were 3
million more female skateboarders in the United States than in 1995 (Active Marketing
Group (AMG) 2007), and by 2003, women made up approximately 34.3% of the US
snowboarding population (NSGA 2005). As well as targeting the female niche market,
many action sport companies and organizations are also employing an array of strategies
to attract more minority customers and patrons (see Bang et al. 2010, Lewis 2010).

Recent estimates suggest that there are more than 22 million Americans currently
participating annually in the four most popular action sports – skateboarding, snowboard-
ing, BMX riding and surfing – with many participating on a regular basis and engaging in
an array of other action sports (Active Marketing Group 2007). Unfortunately, reliable
international statistics are scarce, yet similar trends have been observed in many Western,
and some Eastern (e.g., China, Japan, South Korea), countries (see Wheaton 2004, Booth
and Thorpe 2007, Thorpe 2008, Wheaton 2010). Importantly, participation rates do not
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account for the broader cultural reach of these activities. According to a recent report by
Global Industry Analysts, Inc., the action sports industry, which includes media, events,
clothing and equipment, continues to expand with predictions that the global board sports
industry will reach US$20.5 billion by 2017 (Global Boardsports 2011). The rise of
transnational action sport media and corporations continues to play a significant role in
the spreading of ideas, images and styles across borders (Thorpe In Press).

The growth of action sports in many countries is affecting broader trends in youth
sport participation (Tomlinson et al. 2005, Thorpe 2008). In contrast to the increasing
rates of participation in non-competitive, informal and non-institutionalized sports, youth
involvement in many traditional team-sports, such as basketball, (American) football, ice
hockey and rugby, is declining, or slowing, in many countries (Thorpe and Wheaton
2011b). Arguably, the expansion of the X Games to six events per year will further
exacerbate such trends, particularly in countries and regions where the Games are being
hosted for the first time, particularly Brazil, Spain and Germany. These are noteworthy
trends for governmental agencies and organizations involved in the funding and develop-
ment of future youth sport opportunities and initiatives (Tomlinson et al. 2005, Gilchrist
and Wheaton 2011). Interestingly, the Australian government recently recognized the
growth of action sports as one of six ‘megatrends shaping the sports sector over coming
decades’ (CSIRO 2013). Yet many other countries have yet to seriously consider the
significance of youth participation in typically non-competitive, non-institutionalized
action sports.

In this article, I draw upon a lifetime of participation and 10 years extensive research
into the growth and development of action sports in local, virtual and global contexts to
argue that governmental agencies and organizations involved in the funding and devel-
opment of future youth sport opportunities and initiatives would do well to pay closer
attention of trends in action sport participation and consumption. My argument consists of
four main parts. First, I illustrate the growth of the Action Sports for Development and
Peace Building (ASDP) movement, and the diversity of organizations and programmes
working in an array of developing and developed nations, before offering a brief case of
the highly acclaimed ASDP organization of Skateistan. Following this, I then critically
consider the potential of such programmes for offering new opportunities for enhancing
the health and well-being of at-risk children and youth in both developing and developed
contexts. In the third part of this article, I argue that, before delivering action sport
programmes, SDP researchers and practitioners should first examine the grassroots sport-
ing participation of youths in local communities. Here I offer three examples to demon-
strate how some action sport enthusiasts are creatively and proactively adopting and
adapting these activities in their efforts to overcome the stress and trauma of living in
spaces of natural disaster and/or conflict. In the fourth and final part of this article, I make
three recommendations for policy actions for governments and organizations interested in
the growth of action sports and their potential for improving the health and well-being of
children and youth. In so doing, this article contributes to recent critical SDP scholarship
by challenging some of the assumptions underpinning many current programmes for
youth development and ultimately advocating the need to prioritize the experiences,
needs and voices of children and youth.

The rise of ASDP

In 2001, Kofi Annan founded the United Nations Office on Sport for Development and
Peace (SDP), advocating sport as having ‘an almost unmatched role to play in promoting
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understanding, healing wounds, mobilising support for social causes, and breaking down
barriers’ (Annan 2010). More recently, the United Nations identified 6 April 2013 as the
inaugural International Day of SDP. Indeed, the SDP movement has proliferated over the
past two decades with groups and organizations using sport and physical activity to help
improve the health and well-being of individuals and communities around the world
(Beutler 2008, Kidd 2008, 2011, Levermore and Beacom 2009, Donnelly et al. 2011,
Giulianotti 2011, Darnell 2012). Of the 700 organizations currently working under the
SDP umbrella, the lion’s share utilizes traditional sports such as football, basketball,
volleyball and hockey. Organizations such as Football for Peace, Right to Play, Hoops
4 Hope and Peace Players International have been acclaimed as making valuable con-
tributions to the quality of many individual’s lives. Yet a growing number of critical sport
scholars have questioned the assumptions underpinning the SDP movement, with some
arguing that many of these well-intended initiatives ‘may not be serving the ends towards
which they are directed, or are even having counterproductive results’ (Hartmann and
Kwauk 2011, p. 286; also see, Coalter 2007, Darnell 2010, 2012, Coakley 2011,
Giulianotti 2011). Of particular relevance to this article are recent critiques facing sporting
programmes for youth development.

Sport sociologist Coakley (2011) is concerned that too many sport for youth devel-
opment programmes use sport as a ‘hook on which to hang socializing experiences that
promote forms of personal development valued by the sponsoring organization and its
staff’ (p. 314). He argues that the current neoliberal approach to youth development
‘uncritically supports[s] the evangelistic promise that sport produces positive development
among young people’ (p. 306), before calling for more critical research and theory that
‘identifies the processes through which sport participation is or is not linked with
subsequent forms of civic engagement and efforts to produce progressive change trans-
cending the lives of particular individuals’ (p. 306). Similarly, Hartmann and Kwauk
(2011) suggest that many programmes employing sport as an ‘educational tool for
otherwise disempowered, marginalized young people’ are working to ‘reproduce estab-
lished social relations’ rather than contribute to fundamental change and transformation
(p. 284). They argue that officials of sport-based intervention programmes tend to ‘ignore
the ways in which youth interpret and actively and creatively negotiate poverty and
inequality as well as the ways in which their sport-based interventions actually commit
symbolic acts of violence while reproducing conditions of marginalization’ (p. 296; also
see Guest 2009, Kay 2009).

Responding to such concerns, Hartmann and Kwauk (2011) advocate a more critical
alternative to youth development that pays attention to ‘local practices, local knowledge,
the sociocultural and political-economic contexts as well as the needs and desires of
communities themselves’ (p. 294). In so doing, they envisage development not as ‘some-
thing that can be done to or for people’ but rather ‘a process that must be undertaken with
others’ (p. 294, emphasis in original). Continuing, they proffer a reconceptualization of
sport for youth development as ‘a space of “physical” education that begins with the
interests, knowledge, histories, identities, and experiences of marginalized youth and
works toward developing their capacity to decode reality and the ability to… act upon
the world and to make their own futures’ (p. 296).

While critical scholars are increasingly questioning the assumptions underpinning
sport for youth development programmes, the growth of ASDP programmes have gar-
nered little attention from either the SDP community or critical sport scholars (for
exceptions, see Thorpe 2013, Thorpe and Ahmad 2013, Thorpe and Rinehart 2013,
Wheaton 2013). In the first part of this article, I examine the growth of ASDP
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organizations and critically consider how they differ from other youth development
programmes in not only the type of sports being employed, but also the value systems
underpinning such programmes. I argue that some ASDP programmes appear to be
working within the alternative framework for development identified by Hartmann and
Kwauk (2011), and thus they offer valuable insights for those in the SDP community
interested in developing more critical interventions that ‘contribute to more fundamental
systemic changes in social life’ (p. 298).

For many years, action sports were thought to be the exclusive domain of privileged,
white, narcissistic Western youth. Stereotypes of surfers, skateboarders, snowboarders and
climbers as hedonistic, thrill-seeking, anti-authoritarian, individualistic youth continue to
proliferate in the mass media and popular cultural sentiment. Since the mid- and late-
1990s, however, action sports participants have established non-profit organizations and
movements relating to an array of social issues, including health (e.g., Boarding for Breast
Cancer – educational programmes for female surf, skate and snowboard enthusiasts; Surf
Aid International – a non-profit humanitarian organization dedicated to improving the
‘health, well-being and self-reliance of people living in isolated regions’, particularly in
popular surfing locations in Indonesia; Waves for Change – a South African youth
development and HIV education programme rooted in surfing), education (e.g., Chill –
a US-founded non-profit providing underprivileged youth with opportunities to develop
self-esteem and life-skills through board sports, now with twelve chapters in the United
States, two in Canada and one in Austria and Australia; Skateistan – co-educational
skateboarding schooling in Afghanistan, Cambodia and Pakistan; Umthombo Surf
Stars – providing street children in South Africa with opportunities to participate in
beach-related activities and training for future employment in ocean-related activities;
the Indigo Skate Camp in rural South Africa – providing skateboarding opportunities to
under-privileged rural Zulu communities, see Wheaton 2013), environment (e.g., Protect
Our Winters [POW] – an international group of snowboarders and skiers committed to
raising awareness of environmental deprivation, and particularly global warming; Surfers
Environmental Alliance [SEA]; Surfers Against Sewage [SAS] – an environmental
campaign group with a mission to rid the UK coastline of sewage; see Laviolette 2006,
Wheaton 2007, Heywood and Montgomery 2008), female empowerment (e.g., Wahine on
Waves – a New Zealand organization aimed at providing girls and young women with
safe and supportive opportunities to learn to surf); and anti-violence (e.g., Surfers for
Peace – an informal organization aimed at bridging cultural and political barriers between
surfers in the Middle East).

While ASDP organizations are a relatively new topic of scholarly investigation, a few
researchers are drawing on psychological theories and concepts to explain humanitarian
and empathetic responses among action sport participants (see Wymer et al. 2008, Brymer
2009, Brymer and Oades 2009). Yet such approaches have tended to oversimplify,
decontextualize and romanticize the relationship between action sport participation and
activism. Arguably, recent work by a select few sociologists and cultural geographers
offers greater insight into the nuances and contradictions operating within and across these
organizations and the broader social context in which they emerge (see, e.g., Laviolette
2006, Wheaton 2007, Thorpe and Rinehart 2013). The arguments offered in this article
build upon the latter and are a synthesis of an array of individual and collaborative
projects related to action sport participation in global, local and virtual contexts (see
Thorpe 2013, In Press; Thorpe and Ahmad 2013, Thorpe and Rinehart 2013). With the
specific aim of examining trends across ASDP organizations and critically observing
grassroots action sports developments, I draw upon media analysis of an array of online,
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print and social media (i.e., ASDP organizations’ websites, videos, books and promotional
materials, as well as publically available Facebook and Instagram accounts of organiza-
tions and/or officials), personal communications and semi-structured interviews with
various SDP and ASDP organizations (i.e., Chill, Skateistan, Sports United, Surf Aid
International, Transitional Spaces, Wahine on Waves), and 20 participants involved in
grassroots action sport groups in New Zealand, the Middle East and the United States.
Interviews were conducted both in-person and via Skype between 2010 and 2013,
depending on the location of the participants and the researcher.

There is considerable variation within such action sport-related non-profit organiza-
tions and social campaigns. Some ASDPs – such as Chill, Surfers for Peace and
Umthombo Surf Stars – can be broadly categorized within the SDP sector in that they
use participation in action sports such as snowboarding, skateboarding or surfing as an
‘interventionist tool to promote peace, reconciliation, and development in different loca-
tions across the world’ (Giulianotti 2011, p. 50). For many others, while the physical act
of surfing, snowboarding or skiing plays an important role in uniting members of these
groups and inspiring potential donors, the action sport is not directly being used as an
interventionist tool as in many other SDP organizations. Rather, these organizations are
founded by action sport participants who utilize pre-existing structures and connections
within and across local, national and global sporting cultures and industries to raise
awareness and fundraise for issues they deem to be socially significant. While some of
these organizations remain at the grass-roots level and are relatively unknown beyond the
local community or outside the action sport culture, others are gaining recognition from
mainstream social justice and humanitarian organizations for their innovative efforts and
creative strategies to create change in local and global contexts. For example, Surf Aid
International received the World Association of Non-Governmental Organizations
(WANGO) Humanitarian Award in 2007 for their ‘unique cutting edge solutions to
alleviate human suffering in the Mentawai Islands’ and the organization’s ability to ‘tap
into the inherent values in the surfing community – individualism, courage, dynamism,
and adaptability’ (Hamad 2007); and Skateistan won the 2009 Peace and Sport Non-
Governmental Organization Award for its efforts in educating urban and internally-
displaced children in Kabul (Afghanistan), as well as the 2012 Innovation Through
Sport award at the Beyond Sport Forum. In 2013, Skateistan was also selected as a Top
100 NGO by The Global Journal, making it the highest ranking sport-related NGO.

Importantly, some ASDPs are underpinned by the same assumptions as many other
sport for youth development programmes. Much like the ‘sport evangalists’ discussed by
Coakley (2011), some ASDP officials uncritically assume that action sport participation
will automatically have a positive impact on ‘personal character development, reforming
“at risk” populations, and fostering social capital leading to future occupational success
and civic engagement’ (Coakley 2011, p. 308; also see Coalter 2007). Some support such
assumptions with quantitative data. For example, following the results of the 2013
participant survey of the Chill programme, the organization claims to have ‘had a power-
ful impact on young peoples’ self-esteem, motivation, relationships with others, and
healthy lifestyle’ (personal communication with Chill 2013).1 Indeed, some ASDP
adopt the ‘dominant vision’ described by Hartmann and Kwauk (2011), that is, they
target marginalized young people with the aim of ‘equipping them with the tools of self-
improvement and management’ (p. 288), but in so doing are ‘recalibrating identities’,
bringing them in line with the values of the organizers and various other stakeholders (p.
292). Yet other ASDPs adopt what Hartmann and Kwauk (2011) term an alternative,
‘interventionist approach’ with the aim of contributing to ‘more fundamental change and
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transformation’ beyond the individual (p. 284). Arguably, Skateistan is a good example of
the latter.

Skateistan: ‘Skateboarding is just the carrot’

Skateistan – an ‘independent, neutral, Afghan NGO’ that provides skateboarding tuition,
and art and language education, to ‘urban and internally-displaced youth in Afghanistan’ –
began in 2006 when Australian skateboarder Oliver Percovich went to Kabul with his
girlfriend Sharna Nolan who had taken a position with the Afghanistan Reconstruction
and Evaluation Unit. As soon as Percovich started skateboarding in the streets of Kabul,
he was ‘surrounded by eager children begging to learn how to skate’ (Ramp it up 2010).
Using the three boards he had brought to Afghanistan, Percovich ‘developed a small
school giving free skate lessons to street children’ (Ramp it up 2010). Over the following
months, he ‘scrounged’ US$7000 in donations to buy more skateboards and equipment
and set up some basic activities for the growing number of interested youth and enlisted
the assistance of two of his Australian skateboarding friends to help further develop
Skateistan (Zucchino 2009). Since 2007, Skateistan has received funding from foreign
embassies (i.e., Denmark, Germany and Norway), with further assistance from private
donations and fundraisers.

To survive, and indeed thrive, in a highly competitive NGO market, Skateistan has
also developed highly creative, collaborative relationships with global action sport com-
panies. For example, skateboarding companies – Blackbox Distribution and TSG – have
provided Skateistan with skateboarding equipment (e.g., skateboards, wheels, trucks and
bearings) and safety gear (e.g., helmets and wrist-guards) and host various awareness- and
fund-raising events in an array of countries (i.e., Australia, Germany and the United
States). Skateistan has also been working with some of these companies to establish their
own brand by coproducing, marketing and distributing helmets, skateboards, T-shirts,
scarves and knee-pads worldwide; many of the graphics featured on these products are
designed by Skateistan students during art classes. While the brand currently contributes
just a fraction to the total percentage of the Skateistan income, Percovich recognizes the
development of the Skateistan brand as an important move towards a more sustainable
organization less reliant on external sources for funding (Thorpe and Rinehart 2013).

In 2009, with just over USD$700,000 in international donations and land gifted by
Afghanistan’s Olympic Committee, Skateistan built a 19,000 square foot indoor skate-
board park – Kabul’s largest indoor sports facility. Since the opening of this skatepark,
Skateistan has registered more than 1100 Afghan children and youth (37% female). In
2013, Skateistan’s Kabul facility offered free weekly skateboarding and educational
programming to 400 Afghan girls and boys aged 5–17, as well as a Back-to-School
programme for street working and refugee youth. In December 2013, a second Skateistan
facility in Afghanistan opened in Mazar-e-Sharif (northern Afghanistan), which can
accommodate up to 1000 children and youth each week for skateboarding, sports and
educational activities. Skateistan has continued to expand, now offering similar skate-
boarding and educational programmes for children in Cambodia and Pakistan and, in
2014, is commencing work in South Africa.

Importantly, skateboarding is just ‘the carrot’ to ‘connect with kids and build trust,’
says Percovich (personal communication 2011). According to Sharna Nolan, another
foundational member of Skateistan, as well as teaching key interpersonal skills and
respect across cultural and gender divides, the aim underpinning the skateboarding
instructional and educational programmes offered at Skateistan are to prepare Afghan
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children and youth to become future leaders: ‘Skateboarding has given them more
confidence. We want them to be problem solvers, to be part of the reconstruction of
their country. We want them to have a voice’ (cited in Skateistan: The Movie).
Interestingly, while Skateistan utilizes the action sport of skateboarding to create empow-
ering opportunities for disadvantaged and at-risk children and youth, Percovich is careful
not to impose western ideals upon participants. Overt branding and Western skateboarding
fashions are carefully monitored at the Skateistan facility in Kabul: ‘We don’t have any
music influences, we try not to have any dress influences. … they can’t own Skateistan
branded equipment unless they win it in a skateboard competition.’ Continuing, Percovich
critically reflects: ‘we can’t pretend that we’re not influencing them culturally at all, but
we’re trying to minimize that because … if [the children] start taking what is seen as
western cultural cues they’ll be stopped from coming here very fast’ (personal commu-
nication, September 2011).

With four Skateistan students among those tragically killed in a suicide bomb blast
near NATO headquarters in September 2012, Percovich is also painfully aware of the
everyday risks facing participants and staff and, particularly, the difficulties of creating
safe spaces for female participation and employment:

We’ve got 50% female staff members… this is not the norm for a work place [in
Afghanistan]. From a cost point of view… female employees are more difficult to employ
because we have to provide them [with] transport, we have to take into account all sorts of
things, that they might not be able to do certain things because it’s not culturally appropriate.
This is simply something that is harder, but we have decided that we want to do it. We want
to have gender equality in our workplace. We also want to have gender equality in access to
our program. For example we provide transport for girls but we don’t provide transport for
boys. We do all sorts of things to keep it [gender equity] there and we’re still striving.
(personal communication, September 2011)

When asked to comment further on some of the unique risks facing female participants
and staff, Percovich revealed his respect for the voices and experiences of female
participants and staff:

I’m aware of some things but I don’t want to somehow speak for others. I just can’t, it’s sort
of like when we’re interviewing for a female international volunteer to come to Afghanistan,
there’s a point in the interview where I need to say ‘well hey I’m not a female in Afghanistan
so my experience is going to be very different to your experience’. Here [as a female] you
have rocks thrown at you as you’re walking to your university… (personal communication,
September 2011)

Continuing, he also revealed an in-depth understanding of the socio-cultural-historical
gender politics in the region:

we are doing educational and sport activities with girls which probably doesn’t sit so well
with a large sector of the population, but I understand where this is coming from. Three
quarters of the country is controlled by the Taliban, this is largely brought from Wahabiism –
this way of thinking that has been exported from Saudi Arabia to Pakistan and into
Afghanistan as well. It’s not the way that Kabul was in the [19]60s, it’s not actually inherent,
it’s just a way of viewing the world… but there is a lot of fear in the population. We always
try to be aware of the risks, fears and concerns of our participants and their families. This is
so important. (personal communication, September 2011)
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With approximately half of the Afghan population under the age of 25, Skateistan are
contributing to the broader transformation of Afghan communities via culturally sensitive
youth education and creating opportunities for children and youth of both sexes, and from
different socio-economic, ethnic and religious backgrounds, to interact in a safe, fun,
empowering environment (Figure 1) (Thorpe and Rinehart 2013).

While such observations are currently based primarily on anecdotal evidence and
media analysis (including reports and blogs written by participants themselves), Skateistan
is currently embarking on external assessment of their ‘Skate – Educate – Integrate’ and
‘Back-to School’ programmes to provide regular feedback as they work towards their
long-term goals of positive youth development and leadership skills; increased social
support for participants; students and alumni actively participating in civil society, offer-
ing positive national and international representations of Afghan youth; and developing
Skateistan as a sustainable project that is managed and implemented by its beneficiaries
(personal communication with Rhianon Bader, Development Director, February 2014).
Although Skateistan is still in the process of developing evaluative data, my ongoing

Figure 1. Skateistan has adopted a proactive approach to developing culturally sensitive girls-only
skateboarding lessons and educational opportunities (images used with permission of Skateistan).
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personal communications with Skateistan staff, and analysis of various documents and
media, reveals Skateistan to be demonstrating many of the qualities identified by
Hartmann and Kwauk (2011) in their revised framework for sport as a tool for develop-
ment. Indeed, Skateistan prioritizes the voices and needs of its participants, encourages
peer mentoring rather than hierarchical coach–athlete relationships, respects the unique
history and politics of the context within which it works, and is using sport to create
transformation within the wider community via an array of highly creative and culturally
sensitive approaches (see www.skateistan.org).

The value of action sports for development

To date, the founders of most ASDP organizations have typically been action sport
enthusiasts (rather than experienced humanitarian or aid workers) who became inspired
to create change when they observed poverty, inequalities and injustices during their
sport-related travel (see Thorpe and Rinehart 2013). Very few of the major SDP pro-
grammes offer opportunities for action sport participation. In the remainder of this section,
I argue that valuable lessons might be learned from existing action sports organizations
seeking to improve the health and well-being of children and youth in developed and (re)
developing nations.

Action sports offer the potential for developing different skills and learning opportu-
nities than the sports typically used in SDP programmes. In contrast to organized sports
such as soccer and basketball, most action sports are non-competitive (although competi-
tions are popular among elite performers), thus offering opportunities for children and
youth to gain a sense of achievement without having to compete against, and beat, another
team or player. Rather, participants can learn alongside one another and gain a sense of
accomplishment based on their own skill development. For example, a novice skateboar-
der can get much satisfaction and joy from simply standing on the board and rolling a few
feet along a flat surface; an intermediate skateboarder in the same space might be filled
with pride when he or she successfully ‘ollies’ (jumps) the board a few inches off the
ground; whereas an advanced skateboarder might get a sense of achievement from
performing a board-slide down a metal rail. When appropriately supported, action sports
offer ample opportunities for individual empowerment through skills mastery (e.g.,
co-ordination, balance), as well as valuable social skills (e.g., communication, sharing
of social space, understanding difference).

Many traditional sports require umpires or referees to control the play and discipline
the players. Most action sports, however, are self-regulating, and thus participants often
quickly develop an implicit understanding of the cultural etiquette for sharing the space.
There is also a celebration of play, self-expression and creativity in the use of space and
movement in many action sport cultures, which may offer unique opportunities for skill
development, communication and respect between participants in developing nations or
war-torn communities. According to Nolan, skateboarding is ‘a fantastic tool for commu-
nication’: ‘We get kids from all different ethnicities building relationships with each other.
So we’ve got Hazera kids with Tajik kids’, continuing she adds ‘we’ve also got girls
skateboarding, but we had to teach the boys that, no, they couldn’t push girls off the board
and that they had equal rights to be in that space’ (cited in Skateistan: The Movie).
Arguably, many current SDP youth development programmes could be redesigned to
provide more opportunities for shared experiences based on non-competitive achievement
that respect individual differences and celebrate creative self-expression and embrace
peer-mentoring rather than hierarchical coach-athlete relationships in competitive
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environments that clearly distinguish the winners and losers and those with power/knowl-
edge and those without.

In contrast to many traditional, organized sports that were designed by men for men,
most action sports developed in a different gender context. As such, (western) women
have been active participants from very early in the development of many action sports,
thus offering opportunities for alternative gender relations (Wheaton and Tomlinson 1998,
Thorpe 2005, 2007). While most traditional sports divide men and women into two
separate and distinct groups, in many action sports, girls, boys, men and women often
share the same space (e.g., the waves, a skateboard park, an indoor climbing facility, the
snowy slopes), participating alongside friends and/or family members from both sexes and
of varying ages and ability levels. Moreover, many action sports (e.g., skateboarding,
parkour, ultimate frisbee, snowboarding) do not so explicitly privilege the male body (e.g.,
speed, upper body strength, physical force) as sports such as rugby, ice hockey or
American Football. Rather, the gender-neutral traits of balance, coordination, grace,
personal style and the creative use of space are highly valued within action sport cultures,
such that boys and girls do not need to be separated in the learning experience (although,
for cultural reasons, this may be appropriate in some contexts). Despite the maleness of
many action sport cultures, when programmes are well organized and appropriately
supported, boys and girls can learn to respect one another and enjoy sharing the experi-
ence together. Arguably, well-designed and critically considered action sports programmes
can offer a valuable contribution to the SDP movement by offering empowering learning
experiences, encouraging self-expression and creative thinking and developing a different
set of physical and social skills among children and youth from different socio-economic
and cultural backgrounds.

Action sports: the potential for risk

Some members within the SDP movement have expressed interest in employing action
sports for cultural diplomacy, development and/or peace building projects, yet a number
of concerns have delayed such initiatives. In particular, some SDP organizations and
agencies worry that action sports may pose heightened risk of injury for participants. My
conversations with Cindy Gire, Chief of the United States Department of States sports
diplomacy program, for example, revealed this to be one of the key reasons they have not
engaged more fully with action sports (personal communication, 11 October 2012). Yet,
while action sports have the image of being ‘high risk’, this is largely a misperception
based predominantly on the successful marketing of these sports and their athletes as
‘extreme’. As Booth and Thorpe (2007) clarify in The Berkshire Encyclopedia of Extreme
Sports, many action sports are no more dangerous than traditional sports. For example,
despite the ‘extreme’ image of snowboarding, in terms of the average number of deaths on
the slopes, snowboarding is safer than skiing, bicycling and swimming. For SDP organi-
zations thinking about including action sports in their programmes, the cost and logistics
of transporting additional safety equipment (e.g., helmets, shin pads, elbow guards) can be
another complicating factor. However, SDP organizations might successfully explore
sports such as ultimate frisbee or parkour, which require little equipment and, with the
right coaching and support structures, can be very low risk.

Here I have advocated the potential of action sports for making a valuable contribution
to the SDP community. Of course, youth development is not automatic based on the type of
sport being utilized, and thus we cannot assume simple distinctions between ASDP and SDP
organizations. Developing in a different historical context and underpinned by a different set
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of cultural values, however, action sport cultures may offer something unique to the SDP
community. In her analysis of the popularity of skateboarding among street children in (post-
apartheid) South Africa, Wheaton (2013) suggests that the ‘newness’ of skateboarding was
an important factor in its appropriation by young, black South Africans because ‘it repre-
sented a rejection of the traditional colonial sports of rugby and cricket’ (p. 108). Percovich
makes a similar observation in regards to the potential for girls skateboarding participation in
Afghanistan, explaining: ‘lots of sports here are seen as for boys [but] skateboarding was too
new to be related to gender’ (personal communication 2011).

Yet, while action sports may not be entrenched with the same histories of exclusion,
marginalization and inequality as many traditional sports, it would be a mistake to
overlook the less than savoury aspects of some action sport cultures. As I have shown
in my previous research, action sport cultures are often dominated by young, white, males
whom tend to embrace risk-taking and hedonistic lifestyles (Thorpe 2010). Indeed, not
dissimilar from many traditional sports, action sport cultures are often hierarchically
organized, with forms of sexism, homophobia and racism present particularly among
fratriarchal groups (Beal 1996, Wheaton 2000, Thorpe 2005, Kusz 2007, 2008, Atencio
et al. 2009, 2010, Evers 2010a, 2011, 2013). The key point here is that it is not necessarily
the type of sport that distinguishes programmes for youth development, but rather the
educational and pedagogical vision underpinning such programmes (Hartmann and
Kwauk 2011, p. 287). Thus, it is only when critically developed and appropriately
supported that ASDPs can provide empowering learning experiences that encourage
self-expression and creative thinking and can develop a different set of physical and
social skills among children and youth of both sexes and from varying ability levels and
socio-economic and cultural backgrounds.

Grassroots action sports for development: recognizing youth agency

Arguably, there is untapped potential in newer action sports (e.g., skateboarding, parkour,
climbing, ultimate frisbee) for making a unique contribution to the SDP movement and,
particularly, in offering alternative opportunities for enhancing the health and well-being
of at-risk children and youth in both developing and developed contexts. However, before
governmental agencies or SDP organizations jump on the ‘bandwagon’ and start imple-
menting action sport programmes in at-risk or developing communities, it is worth taking
a closer examination of the informal, grassroots action sports participation already occur-
ring within local contexts. As the following examples illustrate, some action sport
enthusiasts are creatively and proactively using these activities in their efforts to overcome
the stress and trauma of living in spaces of natural disaster, war, conflict and/or poverty
(also see Wheaton 2013). In the first case, we see the importance of action sports for
residents living in post-natural disaster spaces, including Christchurch (New Zealand) and
New Orleans (United States) (see Thorpe 2013). The second case provides further
evidence of the creative grassroots approaches being adopted by action sport enthusiasts
in places of conflict and poverty. More specifically, we see how young men in Gaza have
embraced the activity of parkour as a physical form of self-expression and escapism (see
Thorpe and Ahmad 2013).

The potential of action sports for post-disaster recovery

To date, very little research has examined the role of recreational sport and physical
activity in the recovery and resilience of individuals and communities affected by natural
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disaster. A select few studies have attempted to measure the effectiveness of sport
programmes implemented by aid organizations following natural disaster (Kunz 2009,
Valenti et al. 2012). However, in some contexts, residents are creatively using recrea-
tional, grassroots action sport participation to help make meaning of their own lives in
post-disaster geographies (Thorpe 2013). This is particularly true for individuals who
were highly committed or ‘lifestyle sport’ participants (Wheaton 2004, 2013) prior to the
disaster. Drawing inspiration from scholars working within and across mobilities and
disaster studies and cultural and emotional geography (see, e.g., Riad and Norris 1996,
Chamlee-Wright and Storr 2009, Farrar 2009, Miller and Rivera 2009, Birtchnell and
Büscher 2011, Morrice 2012, Whittle et al. 2012), I conducted interviews with action
sport participants in Christchurch (New Zealand) and New Orleans (United States) with
the aim to understand how some action sport participants actively contribute to the (re)
construction of disaster spaces.

Of course, sporting activities will seem trivial pursuits during the immediate emer-
gency response phase. However, in the weeks and months following a natural disaster, as
communities begin the long, slow process of rebuilding their lives, recreational sport can
play a valuable role in facilitating individual resilience and coping, re-establishing net-
works and making new social connections. Interested to understand how committed action
sport participants adapted their action sport participation in the changing socio-cultural-
economic-physical geography following a city destroying earthquake, I travelled to
Christchurch in March 2012 where I conducted semi-structured interviews with 14
surfers, skateboarders, climbers and mountain bikers living in Christchurch before, during
and after the February 2011 earthquake that killed 185 people and injured another 2164.
For the Christchurch youth in this project, beaches, indoor skate parks and bouldering
routes became ‘therapeutic landscapes’ – their sporting participation in these spaces
helped some escape (if only temporarily) from the stresses of daily life. For example,
Aaron, a passionate surfer, described the importance of surfing for social interaction and
fun with his peers, which had a lingering affect: ‘There is such a strong presence of
community and fulfilment in relationships within surfing… I think just getting away from
it all for a few hours… you’d come back [from your surf] and be in a calm place for at
least a few days’. Caitlin described the importance of her relationships within the climbing
community following the earthquake: ‘some of us talked about what happened’ and
agreed that going climbing together was a good way to ‘move on from it [the earth-
quake]’. For Caitlin, the climbing community and the reestablishment of familiar sporting
routines aided her recovery from the disruptive experience of the February earthquake:
‘Once I got back into it, I found climbing is a way just to carry on, move forward’. Brad
expressed the pleasures offered by skateboarding after the earthquake: ‘other people in my
family don’t really do much at all anymore, they just kind of hang around, waiting for the
city to be rebuilt, whereas I’ll just go skating, and I’ll be happy’. In contrast to many of
his family members, Brad felt he was being more proactive in his approach to dealing
with the socio-psychological stresses of the earthquake.

Some Christchurch youth also set about reappropriating earthquake spaces and, in so
doing, demonstrated agency and creativity in their responses to the earthquake. For
example, less than a month after the earthquake, a video produced by local skateboarders
titled ‘Quaked: Skateboarding in Christchurch after Earthquake’ was posted on YouTube.
The short video shows a group of young male skateboarders creatively adapting to
earthquake-damaged streets and sidewalks. With over 360,000 views, the YouTube
video not only appealed to skateboarders around the world, but also to residents in
Christchurch and across New Zealand who celebrated the playful, youthful, creative use
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of space. Another example of skateboarders’ creative exploration and appropriation of the
possibilities of the earthquake-damaged cityscape was the development of indoor skate
parks. Embracing the do-it-yourself, anti-authoritarian attitude at the core of the culture,
skateboarders appropriated earthquake-damaged architecture: ‘We started exploring all
those abandoned buildings. There’s this abandoned warehouse where the door’s been
shimmied open… now it’s full of ramps, rails and boxes. … Basically someone reached
around and unlocked the door and… then skateboarders just started building all sorts of
fun stuff in there’ (Trent). According to Borden (2003), ‘skaters create [sic] spatial
enclaves… adopting and exploiting a given physical terrain in order to present skaters
with new and distinctive uses other than the original function of that terrain’ (p. 29).
Expressing a similar sentiment, Trent proclaimed the appropriation of damaged buildings
as a ‘salute to all the people that look down their noses at us and think we’re just nuisance,
good-for-nothing skaters’; rather than ‘sitting around and moaning about all the damage’,
skateboarding was a way of saying, ‘look what we can do with all the broken stuff’. As
seen in Figure 2, through the creative use of earthquake-damaged spaces, skateboarders
constructed different spatial re-imaginings of a post-earthquake city. Skateboarders’
creative use of ‘found’ and ‘built’ spaces in Christchurch enabled participants to actively
participate in reconstructing new meanings of the cityscape. In so doing, their practices
worked to subtly disrupt dominant readings of earthquake spaces as dead, damaged and
only fit for demolition (see Thorpe In Press).

Similar observations can be made in post-disaster spaces around the world. For
example, following the 2010 Chilean earthquake, inline skaters took to the streets to
practice their skills on damaged infrastructure, and skateboarders in New Orleans also

Figure 2. A skateboarder creatively adapts to the post-earthquake environment in Christchurch
(image used with the permission of The Press).
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sought relief via exploring hurricane damaged terrain on their boards. While attending the
2012 North American Sociology of Sport Conference in New Orleans, I visited ‘Parisite’,
a community-built skatepark in New Orleans post Hurricane Katrina. I conducted semi-
structured interviews with two local skateboarders who had helped set up a non-profit
organization, Transitional Spaces, with the aim to empower local residents through
building community skateparks. After their first unofficial do-it-yourself skate park was
destroyed by a railroad company, the group began working with various organizations and
key individuals to help them engage in effective dialogue with local government and thus
to make a successful campaign to garner official support for their efforts. In the words of
Transitional Spaces founder Joey O’Mahoney, ‘We want it [the skatepark] to be as
inclusive as possible. To be honest though, we didn’t really know what we were doing
at first, but Ally did. She was like, “we are empowering people, but we need to be
empowering everyone not just skater boys”’ (personal communication, November 2012).
Having previously studied gender and feminist politics, Ally Bruser was critically aware
of the need to ‘encourage girls to participate’, but she also acknowledged the difficulties
of doing ‘outreach to kids in the neighborhood because it’s hard to know how to access
them’ (personal communication, November 2012).

Transitional Spaces and the Parisite Skatepark are not explicitly a response to
Hurricane Katrina. In fact, Joey and Ally were highly critical of recent attempts by
transnational corporations to capitalize on the city’s grief and destruction. For example,
the DEWeezy indoor skateboard park opened (briefly) in New Orleans on the seventh
anniversary of Hurricane Katrina. The skatepark was opened with support of Mountain
Dew, the rapper Lil Wayne and the Make it Right Foundation; designed to ‘echo the
landscape of the Lower Ninth Ward’, the skatepark was intended to become a ‘beacon of
hope and a rebirth for the community’ (Fleming 2012). During our interview, however,
Joey and Ally expressed their concerns about the top-down approach adopted by the
founders of the DEWeezy skateboard park and were skeptical of the motives of corporate
investors, such as Mountain Dew and Lil Wayne: ‘the story they were trying to tell is how
Mountain Dew built a skatepark to save New Orleans, but it’s not even open to the public
yet… Now all the local skaters hate Lil Wayne for being involved in such a superficial
project’ (personal communication, November 2012). In contrast to the top-down approach
adopted by some corporations, the grassroots group continues to work with the broader
community to build a welcoming space for children and youth to learn and practice their
skateboarding manoeuvers, but perhaps more importantly the project aims to empower
local residents by providing opportunities for ‘reinventing space’ in a fun, supportive
environment (Figure 3).

In the wake of a natural disaster, participation in action sports appears to offer
enthusiasts’ opportunities to redefine physical and emotional disaster geographies and
rebuild social networks and connections.2 Based on this research, it might be argued that
governmental and aid organizations would do well to give greater consideration to the role
of non-traditional sporting spaces for residents’ recovery and resilience following a
natural disaster. In so doing, however, care must be taken to avoid top-down approaches
that prioritize the interests of stakeholders over the needs, experiences and voices of local
residents.

Grassroots action sports in spaces of conflict

To date, action sports have been a predominantly western phenomenon. Yet with the rapid
expansion of the Internet and the global reach of action sport companies (e.g., Quiksilver,
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Figure 3. New Orleans residents of all ages, races, sexualities and both sexes come together to
build a community skatepark underneath the motorway (images used with permission of Joey
O’Mahoney).
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Billabong, Burton), events (e.g., the X Games) and media, children and youth throughout
the Eastern world are also increasingly exposed to action sports. While some reject them
as ‘crazy American sports’, others adopt and re-appropriate these activities in relation to
their local physical and social environments. In the Muslim world, for example, surfing is
gaining popularity in Iran and Bangladesh; Pakistani youth are taking up skateboarding in
growing numbers; and sand boarding is a popular activity among privileged youth (and
expats) in Saudi Arabia. The following example of the development of parkour in Gaza,
in particular, points to the highly creative approaches being adopted by young action sport
enthusiasts in places of conflict and poverty and the potential of action sports for
improving perceived quality of life.

The practice of parkour is quickly gaining popularity among groups of young men in
the Middle East. Simply defined, parkour (also known as ‘the art of displacement’ or free-
running) is the practice of moving fluidly and efficiently across an urban environment and
often involves spectacular manoeuvres (inspired by gymnastics, break-dancing, climbing
and/or skateboarding) on obstacles found in city spaces (Saville 2008, Atkinson 2009,
Gilchrist and Wheaton 2011, Kidder 2012). Parkour is arguably one of the most accessible
action sports. In contrast to skateboarding, surfing or sandboarding, which require (often
expensive) equipment (e.g., skate-, surf- sand-boards) and access to specific types of
environments (e.g., smooth concrete, waves, sand-dunes), parkour requires little more
than a pair of shoes fit for moving efficiently within the urban environment. Today, groups
of (mostly young male) traceurs and free-runners can be found in Bahrain, Doha, Egypt,
Israel, Kuwait, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Saudi Arabia and UAE. Some parkour
groups are relatively small, informal groups of young men who train together, whereas
others have grown into highly organized, hierarchical and commercial organizations with
hired training facilities and coaches.

The grassroots development of parkour in the conflict-torn Gaza Strip is particularly
interesting. Parkour reached Gaza in 2005, when recent university graduate Abdullah
Anshasi watched the documentary Jump London on the Al-Jazeera documentary channel.
He promptly followed this up by searching the Internet for video clips of parkour, before
recruiting Mohammed Aljkhbayr to join him in learning the new sport. Continuing to
develop their skills, they soon found parkour to be so much more than a sport, ‘it is a life
philosophy’ that encourages each individual to ‘overcome barriers in their own way’
(cited in Shahin 2012). To avoid conflicts with family members, local residents and
police, members of PK Gaza (the name chosen by the group) sought out unpopulated
spaces where they could train without interruption. Popular training areas included
cemeteries, the ruined houses from the Dhraha occupation, UNRWA (United Nations
Relief and Works Agency) schools and on the sandy hills in Nusseirat, formerly an Israeli
settlement now deserted in the centre of Gaza City. The latter is particularly meaningful
for the youth who proclaim that by practicing parkour in the space, ‘we demonstrate that
this land is our right’ (Mohammad, personal communication, January 2013).

As part of the younger generation of technologically savvy Gazan residents, the
founders of PK Gaza are explicitly aware of the potential of the Internet for their parkour
practices and also for broader political purposes. ‘We started filming ourselves with
mobile phones and putting the videos on YouTube’, explains Mohammed, and have
continued to develop more advanced filming techniques using borrowed cameras and
editing the footage on a cheap computer (personal communication, January 2013). The
PK Gaza and Freerunning Facebook page has almost 4000 followers from around the
world, and the group also posts regular YouTube videos that can receive upwards of tens
of thousands of views. Both Facebook and YouTube are key spaces for interaction and
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dialogue with youth beyond the confines of the Gaza strip. In so doing, ‘we contribute
very significantly to raising international awareness of what is happening in Gaza. We
offer video clips, photographs and writings related to the situation in which we live in the
Gaza strip and deliver the message to all the people’s that’s watching online that there are
oppressed people here’, proclaimed Mohammed (personal communication, January 2013).
Interestingly, these virtual spaces also enable dialogue that may contribute to building
respect between participants of varying socio-cultural, religious and/or national back-
grounds based on parkour participation. For example, YouTube videos created by the
PK Gaza group receive support in Arabic and English from fellow parkour enthusiasts
around the world, including the following comment from an Israeli parkour practitioner:
‘Amazing guys! You got so much better than last year. I hope there will be peace between
us one day’, the message was signed ‘Peace from Israel!’

Furthermore, with such global exposure, the PK Gaza group began to receive offers of
support from individuals and groups around the world. For example, an Australian viewer
offered to design their logo that now features on the team website and T-shirts. In
February 2012, with sponsorship from the Unione Italiana Sport Per Tutti (Sport for
All), three of the original PK Gaza team were able to travel outside Gaza for the first time
and attend the Italian Free Running and Parkour Federation’s annual event in Milan. On
this trip, they also performed in Rome, Bologna and Palermo and met free runners from
across the world. The young men used this trip as an opportunity for informal cultural
diplomacy and raising awareness of the plight of those living in Gaza. As this example
suggests, virtual communications between action sport participants from different coun-
tries have the potential to facilitate online and physical cultural exchanges that offer
unique opportunities for enhancing empathy, mutual respect and understanding of differ-
ent cultures and ways of life.

As well as raising awareness of the conditions in Gaza and offering a temporary
escape from the harsh realities of everyday life, the PK Gaza team strongly advocates the
socio-psychological benefits of their everyday parkour experiences. They proclaim the
value of parkour for their resilience and coping with the frustrations, fears, anxieties and
pains of living in the Khan Younes refugee camp. As Anshasi explains, ‘I have witnessed
war, invasion and killing. When I was a kid and I saw these things, blood and injuries, I
didn’t know what it all meant… this game [parkour] makes me forget all these things’
(cited in Sorcher 2010). Similarly, Mohammad describes a dire situation, ‘we have wars
regularly and the sanctions make our lives miserable’, but parkour ‘has given me the
ability to overcome many obstacles. It’s made me steadfast and has given me the strength
to face the pressures of the occupation’ (cited in ‘Free Running Gaza’). Continuing, he
explains, ‘There is always a problem here of one sort or another. If it’s not the war or the
sanctions, then it’s an internal issue. It’s depressing but we try to practise self-help. We try
to be our own doctors’. As the following comments from Gazan psychologist, Eyad Al
Sarraj (MD) suggest, some medical and health professionals also acknowledge the value
of such activities for young men living in such a stressful environment:

Many young people in Gaza are angry because they have very few opportunities and are
locked in. An art and sports form such as free running gives them an important method to
express their desire for freedom and allows them to overcome the barriers that society and
politics have imposed on them. It literally sets them free. (cited in Shahin 2012, para. 17)

Such observations are supported by a plethora of research that has illustrated the value of
physical play and games for resilience in contexts of high risk and/or ongoing physical
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and psychological stress (e.g., refugee camps), and the restorative value for children and
youth who have experienced traumatic events (e.g., natural disaster, war, forced migra-
tion) (see, e.g., Orayb 2005, Berinstein and Magalhaes 2009, Kunz 2009, Evers 2010b,
Rung et al. 2011).

The pioneers of parkour in Gaza, Mohammed and Abdullah, are now working with a
group of peers to support the next generation of parkour enthusiasts. They do so with the
hope of the ‘formation of a large academy to train new generations… and disseminate
among young men and women all over Palestine’ (personal communication, January
2013). According to Enshasi, one of the trainers for a group of 8- to 16-year-old male
parkour enthusiasts: ‘My main focus as I grow older is to make sure that PK Gaza
continues as an art and sports form in Gaza. I do not want it to die with us. This is why
now I feel our main focus should be on training the next generation. They are young
minds and bodies who want to be set free’ (cited in Shahin 2012). The regular training
sessions and informal peer mentoring provided by the PK Gaza leaders offer boys and
young men growing up in Gaza valuable social networks beyond the family and support
structures that facilitate coping and resilience through everyday physical pleasures.
Perhaps most importantly, the social and physical experiences offered through parkour
offer youth a sense of hope for a future with surmountable obstacles.

It is important to reiterate, however, that the young people involved in the develop-
ment of grassroots organizations, such as the Transitional Spaces project in New Orleans
and PK Gaza, tend to be physically able and highly committed action sport participants.
Of course, the qualities and competences of the youth involved in these projects are not
translatable across contexts. Rather, it is only a select few who are able to draw upon their
action sport participation to help them negotiate and redefine spaces of war, poverty or
disaster and even fewer who are willing and able to create spaces for others to share in
such experiences.

Action sports for youth development: implications for policy

In this article, I have drawn upon semi-structured interviews with action sport participants
and key members of ASDP organizations, and a critical analysis of a plethora of print and
digital media, to offer four brief examples of ASDP organizations currently operating in
diverse contexts. The cases of Skateistan in Afghanistan, grassroots action sports partici-
pation in post-earthquake Christchurch (New Zealand) and post-Hurricane Katrina New
Orleans (United States), and the development of parkour in war-torn Gaza (Palestine)
reveal the diversity of programmes and grassroots initiatives utilizing action sports to help
improve the health and well-being of children and youth. Based on qualitative ethno-
graphic research into each of these cases and the development of ASDP organizations
more broadly, I believe that action sports can complement the SDP movement by offering
alternative learning experiences that encourage self-expression and creative thinking and,
when supported appropriately, can develop a different set of physical and social skills
among children and youth. I conclude this article by making three key recommendations
for policy actions for organizations and groups interested in using action sports to improve
the health and well-being of children and youth.

Recommendation 1: create space for the voices of grassroots groups

As illustrated via the brief cases of action sport participation in Christchurch, New Orleans
and Gaza, some youth are demonstrating remarkable agency in creating sporting
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opportunities that cater to their own and other local children and youths’ physical, social
and psychological needs. Such activities may not meet traditional definitions of sport, yet
groups such as Transitional Spaces and PK Gaza are adopting highly creative and
resourceful approaches to realize some of the goals at the heart of the SDP movement.
Here I am encouraging those working within the SDP movement to look more closely at
the grassroots activities of youth already operating in local communities. Valuable lessons
can be learned from such initiatives. Because of restrictions and regulations on the use of
space in urban areas, and particularly zones of conflict and authoritarian rule, however,
some youthful sporting activities are being practiced on the margins or in the shadows of
local communities (e.g., at night, on the outskirts of the city, in cemeteries or in deserted
buildings, under highways). Thus, adults and/or authority figures may not see these sports
even when they go looking for them.

While action sports are often practiced and performed out of sight in local (often high-
risk) spaces, many have a highly visible virtual presence. As illustrated via the case of the
PK Gaza group, we should not underestimate the technological and organizational
capacities of contemporary youth; even those in some poverty-stricken and war-torn
communities are utilizing new technologies to globally publicize their efforts and to
communicate across borders via western-based (although truly transnational) action
sport networks (e.g., www.parkourgenerations.com) and social media. Arguably, SDP
researchers and professionals working in a particular region would do well to devise
new strategies that use the Internet and social media to locate, connect and open a
dialogue with grassroots youth sporting groups. Despite the relative invisibility of many
grassroots action sports groups, they ‘exist organically and need to be supported and
fostered rather than created anew’ (McEvoy-Levy 2001, p. 24). In so doing, however, we
must draw upon an array of sources to access existing groups and to create space for their
voices and opinions.

Recommendation 2: critical understanding and respect of action sport cultures

In this article, I am advocating greater governmental and community consideration of both
new and existing ASDP programmes both at home and abroad. However, care must be
taken not to ‘fit’ action sports into existing frameworks and structures. Action sports
cultures have distinct cultural rules, norms and value systems, and participants tend to
enjoy the anti-authoritarian, non-competitive, individualistic, creative and expressive
elements of these sports. Previous attempts by mainstream sporting organizations to
incorporate action sports into existing structures without considering the unique cultural
value systems within these sports have rarely been successful.3 Moreover, as the example
of the failed DEWezy skatepark in New Orleans illustrates, organizations should avoid
top-down approaches to development projects that prioritize corporate and other stake-
holder interests over the needs and experiences of local children and youth.

Those interested in working with action sport participants should begin by developing
an intimate understanding of the unique value systems within action sport cultures, as well
as the everyday experiences of participants within local contexts. In so doing, however,
care must be taken not to idealize action sport cultures. Indeed, as various critical scholars
have illustrated, action sport cultures often celebrate hyper-masculine, hierarchical, risk-
taking and hedonistic practices, with sexist, homophobic and/or racist practices particu-
larly common among groups of highly committed young men. Thus, for ASDP organiza-
tions seeking to work towards the alternative model of development advocated by sport
scholars such as Coakley (2011) and Hartmann and Kwauk (2011), it is vital they adopt a
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critical and culturally sensitive approach to the use of action sports so as not to impose the
western-defined values of action sport cultures upon children and youth in other locales
and to design programmes that do not subconsciously support and/or reinforce some of
the less than savoury aspects of action sport cultures. It is only when underpinned by a
critical understanding of the local context and the strengths and limitations of using action
sports that well-designed action sport programmes can provide space for respectful
interactions and shared experiences for boys and girls of different ages, abilities and/or
socio-economic, ethnic and religious backgrounds.

Recommendation 3: work with youth to co-produce programmes of value

Action sports have their own unique cultures and value systems that are often
different to more traditional rule-bound sports, and thus it is necessary for organiza-
tions to work closely with action sport participants in designing programmes that both
meet their needs and the desires of stakeholders. As noted above, action sport
cultures have traditionally embraced do-it-yourself and anti-establishment philoso-
phies. This should not put off organizations interested in utilizing action sports for
youth development, but organizations that deal mostly with traditional sports would
do well to consult with action sport participants before developing programmes.
Indeed, many valuable lessons might be learned from those individuals already
working in successful ASDP organizations (e.g., Skateistan) and from those partici-
pants who have actively established grassroots groups in spaces of conflict and
disaster. While such conversations may require particular effort, patience and an
open mind from officials unfamiliar with the unique cultural practices (e.g., jargon,
clothing styles) and values within action sport cultures, respectful collaborations with
young, grassroots sporting participants have the potential to make a valuable con-
tribution to the sustainability and success of future youth-focused SDP projects that
ultimately empower youth to ‘act upon the world and to make their own futures’
(Hartmann and Kwauk 2011, p. 296).

Working with local groups of youth will, however, require critical reflection upon
some of the assumptions underpinning much SDP work. First, we must move away
from the ‘deficit mode’ (Spaaij 2011) that assumes youth are victims needing ‘our’
versions of sport for their empowerment. As illustrated in this article, some youth are
practicing and developing sports on their own terms. Second, I encourage a move
away from top-down models of SDP programmes in which sports are delivered to
those ‘in need’ with little consultation with potential participants and towards a
greater recognition of the grassroots sports already being practiced and developed
by children and youth in local contexts. Put simply, I advocate greater consideration
for youth agency and more space for their voices in SDP programme development and
implementation (McEvoy-Levy 2001, Nicholls 2009, Evers 2010b, Nicholls et al.
2011).

In sum, I hope this article encourages those working with youth and/or in the SDP
industry to consider the potential for consulting and collaborating with action sport
participants to make an alternative contribution to current and future youth development
programmes. Such collaborations might include the expansion of existing grassroots
organizations or the creation of new programmes that excite, inspire and empower
children and youth and offer a different set of social, physical and psychological skills
than traditional rule-bound sports. In so doing, however, governmental and humanitarian
organizations should take care to avoid top-down models and instead approach such
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initiatives with a position of respect for the agency, autonomy and voices of action sport
participants. It is only upon recognizing the everyday needs, wants and practices of
creativity and self-expression of local youths that the SDP community might then
effectively work with key members of local action sport groups to help them achieve
their self-defined goals and ultimately contribute to broader social transformation beyond
individual children and youth.
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Notes
1. For example, the survey of the Chill programme in New York City revealed that 95% feel more

confident after participating in Chill; 97% feel they have opportunities to succeed in life; 86%
say participating in Chill made them think of more opportunities in their future; 84% improved
their leadership, problem-solving and/or teamwork skills through Chill; 69% have better
relationships with their peers after participating in Chill; and 67% are interested in being
more physically active (personal communication with Chill, 2013).

2. Similar observations have been made regarding the music culture in New Orleans following
Hurricane Katrina. See, for example, Le Menestrel and Henry (2010) and Raeburn (2007).

3. Valuable lessons can be learned from the inclusion of action sports into the Olympic pro-
gramme. In their efforts to appeal to younger viewers, the International Olympic Committee set
about fast-tracking the inclusion of an array of action sports (i.e., snowboarding, BMX) into the
Summer and Winter programmes. Initially, the IOC incorporated them under existing sports
with little knowledge of the unique cultural values or practical requirements of action sports
participants. Windsurfing was included under the governing body of yachting; snowboarding as
a discipline of skiing and attempts continue to be made to include skateboarding as a sport
under the control of the cycling federation. For many action sport participants, such processes
prompted anxiety about the IOC’s motives and the potential loss of autonomy within the
Olympic structures. Initially, the IOC held strong on rules and regulations that ran counter to
action sport cultural values. As a response, some action sport participants boycotted the
Olympics and refused to participate or support the events (see Thorpe and Wheaton 2011b).
More recently, however, the IOC has made efforts to work with action sport participants. For
example, as Olympic snowboarding events continued to draw growing numbers of viewers and
spectators, the Committee provided greater space for snowboarders’ expressions of creativity
and individuality. Snowboarders can now self-select songs to be played during their half-pipe
run, and some athletes are also defining clothing styles more consistent with snowboarding
cultural aesthetics. While such examples may seem to be minor negotiations, they point to
shifting power relations and the IOC’s willingness to work with action sport participants in
recognition of the value of action sports for attracting younger audiences (Thorpe and Wheaton
2011b).
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