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BACKGROUND PAPER 

 

Radicalization: A fluid concept 

 

In recent years, youth radicalization and the associated use of violence have become a source of 

growing concern in Europe due to notable increases in hate speech, incidents of aggression 

generated by hate towards migrants and refugees, propaganda, and violent xenophobia, not to 

mention increases in religious extremism. The topic has become significant in the political, legal, 

and media discourse in democratic societies, as well as in a growing body of academic literature 

striving to understand “how individuals and groups shift from conformist political, religious, or 

ideological beliefs to ‘radical’ extremist views and activities” (Silva 2017). The political and media 

discourses about radicalization are also developing along these line in an attempt to understand 

the causes of the phenomena in order to develop effective anti-radicalization policies. The 

relevance that radicalization assumes in the public and academic debate is not, however, reflected 

in an equally in-depth analysis of the concept in terms of its capacity to define and explain the 

phenomena. Radicalization remains a fluid and dynamic concept that includes many social, 

political and religious meanings as well as significant homogeneity in phenomena the causes of 

which cannot be considered equivalent and comparable. 

This difficulty in defining the phenomena emerges, for example, when one considers radicalization 

in legal terms. Beginning with the premise that the definition of “radicalization” and the content of 

the associated actions depends on specific cultural and historical conditions from a given context, 

it is always the state (and, in general, whatever institution wields power within a society) that 

determines what “radicalization” is and what it is not. Davydov proposes a definition according to 

which radicalization is “the disruption of the kind of order which Max Weber called the state’s 

monopoly on violence” (2015, p. 149). From this point of view, the line between what is 

considered acceptable and that which is subject to sanctions is characterized by the use of 

violence, a dimension that, legally speaking, is to be considered in a different manner when it 
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manifests itself verbally or via actions undertaken that cause damage to someone else. The 

challenges that western democracies encounter in relation to haters reflects the difficulty of 

defining the legal measures for discouraging the diffusion of verbal violence online, above all in 

light of the fact that these measures risk infringing on the individual’s fundamental right to the 

freedom of expression.  

If, however, one considers radicalization from a psychological point of view, “the embarrassment 

in defining terms” that derives is even greater. In an attempt to understand the phenomena, there 

have been a lot of attempts to create “profiles” or the “root causes”, some of which include 

personality traits or pathological aspects, capable of influencing the genesis of the radicalized 

behaviours. It is enough to think of the work on profiling promoted not only by the academic 

literature, but also by international governmental bodies in an effort to understand and contain 

extremist jihadism. Despite the fact that these profiles take into consideration both psychological 

and sociological variables (primary reference is made to socio-cultural marginalization as a 

“cause”), this approach has been subjected to a lot of critique, highlighting how much these 

profiles fail to reflect the complex reality of the phenomena, thereby risking a partial and 

dangerously deterministic analysis. To this one adds the equivalence seen between jihadism and 

violent extremism in the academic literature and documents produced by international bodies 

that, in addition to creating confusion in the definition of terms, contributes to development of a 

limited understanding of the phenomena. As Horgan (2008) suggests, radicalization is a 

phenomenon that has to be analysed using a multi-disciplinary approach within which researchers 

should start to think in terms of moving “from profiles to pathways and roots to routes”. Moving 

away from a definition based exclusively in individual psychology would make it possible to 

understand the process of radicalization and the socio-cognitive mechanisms that lead to violent 

actions in the contemporary context.  

In line with the objectives of the SAFE ZONE project, which takes on the educational challenge that 

youth radicalization poses for western democracies, there will be an attempt to construct a 

definition of the concept of radicalization that can facilitate understanding and, at the same time, 

express the complexity of the reality addressed – with the understanding that it is only one of 

many possible definitions. It is important to not only bring to light the various typologies of youth 

radicalization (political, social or religious), but also the elements that, to varying degrees, can 

induce a young person to approach violent extremist groups.  

As a first step, it was decided to make a distinction between radicalization in general and 

radicalization that results in violence (physical, verbal and symbolic). This last is in fact the 

typology of radicalization that will be studied within the project since the use of violence implies 

an unacceptable violation of human rights and an attack on our society’s democratic values and, 

consequently, marks a clear boundary between what is acceptable and that which is 

condemnable. This distinction is fundamental in that it underlines the importance of respect for 



 
 

Funded by the European Union’s Internal Security Fund — Police 

 

 

individual liberties, civil rights and political rights as well as laying the foundation for effective 

action.  

Secondly, it is necessary to clarify the difference between radicalization and extremism, terms 

that are often used as synonyms in the literature. The term extremism derives from the latin term 

“extremus” and means “the furthest” or “outermost” position. In this sense, extremism is an 

ideology or activity that aims to eliminate the existing political, social or religious system and 

substitute it with an alternative. In contrast, the term radical has its origins in “radix”, which 

means “root”. Radicalization is thus a process that “goes to the root”. From an epistemological 

point of view, it means “anchoring yourself in knowledge, opinions, values, and believes to define 

one’s own behaviour”(Alava et al. cited in Šiňanská et al. 2019, p. 239). In accordance with 

Khosrokhavar (2014), rather than using the terms as synonyms, we can define radicalization as the 

process by which an individual approaches a group or extremist ideological position based on 

social, religious or political contents that undermines the established political, social or cultural 

order. 

Within the SAFE ZONE project, then, radicalization is viewed as a process, while extremism is 

conceived as that which characterizes the ideology upon which the group is based. Radicalization 

that leads to violent extremism is defined as a process within which a person accepts the use of 

violence in order to achieve political, ideological or religious objectives, including terrorism 

(European Union, 2017). 

Since every path is different and influenced by multiple factors, radicalization should be 

considered “not as the product of a single decision but the end result of a dialectical process that 

gradually pushes an individual toward a commitment to violence over time” (McCormick cited in 

Borum 2011, p. 15).  

As a process, radicalization that leads to violence implies: 1) the adoption of an extremist ideology 

within which the contents defines a way of life and framework for significant actions for the 

individual; 2) the choice to use violent means to promote a cause; and 3) the fusion between 

ideology and violent action. This is precious, even in the absence of an attempt to provide an 

absolute definition of violent extremism, in that it both underlines the phenomenon’s natural 

process and is broad enough to include all of the various forms and manifestations.  

Various scholars have also shed light on the group dimension within the radicalization process as a 

more important factor than the ideological message (whether it be political, social or religious) 

used by the group. Reitman (2013) affirms that radical ideology first and foremost serves as an 

instrument that allows the individual to project the blame for his/her internal suffering on the 

surrounding society. Consequently, the group serves as a spokesperson for the ideology, providing 

the subject with consent and support in regards to the adoption of extreme views and behaviours 

as well as a sense of belonging. In providing a central role to the group and the recruitment 

strategies it adopts, the ideological message can be analysed in terms of a narrative; by analyzing 
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the narrative through which the contents of the extremist ideological message are articulated, it is 

possible to better understand the appeal exercised by the discourse, above all for youth, as well as 

the tactics used to lead youth towards violent radicalization.  

Sport, the educational relationship and radicalization 

Glaser and Grzemny (2017) affirm that young people often join extremist groups or movements 

guided by the desire to make a difference, to change the world and contribute to the society in 

which they live. Furthermore, adolescence is a developmental phase characterized by the desire to 

be part of a group and to understand one’s place in the world via opposition to authority (e.g., 

family, teachers) as well as the search for radical solutions and meaning in one’ life. This makes 

youth especially vulnerable and easily influenced in terms of radicalization in that extremist and 

violent groups can offer “solutions” and “answers”. Focusing then on the factors that can take 

youth closer to radicalization, rather than on the specific characteristics of the ideology used by 

the extremist group, it becomes possible to construct an educational methodology capable of 

preventing or curbing the phenomenon.  

These considerations bring us to the project’s central topic, or rather the educational relationship 

that develops between coach/educator and youth in sports. The aspects mentioned above as 

characterizing adolescence, such as the group dimension and rebellion against authority, are also 

present in sports where they constitute an integral and structured part of the activities involved in 

sports. Sports clubs can constitute an “observatory” for youth radicalization for various reasons. 

First, via observation of group dynamics in the sporting activities where the coaches/trainers can 

identify eventual “signs of alarm” that could indicate radicalized behaviours. Consequently, 

coaches/educators can utilize educational and pedagogical methodologies that make it possible to 

offer alternatives and/or solutions, promoting an inversion of the radicalized behaviour towards 

the positive values embodied in the educational relationship. This is also a precious context 

because its characteristics make it possible to intervene in youth radicalization in a “discreet” 

manner, this means exercising a repressive or categorizing function and making the most of the 

relational work between the youth and the peer group as well as the youth and the coach as an 

adult role model. In a recent article published in the online journal La Città, Enrico Clementi (2019) 

brings into evidence what, in his opinion, is the quid of the educational relationship between 

coach and youth that play sports, affirming that:  

“In the educational helping relationship the coach …. is next to the athlete, that is neither 

behind “pushing”, or in front “training” or conducting. The educational helping relationship 

provides the capacity to know how to provide support in those areas of “confusion” and 

unease that necessarily preclude growth and change.” 

Secondly, it is necessary to keep in mind that this is an area within which the same athleticactivity 

can be associated with an extremist or violent view of the world, whether or not this is supported 

(more or less consciously) by coaches/educators. In this sense, it is essential to increase 
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coaches’/educators’ awareness of youth radicalization and the associated implications of the 

educational relationship. 

Youth radicalization: A complex phenomenon 

One of the greatest difficulties encountered by those who promote preventive work in the area of 

youth radicalization is the absence of a deep understanding, in the various bodies that work with 

education, of the nature of the phenomenon of youth radicalization and its causes. Due to their 

heterogeneity and complexity, it is impossible to determine all of the factors at basis of 

radicalization processeswith any precision. Keeping this in mind, it is nonetheless possible to 

identify some of the most common tendencies. The factors that can lead a young people to 

undertake a process of radicalization can be identified at various levels of the experience, from the 

individual level to the broadest socio-cultural system.  

1. From an individual point of view one can consider the factors that can render a person 

more vulnerable or easily subject to certain influences. Bronfenbrenner (2009) affirms that 

young males are more sensitive to these influences, especially during the phases of 

development and adolescence as they more open and more sensitive to various “promises 

and influences”. Šiňanská et al. (2019) demonstrated a series of factors, closely connected 

to particular phases of adolescent development, that can lead youth towards radicalized 

tendencies. The authors begin with the premise that adolescence is a phase of 

development characterized by rapid physical, mental, socio-cultural, and cognitive changes 

during which the individual defines him/herself and implements changes in the 

relationships that s/he has with other people and social institutions. The construction of 

the identity and his/her autonomy is an important characteristic of this phase of 

development that leads to “turbulence” that is not insignificant: the search for his/her 

place in the world and his/her independence is obtained via separation from/opposition to 

the primary caregivers, generating possible sentiments of loss of faith in oneself or in adult 

role models, as well as fear of solitude and abandonment. This conflictual dynamic also 

presents the adolescent with the problem of how to manage violence. 

 

Furthermore, adolescence is a phase of development in which risk-taking behaviours 

manifest themselves with greater frequency. This is due, in part, to the fact that 

adolescence is characterized by the need to have exciting experiences, to test one’s limits 

and to expose oneself to potentially dangerous situations; this can lead a young person to 

get involved in destructive activities such as criminality, drug abuse, and political and 

violent extremism (Bartlett, Birdwell and King, 2010). 

 

2. Secondly, the risk factors can be brought back to the relational dimension of the individual. 

The study “Young and Extreme” commissioned by the Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil 

Society, for example, demonstrates that the sharing of certain stereotypes withina group 
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plays a significant role in the development of radicalized and violent behavior.In particular, 

gender discrimination is a factor that should be taken into consideration as it can have a 

not insignificant role in the construction of masculinity and the development of violence 

within extremist groups. 

 

3. In their study on youth radicalization, Šiňanská et al. demonstrate the prevalent role that 

social relations take on during adolescence. In this phase of development, the individual 

looks for his/her place in the world, fights for emancipation from the family environment 

and for independence and, at the same time, needs to identify with a peer group. In this 

sense, adolescents with fragile or unmet needs can undertake risk-taking activities or 

behaviours in order to receive recognition from the peer group or to defend his/her 

identity in opposition to the identity imposed by those who “repudiate them”. Naturally, as 

demonstrated by Jaccard (2005), it is important to understand if the youth already has a 

group of friends involved in risk-taking activities and behaviours.Within the group 

dimension, the youth may find it easier to accept the opinions and convictions of the more 

extremist group members, consequently risk-taking behaviours can be conditioned by the 

attempt to obtain or maintain a high social status within the group. Furthermore, as Borum 

(2010) reminds us, for youth that have experienced or perceived social exclusion, being 

part of a radicalized group represents a real experience in social inclusion.  

 

4. The school environment is another “external” factor capable of influencing the processes 

of youth radicalization. Arman (2007) showed that specific characteristics of the school can 

have a negative impact on the youth and contribute to an increase in risk-taking 

behaviours. In particular, students’ low expectations, incorrectly defined rules and 

behavioural models, issues of security and discipline, scholastic satisfaction, bullying and 

victimization, students’ involvement in sports and extra-curricular activities can influence 

radicalization processes. For example, students that do not achieve minimum academic 

requirements, and that are often excluded from extra-curricular activities because of this, 

can lose a sense of security in themselves and the motivation to keep trying. Adolescents 

that have low levels of academic achievement can try to make the most of their position in 

other areas of daily life in which they do not feel inadequate. Eccles et al. (1997) affirm that 

these youth risk, more than others, adopting risk-taking behaviours (like smoking and 

drinking alcohol), in an attempt to compensate for the negative academic feedback by 

looking for recognition from a peer group. In this sense, radicalization can constitute an 

effective response to this form of distress. 

 

5. It is also necessary to consider the influence of socio-cultural systems at the macro level, 

or rather those factors that do not directly influence people’s lives, but that can define the 

“models” of how various social contexts should be structured.  The media also fall in this 

category due to the means by which the messages transmitted via the media influence 
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society creating a context in which individuals act. In reference to our epoch one must take 

into consideration the creation of the internet, which has drastically transformed our 

society.From the moment the internet revolutionized social interactions and the number of 

young people that dedicate a considerable amount of time to online activities is constantly 

increasing, “it is important to draw attention to the dark side of the online environment” 

(Šiňanská et al. 2019, p. 241). Cyberspace is in fact used by extremist and terrorist groups 

that use information/communication technologies and the social media to spread 

extremist ideology.  By using the internet, these groups can spread their propaganda and 

ideology throughout the world, creating an international community via websites, blogs, 

chatrooms, discussion groups, online videogames, and much more. The primary reason for 

which the extremist groups focus on youth is that they spend more time online and there is 

a greater probability of coming into contact with material shared by the groups. This level 

of analysis also includes material changes in society such as migratory flows and armed 

conflicts. 

At all of these levels of influence there are various “recruitment opportunities” or rather spaces, 

contexts and situations that can facilitate the radicalization process that leads to violence. It is 

important to underscore that the factors identified to date are concentric: they overlap and 

influence each other. They can therefore not be analysed separately, but must be considered as 

reciprocally reinforcing and interdependent. 

Sport as an instrument for the prevention of youth radicalization 

If the trajectories that can lead a youth towards violent radicalization are heterogeneous, then the 

strategies adopted by European associations that have become active in trying to prevent or fight 

youth radicalization in the last few years are even more heterogeneous. Among these, great value 

has been attributed to sports due to its significant educational and pedagogical role.  

Some scholars have proposed taking into consideration sports as a “total social fact”, or rather 

that which Marcell Mauss (1923) described as a unit of activities that embrace different meanings 

(the athletic, political, cultural, legal, and economic) and is capable of transmitting lifestyle models 

and behaviours that are more or less virtuous. Above all for youth, the experience of athletics is a 

moment of training that is not only based in motor skills, but also affective/emotional and 

relational psychology that contributes to the development of their personality. In 1995 Daniel 

Tarschys, former secretary general of the Council of Europe, declared:  

“The hidden face of sport is the thousands of enthusiasts who find in their football, rowing, 

athletics and rock-climbing clubs, a place for meeting and exchange, but above all the 

training ground for community life. In this microcosm, people learn to take responsibility, to 

follow rules, to accept one another, to look for consensus, to take on democracy. Seen from 

this angle, sport is par excellence the ideal school for democracy”. 



 
 

Funded by the European Union’s Internal Security Fund — Police 

 

 

The research conducted by Hall (2011), Moreau et al. (2014) and Spaaij (2014) demonstrates that 

youth who participate in sports programmes have strong a sense of inter- and intragroup 

responsibility, dedication and camaraderie, greater interpersonal confidence, the freedom to 

challenge habits and social boundaries, as well as a renewed sense of belonging. This is due to the 

fact that the youth incorporate and live the experiences associated with being actively involved in 

competition sports and being part of a team with emotion. For example, Hall’s study shows that, 

in developing self-discipline through physical activity and training, the youth had a greater sense of 

control and confidence that transferred to other contexts outside of sports. 

Even if Hall (2014) affirmed that the shared of experience of risk-taking (from injury or failure) in 

sport functions as a “driving force for social cohesion” promoting a strong sense of unity and 

belonging, the author specifies that sports is a sort of “managed risk” in the sense that if the risky 

behaviours are “pleasurable” forms of social learning for young males, then these activities can 

lead to a negative outcome when the boundaries and clear rules of conduct are not defined. 

Moreau et al. (2014) deepens this aspect, sustaining that the role of coaches and educators 

isfundamental to the extent that it is their responsibility to encourage the creation of an 

atmosphere characterized by trust, confidence, solidarity, and reciprocity within the group in 

order to create a “driving force for social cohesion”.  Furthermore, these experiences “serve to 

dispel fears…bringing a team spirit experienced as caring and protective by members” (Moreau et 

al. cited in Johns et al. 2014, p. 62). 

Spaaij (2014) adds to Hall’s conclusions, reflecting on the potential of sports to create that which is 

defined as bridging capital between the participants.As an example the author points to the 

participation of young refugees and immigrants in team sports who, by playing sports with youth 

from other socio-cultural groups, develop a strong sense of active belonging to the community. 

According to Spaaij, within the context of sports one constructs fluid and situational boundaries; in 

other words, it is a place in which social boundaries are continuously being “shifted and crossed, 

while others are preserved and created” (Spaij, 2014 cited in Johns et al., 2014, p. 62). 

In the end, sports are an area that the sociological tradition has always described as a set of 

recreational activities capable of providing an outlet for aggression, anger and repressed tensions. 

Aggression can in fact be vented via physical activity or by sports fans without causing damage to 

others. In the first case, sports make it possible to channel physical aggression in an ordered 

manner, or rather in a way that is regulated and defined by stable confines that, when violated, 

result in various types of sanctions. In regards to sports fans, the stadium is an exemplary context; 

this is in fact a space that allows spectators to express their aggression against the athletic 

adversary verbally (for example by screaming slogans or singing choruses). This is then a context in 

which aggression is tolerated given that it is expressed within socially defined spaces and times. 

Russel analyses the special status that sports enjoys in relation to aggression and violence:  

“Outside of wartime, sport is perhaps the only setting in which acts of interpersonal 

aggression are not only tolerated but enthusiastically applauded by large segments of 
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society. It is interesting to consider that if the mayhem of the ring or gridiron were to erupt 

in a shopping mall, criminal charges would inevitably follow. However, under the umbrella 

of ‘sport’, social norms and the laws specifying what constitutes acceptable conduct in 

society are temporarily suspended. In their stead is a new order of authority, namely the 

official rules of the sport. These dictate the forms of aggression that are illegal (e.g. a low 

blow) and the conditions under which aggressionis unacceptable (e.g., a late hit)” (Russell 

1993, p. 181). 

This is also one of the reasons that explains why so many programmes for youth that practice 

sports – both at the national and international level – are always proposed in disadvantaged areas 

or involve “at risk” individuals in an effort to contribute to the reduction in juvenile delinquency by 

promoting social inclusion strategies. 

The other side of the coin: When sports supports radicalization 

As demonstrated by Hall (2011), the possibility that sports lead to a positive outcome, above all in 

regards to the prevention of youth radicalization, depends in large part on the 

educational/pedagogical work done by the adult role models, or rather the coaches, educators 

and physical education teachers. Sports, as with most activities, are not in and of itself good or 

bad, but have the potential to produce both positive and negative results. 

The risk of radicalization connected to sports should be considered in relation to two distinct 

aspects. On the one hand, it is necessary to consider the possibility that sports in and of 

themselves or the teaching method adopted by the coaches/educators can provide an incentive 

for or promote violent behaviours that could lead the youth to approach various radicalized 

groups; on the other hand, one needs to consider the role that sports have in recent history (and 

can have today) in regards to promoting extremist ideologies of a political nature.  

In regards to the first aspect, one needs to recognize that there is violence, diseducation, and 

aggression in various sporting contexts that are minimally or not at all sanctioned by the adults 

present. Numerous studies have demonstrated how “sport had become a school of sexism, racism 

and militarism”, but also how “under the right circumstances, with astute leadership, sport can 

become a favourable ground for change” (Gusmeroli and Trappolin 2018, p. 7). This ambivalence 

of the sports culture is evident if one considers the phenomenon of competition sports: the 

pressure and extreme competitiveness, essential traits within these sports, can also be considered 

as potential risk factors in that they generate an atmosphere of reciprocal intolerance between 

peers, parents, coaches and managers in sports, exacerbating social and cultural tensions. To this 

one adds the overabundance of warlike and military metaphors that have become part of the 

common language in sports. Even if most cases involve a language intended to emphasize and 

reinforce the emotional element of sports, this can embody a violent connotation within the sport 

and lead to the symbolic or physical translation of the verbal violence.  
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In regards to the second aspect, however, an eloquent example can be found in totalitarian 

regimes that during the last century instrumentalised sports to reinforce propaganda used to 

promote the political ideology. In this regard, Grant (2014) shows the transformation that sports 

played in the Soviet Union in the years immediately following the revolution up until the Cold War. 

If at the dawn of the Russian post-revolution sports were almost entirely valued in relation to 

military training or in the name of the health benefits for the population, with the beginning of the 

Cold War sports were increasingly instrumentalised as an effective means of promoting that which 

became known as “soft power”; athletic competition between the Soviet Union and the United 

States aimed at obtaining Olympic medals became one of the most effective narratives during the 

war, only preceded by the “conquest” of outer space.  

The cases of fascist Italy and Nazi Germany are even more exemplary. In an article examining the 

connection between sports and political ideology, Bairner (2019) underscores the extent to which 

fascism is an ideology essentially oriented towards action that places great emphasis on the cult of 

the body. The fascist regime was the first to recognize the propaganda potential of sport: “sport 

for the sake of national fitness and the demonstration of it was nothing new at the time of the 

fascist governments in Europe, but the extensive use of it for indoctrination to establish a 

totalitarian system was new”) (Krügercited in Bairner 2019, p. 17). The same strategy is evident in 

Nazi Germany: “historically, the use of sport by the Nazis seems to have been the most extensive 

and efficient of the fascist regimes” (Krügercited in Bairner 2019, p. 17). In part, the Nazi interest 

in sports was, similar to the Soviet Union, connected to military training. Nonetheless, from the 

moment that belief in the superiority of the Arian race became an integral part of Nazi 

propaganda it was fundamental, both ideologically and strategically, to encourage physical activity 

with “the Nazis as a male-dominated cult of youth and strength, who believed in genetic and racial 

endowment, on the survival of the fittest, used the sports movement for their purpose on national 

unity” (Bairner 2019, p. 18).  

The relationship between sports and the promotion of ideologies is important in understanding 

the phenomena that still today demonstrate this relationship in an evident way: it is enough to 

think of hooligans and ultras, both characterized by a cult of violence that is often associated with 

the ideologies of politically radicalized groups (above all the far right, less frequently the far left). 

The historical relationship between sports and ideology becomes significant for the objectives of 

the SAFE ZONE project in that it permits the identification of an additional element that can play a 

significant role in youth radicalization. One should not forget that many youths that are more less 

close to extremist violence groups, especially those on the far right, can see in sports a significance 

that is closely connected to the ideology they embrace (think of the cult of the body and physical 

prowess transmitted by fascist and Nazi ideology). In this sense, the coaches/educators should 

acquire greater knowledge of the phenomena in order to identify situations in which youth 

involvement in sports feeds the ideology. 
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Conclusions 

Radicalization and violent extremism, tied to religious, political and social factors, represent an 

increasingly complex challenge in Italy and the entire European Union. The SAFE ZONE project 

responds to the educational challenge that radicalization poses with the objective of intervening in 

the affiliation processes that can lead a young person to approach extremist violence groups. In 

line with this objective, the project focuseson the educational relationship that is established in 

sports between the coaches/educators and the youth that play sports.  

The world of sports is in fact in a strategic position in the fight against radicalization and youth 

violence; sports represents a priority area for informal socialization for the vast majority of youth 

in all of Europe and hence, as recognized in many EU documents, an ideal context for defining an 

adequate strategy for preventive interventions, focused on the promotion of a culture of respect 

for the adversary, fair play, living together, and peace. Sports can also be an “observatory” that 

allows for the individuation youth who are at-risk or have radicalized tendencies via the 

monitoring of violent behavior (physical and verbal). 

Nonetheless, as underscored by the collected data and literature, little has been done in the area 

of sports, not only in regards to increasing the awareness of youth, but also in regards to 

reinforcing the educational capacity of coaches in sports clubs. The SAFE ZONE project therefore 

intends to give coaches/educators in various sports, recognizing the relevant pedagogical role that 

they exercise – also informally – in relation to youth, tools to reinforces their educational capacity, 

above all in relation to possible behaviours, between the youth, that point to the promotion of 

extreme violence amongst peers.  In this sense it is necessary to develop greater understanding of 

the risks and methods of educational methods in sports in order to reduce the risk that these 

methods act as “radicalization agents”.  
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NATIONAL ASSESMENT ITALY 
 

 

 

An overall look onto the sports-related initiatives aimed at preventing youth radicalization and 

extremism in Italy indicate that only few initiatives have been implemented in this direction in the 

country. This can be traced back to the fact that youth radicalization in Europe is considered 

almost exclusively through the lenses of a specific phenomenon - that is, jihadist extremism - 

which has had a great impact on the continent in recent years and has highlighted the urgent need 

to draft effective intervention plans. Such plans are aimed primarily at promoting the integration 

of first- and second-generation migrants, according to the assumption that the lack of social, 

cultural and economic integration represents a risk factor that can lead an individual to undertake 

a path of violent radicalization. 

Due to a colonial history and post-colonial migratory trajectories that differs from other European 

countries, Italy has felt the need to engage in the prevention of radicalization linked to jihadist 

extremism with less intensity. There are therefore only a handful of projects concerning this 

specific issue on the national territory, namely a few local initiatives promoted by the European 

Commission. This does not mean however that there exist no initiatives aimed at intervening in 

this sense: though the prevention of youth radicalization is not indicated as an explicit priority of 

the projects promoted in the sports field, the culture of sport as an integration tool has a long 

tradition in the country as well as a wide variety of experiences. In fact, actions aimed at 

countering youth violence have increased over the most recent years and these are mostly in 

relation to racism and intolerance. This is due to two main reasons: first of all, Italy counts on a 

long tradition of no-profit associations engaged with social issues. Within these organizations, 

sports are often seen as a means - an effective tool to promote social inclusion and integration - 

rather than as an end itself. 

Secondly, Italian sports organizations, especially football clubs, felt the need to intervene in the 

field of the prevention of racism and intolerance only in recent years, due to an increasing number 
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of violent episodes occurred inside stadiums in the context of professional competitions. Those 

episodes have led to a sort of “media storm” that has convinced the leading sports federations 

and clubs about the need to implement programs and initiatives against racism. 

Finally, sports federations and clubs are more willing to recognize the social and educational value 

of sports as more and more young people practice sports in organized centers and clubs today. 

This differs from what used to be in the past, when sports-practicing  was mainly “informal” (for 

example, sports activities organized by priests and volunteers in parishes). The increasing number 

of formal sports centers and clubs led to the need to “professionalize” sports coaches and trainers. 

As a result, today’s coaches and trainers in sports centers tend to focus on performance and 

athletic excellence rather than social interactions and have only recently started to acknowledge  

the relevance of the educational and pedagogical role they can play. Indeed, the findings of our 

mapping activity clearly indicate that there is a need for adequate training on the educational 

front of sports coaches. 

Below are the initiatives that are related in different degrees to combating radicalization, violence, 

and discrimination as resulting from our mapping study. These  have been gathered in four groups 

in relation to their aims:  

i) Actions aimed at promoting integration and social inclusion;  

ii) Actions aimed at contrasting racism, intolerance and violence;  

iii) Actions promoting fair-play in sports; and 

iv) Training activities addressing sports professionals.  

The main activities carried out in these areas are:  

- Information campaigns aimed at raising awareness on the aforementioned issues in 

schools, educational and sports agencies;  

- Sporting activities and events aimed at promoting the integration between young people 

of different cultures and social contexts through sports;  

- Development of educational strategies aimed at enhancing the values of equality, respect 

and solidarity in sports. 

Although there seems to be no explicit reference to the prevention of youth radicalization, we 

believe that the abovementioned experiences can fully fall within the scope of this report since 

they share the objective of contrasting forms of violence and discrimination that can lead to 

extremism through the enhancement of the educational relationship between sports professionals 

and young people. The educational principles and strategies on which these initiatives are based 

are also in line with the Directives of the European Parliament 2015/2063 INI “Prevention of 
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radicalization and recruitment of European citizens by terrorist organizations”, namely at Point IV: 

“Preventing radicalization through education and social inclusion”. 

Prior to the review of the best practices identified it is necessary to address the role played by the 

different actors in the field. These actors perform very different functions and act with very 

diverse institutional purposes. Firstly, there are subjects - such as sports federations - whose 

mission is to promote sports in their competitive and agonistic dimensions and supervise the 

correct development of sports practice. In these contexts, sport represents a value per se. Other 

subjects - such as associations of sports and social promotion - pursue different purposes instead. 

They work in a context where sports are regarded as a useful means to counter social disease. For 

these subjects sports are a means to address various social issues. The words of Beppe Basso, from 

the Italian Sports Centre (CSI) seem illuminating in this regard: “Professional staff within  sports 

federations is only oriented towards performance. The educational aspect does not matter as there 

is a tendency to see training as a tool for enhancing performance rather than creating meaningful 

relationships. On the contrary, the mission of CSI is education through sport [...]”. 

These different approaches to sports must necessarily be taken into account in order to both 

frame the individual initiatives (which will be discuss in the next paragraph) and try to develop 

strategies to address the crucial issues that have emerged. 

Our research has shown that the culture of sports an educational and pedagogical practice is 

spreading more and more in Italy. This is also dues to an agreement signed in between the main 

national sports organization CONI1 and the Ministry of Labor and Social Policies. Such agreement 

seeks to counter forms of discrimination and intolerance through the development of activities 

aimed at promoting the inclusion and integration of migrants through sports. As previously 

mentioned, the agreement has to be framed in the wider context of the public debate over the 

issue of racism in sports - a topic that has had great media attention and was at the center of the 

political debate in recent years. 

The following types of practices will be considered below: 

i. Initiatives promoted within the four aforementioned themes at a national level; 

ii. Two projects specifically aimed at preventing youth radicalization at local level; 

                                                           
1The Italian National Olympic Committee (ComitatoOlimpico Nazionale Italiano, CONI), founded in 1914 and a member of 

the International Olympic Committee (IOC), is responsible for the development and management of sports activity in Italy. Since 

2013, CONI has strengthened its commitment in the social sphere thanks to a more structured approach with dedicated resources 

and tools and a greater focus on some key issues, identified in collaboration with various stakeholders and subject to a strategic 

social responsibility plan. 
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In consideration of the scarcity of available data in regards to initiatives carried out to prevent and 

fight youth radicalization and violent extremism in sports in Italy, three interviews were also 

carried out to complement with more detailed and qualitative data. The semi-structured 

interviews were therefore carried out with sports managers and these were of great help to 

identify and evaluate the training needs of sports professionals. The training needs are 

summarized in the last section of the present report. 

 

Best practices: national programs and initiatives  

With respect to the content of the national initiatives, we, furthermore, operated a division on 

four levels. Firstly, it seemed significant to us to distinguish between projects and initiatives aimed 

at countering intolerance and racism and those aimed at promoting integration and social 

inclusion. The former are aimed at countering aggressive and/or violent practices and behaviors 

that could lead to a process of radicalization against the Other and are thus primarily destined to 

the indigenous population. The latter’s aim is, on the other hand, to reduce the distance between 

citizens, promoting the integration of migrants and young people who live in situations of social 

marginality. These are two strategies of intervention which pursue, latu sensu, the same result, 

but entail a completely different approach. The third category of projects does not directly target 

sports users (athletes, supporters, family members), but rather those subjects (coaches, sports 

managers), who have guiding roles for children and youngsters and who can thus contribute to the 

transmission of messages of tolerance and respect with greater efficacy than other institutions. 

Those projects try is to raise sport operators’ awareness oftheir pedagogical role and empower 

them with the tools to carry it out effectively. Finally, a fourth category concerns the valorization 

offair-play education, that is the respect for the rules and correct play, through the promotion of 

the experiences that have stood out on this front. 

 

Initiatives aimed at preventing and countering racism, intolerance and violence 

 In 2014, the FIGC2 promoted the project “Razzisti? Una brutta razza” (“Racists? An ugly race”). 

Its aims were countering the social evil of racism in football and raising awareness among 

young players through moments of meeting and reflection on the topic of discrimination. The 

project lasted two years and had educational, training and value purposes: it provided the 

                                                           
2 The Italian Football Federation (FIGC), established in Turin in 1898, is the organ of organization and control of football in Italy. For 

several years, Social Responsibility has been a characterizing and distinctive element for the FIGC, transversal to all the policies 

adopted by the Federation. One of the main objectives of the FIGC is to promote the exclusion from football of all forms of social 

discrimination, racism, xenophobia and violence. 
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involvement of young members aged between 10 and 18in 20 meetings on the topic of 

integration, with the participation of well-known personalities of the world of football, 

entertainment, culture and politics. The program included an awareness-raising program in the 

Football Schools, an institutional meeting with a press conference to present the event, and a 

moment of entertainment, with a talk show for the youth target aimed at involving young 

people directly through the participation of testimonials, actors and singers. 

 In the context of the project “Espelli il Razzismo dal Calcio” (“Expel Racism from Football”), in 

2013 the National Football Team met a delegation selected by UNAR (National Office for Racial 

Anti-Discrimination of the Department for Equal Opportunities of the Prime Minister’s Office) 

composed of first and second-generation migrants, political refugees or asylum seekers, and 

amateur teams. The initiative was promoted by the FIGC and UNAR in collaboration with the 

FARE network (Football Against Racism in Europe) as part of the 9th Edition of the Action 

Week against Racism. 

 Junior Tim Cup “Il Calcio negli Oratori” (“Football in the parishes”) is a project born from the 

will of CSI3, TIM and Lega Serie A to create an array of activities to bring children closer to the 

top tier of sport and to promote the practice of football in the parishes of all Italy. At the same 

time, a value path was developed on the issues of bullying and cyberbullying, with the aim of 

tackling episodes of bullying and racism both online and offline. This path was realized 

involving children and their parents separately in dedicated meetings and seminars. In 

addition, the project’s promoters have assigned contributions for sporting activities to the 

parishes who have distinguished themselves for the educational value of the projects carried 

out, allowing the construction of 3 sports pitches near the parishes of disadvantaged areas in 

Scampia, Genova and Cagliari. 

 Mondiali Antirazzisti (“The Antiracist World Cup”, promoted by UISP4 and supported by the 

FIGC), was started in 1997 with the aim of organizing a party with the direct involvement of 

groups normally considered as in contrast with each other: the groups of “ultra”, often labeled 

as racists, and that of immigrant communities. The formula that wanted to combine non-

competitive football and concerts of heterogeneous music bands, in an experience of common 

life in the camping, proved successful in itself. Over the years, Mondiali Antirazzisti have 

gradually become more and more like a real multicultural festival and a concrete experience of 

fighting against all forms of discrimination. In addition, Uisp, in collaboration with Unar and 

                                                           
3 The CSI (Italian Sports Center) was born in 1944 on the initiative of the Italian Youth of Catholic Action. The CSI is a non-partisan 

association whose purpose is the promotion of sports practice “as a moment of education, human development and commitment, 

in a vision inspired by the Christian concept of man and reality” (Art. 1 of the Statute). The CSI favors sport as a moment of 

aggregation, a means for human promotion, an instrument of solidarity and social development. 
4Uisp (Italian Union of Sports for Everybody) is an association for sports and social promotion which aims to extend the right to 

sport for all citizens. Since its founding in 1948, Uisp has affirmed the social value of sport, rights, the environment, health, 

solidarity. Both nationally and locally (where it is strongly rooted and widespread) it collaborates with institutions, municipalities, 

regions, public and private bodies to improve the well-being of people. 
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the Rete FARE, has promoted the creation of a National Observatory Against Discrimination in 

Sport that could create a system involving the largest number of public institutions and bodies, 

the world of sport and football, that of the Third Sector and sports associations. The aim is to 

propose effective and cutting-edge strategies to counter racism in Europe. The launch of the 

project was scheduled for March 21, 2020 butit was postponed due to the spread of Covid-19. 

 “Io Non Discrimino”(“I do not Discriminate”) is a project developed in 2017/2018, which sees 

the NGO VIS - Italian Voluntary Service for Development as its leader and the ACLI Sports 

Union5among the partners. It aimed to promote the culture of knowledge and acceptance of 

the Other. The action took place through an awareness campaign aimed at promoting greater 

awareness of the migratory phenomenon and, consequently, at stimulating discussion and 

preventing any form of discrimination. The role of the Acli Sports Union in the project was to 

contribute to the awareness campaign, through the organization of sporting events and 

conferences promoted in the city of Milan, addressing sport managers and operators and 

athletes, but also the local network with which it interacts daily, starting from the immigrant 

associations of Milan. 

 “Progetto 42” is a national school program realized by the Youth School Sports Commission 

and by the Marketing and Communication Office of the Italian Baseball and Softball 

Federation in the 2013-2014 school year. The initiative obtained from UNAR the title of 

“important initiative in the context of the activity of prevention and contrast of discrimination”. 

The project addresses boys and girls of primary and secondary schools of first and second 

degree and aims to combine the values of sport (and that of baseball in particular) with that of 

social integration, through events organized by the various institutes and stories and 

experiences of sports witnesses. 

 

Initiatives aimed at promoting social integration and inclusion 

 The CONI project named “Vincere da grandi” aims to spread legality in areas facing social 

hardship, high risk of crime and social exclusion, using sport as a vehicle for cohesion and 

social development. The initiative addresses both children/youngsters aged between 5 and 14 

and their mothers belonging to disadvantaged groups or to families in distress and residing in 

suburban or disadvantaged areas. Through the project, a valid sports-educational path is 

offered to children through multi-sports activities, participation in national or international 

sporting events, meetings with testimonials and sports champions. 

                                                           
5 The Acli Sports Union is the national sports association promoted by ACLI to encourage, support and organize motor, recreational 

and sporting activities aimed at subjects of all ages and all conditions, with particular attention to the people most exposed to risks 

of physical exclusion and social. 
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 The FAMI Project - ASYLUM MIGRATION AND INTEGRATION FUND was defined in 2016 as 

part of the Memorandum of Understanding between the Ministry of the Interior and CONI. It 

aims to spread, practice and implement sports activities in favor of migrant minors that are 

guests of the national reception system. The project offers them the opportunity to practice 

sports and training activities to develop socialization and relational well-being, within a 

broader path of social and cultural inclusion. 

 CSI created and managed several projects, most of which aimed to promote sports activity 

among youths as part of an integration process: "2 YOU,DUE VOLTE RAGAZZI" is a project, 

implementation and management of activities in twenty youth activity centres and promotion 

of youth participation. The project aimed to promote the central role of youth during 

adolescence, as well as the opportunities for socialisation and for the prevention of distress 

among youths, including substance abuse and dropping-out of school.  "ANCHE TU! PAR 

SPORT ..." is a project aimed to provide high school students with the basic knowledge needed 

to become a sports organiser and promoter. The project objectives were: a) compile the best 

practices in terms of the management and promotion of sports associations; b) promote 

healthy lifestyles and active citizenship; c) strengthen individual and collective sports culture.  

"PRONTI, PARTENZA, VIA!" is a project aimed to regain control of and redevelop sports areas 

in order to establish a genuine point of interest in certain identified neighbourhoods.   

 Since 1983, UISP has been promoting the initiative “Vivicittà”, that is a running race that 

conveys a message of peace and coexistence. It simultaneously involves dozens of cities 

throughout the country with the aims of breaking both geographic and social borders. 

Furthermore, in recent years the race has been extended within several penitentiary and 

juvenile institutions, in order to promote the social and educational value of sport. Vivicittà 

received the Medal of the President of the Republic. 

 SOCIAL NE (E) T-WORK - young people on the net for active participation and citizenship is a 

project promoted by ACLI Sports Union which aims to identify and train young NEETs (Not in 

Education, Employment or Training), starting with the associative network and activity and 

supporting, at the same time, the development of actions aimed at promoting spaces and 

moments of aggregation, as well as the integration of children at risk of social exclusion. 

 

Initiatives aimed at strengthening the skills of sports coaches and managers: 

 The Program Agreement between CONI and the Ministry of Labor and Social Policies has 

given rise to the Sport and Integration program, within which an array of activities have been 

developed over the years. Among these, the information/educational campaign “Fratelli di 

Sport” (“Brothers in Sports”), born with the aim of spreading a greater awareness of the role 
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of sport as a tool for the inclusion of multicultural groups among sport technicians, managers 

and operators. The campaign involved amateur sports associations/clubs participating in the 

program. Each club received a kit of materials, also available in digital format, consisting of a 

Guide for the instructors of the sports clubs (a consultation tool for coaches, which also 

contains practical examples of activities to be carried out) and the Manifesto of Sport and 

Integration, containing guidelines on the topic designed for the sports world. The most 

positive experiences carried out on the national territory regarding sport as a vehicle for social 

integration have been collected, enhanced and disseminated, in order to promote the 

inclusion of young migrant people who live in our country. CONI has also created the public 

Call “Award in memory of Emiliano Mondonico”:the award is inspired by the figure of 

Emiliano Mondonico, a football player and coach who has been able, with his work, to be an 

interpreter and spokesperson for the social dimension of sport. The Call is aimed at enhancing 

the technicians who are strongly committed to social issues and attentive to the role of sport 

as a tool for inclusion and integration, in compliance with the principles set out in the 

Manifesto of the “Rules for being Brothers of Sport”. The initiative is intended for sports 

organizations recognized by CONI, professional leagues, sports clubs or other forms of 

associations that have implemented initiatives addressing integration or actions through sport 

and/or who are able to report profiles and applications from virtuous sports technicians. 

 CSI is partner in the project “Sports Identity”, launched in 2019 and promoted by Erasums 

Plus.It aims to update the skills of sports operators working with young people, to better 

manage “anti-sports” behaviors. The project intends to develop active youth citizenship with 

sport in order to prevent the risks of violent radicalization of young people. The project 

activities will last two years, developing teamwork, leadership, intercultural skills, problem 

solving and critical thinking. 

 

Initiatives aimed at promoting fair-play behavior in sports 

 CONI has carried out an educational-information campaign in schools, called “Champions of 

fair play”: as part of the value path envisaged by the project, children of the fourth and fifth 

classes of the participating primary schools had the opportunity to reflect on the fair play and 

its values, namely: respect for the rules, for others and for oneself, enhancement of diversity 

and uniqueness, brotherhood, equality, loyalty, integration. Each participating class created an 

elaborate, telling the students’ experiences and reflections on the proposed topics through 

drawings and texts. 

 In 2012, the SGC (Youth School Sector) of the FIGC conceived the project “Green Card - Fair 

Play”, in order to enhance all those who have become protagonists of ethical behavior. 50,000 
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green cards were distributed to football schools throughout Italy to reward young members 

who distinguished themselves for particularly Fair Play gestures. 

 

Examples of regional initiatives on the prevention of youth radicalization 

 

In addition to nation-wide initiatives it was decided to include examples from local/regional 

practices, because we found that the two projects reported are the ones that most closely match 

the concept of prevention of youth radicalization referred to in the Safe Zone project. 

 

 PALERMO (Sicily): The project “I Sport-Inclusive Sport Project Opposed to Radicalization 

Tenets” brought together CEIPES, the Malaspina Penitentiary Institute for Minors, the Refugee 

and Asylum Seeker Centers, as well as the CUS University Sports Center. This collaboration had 

the main objective of countering the phenomenon of radicalization, especially in the most 

difficult areas of Palermo society, in order to promote the integration and enhancement of 

cultural differences through sports. The target group was made of 100 young people of both 

sexes, aged between 16 and 25, including young prisoners, refugees, young people with a 

migrant background and local young people. They participated in athletic, football sports 

modules a 5 and volleyball, through which, thanks to the work of expert coaches and 

educators, they have been able to develop and experience the values of solidarity and sharing 

and, above all, the importance of belonging to a team, regardless of the cultural, religious or 

social background of its members. The project ended in 2018. 

 

 TERNI (Umbria): ToGetTher (E) is the project of the social cooperative L'Arco and Uisp Terni, 

funded by the European Commission and launched in February 2020. It addresses the risk of 

radicalization among young migrants through sport activities oriented to social inclusion and 

integration. The concrete objective of the project is to involve about thirty children at risk of 

radicalization and marginalization for economic and social reasons or because they are victims 

of bullying or intolerance, in local sports activities in Terni and Viterbo for two years. 

 

Critical issues and potential responses to training needs 

We decided to carry out three interviews with significant actors from the Italian sports field in 

order to identify the training needs of coaches and sports managers. Those needs will form the 

basis for the development of the training methodology within Safe Zone project. The interviews 
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allowed to highlight the main constraints that the different realities are experiencing in their work 

on the field. They demonstrate that the debate on the phenomenon of youth radicalization is at a 

very embryonic in Italy, whereas on the other hand there is a significant experience concerning the 

prevention of youth violence in general. The main training needs identified by the interviewees 

will be described below along with the current difficulties and possible solutions to respond to 

these needs. 

 

Main critical issues identified by the interviewees 

All three interview participants recognized that the training of sports coaches is indeed a priority 

in the fight against youth violence and radicalization. More specifically, the interviewees revealed 

that the training needs vary according to the coaches’ educational background. Additionally, the 

interviewees reiterated that sports coaches often have low awareness of the crucial relationship 

between sports and violence as well as of the fact that they themselves could unknowingly convey 

ambiguous or negative messages to their young trainees. The emphasis placed on competition, 

agonism and performance was recognized as risky by the interviewees, who recalled the need to 

trainers/coaches.  

Other critical issues that were brought up by the interviewees are: the absence of networking with 

other educational agencies; the absence of a shared culture of sport as a pedagogical tool, which 

could favor the circulation of good practices not yet introduced in the sports field; the difficulty of 

intercepting young people at risk who do not practice sports. 

Below follows a list of the main critical issues that emerged during the interviews: 

1. The lack of trainings for professional coaches with respect to the educational and 

pedagogical value of sport: the interviews revealed the tension between sports managers (but 

also politicians), who would like to promote a culture of Sport as a vehicle to combat social 

unease, and coaches/sports operators, who instead encourage sports as a competitive and 

agonistic performance and who pay less attention to the educational and relational dimension. 

According to Mr. Basso (CSI of Asti), this tension is due to the fact that coaches are trained 

primarily on the technical and methodological aspects of the different disciplines rather than 

on the educational and relational ones. In that regard Mr. Basso observes that the relational 

dimension is fundamental for success in team sports and is thus normally monitored by 

coaches – even those lacking a specific awareness of their educational role. Mr. Basso main 

source of concern are individual sports, with specific reference to those combat disciplines 

(karate, MMA, box, etc.), in which the dimension of violence must be the object of particular 

attention since it has a role in the practice of the discipline itself. 
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2. The lack of trainings for non-professional volunteer coaches: the coaches who work in sports’ 

promotion associations (as well as in parishes etc.) often work as volunteers and tend to see 

their engagement in sport activities in that light. As a consequence, these coaches do not have 

adequate tools and skills to manage problematic situations such as the explosion of physical 

and verbal violence among young people during the activities. Not knowing how to deal with 

such situations, according to dr. Garattini (CSI of Bergamo), they often stick to teaching sports 

without taking action. He furthermore mentions a provision, enacted by CONI two years ago, 

which would require anyone who holds the coaching job in a sports club to take part in a very 

long training (at least 24 hours). Such provision does however apply only to those who receive 

an even minimal economic reimbursement for their coaching duties and is therefore not 

applicable to volunteers. 

3. The absence of a shared culture of Sport as a pedagogical tool, which prevents the 

implementation of methodologies and tools that have proven useful in other educational 

contexts and could also be very effective in the sports field. (Mr Garattini cited the Restorative 

Justice, which hasn’t found a broad use in the world of sports, yet). 

4. The lack of adequate networking between the various educational agencies, which could 

contribute to the training of sports personnel. 

5. The difficulty of intercepting young people at risk of radicalization, when they do not practice 

sports, especially in the most marginal and disadvantaged territories. 
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Potential solutions to meet the training needs 

The first fundamental strategic action identified by all three interviewees is an increase in the offer 

of training courses designed for coaches and sports managers. Such trainings should provide them 

with skills oriented to design and carry out activities aimed at strengthening social ties, fostering a 

sense of belonging between young people, developing knowledge, integrating fundamental 

values, enhancing social, civic and intercultural skills, critical sense and media literacy. Specifically, 

it is necessary to offer young people a high-quality sport activity, one that is capable of teaching 

how to recognize and manage risks, as well as to make safer choices and to promote a strong 

sense of belonging, of shared community and responsibility towards others. This requires an 

inclusive training methodology and motivating activities to go along, but also the establishment of 

a culture of respect for the rules of the game and group coexistence. 

The interviewees also suggested some potential strategies to respond to the specific critical issues 

described in the previous section, namely: 

1. Trainings for professional coaches, aimed at the capacity building with regards to the capacity 

to observe and manage relational dynamics in order to avoid that sport itself is a vehicle of 

violence. Through the proposal of ad hoc trainings on the topic of radicalization, extremism 

and violence among young people, it would be possible to increase the awareness of sports 

operators on the matter, allowing them to grasp any “alarm bells” or risky behavior. At the 

same time, these trainings should also be aimed at offering them adequate and effective tools 

to respond to these situations and increase their awareness of the educational value of their 

work.  

According to Mr. Basso, an effective strategy could be to encourage coaches to keep track and 

report what happens in the gym, through the use of a questionnaire. This, according to the 

interviewee, could help to encourage greater reflexivity and awareness with respect to social 

dynamics, that often don’t receive the proper recognition. 

Mr. Mantovani (chief trainer of sports professionals at CONI Sports School) proposed the 

creation of training modules and educational seminars on the topic of youth radicalization for 

sports coaches and managers, in order to increase the awareness of the value of sports as a 

tool to contrast such phenomenon. The modules and seminars should be drafted and 

organized with the help of experts in these issues. 

 

2. Trainings for non-professional volunteer coaches, which are often employed in the most 

informal youth sports organizations. Mr. Garattini said that it would be necessary to extend 

the scope of the aforementioned provision enacted by CONI, which requires paid coaches to 
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attend a 24 hour-course training, to include also non-professional volunteer coaches (in a 

reduced form, if necessary). 

 

3. To adopt tools spread in other educational contexts and in juvenile justice, as well as those of 

the business world. According to Mr. Garattini, Restorative Justice - which is generally 

considered to be very effective in resolving conflicts between offenders and victims - could be 

equally helpful in the sports field, provided that a shared culture of the pedagogical and 

educational value of sport is in place and shared by all actors. 

 

4. To create a network that puts in place other skills than the merely sporty/physical ones: by 

inserting sports clubs into a network involving educators, psychologists  and professionals from 

other areas, it would be possible to adequately train the sports coaches; stimulate the 

pedagogical value of sports; respond to specific needs and problems in a more effective way. 

Mr. Basso said that it would be necessary to work with sports psychologists and psycho-

pedagogues in order to better identify at-risk behaviors and contribute to the training of 

coaches. 

 

5. To extend the culture of sports to young people who do not play sports: it is necessary for 

sport centers to find effective ways to interact with young people at risk. This could be 

achieved through actions aimed at promoting sports activities both in schools and in 

marginalized neighborhoods. Sports offer should also be attractive to young people and 

include training methodologies that teach how to actively engage young people regardless 

their sports achievements. In this sense, Mr. Basso spoke about the need to promote 

“informal” disciplines (such as parkour) within sports centers, due to the great appeal they 

exert on young people. In order to gain followers in the community such projects should have 

a relevant social component in Mr. Mantovani’s opinion. 

 

Concluding remarks 

In conclusion and in light of the research findings emerging from the Italian scenery, the training 

modules for sports coaches within the Safe Zone project should take the following issues into 

account: 

i. The need to raise awareness on the potential relationship between sports and violence, in 

particular when it comes to competition and agonism; 



 
 

Funded by the European Union’s Internal Security Fund — Police 

 

 

 

ii. The need to restore the centrality of the educational and pedagogical role of sports 

coaches, in order for them to recognize and manage violent and risky behavior among 

young people and empower them to take action; 

iii. The need to devise different training methodologies , where necessary and possibly 

through a multi-disciplinary approach,  in order to better the meet the different training 

needs and the diverse educational background of the sports trainers and coaches 

(professionals;  semi-professionals; non professional volunteers). 

 



 
 

Funded by the European Union’s Internal Security Fund — Police 
 

     

 

 

 

 

SAFE ZONE National Report Germany (Eckart Müller-Bachmann; CJD Nord) 

Introduction 

Integrative functions and social functions that (can) have an integrative effect are ascribed per se to 

sport and to the two sports we focus on here, namely football and combat sports. The positive 

connotations of this ascription also make it difficult for clubs and associations to deal with the 

negative, disintegrative potential (Pilz 2014). Racism, discrimination and group-focused enmity are all 

phenomena of sport which are encountered again and again not only among competitors, but also 

among spectators. This is brought to the attention of the public at larger events, such as football 

matches. These phenomena of radicalization or indoctrination are less public in amateur sport and in 

sports that are not organized by associations, such as combat sports or more specifically mixed 

martial arts, to which we pay particular attention in point 2 below.     

 

1. Football 

Football fan cultures and fan groups are invariably connected with racism and right-wing extremism. 

A small number of cases of Islamic “potential threats” in amateur sport come from Southern 

Germany (cf. Röhmel 2017), with considerably higher numbers coming from francophone regions (cf. 

Woller 2018). In national research and social politics there is considerably more focus on passive 

football hooligans and right-wing extremists who have been infiltrating the terraces at football 

stadiums for decades (Blaschke 2014). In recent times in Germany – as in many neighbouring 

countries – the population has become aware through the media of incidences of racist abuse from 

spectators and groups of fans, as well as from functionaries in the highest divisions1. Each and every 

example bears testament to the intrinsic political function of sport (Claus 2018) and are 

simultaneously seismographs of societal developments.  

In the lower divisions of organized professional football, and in those of the amateur leagues, a large 

number of right-wing extremist and racist activity and offences have also been recorded in and 

around the stadiums and on the football pitches in the amateur sector. The national media and 

                                                           
1 During a home game in the winter of 2020, fans of the first division club Schalke 04 verbally abused the Berlin player 

Jordan Torunarigha; the club was fined 50,000 Euros. In 2019 the club’s chairman of the board, Clemens Tönnies, had 

already made racist and colonial remarks in public and under immense pressure from the public was forced to take 

temporary leave of his office.   
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sections of the responsible association structures of amateur football have focussed on certain 

amateur clubs in which either neo-Nazis took active part in the games (von Aster 2018), their fans 

harassed other spectators (Spiller 2015) or active footballers made right-wing extremist comments in 

the social media (Süddeutsche Zeitung 8.9.2019).2  Another phenomenon belonging to this area in 

amateur football is the infiltration or subversion of entire football clubs by right-wing extremists in 

rural areas (e.g. Ruf 2015).  

In the federal states of Saxony-Anhalt, Brandenburg und Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania the 

amateur football associations have become aware of these kinds of developments and have been 

forced into taking action at the association level - which includes reporting this in the national media. 

Regionally focussed initiatives such as the Brandenburgische Sportjugend (Brandenburg Youth Sport 

Organization) or the regional centres for democratic culture in Mecklenburg-Pomerania are 

monitoring this exploitation of football and are trying to combat this by means of, for example, 

educational work for clubs about extreme right-wing symbols and prevention programmes for young 

people (Schmidt 2016). These regional centres for democratic culture regard themselves primarily as 

a port of call for the battle against right-wing extremism and xenophobia which have also found their 

way into popular sports (Hasselmann 2018).  Additionally, for several years now, people in the sports 

federation of Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania have been aware of extremist influences in sports 

clubs. With their “Mobile Advice Centre in Sport” they provide contacts for concerned members, 

parents and federation officials and, at the same time, are striving to recognize when radically 

inclined structures are forming in certain areas or departments of sport, when groups or individuals 

make extremist remarks, or when they stand out as extremists in any other way. In this respect, 

those in the federation and those involved in the mobile advice centre are conscious of the key role 

of the managers, trainers and coaches and particularly sensitive to extremist indoctrination in the 

youth sector (Hasselmann 2018).    

At the national level, the German Football Federation (DFB) has launched programmes which are 

aimed implicitly and also explicitly against extremist, xenophobic and racist phenomena, remarks, 

indoctrination and recruitment both on the terraces, as well as on football pitches. These 

programmes are divided into the areas of “social responsibility”, “fair play/prevention of violence” 

and “diversity/anti-discrimination” (cf. https://www.dfb.de/start/). In addition, there are 

programmes of charities/foundations closely related to the DFB, such as “2:0 für ein Willkommen” 

(2:0 for a welcome), which furthers the integration of refugees and their active membership in 

football clubs. Also, the programme launched by the German Sports Federation “Integration through 

Sport”, which is communicated to the clubs and financed regionally by the sports federations in the 

individual states, aims to enable football clubs to provide refugees and people with a migration 

background straightforward access to membership of clubs (www.integration.dosb.de). 

                                                           
2 In September 2019 the South German football club TuS Holzhausen/Porta withdrew its first team from all competitions 

with immediate effect. As reported by the chairman, Matthias Adamkowitsch, the club was taking appropriate steps on the 

basis of a mobile phone video that showed first team players chanting Nazi slogans. The video was recorded during the 

team’s promotion celebrations on 5 May and shows, among other things, some players shouting "Sieg Heil". The manager 

(Trainer) was relieved of his duties at the club. The club reserved the right, after the conclusion of the public prosecutor’s 

investigation, to take appropriate action regarding their personnel.  
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In Schleswig-Holstein, as in other states, preventive initiatives or programmes have been launched by 

state football associations, which promote mutual tolerance and respect among players and towards 

referees, and therefore also actively oppose violence on the field of play. These initiatives for the 

prevention of violence, such as “SH kickt fair” (https://www.shfv-kiel.de/fairplay) bring together full-

time project management as well as volunteers at the official or association level in order to 

guarantee direct cooperation with football structures in the local area and ensure there are local 

contacts working as disseminators.  

 

2. Combat Sports / Mixed Martial Arts (MMA) 

For years, right-wing extremist scenes have been recruiting youths and other young people looking 

for excitement not only in violent spheres of football scenes and right-wing music cultures, but also 

in sections of the combat sport world. The differentiation and the commercialization of combat sport 

go hand in hand with the professionalization of extreme right-wing and violent structures throughout 

Germany. The combat sport sector, which is differentiated by globalization but also by migration 

movements, together with a large number of commercial pledges, brings together various disciplines 

that were previously organized side by side.  

To be able to train in various styles at the same time, as is possible for example in the Mixed Martial 

Arts, and then also to be able to use these in fights outside of the gymnasium, increases the 

attraction of this form of combat. In the Mixed Martial Arts the idea is to defeat the opponent by 

(almost) any means. That makes this style appear particularly hard and brutal and at the same ever 

more popular if we go by the number of organized contests, of spectators in the arenas, of those 

viewing television broadcasts and the number of clicks on YouTube. However, the MMA combat 

sport sector is not only struggling with the sport’s image of brutality, but also with its appropriation 

by extreme right-wing scenes (cf. Hennings 2019). 

At the same time, some sections of extreme right-wing scenes have been attaching great importance 

to living a healthy lifestyle in recent years: by analogy with the formerly left-wing oriented Straight-

Edge-Movement they are also marketing them, as demonstrated by the image cultivation and label 

start-ups in extreme right-wing combat sports (cf. Claus 2018). The current boom in combat sports is 

ideologically classified and welcomed in far-right scenes across the board. At various levels the scene 

is constructing a return to the “resistance of the people” and to “manliness” (cf. Steiner 2019).  

 

2.1. Combat Sports and the Extreme Right: Potential Attraction for Young People 

The majority of combat sport organizations are not aware of the extent of the extreme right-wing 

appropriation and the social repercussions. In reference to the event organizers, Claus (2018) points 

out three different attitudes towards extreme right-wing activities: those whom he places in pop 

culture clearly distance themselves from extreme right-wing fighters and make it clear before events 

that extreme right-wing clothing labels and signets, as well as discriminatory content in the entrance 

music was unwelcome. He places others in the violent milieu, in which he includes those who are 
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from a bouncer/doorman environment, hooligans and rockers who often have few reservations 

about being among extreme right-wing fighters. Finally, Claus identifies a third category of the 

extreme right-wingers who organize and hold contests clandestinely. These kinds of events3 are 

attended by hooligans, rockers and neo-Nazis and are used for networking, financing and 

recruitment for their own structures. They are not open to democratic discourse and prevention 

(Claus 2018). 

 

2.2. Recruitment of Young Members by Extreme Right-Wingers in the semi-organized Reality of 

Combat Sport Associations 

 

Over the last five years combat sports have in many respects become the most important field of 

action for extreme right-wing scenes alongside right-wing rock music (Steiner 2019). In addition to 

right-wing rock music a further sub-cultural and youth-cultural field of action has become established 

and set itself apart in the last few years. Combat sports in all their forms go beyond the extreme 

right-wing scene and also mobilizes other milieus. Indoctrination through training of MMA for 

children and adolescents happens in some gyms that are directly connected to extremist milieus 

(Claus & Zajonic 2019). As already mentioned however, compared with combat sport events there 

are no relevant neo-Nazi demonstrations across the country which rally more spectators. Extreme 

right-wing combat sport events have been able to mobilize over a thousand people4 (loc. sit.).  

All in all, it can be said that 2018 saw a strengthening of the extreme right-wing combat sport scene. 

Analogous events were characterized by increasingly professional organization and by an effort to 

adhere to all official requirements (cf. Bundesministerium des Innern, für Bau und Heimat [Federal 

Ministry of the Interior, Building and Community] 2019). The growing significance has become 

obvious over the last few years, in particular as analogous combat sport activities have been 

aggressively promoted to the outside world by right-wing extremists. The aim is obviously to arouse 

interest in this way beyond their own camp and to attract and recruit young people in particular. This 

is accompanied by an ideological message that draws directly on National Socialism, namely the 

formation of a “hardened” being, who is prepared for the fight with the “enemy” (cf. Ministerium für 

                                                           
3 Whereas in the 1990s conspiratorially organized right-wing rock concerts were viewed as a top priority of the right-wing 

world of experience, today, their own combat sport events also belong to the repertoire of the scene. At the beginning of 

the 2000s neo-Nazis were already taking part - in the main without comment - in combat sport tournaments which were 

either non-political or open to right-wingers. In addition, the last five years have witnessed a development of an extreme 

right-wing combat sport scene with its own Europe-wide network. One result of this networking is that with up to 600 

participants the “Battle of the Nibelungen” in October 2017 is the largest right-wing combat sport event to date (AIB 116 / 

3; 2017). 

 
4 The latest report on the protection of the constitution estimates approximately 850 spectators (many more than in 2017, 

cf. Anm. 1) - at the now banned Kampf der Nibelungen – came from all over Germany and as well as other European 

countries. This set a new record for a combat sport tournament (cf. Bundesministerium des Innern, für Bau und Heimat 

2019).  
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Inneres und Europa Mecklenburg-Vorpommern [Ministry of the Interior and Europe Mecklenburg-

West-Pomerania] 2019).  

The fact that the extreme right-wing scene is arming itself for the militant struggle is in no way new. 

Time and time again in recent decades there have been paramilitary sport groups and similar 

organizations, who have not only prepared themselves for the militant political struggle, but whose 

members have also carried out attacks and murders. Also, it is not just in the last five years that the 

combat sport scene has been actively exploited by the extreme right. As early as in 2005 the 

»Antifaschistische Infoblatt« [Anti-Fascist Newsletter] (AIB 68/4) reported on the interactions of the 

neo-Nazi scene with combat sport –and the hooligan milieu – both among the audiences and among 

the contestants, as for example at the “Fight Club Chemnitz” (Steiner 2019).  

Through combat sports and the corresponding labels of sports clothing, via music, other dress codes 

and tattoos, the right-wing scene attempts to attract the attention predominantly of youths and 

other young people and then win them over to their cause. At the same time, the increased 

concentration of extreme right-wing structures on combat sports can also be attributed to the boom 

in recent years of the newer combat sports of kickboxing or the Mixed Martial Arts (Hennings 2019).  

The recruitment methods are low threshold and simultaneously highly attractive for youths and 

other young people: “Extreme right-wingers rarely mobilize and recruit by holding grandiloquent 

seminars about Germanic history. They are much more likely to recruit via a much lower-threshold 

world of experience. It is all about action. It is all about belonging, violence and manliness.”  (Claus 

cited from Hennings 2019).  

In addition to the ideological components and the recruitment function, we should not 

underestimate the role of combat sports in forming scenes. According to the State Office for the 

Protection of the Constitution in Mecklenburg-West Pomerania, it leads to a more robust networking 

of actors both within and outside of Germany (cf. Ministerium für Inneres und Europa Mecklenburg-

Vorpommern; 2019). 

 

2.3. Regional Characteristics: Mecklenburg-West Pomerania, Saxony and Schleswig-Holstein 

The extreme right-wing scene is also continuing its recruitment programme through combat sports 

this year. Moreover, public workouts function as preparation “for the street fight and political 

upheaval” (Ritter cited from Korfmacher 2020). Peter Ritter, a member of the Mecklenburg-West 

Pomerania state parliament, therefore demands a “consistent approach” be taken by the security 

service “against these militant-fascist networks” (loc. cit.). According to the State Office for the 

Protection of the Constitution combat sports play an important role in the right-wing scene, 

predominantly among young members. In the words of the authority: “This is accompanied by an 

ideological message that draws directly on National Socialism, namely the formation of a “hardened” 

being, who is prepared for the fight with the ‘enemy’” (loc. cit.).  

The “Nationalen Sozialisten” have been active in Rostock and the surrounding area for years. In 2019 

a subgroup was formed calling itself the “Baltik Korps” which is referred to on “Aktionsblog”, the 
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group website, as “the sporting arm of our network”.  There are indications that the “Nationalen 

Sozialisten Rostock” do not act autonomously. One the one hand, they appear to have connections 

with the ultra and hooligan scenes: members of the „Baltik Korps“ frequently turn up to combat 

sport events wearing football shirts, T-shirts or ski masks of the third-division football club Hansa 

Rostock or pose in front of Hansa Rostock graffiti. On the other hand, they have links with the 

extreme right-wing NPD (Korfmacher 2020).  

The “Fight Club” events, which since 2004 have been enjoying popularity in the right-wing scene in 

the state of Saxony, can be regarded as signposts for neo-Nazi participation in the professional 

combat sport sector. In a legal setting “comrades” could be cheered on in the ring, while 

demonstrations of power took place in the stands, for example by supporters of the Chemnitz 

hooligan group “HooNaRa” (“Hooligans Nazis Racists”) or supporters of the “Blood & Honour” (B&H) 

movement, an international group that was banned in Germany in 2000. Especially as a large number 

of the fighters came from the hooligan spectrum, the contests brought right-wing-minded hooligans 

closer to the neo-Nazi scene by creating a so-called fighting community. Moreover, the fighters from 

this spectrum received sporting recognition, which they had otherwise only known on a small scale 

and clandestinely through secretly arranged “woods and meadows” contests (cf. AIB 2017; 116/3). 

To date “Fight Club” events still offer neo-Nazis, Rockers and right-wing hooligans a space which they 

very gladly utilize. In this respect events in West Saxony have regularly been a contact point for 

senior figures in the scene (loc. cit.). Fight Clubs are characterized by the repeated involvement and 

to some extent active organizational participation of neo-Nazis. Since 2014 the Leipzig-based combat 

sport event “Imperium Fighting Championship” (IFC) has been a contact point for (right-wing) 

hooligans and neo-Nazis (loc. cit.).  

When the “Athletik Klub Ultra” (AKU) was formed in the Northern German city of Neumünster at the 

turn of the millennium, their gym became a contact point for leading neo-Nazis in the state of 

Schleswig-Holstein. They used the club’s rooms from this time on. The rooms of the AKU were also 

raided in the early 2000s. While the police were searching for weapons on 4 March 2004, they 

discovered that the rooms were being used by Nazis from all over Northern Germany. The AKU was 

established by organized Nazis from the NPD, the “freie Kameradschaften” (free fellowships) and the 

right-wing sub-culture. In the past, the rooms had been used for holding right-wing rock concerts and 

are used regularly by militant Nazis for training purposes. At the same time, the AKU’s address was 

used for dubious business transactions of the former B&H Nazis (cf. https://www.antifa-

berlin.info/node/1154). 

2.4. Resistance and Initiatives within the Combat Sport Scene in the Fight against Extreme 

Right-wing Infiltration 

It should not be left unsaid that there are indeed initiatives that fight against right-wing infiltration in 

combat sports, including the network “Runter von der Matte” (“Get off the mat”) which documents 

dozens of visitors and contestants belonging to the violent extreme right-wing scene on its internet 
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site (Hennings 2019). Moreover, there are a number of organizations and combat sport studios that 

explicitly take a stance against national-socialist extremists, speak up against every kind of racism 

against the visitors to their gym and prohibit the wearing of neo-Nazi clothing brands in their rooms.  

A club in Neubrandenburg, Mecklenburg-West Pomerania, announced for example that “respectful 

interaction and an unequivocally anti-racist attitude are important to us”. On Facebook the club 

raises readers’ awareness of the activities of Nazis and also supports the work of “Runter von der 

Matte” (cf. Franzen 2018). 

 

3. Empirical voices 

Observations by Mrs. Reip, expert at the „Deutsche Sportjugend im Deutschen Olympischen 

Sportbund e.V.“ (German Sports Youth in the German Olympic Sports Association), interviewed at 

13.03.2020:  

Mrs. Reip is arguing that young people in sports clubs are not under general suspicion of getting or 

becoming radicalised, only few are under influence or in danger of getting influenced. A variety of 

influence factors exist in sports that can lead to group orientated misanthropy. Most important for 

radicalisation processes are the social realities inside the respective sport clubs. 

There are large differences being observed between rural and urban regions with regards to 

radicalisation tendencies of members of sport clubs. In certain rural areas that are dominated by 

right wing populist party’s viewpoints (mainly the AfD) whole sport clubs – most in the eastern parts 

of Germany – are potential contact points for right wing extremists and their followers. Mainly 

football clubs function as focal points where members can either be influenced or indoctrinated. The 

right extremist movement „Völkische Siedler“ (ethnic or national squatters) tries to influence rural, 

rather deserted areas in Germany through settling with families and the establishment 

neighbourhoods of self-minded extremist families who want to build new a new Aryan homeland for 

themselves. They try to influence and indoctrinate the rural communities, their institutions and 

community facilities, including sport and football clubs. These movements have expansive networks, 

reaching from the Federal States of Lower Saxony (Wiebese) to Mecklenburg-Western-Pommerania 

(Koppelow; Klaba, Krakow am See). 

The observations of the „Deutsche Sportjugend im Deutschen Olympischen Sportbund e.V.“ (German 

Sportyouth in the German Olympic Sports Association) are concentrated in the area of registered 

sport clubs that are members in the Olympic Sports Association. This includes all sport clubs and 

associations of federal states that are hosting Olympic sport disciplines, including those that are 

commonly known as martial arts (judo, karate). They do not include Mixed Martial Arts (MMA) as 

this is no Olympic discipline and as this is privately organised and commercialised. The phenomena of 

right wing extremism and indoctrination through such minded MMA sportsman in certain studios 

and gyms, as these fighting and training locations are called, is well known but documented only to a 

certain extent in the last years. Within the „Deutsche Sportjugend im Deutschen Olympischen 

Sportbund e.V.“ these phenomena are observed and only analysed at an unregularly basis but not 

systematically as MMA does not belong to the Olympic disciplines. Mixed Martial Arts provider such 

as studios, gyms or fight event management offices are organised privately in different associations 

that are commercially orientated. It does not exist one umbrella association for the different MMA 
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providers; most of those are not even registered and are not legally termed as charitable (as 

registered associations are). 

 

Harald Berndt, (interviewed at 21.03.2020) conflict mediator and coach for democracy at the Federal 

Association of soccer clubs in the federal state of Schleswig-Holstein (Schleswig-Holsteinischer 

Fußballverband) can easily identify hot spots (sport clubs) in the federal state.5 

Besides radicalisation tendencies that originate from the national German right wing one can also 

identify national conservative radicalisation processes within so called ‘migrants sport associations’. 

There exist a number of associations that identify ostentatious with the policies of the Turkish leader 

Erdogan. Members of these sport clubs are mainly males from Turkish origin who do not seem to be 

(or to feel) ‘integrated into the German society’ and provoke other migrants and some Germans 

through their (mainly) symbolic actions. The far right conservative ideology is being transported to 

other leisure activities and areas as well. This has been observed by Harald Berndt in his function as a 

mediator for the sports area.    

Indoctrinations by right wing extremists are phenomena which are happening on a more or less 

regular basis in amateur football clubs. Compared to some ten or more years ago nowadays the clubs 

ring alarm bells once they become aware of such tendencies. Football clubs and their amateur 

functionaries show that they have an attitude and they also fear to get run over by right wing 

tendencies in their clubs. Once these clubs mention such phenomena to the federal association of 

football clubs a talk with a mediator is being appointed. 

Within the football clubs it has been observed more often that older (grown up) football players have 

a major influential role and are seen as role models and reach easily younger (adolescent) players 

simply because of their experience as active and well known players. The attempts to reach younger 

players with radical ideas were described as numerous and as either direct or indirect. Very 

important (with regards to the topic of indoctrination) it is a commonly well known and documented 

fact that also coaches of football teams of children have a central role model function and 

educational for the young players. 

The financial possibilities of freelancers that work as mediators under the nationwide program 

„Zusammenhalt durch Teilhabe“ (= cohesion through participation) are very limited. The program – 

which is not solely directed towards prevention measures in sport or football clubs – does not have 

the financial means to support a professional supervision of sport clubs that face an emergency 

situation.   

Robert Claus, Social Scientist at KoFas (Kompetenzgruppe für Fankulturen & Sport bezogene Soziale 

Arbeit) and Expert on Radicalisation in Mixed Martial Arts Area describes during his interview (at 

30.03.2020) the high amount of resources that projects and initiatives have to invest in time and staff 

to contact Studios and gyms in the MMA and self defence sector with the intention to work with 

those sustainable and preventive. The reason is the access to these scenes is restricted and limited. 

He then questions if this approach to those groups is reasonable, those groups that are mainly and 

already radicalised or if trainings to strengthen democratic values within other groups of young 

                                                           
5 Those clubs are treated anonymously by mobile advisory teams that work against radicalisation processes and 

that will not be made public  
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people is more effective and preventive. In times of limited financial resources, it should be 

evaluated which way is more effective and sustainable.  

The highest and most urgent political demand for preventive measures is identified by him in this 

sports sectors. Preventive measures should be implemented here although this sector is not 

organised at all (see above), different associations and commercial organisations are able to organise 

themselves and they can call themselves for instance “world association of MMA” although they 

have only five local gyms under their roof.  

In his view there are other areas within a totally unregulated sports sector where the most 

radicalisation and indoctrination of radical views – and mainly right extremist – are taking place. 

Additionally, to the MMA sector, he identifies the whole self-defence sports sector which is also 

completely unregulated as one that is hosting mainly male adolescents and men. And finally he 

argued that the wide and vast area of online games, and especially those games that simulate war 

and violent conflicts inhabit potentials for radicalisation. All mentioned areas harbour right wing 

orientated or extremist views and correspondingly radical youth and adolescents.  

 

4. Situations of Ambivalence in Sport 

The network “Sport und Politik” (www.sportundpolitik.de) is a national network initiative of various 

ministries, of the Deutscher Städte und Gemeindebund (German Association of Towns and 

Municipalities), of the Deutscher Städtetag (German Association of Cities), of the regional sport 

associations and many more. Following a symposium on the prevention of radicalization in sport, the 

network highlighted four situations of ambivalence, which can be described as fields of tension, as 

they not only offer chances, but also harbour risks with regard to democratic interactions in sport (cf. 

Reip 2019 below): 

Hierarchies and Structures in Clubs 

In order for social co-existence to succeed, people are needed in sports structures who are aware of 

their responsibility and their function as role models and who carry out their duties responsibly. 

Sports clubs and structures are not just “neutral” and “apolitical”, they can also be used as a platform 

for political influence, especially when they have strict (masculine) hierarchies that follow rules that 

are less democratic. 

Nationalism, Racism and (German) Identity (-ies) 

In national competition situations in particular there is a fine line between identification with and 

enthusiasm for a country and nationalistic identification. Do the media contribute to this becoming 

excessive, or are we becoming less sensitive when dealing with this subject due to the omnipresence 

of the media? Moreover, some clubs and/or fan groups have their own identity if they regard their 

club as a kind of home or community. This circumstance and the use of the thematic field “identity 

and community” are also abused in order to support group-based xenophobia, racism and hostility to 

democracy. Terms such as “Identity” and “nation” are used as “battle cries” (Reip 2019) in order to 

marginalize other groups and to elevate their own.   

Community, Group and Socialization 
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The socialization of young people is attached to the conditions of their living environment. Sport 

clubs give many young people the opportunity to socialize with their peers outside of the school or 

training environment and to get to know adults who had previously been “strangers”. Ideally, the 

sports club, as an independent learning and teaching context with a voluntary character and which is 

outside of school, then acts as a place of democratic and social learning. The social and physical 

character of the contest which is intrinsic to the sport – whether in training, in the group or in the 

contest itself - promotes an in-group and out-group way of thinking and can affect young people in 

different ways and bring about different individual and community reactions (see above).     

Gender, Body and Self-Image 

As we know that some youth or sub-cultural milieus are mainly defined by body aesthetics, which are 

also predominantly masculine and heteronormative, and have little leeway and options for action for 

(sexual and cognitive) freedoms, we can assume that membership of these kinds of milieus conveys 

the hope of an elevation of their (supposedly low) status. Standardized milieus or scenes like these 

can also be equated with a kind of refuge. However, if they are defined by an individual or group-

based identity that is predominantly oriented towards body- and strength-related ideals such as 

combat readiness, defence and fighting ability, they usually reject physical traits, body images and 

gender constructions that do not meet their own standards, and then assert their own standards by 

means of violence against others.     

  

5. Conclusion: Prevention required  

The data and knowledge situation has so far been marginal about the landscape of associations and 

combat sport studios. In order to promote a higher sensitivity to the topic, an active contact of the 

prevention landscape with them as well as a network against extreme right-wing activities in combat 

sports would be needed – especially for those organizations that represent a democratic stance. We 

could profit from the results of research on the extreme right-wing and the corresponding 

prevention work: clothing, tattoos and music require order and classification, sponsors and 

organizers would have to be granted appropriate licensing conditions. Social work should be 

integrated into training activities; the prevention work should focus more intensively on this context 

so that it does not sink to become the linchpin of far-right subculture (Claus 2018). 

Contacts with representatives or symbols and signets of right-wing extremist or populist provenance 

among young people have become multifaceted and also find their manifestations in sport. In view 

of mounting challenges – which also arise in youth sports - and also in view of the different skills 

required for volunteers in sport, networking must therefore play a central role in the fight for non-

discriminatory, democratic spaces. In the future, it will be very important for clubs and associations 

to network with civil society initiatives, and for sport to be able to, indeed it will have to, develop its 

social potential mainly in prevention (Pilz 2014).  
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The national situation in regards to youth radicalization and youth 
involvement in sports 

 
Portugal  

 
 

Radicalization and violent extremism in Portugal 

 

The subject of terrorism and extremist and/or radical ideologies has registred an 

increasing interest with the Portuguese governmental entities, the media, and the wider 

Portuguese society. In Portugal, the violent extremism and radicalization related to far right wing 

ideologies has increased, becoming a concerning factor for police entities, overcoming other 

themes such as the jihadist radicalization. 

Along with what’s happened across Europe, in Portugal there has been a growing number 

of arguments and ideologies based primarily on ethnicity and blaming minorities and immigrants 

for the country’s social and economical frailties, alienating and marginalizing them. What 

happened in Portugal was that these arguments, given the type of migration that exists in the 

country, were directed at minorities that have been a part of the Portuguese social fabric for 

decades. Portugal, for many historical reasons, is a cultural and social matrix with multiple 

influences, where racial and ethnical diversity are imprinted, albeit in smaller communities, 

comparatively to other european countries. Most of the ethnical-racial minorities come from ex-

colonies (mostly Brazil and Cabo Verde), and the arrival of other migrational routes is a recent 

development. The political growth of the far right in the Portuguese territory is notorious, having 

now two political parties, one of which had an elected member to the current Portuguese 

Government. On the other hand, demonstrating political polarization, a new element has emerged 

from a far left party. 

The developments in Portugal have demonstrated the danger of militant and far right 

party supporters’ speech, since it’s based on hatred for other classes, be it for professional 

reasons, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity and culture, amongst others, which promotes social 

fragmentation and highlights these stereotypes. 
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According to 2018’s Relatório Anual da Comissão para a Igualdade e Contra a 

Discriminação Racial (Annual Commission Report for Equality and Against Social 

Descrimination), tackling the subjects of Equality and Non-Descrimination of racial or ethinical 

origin, color, nationality, ancestry and country of origin, there were 346 descrimination complaints 

filed: 21,4% gypsy; 17,6% black; 13% brazilian (Comissão para a Igualdade e Contra a 

Discriminação Racial, 2019). 

In regards to terrorist crimes based on extreme political ideologies, from the 90s to 2007, 

the far right Portuguese parties and groups have lead some events of murder, agression and 

other hate crimes. In 2007, an investigation was led over these far right groups that ended with 

the conviction of 36 neonazi individuals, including the Frente Nacional (National Front) leader and 

founder of the Hammerskins Portugueses. This operation marked a change in these groups’ 

activities, leading to a decline of their acts of violence for a few years (Da Costa, 2011). However, 

this break in verbal and physical violence is over. Hate speech has gradually increased, especially 

in 2017 growing even more in 2018, and a demonstration of that is the birth of a far right party at 

the start of 2019.  

Since 2017, a group of events in Portugal have raised awareness for this phenomenon 

in the country, making it a bigger topic on the national political agenda, namely racial insults and 

threats on social media, the incendiary attacks to the gypsy community citizens’ heritage, police 

violence against black citizens for alleged racial bias, amongst other events that included violence 

also motivated by homofobia.  

 

Radicalization and violent extremism in Portuguese sports 

 

Another context that is known to be problematic in Portugal (and that shows the 

connection between politics and football) are the sports fan groups. These lead episodes of 

violence through racially motivated speech and promote segregation based on club choice, 

whose chants frequently brush the topics of discrimination and prejudice. An example of these 

types of provocations happened on February 6th, 2020, when a black player left the field after 

being the target of racial insults and provocation by some of the opposing team’s supporters. 

However, it’s important to highlight that sports fan groups register growing numbers of 

violent events and are not always targeted at people from rival clubs. It’s organized violence, like 

the recent example that happened on May 15th, 2018, when a group of supporters of a 

Portuguese club broke into their club’s training center, threatening and assaulting the players and 

staff, in an act that was considered terrorist by the Portuguese Justice. This action would have 

been motivated by the poor results the club had obtained that season. 

Violence is a label that has degraded the image society has about sports fan groups, 

especially because of the countless assault cases against supporters, during and after club 

matches, registering a few deaths motivated by club rivalry. 
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The theme of the influence of ideology extremist in sports is especially relevant in Portugal 

where there have been for a few years, nationalist factions with ties with far right political parties 

and movements within football fan clubs. In the 90s, far right groups instrumentalized some of 

these groups to recruit new members (Da Costa, 2011), something that could be happening again 

according to information received by the Portuguese police forces that investigate these 

phenomena, having shown this same concern back in 2016, at the time of the MATES Project - 

Multi agency Training Exit Strategies for Radicalized Youth. 

There are many reasons why extremism or radicalization are related to sports, especially 

because of the pull factors: groups such as sports groups provide a sense of belonging, protection 

and fellowship. Determining factors in youth development, especially for children and young 

people who are in fragile or at risk situations because of social, economical and/or family reasons. 

If we look deep into it, our club’s football game is about us and them, it’s about supporting in 

defeating and not giving up, even if that implies degrading or humiliating the opposing club, to 

show our dedication. Football has a group dynamic that provides structure and social support,and 

these groups are very often the only place where we can find and experience fraternity or even 

the experience of family ties (Radicalization Awareness Network, 2019). 

Despite the recent highlight on issues of values and ethics in sports, we are frequently 

confronted with examples of unethical behavior in the media and sports spaces, led by managers, 

coaches, athletes, parents and the general public. 

The practice of sports is vastly represented in the Portuguese population, especially the 

practice linked to football clubs. At the same time, sports clubs have a great impact because of 

the value attributed to football and club preferences, becoming a milestone in the development of 

the feeling of belonging to a group. 

Therefore, acknowledging the number of violence and extremism cases in the world of 

sports, we need to emphasize the union that sports can enhance. In fact, these can contribute to 

prevention through the development of capable pedagogical and professional methods, creating 

opportunities so that young people can work on their attitudes and life skills that make them 

resilient to the ideological exploration and the allure of extremist violence (Radicalization 

Awareness Network, 2019). 

 

Governmental iniciatives to combat violence and extremism in Portuguese sports 

 

Similar to the previous Program, the Programa do XXII Governo Constitucional (XXII 

Constitutional Government Program), in office from 2019 until 2023, stipulates the intervention of 

violence related phenomena associated to sports events, with special focus on deterring 

manifestations of racism, xenophobia and intolerance. This measure reinforces the law created 

for that purpose (Lei nº 39/2009, de 30 de Julho) which concerns the Segurança e Combate Ao 
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Racismo, À Xenofobia e à Intolerância nos Espetáculos Desportivos (Security and Combating 

Racism, Xenophobia and Intolerance in Sports Events). 

In 2018, the Portuguese government created the Autoridade para a Prevenção e 

Combate à Violência no Desporto (APCVD) - Authority for the Prevention and Combat of Violence 

in Sports - a State service whose mission is to prevent and monitor compliance with the legal 

regime of safety and combating racism, xenophobia and intolerance in sports events, in order to 

enable them to be held safely and in accordance with the ethical principles inherent to their 

practice (APCVD, https://www.apcvd.gov.pt/ ). This authority collaborates directly with the 

Instituto Português do Desporto e Juventude (IPDJ) - Portuguese Sports and Youth Institute - 

and with the Comissão para a Igualdade e Contra a Discriminação Racial (Comission for Equality 

and Against Racial Discrimination) 

Furthermore, a multi-institutional group was also set up, within the scope of the Comissão 

Permanente do Conselho Nacional de Desporto - National Sports Council Permanent 

Commission (Decreto-Lei nº 266-A/2012, de 31 de dezembro), whose mission is to monitor and 

regulate these issues. In this platform, coordinated by the Gabinete do Secretário de Estado da 

Juventude e Desporto (Secretary of State Office for Youth and Sports), we have represented the 

Internal Administration, from the Ministério da Administração Interna (Ministry of Internal Affairs), 

as well as the Guarda Nacional Republicana (Republican National Guard) and the Polícia de 

Segurança Pública (Public Safety Police); the Justice sector, through the Procuradoria-Geral da 

República (Attorney General’s Office) and the Conselho Superior de Magistratura (High Judicial 

Council); as well as the Sports sector, where the IPDJ, the APCVD, the Comité Paralímpico de 

Portugal (Paralympic Committee of Portugal), the Confederação do Desporto de Portugal (Sports 

Confederation of Portugal), the Federação Portuguesa de Futebol (Portuguese Football 

Federation), the Liga Portuguesa de Futebol Profissional (Portuguese Professional Football 

League), the Confederação das Associações de Juízes e Árbitros de Portugal (Confederation of 

Associations of Judges and Referees of Portugal), and also a representative of the Tribunal 

Arbitral do Desporto (Sports Arbitral Tribunal). 

The implementation of these many measures is proof that the Government is addressing 

these issues in its most diverse facets, in an organized and properly articulated manner. From 

this perspective, prevention plays an extremely important role. 

Violência Zero - Zero Violence (Violência Zero, https://www.violenciazero.gov.pt/pt) is the 

name of the national campaign to prevent and combat sports violence, uniting the Federação 

Portuguesa de Futebol (Portuguese Football Federation) and the APCVD. It started its activity on 

April 17th, 2019, and aims to raise awareness of the violence phonemon by promoting ethical 

sports values, such as cooperation, respect, solidarity, fair play and tolerance. 

The campaign implementation began with the airing of a Violência Zero television spot, 

where five ordinary people, real football fans, who didn’t know each other, gathered around a 

table and recalled football related moments that were important to them. The result was four 
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stories of joy, enthusiasm, love and pride, and in closing, the moment that José wishes never 

happened. A real story of violence that immediately brings the atmosphere of joy that surrounds 

that table to an abrupt end. The campaign slogan is “There are times when sports are forever… 

Don’t let violence be one of them”. The television spot aired on the main portuguese television 

channels and the private channels dedicated to sports news and sports in general, as well as 

websites for the Portuguese Olympic Committee, Portuguese Paralympic Committee, Portuguese 

Sports Confederation, Portuguese Football Federation, Portugal League, among many others 

who joined this campaign.  

The #ViolenciaZero has a strong digital presence on Facebook and Instagram, where it 

spreads educational initiates and resources, within the scope of the Plano Nacional de Ética no 

Desporto (PNED) - National Plan for Ethics in Sports, as well as sharing good examples, in 

Portugal and the World, news and good practices in the field of sports ethics. 

In collaboration with the Ministério da Educação (Ministry of Education), schools were 

challenged to create the “Semana Contra a Violência no Desporto” (Week Against Violênce in 

Sports), from May 13th to May 17th, 2019, which was marked by activities to prevent and combat 

sports violence, along with children and youngsters, within the scope of Physical Education. 

The #ViolenciaZero campaign wishes to involve all civil society and during its startup it 

had the support of dozens of public figures, from many different sectors of society, a list that has 

been growing. From champions, medalists, olympic and paralympic athletes, to footballers, 

referees, sports officials, even commentators, journalists, hosts, actors, singers and writers  

(Violência Zero, https://www.violenciazero.gov.pt/pt). 

Vulnerability of Portuguese youth in radicalization and violent extremism by 

organized groups of football clubs supporters  

 

It is unfair to say that the problems of violence and extremism in football are only 

associated with sport. 

We can identify some risk factors for the radicalization of young people that covers 

individual, family, social, economic and political issues, range, feelings of anger and injustice, the 

creation of 'us versus them' narratives, which go from discontentment with local policies for 

cultural and identity crises. In fact, we are talking about social issues that need to be taken care 

of in Portugal, since this happens more often and with intensity in the most disadvantaged places 

in large cities (Azevedo & Baptista, 2009). 

Making the connection between these factors, we cannot forget that, in disadvantaged 

contexts such as bairros sociais (housing clusters cofinanced by municipalities for families with 

economic difficulties, which exist mainly in the most populated cities in Portugal), the organized 

groups of football clubs supporters are the greatest unity force, emphasizing the cultural 

importance that soccer has in the country. These groups are part of several generations within 

the family, and it is these groups, mostly local or regional subgroups of great organized groups of 
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football clubs supporters, assure a space of belonging, protection and brotherhood. Therefore, 

football clubs are right if they say that the importance of sports fans and the aggressive behavior 

of their collective groups it is not their problem but a social problem (Radicalization Awareness 

Network, 2019). 

We cannot be indifferent to the fact that the experience of delinquent acts in groups, 

organized by these groups can be rewarding for the socialization process of these young people. 

This belonging facilitates their social status and importance in the family and social context in 

which they live. As a result, a different status may promote for you and your family more access 

to local opportunities. On the other hand, delinquency can be, as it were, a sign of personal and 

social skills to participate in social life, even if this implies the violation of rules and laws, 

sometimes more consciously than at others. 

The results of the international project PROMISE - Promoting Youth Involvement and 

Social Engagement - Opportunities and challenges for conflicted young people across Europe, 

which was part of a Portuguese team, under the coordination of PhD Raquel Matos, from the 

Portuguese Catholic University, reveals how juvenile delinquency in the country continues to be 

strongly associated with structural problems. This is a harsh reality that reveals how social and 

gender inequalities continue to be a marked feature in the characterization of young people in 

situations of conflict who tend to reach the courts, making knowledge about the social learning 

processes of delinquency crucial. (Matos et al., 2018) 

Hence also the need to consider that children have the say in multiple types of 

relationships and can resist inequalities of origin and the action of institutions, and can develop 

trajectories considered atypical. Some manage to develop strategies to avoid certain social 

problems such as violence and delinquency, while remaining peaceful in the midst of very violent 

life situations. 

 

 

Portuguese projects with young people against intolerance 

 

Physical-sports practices are a significant opportunity for the comprehensive training of 

young people, benefiting their physical and mental health, contributing positively to the promotion 

of the development of attitudes and values, personality assets that enhance diversity and, in this 

sense, we can guide them for a positive impact in combating extremism. Respecting a National 

Strategy to Combat Terrorism, applied by Resolução do Conselho de Ministros n.º 7-A/2015 

(Resolution of the Council of Ministers no. 7-A / 2015), where Portugal committed to “Developing 

a critical sense among young people, involving the sectors of education, training and youth 

animation and boosting a pedagogical orientation without a sense of education for citizenship ”, 

we present the projects that have crossed the fight against discrimination and violent extremist 

thinking and behavior in young people in sports. 
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The Plano Nacional de Ética no Desporto (PNED) - National Plan for Ethics in Sport - is 

an initiative of the IPDJ and Sport Secretaria de Estado da Juventude e do Desporto (SEJD) - 

Secretariat of State for Youth – which aims to promote ethics and values in sport. This plan, in 

addition to providing for awareness-raising actions against violence in sport and ways of 

prevention among the youth population and their parents and caregivers, also involved the 

implementation of a "Training Actions - Ethics in Sports" program with sports agents (from the 

areas of sports training, exercise and health, physical education and school sports, sports 

management, physical and sports activities by people with disabilities, physical and sports 

activities in natural spaces, arbitration, sports medicine and media), reinforcing those with 

competences as multipliers of the actions of this National Plan.The project also contemplates the 

development of didactic material (ex: written documents, worksheets, powerpoints, etc.) 

presenting itself as a response with a theoretical / reflective dimension and a more operational / 

practical dimension, based on a pedagogical / didactic / methodological basis logic. 

This program was created by Rede de Escolas do Ensino Superior Politécnico com 

Formação em Desporto - Polytechnic Higher Education Schools Network with Sport Training - 

and implemented by the Polytechnic Institutes of Leiria, Porto, Santarém, Setúbal and Viseu in 

association with the IPDJ/ PNED. More information on Ethics in Sport can be found at 

http://www.pned.pt/. 

Also within the scope of the PNED and in partnership with the IPDJ, the Desporto sem 

Bullying program - Sport without Bullying - is being implemented, promoted by the Faculty of 

Human Motricity, which carries out a set of awareness actions among the school and adult 

population that aims to prevent this problem. Within the content developed, we highlight the two 

television campaigns: Violência Zero, previously mentioned and promoted by SEJD and Juntos 

é Melhor promoted by IPDJ / PNED; and also a weekly section on the national radio Antena 1, 

entitled “Move-te por valores”- Move for values - , which tells a positive story that has occurred in 

sport as opposed to the negative. The objective of this project is to bet on counter-narratives, 

demonstrating what can be done positively to combat stereotypes and prejudices associated with 

bullying situations. 

The Programa Nacional de Desporto para Todos - National Sport for All Program - was 

prepared in accordance with the international guidelines of the Sport for All movement and adopts 

the definition enshrined in the European Charter for Sport, Constituição da República Portuguesa 

- Constitution of the Portuguese Republic -, a Lei de Bases da Atividade Física e do Desporto - 

Basic Law for Physical Activity and Sport - (Lei n.º 5/2007, de 16 de Janeiro) and a wide range of 

international institutional guidelines published by the European Union and the Council of Europe, 

the United Nations, the World Health Organization and the International Olympic Committee. Its 

mission is based on pillars aimed at promoting and developing sports, education for and through 

sport and health promotion. It also has the macro objective of inclusion through participation and, 
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consequently, to prevent and combat exclusion and discrimination. More information is available 

at http://www.idesporto.pt/conteudo.aspx?id=173&idMenu=4. 

The “ALL IN - Towards gender balance in sport” project, oriented towards gender equality 

issues, took place between March 2018 and October 2019 and was implemented in a partnership 

between the Council of Europe and the European Union that counted on 18 partner countries 

(Albania, Austria, Azerbaijan, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Denmark, Finland, France, Georgia, 

Greece, Israel, Lithuania, Montenegro, the Netherlands, Serbia, Spain and Portugal) and the 

support of the International Olympic Committee. 

It aimed to level the playing field in terms of gender inequalities that still persist in many 

aspects of the world of sport, from sports practice, to training activity, in leadership roles, or in 

media representation, and at all levels - from basic sport to high performance sport. Progress in 

Europe remains slow and fragmented, although there has long been recognition that this is an 

area of concern and a political imperative. 

The tools produced at ALL IN aimed to support public authorities and sports organizations 

in the definition and implementation of policies and programs that promote equality between men 

and women in sport, and the incorporation of a gender mainstreaming strategy. 

The project was developed in two phases. Firstly, there was a data collection campaign 

at European level on gender equality in sport (in 5 strategic areas: leadership, training, 

participation, gender-based violence and media / communication), in order to monitor progress, 

allow comparisons between countries and sports and to support the definition of evidence-based 

policies. Secondly, concrete resources were produced and activities were developed to support 

the formulation of policies to promote change. 

The results of the data collection gave rise to the production of a global analytical report 

accessible at (https://rm.coe.int/analytical-report-of-the-data-collection-campaign-all-in-towards-

gende/ 1680971a71), 16 infographics with data on the situation of women and men in sport in 

each country, a Dashboard “How gender equality is addressed in Europe” and an interactive 

website that includes the following tools: awareness tools, “How to make an impact on gender 

equality in sport - all you need to know ”Toolkit and an online library of practices and resources 

that include creative and inspiring examples in the way they approach gender equality. 

The “Pro Safe Sport_Start to talk” project took place between April and December 2017, 

in partnership between the Council of Europe and the European Union in which the Government 

and the IPDJ participated, and aimed to raise awareness among governments and non-

governmental organizations about sexual abuse of children in sport. The results of this initiative 

are a Digital Resource Center (http://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/pss/resource-centre), a resource 

center for use by sports clubs, associations and federations, parents, athletes and public 

authorities. The Resource Center compiles good practices, legislation, intervention projects and 

other work developed in this area. An English language summary of resources originally available 

in other languages was provided. A bag of experts has been set up (http://pjp-
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eu.coe.int/en/web/pss/experts) is made up of politicians; researchers; specialists in support of 

victims and sports agents with knowledge of the matter. A toolkit was also developed that contains 

thematic sheets on sexual abuse of children and young people in sport. This kit is intended for 

sports agents, national authorities, parents and athletes. The version translated into Portuguese, 

which is also available on the website, had the support, in the review, of the  - National 

Commission for the Promotion of the Rights and Protection of Children and Youth. Finally, within 

the scope of this project, a campaign with video https://www.coe.int/en/web/sport/start-to-talk was 

launched, which was launched during the year 2018, at the National Museum of Sports, 

associated with the celebration of the European Day for the Protection of Children against Sexual 

Exploitation and Sexual Abuse - November 18, in an event promoted by the Secretary of State 

for Youth and Sports, with the organization of the IPDJ, in partnership with the National 

Commission for the Promotion of the Rights and Protection of Children and Youth and the 

Portuguese Confederation of Coach Associations. 

These are the ongoing or recently completed projects, which have an important impact 

on the way portuguese entities with responsibilities for sport, education and social policies atc in 

the face of social problems and whose ultimate purpose is to intervene to bring down prejudices 

and ideological extremisms that fragment Portuguese society. Given the growing commitment of 

Portuguese society to combat these situations, we will certainly present more initiatives in future 

updating moments. 
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1. Radicalization in Slovenia 

 

State of Art 

 

In Slovenia like in other EU countries, radicalization of any kind and form represent a social, political 

and security issue. The level of radicalization into violent groups is not a major problem, but 

individual radicalization and related problems is growing.  In general we have noted following forms 

of radicalization in Slovenia: 

- Radicalization into violent torcida groups, especially in regards to football 

- Radicalization to youth criminal groups that are involved in drug and guns smuggling or street 

fighting (related to some city quarters in capital and few bigger cities in Slovenia) 

- radicalization to racists groups pointed toward Roma population and second-generation migrants 

from ex-Yugoslavia republics 

- individual religious radicalization, especially during the war in Syria and recruitment to ISIS (some 42 

youngsters sympathizing with ISIS and 4 went to Syria – 2 killed, 2 returned of which one imprisoned 

in Italy) 

- radicalization to para-military groups (the first known case of such radicalization was registered in 

2019, after the government did not react on illegal migration. 

 



  
 

Funded by the European Union’s Internal Security Fund — Police 

 

  

The worst problem for national security represents the para- military organization that emerged 

lately and has recruited from first mentioned groups above, however the biggest problem for public 

security are violent torcida groups and violent youngsters groups fighting on the streets. 

Two biggest and most violent torcida groups are the one from Maribor, supporting football club 

Maribor, named Viole (Violets) and the one supporting biggest football Club form Ljubljana FC 

Olimpia, named Green Dragons. 

Whenever there is a game between to football Clubs, the most radical members of Viole and Green 

Dragons would meet on the streets and get into the fight. Since there are 50 to 60 or sometimes 

even more violent (mostly youngsters) involved in such fights, this can and does represent a security 

threat for other citizens, city infrastructure and private real estate like shops, bars, cafes … 

The police is not always successful in preventing such violent events, since youngsters would agree 

the location of fight via social media or SMS messages in advance, but late enough that the police can 

not protect the location. 

Those youngsters would also fight the police if interfering in their fights, which can lead to serious 

public order escalations and damage causing. 

Whereby other forms of radicalization are well examined and one of the researchers in this project 

has already participated in the EC-founded project MATES, where channels and methods of 

radicalization into violent groups were examined and exit methods developed, the radicalization into 

sport torcida groups is poorly examined in Slovenia. 

There olmost no research done on that field. The research team has found two diploma thesis from 

that field (Zakrajšek, 2014; Tanšek, 2007) and the learning material for Brdo Forum debate 2017 of 

the National council and platform for prevention of violence and terrorism. Therefor the research 
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and development of toolkits for prevention of radicalization in sports, through sports and for sports 

is more than needed in Slovenia. 

 

 

 

2. Statistic data and existing project 

With exception of the yearly police report, there is no statistical data existing on radicalization in 

Slovenia, which includes also the radicalization into torcida violent groups. At he moment there is 

one project running on that topic on the national level; Radicalization and holistic counter-actions in 

Republic of Slovenia (leader: prof.dr. Iztok Prezelj, Faculty for Social Sciences, Ljubljana) 

https://www.fdv.uni-lj.si/raziskovanje/institut-za-druzbene-vede/nacionalni-projekti/V5-1735. 

The second project on that field is our project SAFEZONE, that will partly deal with that kind of 

radicalization.  

Therefore, the project team had to approach the data collection in two manners. Using the existing 

information on national level and the data, findings and results from MATES project and creation and 

execution of field study to gather important information. From the beginning of the project 

SAFEZONE in January 2020, the research team has executed 4 in-depth interviews with experts on 

the field of sport and education and is above to execute 4 additional with the members of the police 

and Slovene secret service.  

Unfortunately the Corona Virus Disease 2019 and measurement taken by the Slovene government to 

prevent the spreading of the disease have prevent the researchers to continue with the field work. 
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As soon as the quarantine and state restrictions will be dismissed, the research team will continue 

with their work. 

In continuation we will present the results gathered throughout the executed in-depth interviews. 

 

 

 

 

3. Data collection and current results and findings 

The research team has planned the initial research to detect the state of art and gather some ideas 

on how to prevent the violent radicalization through sport and in sport clubs in Slovenia as follows: 

Based on results from project MATES and existing literature on radicalization and prevention of 

radicalization through sport, the research team has created the semi-structured questionnaire with 

open questions, that helps the researchers in execution of in-depth interviews. 

The research team has planned to execute 8 in- depth interviews (6 with sport experts and 

educators, one with the expert on radicalization form the police and 1 with expert for radicalization 

from national security). 

The collected data will be analyzed descriptively, using the anthropological argumentation methods. 

Once the results are structured and interpreted, new guideline questionnaires will be prepared for 

execution of focus groups, where the results will be discussed within broader group of experts. Also 

those participating in the first stage of the research will be invited to participate in focus groups. 
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The research team plans to organize 3 focus groups: 1 with sport coaches and trainers, 1 with 

educators and sport teachers, 1 with sport secretary from Sport associations and Olympic committee 

and experts from police and national security. 

The gathered information will be analyzed descriptively and statistically using the qualitative 

methods of coding. 

 

 

 

 

4. Questionnaire and results 

 

Analysis of conditions 

Questionnaire 1 (sport coach/teacher) 

 

1. Introduction  

Here the participant briefly introduces him/herself. Till now we have interviewed two sport 

education teacher in primary schools, one martial arts coach and one administrative 

professional from the sport association in Maribor, second biggest city in Slovenia 

2. How would you describe the role of sports in modern society? 

All respondents described sport as important social activity with positive effects on social and 

family relationships. Sport promotes healthy life and respect between peers and toward 

teachers and parents. Sport also enhances the learning ability and should be introduced 
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already in kindergarten. Active learning through physical activity shows better learning 

outcomes and positive development of personality. Sport should be available to everyone and 

not oriented into professional sport as it is this days. Professionalism in sport might have 

contrary effects. Children should practice several sports and not be specialized only on one 

sport activity. Holistic approach in sport and learning is necessary. 

3. Is Slovenia any different in this regard? 

In Slovenia we do not have enough emphasis on holistic approach to sport. Professionalization 

and specialization is done in early childhood, and this develops unhealthy competition and 

might lead to disrespect of others. Yet Slovenia is still among those countries that offers 

enough sport education at least at the primary level of education and has a lot of sport clubs 

with affordable monthly prices. 

 

4. How would you describe the role of sport in youth education? What about professional sport? 

The role of sport education for youth is of great importance. Not only that promotes healthy 

socialization and healthy lifestyle. It also contributes to better learning results and 

development of healthy personality. Of course if specialization is done to early the effects 

might be not so positive. Unhealthy competition, pressure of parents, orientation toward 

wining for every price, regardless if you disrespect others are the possible outcomes of early 

specialization and professionalization. 

5. Do you see any relation between engagement in sport and development of social skills? 

Al respondents mentioned that the relation between development of social skills and sport  

education or practicing sport is rather strong. Therefor is important that the sport education 

promotes cooperation rather than competition. Through sport children learn how to 

communicate and cooperate with peers and adults. Sport also represents the means of 
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gathering, which contributes to development of social skill. Yet, again to early specialization 

and professionalization is not in favor to development of positive social skills. 

6. What is your perception of radicalization? Who can be considered radicalized? 

Radicalization starts when somebody is attracting youngsters into groups that are not obeying 

social rules and are in contrary to the established social order. Youngsters with problems in 

family, lack of love and attention, abused youngsters or those who are lacking the sense of life 

are more prompt to radicalization. Sport can surely prevent radicalization giving the meaning 

of life and occupying youngsters with physical activity. Although professional sport again has 

contrary effects, since those not practicing but rather watching sport can easily be pulled into 

violent torcida groups. 

7. What is the role of sports in this regard? Can prevent or provoke radicalization? How does the 

sport enhance the establishment of hierarchy and rules? 

Sport is excellent means to prevent radicalization, since develops social skill, opens broader 

horizon of perception of life and society, enhances positive feelings and develops healthy body 

and healthy social relationships. Sports, especially martial arts are also teaching respect, 

hierarchy and self-esteem of those practicing. Again all respondents have criticized the 

professional sports and those not participating but watching. 

8. Do you have any personal experiences with that? What about your colleagues? Can you 

describe the case? 

Three of the participants have some personal experiences with children being radicalized or at 

least being on the way to radicalization. All mentioned that sport and practicing sports have 

prevented or at least diminish the effects of radicalization. Those practicing sport can think 

with their own mind and developing open minded attitude toward life and society. 

9. Can radicalization be perceived through participation in sport? How could it be? 
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Radicalization can be perceived through sport by sport educator since the emotions are always 

aroused and exposed to reading while practicing. However, the teacher or coach must perceive 

the changes that can sometimes be result of growing up process. Therefor constant contact 

and conversations with parents are important. 

10. What do you think how radicalization could be perceived and prevented through sport? 

The answers in this question are very similar to those in the previous one, so in the next 

interviews we will muddle both questions and try to investigate deeper. 

11. Which stakeholders should be involved and how? 

All participants agree that parents, teachers, coaches, social workers, sport educators should 

cooperate in development of youth to perceive the early stage of negative and malevolent 

development of youngster that might lead to radicalization. There are also national and local 

sport associations and Olympic committee that should develop toolkits for prevention of 

radicalization and should cooperate in healthy development of youngsters through sports. 

12. Any other suggestions. 

Parents should motivate children to sports, since they are using too much smart and other 

technologies in their leisure time. The sport education i school is not enough. Those who not 

move and practice physical activity are lacking positive energy and are more prompt to 

malevolent influences of environment, including violent radicalization. 

 

5. Conclusion 

As we have noticed, sport has a very positive role in development of social skils in learning 

processes and development of healthy personality of children. Those not practicing sports and 

those being pushed to early specialization and professionalization are more sensitive for any kind 
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of malevolent influences in society. Especially those spending too much time with technology and 

coming from families that have unhealthy family relationships are especially vulnerable. 

More will be examined in continuation of the research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


