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Abstract 

Introduction: Sport is increasingly recognized as a strategic tool for peacebuilding, particularly in 
contexts affected by social fragmentation and conflict; however, empirical evidence on the effective-
ness of sport-based interventions remains limited and methodologically inconsistent.  
Objective: This systematic review and meta-analysis examined the effectiveness of sport-based in-
terventions in promoting three core peacebuilding indicators: intergroup trust, cooperation, and ag-
gression reduction.  
Method: Guided by PRISMA 2020 guidelines, a systematic search was conducted across Scopus, Web 
of Science, PubMed, SPORTDiscus, and relevant gray literature for studies published between 2015 
and 2025. Of the 1,243 records identified, 15 quantitative studies met the inclusion criteria. Random-
effects meta-analytic models were employed to address heterogeneity. Risk of bias was assessed us-
ing RoB 2 and ROBINS-I, and the certainty of evidence was evaluated using GRADE.  
Results: The meta-analysis revealed a moderate and statistically significant overall effect of sport-
based interventions on peacebuilding outcomes (g = .42, 95% CI [.31, .53], p < .001). Moderate effects 
were observed for intergroup trust (g = .41) and cooperation (g = .48), while reductions in aggression 
showed small-to-moderate effects (g = −.29). Youth-focused programs demonstrated stronger effects 
than community-wide interventions, and studies conducted in Sub-Saharan Africa reported the larg-
est regional impacts. Publication bias was minimal, and the overall certainty of evidence was rated 
as moderate.  
Conclusion: Sport-based interventions contribute meaningfully to peacebuilding by enhancing trust 
and cooperation and reducing aggression, supporting their integration into peacebuilding strategies 
aligned with Sustainable Development Goal 16. 
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Resumen 

Introducción: El deporte es reconocido cada vez más como una herramienta estratégica para la cons-
trucción de la paz, especialmente en contextos afectados por la fragmentación social y los conflictos; 
sin embargo, la evidencia empírica sobre la eficacia de las intervenciones basadas en el deporte sigue 
siendo limitada y metodológicamente inconsistente.  
Objetivo: Esta revisión sistemática y meta-análisis tuvo como objetivo examinar la eficacia de las in-
tervenciones basadas en el deporte en la promoción de tres indicadores centrales de la construcción 
de la paz: la confianza intergrupal, la cooperación y la reducción de la agresión.  
Método: Siguiendo las directrices PRISMA 2020, se realizó una búsqueda sistemática en Scopus, Web 
of Science, PubMed, SPORTDiscus y literatura gris relevante, incluyendo estudios publicados entre 
2015 y 2025. De los 1.243 registros identificados, 15 estudios cuantitativos cumplieron los criterios 
de inclusión. Se emplearon modelos meta-analíticos de efectos aleatorios para abordar la heteroge-
neidad. El riesgo de sesgo se evaluó mediante RoB 2 y ROBINS-I, y la certeza de la evidencia se deter-
minó utilizando el enfoque GRADE.  
Resultados: El meta-análisis reveló un efecto global moderado y estadísticamente significativo de las 
intervenciones basadas en el deporte sobre los resultados de construcción de la paz (g = .42; IC 95% 
[.31, .53]; p < .001). Se observaron efectos moderados en la confianza intergrupal (g = .41) y la coope-
ración (g = .48), mientras que la reducción de la agresión mostró efectos pequeños a moderados (g = 
−.29). Los programas dirigidos a jóvenes demostraron efectos más sólidos que las intervenciones 
comunitarias, y los estudios realizados en África Subsahariana reportaron los mayores impactos re-
gionales. El sesgo de publicación fue mínimo y la certeza global de la evidencia se calificó como mo-
derada.  
Conclusión: Las intervenciones basadas en el deporte contribuyen de manera significativa a la cons-
trucción de la paz al fortalecer la confianza y la cooperación y reducir la agresión, lo que respalda su 
integración en estrategias de construcción de la paz alineadas con el Objetivo de Desarrollo Sosteni-
ble 16. 
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Introduction 

Sport is increasingly recognized as an influential mechanism for advancing peacebuilding, social cohe-
sion, and sustainable development (Giulianotti et al., 2018; United Nations, 2022). Evidence from Sport-
for-Development (SfD) and Sport-for-Peace (SfP) initiatives demonstrates that sport can foster youth 
empowerment, promote intergroup dialogue, enhance community engagement, and support the 
achievement of several Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Clarke et al., 2021; Campillo Sánchez, 
Borrego Balsalobre, Díaz Suárez, and Morales Baños, 2025). Evaluations of flagship programs, such as 
youth-focused football initiatives in Liberia, Indonesia, and South Africa, reveal measurable improve-
ments in life skills, school participation, gender empowerment, and reductions in aggressive behavior 
among vulnerable populations (Beaman et al., 2021; Sari & Ma’mun, 2024). Complementary cross-na-
tional surveys and policy analyses further indicate that sport programming contributes to SDG targets 
related to social inclusion, community well-being, education, and violence reduction (Giulianotti, 2021; 
Giulianotti et al., 2018). 

The sport-for-development and peace (SDP) sector spans multiple policy arenas, including community 
development, civil society engagement, and government-led social programs. Interventions often oper-
ate at individual, group, and institutional levels, reflecting the multi-layered nature of social transfor-
mation processes (Giulianotti, 2011). By promoting bridging and linking social capital, sport initiatives 
have demonstrated the potential to enhance institutional trust, cooperation, and intergroup cohesion, 
even in post-conflict or resource-constrained settings (Misener & Mason, 2013). For instance, commu-
nity-based sports events in Sri Lanka improved trust between ethnic groups and strengthened local 
governance networks. 

Despite these promising outcomes, significant gaps remain in the evidence base. Many prior reviews 
rely on narrative or scoping methodologies and draw heavily on qualitative studies, limiting the gener-
alizability and statistical estimation of sport’s effects (Svensson & Woods, 2017; Clarke et al., 2021). 
Moreover, variations in program design, inconsistent outcome measures, and limited integration of sus-
tainability principles hinder the ability to assess long-term impact and cross-context comparability (Giu-
lianotti, 2021). As a result, the overall magnitude and consistency of sport’s contributions to peacebuild-
ing outcomes remain unclear. 

To address these limitations, this systematic review and meta-analysis synthesizes quantitative evi-
dence published between 2015 and 2025 on the effects of SfD and SfP interventions on peacebuilding 
and social cohesion outcomes across global contexts. Specifically, this study aims to: (1) identify and 
synthesize quantitative studies examining the contributions of sport to intergroup trust, cooperation, 
and the reduction of aggression; (2) calculate pooled effect sizes to estimate the magnitude and direction 
of intervention impacts; (3) assess study quality and risk of bias to ensure the robustness of the conclu-
sions; and (4) identify measurement gaps and propose priorities for future research and policy devel-
opment. Guided by PRISMA 2020 standards (Page et al., 2021), this review offers a rigorous and trans-
parent evidence base to inform policymakers, practitioners, and researchers on the quantifiable contri-
butions of sport to sustainable peacebuilding and social transformation. 

 

Method 

Study Design  

This systematic review and meta-analysis followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Re-
views and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) guidelines (Page et al., 2021). A detailed protocol specifying 
the objectives, eligibility criteria, search strategy, data extraction procedures, and analytical plan was 
developed a priori. Any deviations from the protocol are documented in the Supplementary Materials. 

Eligibility Criteria 

Inclusion Criteria 

Studies were eligible for inclusion if they met the following criteria: 
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 Study design: Quantitative empirical studies, including randomized controlled trials (RCTs), 
quasi-experimental designs, longitudinal studies, cross-sectional surveys with measurable out-
comes, or program evaluations. Mixed-methods studies were eligible only if quantitative find-
ings were reported separately. 

 Population: Individuals of any age participating in sport or sport-related interventions targeting 
peacebuilding, social cohesion, inclusion, education, youth development, health, or SDG-related 
outcomes. 

 Intervention/exposure: Sport-for-Development (SfD), Sport-for-Peace (SfP), or Sport-for-Sus-
tainability interventions delivered in local, national, or international contexts. 

 Outcomes: Quantitative indicators of peacebuilding (e.g., trust, cooperation, aggression reduc-
tion, intergroup attitudes), sustainable development (e.g., education, employment, community 
engagement), or psychosocial well-being. 

 Publication type: Peer-reviewed journal articles, institutional reports, or conference papers in-
dexed in Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, or SPORTDiscus. 

 Time frame and language: Publications between 2010 and 2025, written in English. 

Exclusion Criteria 

Studies were excluded if they: 

 Reported qualitative findings only. 

 Were conceptual, theoretical, or commentary papers. 

 Assessed non-sport interventions. 

 Consisted of unverified gray literature without methodological transparency. 

Information Sources and Search Strategy 

Systematic searches were conducted in Scopus, Web of Science Core Collection, PubMed, SPORTDiscus, 
and major organizational repositories (e.g., United Nations, JICA). Reference lists of included studies and 
relevant reviews were also screened manually. Searches were completed on September 15, 2025. 

Search terms combined controlled vocabulary and free-text keywords, including: “sport for develop-
ment,” “sport for peace,” “sustainable development goals,” “SDGs,” “social cohesion,” “youth develop-
ment,” and “quantitative outcomes.” Boolean operators and truncation were applied (e.g., sport AND 
(peace OR “sustainable development”) AND quantitative). 

Study Selection 

All retrieved records were imported into EndNote 20, and duplicates were removed. Two reviewers 
independently screened titles and abstracts using predefined eligibility criteria. Full texts of potentially 
relevant studies were then assessed for inclusion. Disagreements were resolved through discussion, 
with a third reviewer consulted when necessary. The study selection process is illustrated in the PRISMA 
2020 flow diagram (Figure 1). 

Data Extraction 

Two reviewers independently extracted the data using a pilot Excel form. The extracted variables in-
cluded: 

 Author(s), publication year, and country; 

 Study design and sample size; 

 Participant demographics; 

 Intervention characteristics (type, duration, and delivery format); 

 Quantitative outcome measures; 
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 Reported effect sizes (cohen’s d, odds ratios, and correlation coefficients) and confidence inter-
vals; 

 Statistical methods. 

For mixed-methods studies, only quantitative results were extracted to ensure consistency with meta-
analytic procedures. 

Risk of Bias Assessment 

Two reviewers independently assessed methodological quality and risk of bias. They evaluated random-
ized controlled trials using the Cochrane Risk of Bias 2 tool and assessed non-randomized studies with 
ROBINS-I. The reviewers examined domains including randomization and allocation, confounding, par-
ticipant flow, outcome measurement, and selective reporting. They categorized each study as having a 
low, moderate, or high risk of bias. The two reviewers resolved disagreements through discussion, and 
a third reviewer adjudicated unresolved cases. 

Data synthesis and meta-analysis 

Data synthesis adhered to PRISMA 2020 methodological standards to ensure transparency, replicability, 
and rigor in evidence integration. A preliminary narrative synthesis contextualized intervention modal-
ities and measurement approaches within diverse sociopolitical settings. Random-effects meta-analysis 
(STATA 18) was employed when at least five conceptually comparable outcomes were available, with 
standardized effect sizes pooled via inverse-variance weighting. Heterogeneity was examined using Q, 
τ², and I², and publication bias was assessed using funnel plot asymmetry and Egger’s test. Subgroup 
analyses comparing demographic, regional, and intervention-specific factors, as well as sensitivity tests 
excluding high-risk studies, increased confidence in the robustness of the estimates and facilitated the-
oretically grounded interpretation of sport’s peace building mechanisms. 

Certainty of Evidence 

The GRADE framework was used to assess the certainty of evidence across each outcome domain. Evi-
dence quality was rated as high, moderate, low, or very low based on study limitations, inconsistency, 
indirectness, imprecision, and potential publication bias. 

 

Results 

Study Selection 

A comprehensive search was conducted across Scopus, Web of Science, PubMed, SPORTDiscus, and 
Google Scholar for studies published between January 2015 and September 2024. All records were im-
ported into Rayyanto to facilitate duplicate removal and blind screening. After eliminating 312 dupli-
cates, 931 unique records remained for title and abstract screening. Screening was performed inde-
pendently by two reviewers using predefined eligibility criteria. Inter-rater agreement was high (κ = 
0.86), and disagreements were resolved through discussion with a third reviewer. 

Of the 931 screened records, 842 were excluded from irrelevance to sport-for-peace interventions, non-
empirical study designs, or absence of measurable peacebuilding outcomes. The remaining 89 full-text 
articles were assessed for eligibility. Seventy-four studies were excluded for the following reasons: ab-
sence of quantitative outcome data (n = 28), inappropriate study design (n = 22), lack of peacebuilding-
related variables (n = 16), and insufficient statistical information to compute effect sizes (n = 8). Ulti-
mately, 15 quantitative studies met all inclusion criteria and were retained for the final meta-analysis. 
A PRISMA 2020 flow diagram summarizing the identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion pro-
cesses is presented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. A PRISMA 2020 flow diagram summarizes the study selection process. 

 

 

Characteristics of the Included Items  

The 15 included studies, published between 2015 and 2025, represented diverse geographical contexts, 
including Sub-Saharan Africa (n = 7), Europe (n = 4), the Middle East (n = 3), and South America (n = 1). 
Across studies, sample sizes ranged from 84 to 4312 participants (median N = 864). Participants were 
predominantly youth aged 12–24 years, reflecting the population most frequently targeted by sport-for-
peace programming. 

Interventions included football-for-peace initiatives, mixed gender community leagues, structured 
youth sport dialogue programs, and intercultural community tournaments. Intervention duration var-
ied across studies, ranging from 4 weeks to 12 months, and was delivered in community, school, or ref-
ugee settings. 

Study designs comprised randomized controlled trials, quasi-experimental pre–post designs, longitudi-
nal cohort studies, and cross-sectional analyses. To ensure consistency, all included studies were coded 
independently by two reviewers using a standardized data extraction framework capturing study de-
sign, participant characteristics, intervention features, measurement instruments, and peacebuilding 
outcome categories. Discrepancies in coding were resolved through consensus. 

Peacebuilding outcomes were grouped into five conceptual domains: 

1) Inter group trust 

2) Cooperation and social cohesion 

3) Aggression reduction 

4) Social inclusion and 

5) Attitudinal change toward out-groups 

These domains provided the analytic structure for the subsequent quantitative synthesis. A detailed 
summary of each study, including methodological characteristics and extracted effect sizes, is presented 
in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Characteristics of the Studies 

Study Year Country Design N Age Intervention Type Duration 
Outcome 
Measures 

(g) 

Beaman et al. 2020 Liberia RCT 312 12–18 Football-for-peace 12 wks 
Trust, Aggression, 

Cooperation 
0.42 

Woodcock et al. 2013 Kenya 
Quasi-

experimental 
468 13–20 

Community 
football 

8 wks 
Trust, School 
attendance, 
Aggression 

0.39 

Clarke et al. 2021 UK Longitudinal 210 14–22 
Mixed-gender 

leagues 
10 wks 

Cooperation, 
Social inclusion 

0.48 

Spaaij&Jeanes 2013 Germany Cross-sectional 84 12–19 Youth tournaments 6 wks Trust, Aggression 0.36 

Schulenkorf 2017 Spain RCT 402 13–21 
Youth dialogues & 

sport 
14 wks 

Cooperation, 
Attitude change 

0.49 

Whitley &Hylton 2019 South Africa RCT 156 12–18 Football & life skills 10 wks 
Aggression, 
Cooperation 

0.35 

Beaman et al. 2021 Liberia 
Quasi-

experimental 
220 13–19 

Mixed-gender 
leagues 

8 wks Trust, Aggression 0.41 

Glibo 2023 Germany RCT 380 14–20 
Intercommunity 

football 
12 wks 

Cooperation, 
Social inclusion 

0.44 

Lohmann 2024 Lebanon RCT 145 15–21 Youth dialogues 10 wks 
Trust, Attitude 

change 
0.38 

Schweizer 2025 Jordan 
Quasi-

experimental 
172 12–19 

Football & conflict 
resolution 

8 wks 
Aggression, 
Cooperation 

0.34 

Woodcock et al. 2015 Kenya RCT 402 13–20 Youth tournaments 10 wks Trust, Aggression 0.40 

Beaman et al. 2019 Liberia RCT 210 12–18 Football-for-peace 12 wks 
Cooperation, 

Trust 
0.43 

Clarke et al. 2022 UK Longitudinal 312 14–22 
Mixed-gender 

leagues 
10 wks Trust, Aggression 0.41 

Spaaij 2018 Germany 
Quasi-

experimental 
198 13–21 Youth tournaments 8 wks 

Cooperation, 
Attitude change 

0.37 

Schulenkorf 2016 Spain RCT 220 12–20 Youth dialogues 10 wks 
Trust, 

Cooperation 
0.45 

 

Risk of Bias Assessment 

 

Table 2. Risk of Bias Assessment of Included Studies 
Study Design RiskofBias Tool OverallRiskofBias Primary Sources of Bias Identified 

Beaman et al. (2020) RCT RoB 2 Low 
Minor deviations from intended interventions; 

partial blinding limitations 

Woodcock et al. (2013) Quasi-experimental ROBINS-I Moderate 
Confounding, lack of blinding, and self-reported 

outcomes 
Clarke et al. (2021) Longitudinal ROBINS-I Moderate Selection bias; incomplete adjustment for covariates 

Spaaij& Jeanes (2013) Cross-sectional ROBINS-I High 
Confounding; measurement bias; non-comparable 

groups 
Schulenkorf (2017) RCT RoB 2 Low Minor risk from self-reported measures 

Whitley&Hylton (2019) RCT RoB 2 Moderate 
Deviations from intended interventions; incomplete 

blinding 
Beaman et al. (2021) Quasi-experimental ROBINS-I Moderate Confounding; reliance on self-report data 

Glibo (2023) RCT RoB 2 Low Minor detection bias; limited blinding 
Lohmann (2024) RCT RoB 2 High Performance bias; facilitator blinding not possible 
Schweizer (2025) Quasi-experimental ROBINS-I Moderate Confounding; self-report outcome limitations 

Woodcock et al. (2015) RCT RoB 2 Low Minor reporting and detection bias 
Beaman et al. (2019) RCT RoB 2 Moderate Blinding limitations; self-reported outcomes 
Clarke et al. (2022) Longitudinal ROBINS-I Moderate Selectionbias; unmeasuredconfounding 

Spaaij (2018) Quasi-experimental ROBINS-I High Non-random allocation; measurement bias 
Schulenkorf (2016) RCT RoB 2 Low Minor deviations from the protocol; limited blinding 

 

Risk of bias was assessed using the RoB 2 tool for randomized controlled trials and the ROBINS-I tool 
for quasi-experimental and observational designs. Among the 15 included studies, four were judged to 
have low risk, seven moderate risk, and four high risk of bias. High-risk ratings were primarily associ-
ated with non-randomized designs, confounding, and measurement limitations, particularly reliance on 
self-reported psychosocial outcomes. RCTs generally demonstrated stronger methodological rigor, 
though most still exhibited limitations due to partial or absent blinding, which is common in community-
based sport interventions. Importantly, no evidence of selective outcome reporting or major methodo-
logical flaws was identified, supporting the overall credibility of the synthesized findings. 
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Meta-analysis of Peacebuilding Outcomes  

 

Table 3.  Summary of Random-Effect Meta-Analysis Results 
Outcome K EffectSize (g) 95% CI p I² (%) 

Trust 12 0.41 0.27–0.55 < .001 52.4 
Cooperation 10 0.48 0.32–0.63 < .001 46.1 

Aggressionreduction 13 −0.29 −0.40–−0.18 < .001 39.4 
Overallpeacebuilding 15 0.42 0.31–0.53 < .001 48.7 

 

Because methodological and contextual diversity was expected across studies, all quantitative syntheses 
were conducted using random-effects models. Three outcome domains met the criteria for meta-analy-
sis intergroup trust, cooperation/social cohesion, and aggression reduction. Pooled effect sizes, 95% 
confidence intervals, heterogeneity indices, and significance values are reported in Table 3. 

Effects on Intergroup Trust 

Twelve studies reported outcomes related to intergroup trust. The pooled analysis indicated a moder-
ate, statistically significant improvement in trust, g = 0.41, 95% CI [0.27, 0.55], p < .001. Heterogeneity 
was moderate, I² = 52.4%, reflecting contextual variation in how trust-building mechanisms operate 
across cultural and programmatic settings while remaining within acceptable interpretive limits. 

Effects on Cooperation and Social Cohesion 

Ten studies assessed cooperation-related outcomes. Sport-based interventions demonstrated a moder-
ate positive effect on cooperative behaviors (g = 0.48, 95% CI [0.32, 0.63], p < .001). Heterogeneity was 
moderate (I² = 46.1%), indicating consistent effects across different intervention modalities, age groups, 
and regional contexts. 

Effects on Aggression Reduction 

Aggression outcomes were examined in 13 studies. The pooled effect indicated a small-to-moderate, 
statistically significant reduction in aggression, g = −0.29, 95% CI [−0.40, −0.18], p < .001. Heterogeneity 
was lower than for other domains, I² = 39.4%, indicating relatively stable intervention effects across 
settings and study designs. 

Overall Pooled Effect on Peacebuilding 

 

Figure 2. Forest plot of pooled effect sizes for sport-based interventions on peacebuilding outcomes 

 

Across all 15 studies, sport-based interventions showed a moderate, statistically significant overall im-
pact on peacebuilding outcomes, g = 0.42, 95% CI [0.31, 0.53], p < .001. Moderate heterogeneity, I² = 
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48.7%, Q = 27.3, p = .017, reflects differences in regional contexts, participant demographics, and pro-
gram structures while supporting a consistent positive effect. A forest plot summarizing the pooled es-
timates is presented in Figure 2. 

Subgroup Analyses  

 
 
Table 4. Subgroup Analysis Summary 

Subgroup k g 95% CI I² (%) 
Youth-onlyprograms 9 0.46 0.33–0.59 41 

Community-wideprograms 6 0.37 0.21–0.53 55 
Sub-SaharanAfrica 7 0.49 0.35–0.63 44 

Europe 4 0.33 0.19–0.47 49 
Middle East 3 0.39 0.22–0.56 42 

South America 1 0.29 0.10–0.48 — 

 

Subgroup analyses explored potential moderators of intervention effectiveness. Results are summa-
rized in Table 4. Youth-only interventions demonstrated stronger effects (g = 0.46, I² = 41%) than com-
munity-wide programs (g = 0.37, I² = 55%). Adolescents and young adults appear particularly respon-
sive to structured peace-oriented sport activities, potentially due to their developmental stage, social 
dynamics, and receptiveness to behavior-change programs. 

Effect sizes varied across regions. Interventions implemented in Sub-Saharan Africa produced the larg-
est effects (g = 0.49), followed by the Middle East (g = 0.39), Europe (g = 0.33), and South America (g = 
0.29). These differences reflect variations in conflict histories, cultural norms, and program implemen-
tation models. 

Sensitivity Analyses 

Sensitivity analyses indicated strong robustness of the pooled findings. Excluding high-risk-of-bias stud-
ies produced a slightly higher overall effect (g = .44, 95% CI [.33, .55], I² = 39%). Leave-one-out analyses 
yielded estimates ranging from g = .39 to .44, demonstrating that a no single study unduly influenced 
the overall effect size. These analyses confirm the stability and reliability of the meta-analytic results. 

Publication Bias 

 
Figure 3. Funnel plot assessing publication bias in studies of sport-based interventions on peacebuilding outcomes. 

 

Visual inspection of funnel plots (Figure 3) showed no substantive asymmetry, and Egger’s regression 
test confirmed the absence of publication bias (β = 1.12, SE = 0.94, p = .246). These results indicate that 
small-study effects and selective publication did not influence the meta-analytic findings. 

Certainty of Evidence (GRADE Assessment)  
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Certainty of evidence was evaluated using the GRADE approach and is summarized in Table 5. 

 
 
Table 5. GRADE Summary of Evidence Certainty 

Outcome Certainty Rating Justification 
Trust Moderate Minor risk of bias; consistent and precise effects 

Cooperation High Strong, precise, and consistent effects across studies 
Aggressionreduction Low–Moderate Higher heterogeneity; variability in measurement tools 
Overallpeacebuilding Moderate Robust effects with some influence from study design variability 

 

Overall, the evidence indicates moderate to high certainty that sport-based interventions positively in-
fluence peacebuilding outcomes. The domain of aggression reduction demonstrates comparatively 
lower certainty due to variability in measurement instruments and program implementation. 

 

Discussion 

This PRISMA-aligned meta-analysis synthesized data from 15 quantitative studies published between 
2010 and 2025 examining the effects of sport-based interventions on key peacebuilding outcomes: trust, 
cooperation, and aggression reduction. Using a random-effects model and adhering to PRISMA 2020 
methodological standards (Page et al., 2021), the analysis demonstrated a moderate overall effect (g = 
0.42), indicating that structured sport programs reliably enhance peace-supportive behaviors across 
diverse sociocultural contexts. 

These results are largely consistent with theoretical expectations regarding the socializing potential of 
sport (Coalter, 2013; Schulenkorf & Spaaij, 2016), which posit that participation in organized sport fos-
ters intergroup trust, cooperative norms, and prosocial behavior. While previous narrative reviews sug-
gested positive trends in these outcomes, the current meta-analysis provides empirical precision by 
quantifying effect sizes, highlighting moderate but robust gains across studies. Notably, the observed 
effects were somewhat stronger than anticipated in youth-focused interventions and Sub-Saharan Afri-
can contexts, suggesting that developmental stage and regional sociocultural factors amplify respon-
siveness to structured peace-oriented programs. 

Comparisons with earlier systematic reviews (e.g., Holt et al., 2017; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2019) indicate 
that the magnitude of effects in this synthesis aligns with prior findings on trust and cooperation but 
provides a more nuanced estimate for aggression reduction, which appears smaller yet statistically sig-
nificant. These convergences and divergences underscore the importance of contextual and program-
matic variables such as duration, intensity, and implementation fidelity in moderating intervention out-
comes. Overall, the findings reinforce sport’s capacity to advance social cohesion and SDG 16-aligned 
behavioral transformation, while also identifying avenues for future research to clarify mechanisms and 
optimize program design. 

Interpretation of the Main Findings 

Trust 

Across 12 studies, sport-based interventions produced a moderate positive impact on trust (g = 0.41). 
This finding aligns closely with the contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), which 
proposes that structured, equal-status interactions reduce prejudice and foster openness. Mixed-group 
formats where participants interact across ethnic, religious, or community divides generate the strong-
est improvements in interpersonal and intergroup trust. 

Cooperation 

The largest pooled effect emerged for cooperation (g = 0.48), consistent with theories emphasizing the 
inherently collaborative nature of team-based activities. Studies incorporating explicit life skills, team-
work, or fair-play curricula observed stronger gains in cooperative behavior (Clarke et al., 2021; Whitley 
& Hylton, 2019). These results reinforce the link between shared goals, interdependence, and pro-social 
skill development. 
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Aggression Reduction 

Findings revealed a small-to-moderate reduction in aggression (g = .29) across 13 studies. Though 
smaller than the effects on trust and cooperation, these reductions remain meaningful, especially in 
high-risk or conflict-affected communities. Consistent with earlier evidence (Nichols, 2007), structured 
routines, emotional regulation strategies, and supportive mentorship improved behavioral control and 
reduced reactive aggression. 

Subgroup Analyses 

Age and Target Population 

Youth-focused interventions yielded stronger effects (g = 0.46) than community-wide programs (g = 
0.37). Adolescence represents a sensitive developmental period characterized by identity formation, 
heightened neuroplasticity, and vulnerability to peer influences, all of which may amplify responsive-
ness to structured, relational sport education (Lerner et al., 2015). 

Regional Differences 

Interventions in Sub-Saharan Africa showed the largest effects (g = .49). Program intensity, contextual 
need, and sociopolitical instability may contribute to the heightened impact in these regions. Positive 
but slightly smaller effects were observed in Europe, the Middle East, and South America, indicating that 
sociocultural context, program duration, and implementation quality shape intervention outcomes. 

Consistency with Previous Literature 

Overall, these findings are consistent with narrative and conceptual reviews in the sport-for-develop-
ment and peace (SDP) field (Schulenkorf, 2017; Spaaij& Jeanes, 2013). Whereas earlier work relied 
mostly on descriptive or qualitative insights, this review provides statistically derived effect sizes, offer-
ing more rigorous empirical support for the claim that sport contributes to pro-social behavior, inter-
group cohesion, and violence reduction. 

The results also align with frameworks on positive youth development (Lerner et al., 2015) and social 
cohesion, both of which emphasize structured engagement, shared goals, and relational trust as mech-
anisms of behavioral transformation. 

Strengths of the Review 

This meta-analysis demonstrates several strengths important for Scopus-indexed scholarship: 

 Comprehensive PRISMA-aligned search strategy across five major databases and gray literature 
sources. 

 Clear inclusion criteria limited to quantitative effect-size data, ensuring comparability and ana-
lytic rigor. 

 Robust statistical synthesis, including heterogeneity testing, subgroup analyses, and publication 
bias assessment. 

 Multi-dimensional assessment of three core peacebuilding outcomes rather than a single con-
struct. 

 Quality appraisal using RoB 2, ROBINS-I, and GRADE, enhancing transparency and evidentiary 
strength. 

Limitations of the Included Studies 

Despite strong findings, several limitations warrant caution: 

 Intervention heterogeneity programs varied widely in content, duration, facilitation style, and 
context. 

 Measurement inconsistency, with trust, cooperation, and aggression often assessed via non-
standardized instruments. 

 Reliance on self-report data increases vulnerability to social desirability and recall bias. 
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 Limited longitudinal evidence restricts conclusions about long-term sustainability. 

 Geographical concentration in Sub-Saharan Africa and Europe, limiting generalizability to Asia, 
Latin America, and the Pacific. 

 Residual confounding in quasi-experimental studies, including unmeasured socioeconomic or 
trauma-related variables. 

Implications for Policy, Practice, and Research 

Policy Implications 

 Integrate sport into national youth development and peacebuilding frameworks, especially 
those supporting SDG 16. 

 Ensure sustainable funding and institutional support for evidence-informed sport programs. 

 Prioritize coach training and professional development in conflict-sensitive and inclusive facili-
tation. 

Practice Implications 

 Implement structured, curriculum-based programs that emphasize teamwork, emotional regu-
lation, and conflict resolution. 

 Use mixed-group formats to enhance intergroup trust and reduce prejudice. 

 Adopt validated outcome measurement tools to ensure reliable monitoring and evaluation. 

 Create safe, inclusive, and gender-sensitive sport environments. 

Research Implications 

 Increase RCTs and high-quality quasi-experimental studies to strengthen causal inference. 

 Standardize psychosocial and peacebuilding measurement tools. 

 Expand research to underrepresented global regions. 

 Include long-term follow-up to assess sustained impact. 

 Examine mediating and moderating variables such as trauma, gender, group cohesion, and facil-
itator skill. 

This PRISMA-guided meta-analysis provides strong, empirically grounded evidence that sport-based in-
terventions significantly enhance peacebuilding outcomes, with moderate improvements in trust and 
cooperation and meaningful reductions in aggression. The overall effect size (g = 0.42) indicates that 
well-designed sport programs function as effective, scalable, and culturally adaptable tools for strength-
ening social cohesion and promoting behavioral transformation. 

Future progress requires standardized outcome measurement, long-term evaluation, and professional-
ized program delivery. With these enhancements, sport can serve as a powerful mechanism for advanc-
ing community resilience, intercultural understanding, and SDG-aligned development. 

 

Conclusions 

Sport-for-Development and Peace interventions produce consistent, moderate improvements in trust 
and cooperation while reducing aggression across diverse global contexts. Evidence from this PRISMA-
guided meta-analysis (2015–2025) demonstrates that structured, youth-focused, and contextually 
adaptive sport programs are particularly effective. Despite variability in measurement tools and study 
designs, findings remain robust with minimal publication bias and moderate-to-high evidence certainty. 
Overall, sport represents a scalable and culturally adaptable mechanism for strengthening social cohe-
sion and advancing SDG 16-aligned peacebuilding outcomes. 
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