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Introduction  

 

The term "radicalisation" has entered the language of security circles, politicians, the media 

and, most recently, the general public since the 9/11 attacks in New York. Before that, the 

term "radicalisation" had only a vague meaning and stood more or less for "anger" (Coolsaet, 

2016).  
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Abstract 

This paper describes the development of a programme theory for a football-based 

radicalisation prevention programme. As part of the Belgian Red Courts programme, an 

initiative of the Belgian Football Association in cooperation with the Vrije Universiteit 

Brussels and the Hannah-Arendt Institute, a literature review was conducted that links 

current research on preventing radicalisation with findings from the field of Sport for 

Development research. The Belgian Football Association is building and renovating 40 

mini-football pitches in Belgium, providing sports infrastructure as well as a theory-based 

football programme to prevent radicalisation and promote social cohesion, and training of 

coaches to implement the programme. Starting in September 2023, the implementation of 

the trainings will start in 10 locations, which will be accompanied and evaluated within the 

framework of a PhD. In 2024, a further 10 locations will be implemented and evaluated. 

The paper aims to develop and describe a programme theory as the basis of a football 

curriculum for young people aged 14-18. The central mechanism for the prevention of 

radicalisation is Daniel Koehler's (2017) theory of re-pluralisation. In the course of the 

literature review, concrete contents and competences were identified that are considered to 

prevent radicalisation and at the same time work towards re-pluralisation of the target 

group in the course of the programme theory. This research aims to contribute to a larger 

body of scientific literature on the use of sport as an instrument in the prevention of 

radicalisation but also to develop a theory-based and practice-oriented foundation for 

promising sports programmes. With the completion of the research, the project will provide 

empirical evidence about the effect and possibly also the programme's sustainability. 
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Since then, an amount of research has been conducted and funded by the European 

Commission and member states (Coolsaet, 2010). This has contributed to better insights and a 

knowledge-based understanding of radicalisation processes.  

The rise of political parties in the right-wing and Euro-sceptic milieu as well as in the 

religiously motivated milieu in almost all EU member states shows that the challenge of 

radicalisation is far from being mastered and there is consensus that innovative solutions are 

needed that prevent young people from drifting into radical milieux (Sealy & Modood, 2020). 

Radicalisation among young people does also exist in Belgium. Ever since the attacks in Paris 

in 2015 and Brussels in March 2016 resulting in more than 160 fatalities (Miard-Delacroix & 

Welter, 2020. Steinvorth, 2021) the threat of radicalisation has become a matter of public 

awareness and a focus among politicians and security authorities in Belgium. 

The educational opportunities of young people in some areas of Brussels for example 

are significantly lower compared to the rest of Belgium thus it is not surprising that youth 

unemployment in particularly disadvantaged areas of Brussels is close to 50% (Reybrouck, 

2016). According to Devroe & Ponsaers (2016) and Sealy & Modood (2020), this is one of 

the circumstances that led to Belgium being the country with the highest rate of fighters per 

capita leaving for IS (Islamic State) in Syria.  

In recent years the European Union and the United Nations have begun to regard sport 

as an effective tool in helping to prevent radicalisation. In their analysis of sports-based 

Preventing/ Countering Violent Extremism (P/CVE) projects, Handle and Scheuble (2021) 

have also perceived an increase in the use of sports in P/CVE and have identified three focal 

points in the use of sport as a tool for prevention of radicalisation. These are the following:  

- solely sport-focused interventions  

- the creation of partnerships with sports clubs to work on youth resilience  

- the incorporation of sports elements into larger prevention programmes 

There has been a rise in the funding of specific sports-related EU-funded projects. 

Currently, four football-based EU-funded projects are being implemented, which indicates the 

relevance of the issue for the European Union.  

But it is not only the European Union that invests in sport-based prevention 

approaches. The United Nations (2021) have published several handbooks and guidelines for 
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sports-based prevention of extremism as well as a "Compendium of existing policies, projects 

and initiatives aimed at making use of sport and its values as a tool to prevent violent 

extremism" (United Nations, 2021, p. 2). 

Sport, especially football, is considered to have a high potential to promote social and 

personal development processes (Gadais, 2020). From an academic point of view, however, a 

lack of theory and evaluation that can back up these statements is criticised, and according to 

Coalter (2017), academia as well as policymakers demand for theories that explain not only 

what works but also how and why and in which context sport programmes work.  

To contribute to the prevention of radicalisation, the Belgian Football Association 

(RBFA) has launched the 'Belgian Red Courts' (BRC) project in collaboration with the 

(Belgian) Hannah-Arendt Institute and the Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB).  

This paper reports on an EU-funded research project that aims to develop a 

programme theory and a manual based on a literature review for the implementation of the 

Belgian Red Courts programme. Based on the manual the Belgian Red Courts Coaches will 

be trained to implement the programme. In addition, the implementation will be observed and 

its effectiveness will be evaluated.  

To have a solid basis for the development of a programme theory for a sports-based 

programme that seeks to prevent radicalisation, we reviewed different definitions of 

radicalisation and approaches to radicalisation prevention and decided on a conceptual 

framework for the development of the programme theory. 

 

Theory of radicalisation and de-radicalisation as de-pluralisation and re-pluralisation 

 

Daniel Koehler is the founder of the German Institute on Radicalization and De-radicalization 

Studies (GIRDS), and author as well as co-author of several books on radicalisation and de-

radicalisation. In his book Understanding Deradicalization (2017) he introduces his theory of 

radicalisation and de-radicalisation against the lack of knowledge about "… the exact driving 

factors and mechanisms behind radicalization" and "… the surprising lack of conceptual and 

theoretical foundations for deradicalization work" (Koehler, 2017, p. 55). He states that "… 

preventive efforts (…) only make sense if they are based on a thorough understanding of the 
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`how´ and `why´ behind the pathways leading to violence and extremist convictions" 

(Koehler, 2017, p. 55)  

In his theory, he describes radicalisation as a process of "decontestation or de-

pluralisation" as "the core dynamic of radicalization" (Koehler, 2017, p. 61), in which 

alternative ideologies, political beliefs and values appear non-existent or worthless as 

radicalisation progresses. A recently published study by Rigoli (2022) seems to provide 

empirical support for Koehler's theory. The findings consistently showed a positive 

correlation between political extremism and residual variability in ratings, indicating a higher 

discriminability parameter among extremists. The more pronounced this effect, the more 

advanced the radicalisation process and the more likely the use of violence (Koehler, 2017). 

Koehler (2017) calls this mechanism the "time bomb effect" and depicts it graphically as in 

Figure 1. Decontestation or de-pluralisation as the core dynamic of any radicalisation process 

begins with the postulation and definition of religious and political problems (e.g. the 

worldwide oppression against Muslims or extinction of the Aryan race). It is followed by a 

contextualisation with individual experiences to bring one's own micro-social problems 

(unemployment, conflicts in the family, discrimination) in line with the ideology and the 

perceived global threat. "Through this mechanism, other individual or social problems and 

issues (e.g., school exams, finding a job, sexuality, unemployment, poverty, and drug 

addiction) are gradually pushed aside or integrated into the main problem set defined by the 

ideology" (Koehler, 2017, p. 61). 

 

 

Figure 1 The time bomb effect of violent radicalisation based on Koehler (2017) 
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At the end of the radicalisation process, the perception of the individual is limited to 

the one all-dominant problem, the only conceivable solution to it and only one vision of the 

future. The individual has de-pluralised to such an extent that no alternative causes for 

problems are seen, no further possibilities to solve this problem and none but the vision 

envisaged by the ideology appears worth living for. Nor are alternative concepts for justice, 

freedom and honour perceived and other views on this are sometimes met with aggression or 

at least with strong aversion. 

Just as de-pluralisation is the crucial mechanism for advancing an individual's radicalisation 

process, Koehler (2017) argues that re-pluralisation is the mechanism that works in the 

opposite direction, preventing individuals from drifting into violent radicalisation. 

Although a large number of prevention projects have been implemented, there is still a 

shortage of theories of radicalisation prevention. Koehler (2017) has developed a theory of 

"de-radicalization as re-pluralization" to complement his theory of "radicalization as de-

pluralization". He introduces it as a "psychological mechanism- as a theory- behind a 

successful and sustained decrease in commitment to an extremist ideology" (Koehler, 2017, p. 

64). 

According to him, the more external interventions contribute to a re-pluralising effect 

on the perception of "… alternative options, value definitions and/or political concepts", the 

stronger "… doubt and uncertainty about the correct course of action" (Koehler, 2017, p.65) 

become. Koehler (2017, p.65) states that external interventions must address at least one of 

the elements, "… problem definition, solution, and future vision" to achieve a re-pluralising 

effect. He concludes that "Effective deradicalization intervention therefore must be hand-

tailored to the individual radicalisation process and psychological driving factors behind the 

commitment" (Koehler, 2017, p. 65). With regard to radicalisation prevention on a primary or 

secondary prevention level, however, he says that an increase in the perception of political 

concepts, values and ideals "… results in a forced reflection upon the need for ´extreme´ 

measures" (Koehler, 2017, p. 65). It can be concluded that preventive interventions should 

always have the overarching aim of achieving a pluralising effect on life concepts, values, 

morals, ideals and world views. The mechanism of perceived pluralisation can also be 
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triggered through contact and exchange with other participants from different social, cultural 

and religious backgrounds and can lead to intergroup friendships.  

In Figure 2 Koehler (2017) presents graphically the mechanism of re-pluralisation. He 

states that the more diverse the environment, personal contacts, world views, and perceived 

opportunities for participation in society are, the more resilient individuals are against radical 

ideologies.  

  

 

Figure 2 De-radicalisation and re-pluralisation based on Koehler (2017) 

 

As mentioned before, many authors have doubts about conceptual clarity and 

transparency as well as the possibilities of evaluating the effects of prevention initiatives (e.g. 

Horgan, 2015; Horgan & Altier, 2012; Horgan & Braddock, 2010; Williams & Lindsey, 

2014). However, Koehler´s (2017, p. 65-66) theory  

"… allows for the connecting selected intervention methods with a theory of effect and 

an evidence-based opportunity to differentiate success from potentially 

counterproductive or ineffective tools for each participant."(…) "Another practical 

advantage of 'de-pluralization' and 're-pluralization' based understandings of violent 

radicalisation and de-radicalisation is the ability to measure their progress."  

 

We recommend Koehler´s (2017) theory of de-pluralisation and re-pluralisation as a 

theoretical basis and the mechanism of perceived re-pluralisation as a guiding principle for the 
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development of a football-based radicalisation prevention programme for two main reasons. 

On one hand, the practical applicability, clarity, and measurability of the theory support its 

potential use in the football context. On the other hand, the unique nature of the football 

context provides conducive conditions, such as cultural diversity, shared achievement, group 

belongingness, and increased self-esteem through an increased significance for the group. 

 

Prevention of radicalisation (primary-secondary-tertiary) 

 

Even though we have already discussed Koehler`s (2017) theory of radicalisation and de-

radicalisation, the mechanism of re-pluralisation does not allow us to derive specific learning 

content for a vulnerable target group. In this section, we analyse whether the 

recommendations of other researchers on framework conditions and concrete learning content 

support Koehler's (2017) theory of radicalisation prevention as re-pluralisation. 

Based on Caplan´s (1964) Public health model the “triad of radicalisation prevention" 

is used as a framework for categorising prevention measures based on their impact level. It 

includes primary, secondary and tertiary prevention. Primary prevention is intended to prevent 

the occurrence of radicalisation, secondary prevention is intended to avoid consolidation and 

tertiary prevention aims to maintain a psychological change and to prevent recurrence.  

Against this background, Declerck (2018) developed the "prevention pyramid" (Figure 

3) which Lenos and Jansen (2019) applied to sports in a paper entitled "The role of sports and 

leisure activities in preventing and countering violent extremism". 
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Figure 3 Sports prevention pyramid, based on Declerck (2018) 

 

The programmes and projects we found that explicitly mentioned to use of sport as a 

means to tackle radicalisation can be found on the level of "General prevention measures" or 

"Stimulating the general quality of life" and are therefore to be located on the level of primary 

prevention programmes. Based on this, scientific articles, handbooks and programme manuals 

have been analysed to identify recommendations for the successful implementation of 

radicalisation prevention at the level of primary prevention. 

 

Relevant contextual factors of a football-based prevention programme  

 

Football-based radicalisation prevention is a very specific working context and therefore 

requires a separate examination of contextual factors that may have an impact on the effect of 
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the prevention programme. From a realist perspective the Rameses II Project (2017) refers to 

context as follows:   

"Programmes are introduced into existing settings, and interact with existing policies, 

procedures, attitudes and beliefs, and priorities. These features of context affect how 

programmes are implemented, which in turn influences how people respond." (The 

Rameses II project, 2017, p. 2).  

 

Pawson (2013) provides a definition of the characteristics of a context: (i) the 

individual participants (ii) their interrelationships (iii) institutional location (iv) surrounding 

infrastructure.  

The following Table 1 lists preferred contextual factors for the implementation of a 

football-based radicalisation prevention programme. The results are mainly based on four 

sources, (GREASE, 2020; Beelmann et al., 2021 and Koehler, 2017, Jugl et al., 2020) all of 

which did not specifically focus on football as an instrument for the prevention of 

radicalisation, but whose recommendations and principles could be related to a football 

programme in the following table. 

 

 Preferred Context for implementing football-based radicalisation prevention 

programmes 

Local and institutional 

level  

-Existence of a radicalisation officer and prevention strategy 

-Availability of an office for social and cultural Integration Work 

-Policy for social justice 

-Sufficient accessible youth leisure facilities  

-An existing network of professional youth welfare institutions  

-Networking with local structures can gain young people's trust and facilitate 

their access to the programme 

-low threshold access to the programme (location, time, registration) 

-Schools that are sensitised to the phenomenon of radicalisation 

-Crime prevention concepts and active policies 

-Vocational qualification offers for disadvantaged young people 

Coaches and Educators:  -Awareness of and training for the identification of radicalisation factors 
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-Awareness that radicalisation is not a phenomenon of certain groups in society 

but a process of social alienation and has risk factors on the micro (individual), 

meso (group) and macro (societal) level 

-Sensitivity to young people's experiences of discrimination 

-Diversity-sensitive atmosphere 

-Appreciation of multiculturalism  

-Gender balance 

-Coach as a role model for the participants (e.g. he/ she is a local football player) 

-Low social distance between coach and participants 

-Combination of a male and a female coach 

Group constellation 

 

-Mixed age and gender 

-Heterogenous group, no group is dominant 

-Mixed educational backgrounds 

-Different socio-cultural backgrounds 

Table 1 Preferred Context for implementing football-based radicalisation prevention programmes 

 

These contextual factors are of essential relevance as they describe the necessary 

circumstances in which the desired mechanisms can be triggered and accordingly contribute 

to a higher probability of success.   

 

Branding and Communication 

 

Communication of prevention of radicalisation programmes is a key success factor and 

choosing the wrong communication strategy is a direct threat to the success of a programme 

leading to "informational gaps that the public fills with its own negative assumptions" (Clubb 

et al., 2022, p. vii). Club et al. (2022) have argued that it is also crucial for the success of 

every radicalisation prevention initiative to build trust through transparency of contents and 

goals. 

It has been indicated that to counteract and challenge existing narratives of vulnerable 

groups through a targeted communication a thought-through communication strategy is 

required (Clubb et al., 2022) that uses all available media channels to "… spread to deprived 

communities, vulnerable and marginalised groups, as well as those who are at risk of 



  
 

 

 

 

Abdulsalam, Theeboom & Coalter: A Theory of Change for football-based prevention of 

Radicalisation 

148 

Summer 2023 

No. 35 

ISSN: 2363-9849          

radicalisation" (United Nations, 2022, p. 56). There is also agreement that a direct reference to 

radicalisation prevention should be avoided and instead, positive messages such as respect, 

tolerance, pluralism and mutual understanding should be at the forefront of communication 

(United Nations, 2022). According to Braithwaite (2009) clear referral to deradicalisation or 

labelling a certain group of young people as "at-risk youth" may stigmatise them leading to a 

self-fulfilling prophecy. In the case of a football-based radicalisation prevention programme 

the following recommendations have been formulated (United Nations, 2022): 

 

• Establish a clear communication strategy that is agreed with all relevant stakeholders. 

• Embed the strategy in the organisational culture (for example in the Belgian Football 

Association). 

• Avoid rhetoric that points too clearly to the issue of radicalisation.  

• Use discrimination- and diversity-sensitive language. 

• Use social media channels and set up a stand-alone online platform for the initiative. 

• Provide frequent and target-group-oriented content on the different platforms. 

• Provide media frequently with programme/ project progress and outcomes. 

• The involvement of the press should be well-considered and closely monitored. 

• Use of footballers as influencers for the topic. 

 

It is highly recommended by Clubb et al. (2022) to do a pretest of the planned 

communication strategy with a representative sample group (e.g. in a focus group). Based on 

their reactions, feedback and recommendations a public relations and communication strategy 

can be developed. 

 

Life Skills promoting resilience against radicalisation 

 

To get an overview of the contents and competences for promoting resilience against radical 

ideologies we reviewed and analysed programmes, concepts and projects on the level of 

primary and secondary prevention. Due to the lack of sports-based radicalisation prevention 

programmes we analysed programmes that ranged from early childhood development 
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programmes to voluntary recreational activities, to school programmes that were implemented 

either as a supplement to or as a substitute for teaching. In our selection, we have paid 

attention to the widest possible range of different programmes and approaches from different 

European countries.  

Beelmann et al. (2021) suggest that the focus should be on preventing factors that 

promote radicalisation and strengthening individuals to resist these factors. They recommend 

a development-oriented approach to radicalisation prevention and advise implementing 

measures that contribute to preventing the occurrence of these factors. From this perspective, 

prevention programmes can take place at the level of primary prevention in early childhood or 

even through parent training (Beelmann et al., 2021). What all these programmes have in 

common is that they aim to develop specific competences of the participants or their parents 

to implement competence transfer.  

Kruglanski`s et al. (2014) significance quest theory suggests that successful 

radicalisation prevention programmes try to reduce feelings of insignificance among 

participants. In a football-based programme, this might be a participatory approach or the 

feeling of being a valuable member of the training group.  

On the level of primary and secondary prevention, programmes were found that focus 

on the individual and aim to strengthen young people's resilience against radical ideas through 

experiences, knowledge and skills acquisition (Kiefer, 2015). In the literature, a total of eight 

thematic priorities can be identified in programmes that had the goal of strengthening 

resilience against radicalisation of young people (Lub, 2013; Davies, 2018; Beelmann et al., 

2021): 

 

• development of perceived self-efficacy and self-esteem.  

• empowerment training for vulnerable youth.  

• development of critical thinking and problem-solving. 

• personal and social support programmes (including employability 

programmes)  

• peer mediation in group conflicts.  
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• dialogue activities for young people of different ethnic origins, religions or 

subcultures. 

• programmes that aim to foster a sense of social cohesion. 

• facilitation of knowledge and understanding of the non-violent message of the 

Islamic faith (in case of prevention of radicalisation among young Muslims) 

 

In these programmes concrete learning contents were identified that "… create 

opportunities for youngsters to work on the attitudes and life skills that make them resilient to 

ideological exploitation and the lure of extremist violence." (RAN, 2019, p. 1). An evaluation 

of 19 resilience-building PVE projects in London offers solid empirical data that it was 

"successful in building Londoners’ resilience to radicalisation and extremist recruitment, and 

reducing racism, intolerance, hate and extremism in the capital." (Williams & Hulse, 2023, p. 

4). The study found insights to enhance resilience and developed a Theory of Change based 

on the evaluation. In general, formal and non-formal education have been increasingly 

recognised as tools for radicalisation prevention since 2015 (UNESCO, 2018). However, 

Davies (2018, p. 15) mentions that "… preventative initiatives are highly prevalent and 

popular (e.g. cognitive behavioural initiatives or mentoring initiatives), but there is no clear 

evidence that they are effective in achieving positive outcomes." She blames this on the lack 

of high-quality evaluations.  

Table 4 lists life skills that were identified based on a review of projects, handbooks 

and scientific papers. 

 

Life Skills  Reference 

empowerment training for vulnerable youth/ personal and social support programmes 

Perceived self-efficacy, Self-esteem Beelmann et al. (2021), Davies (2018), UN 

(2022), Williams & Hulse (2023) 

Political education and knowledge of one's own 

rights 

Herz (2016), Davies (2018), UN (2022), Schmid 

(2013) 

Democratic competences, knowledge and skills 

for active citizenship 

Herz (2016), Davies (2018), UN (2022), Schmid 

(2013), Davies and Limbada (2019) 
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Self-reflection (on own values and behaviour) Davies (2018), UNESCO (2018), Meere and 

Lensink (2015) 

Critical thinking, questioning and problem 

solving 

Davies (2018), UN (2022), UNESCO (2018), 

Davies and Limbada (2019) 

Social media, digital literacy, identifying fake 

news 

Davies (2018), Davies and Limbada (2019), 

Williams & Hulse (2023) 

Leadership skills UNESCO (2018), Davies (2018)  

dialogue activities for young people of different ethnic origins, religious or subcultures/ peer 

mediation in group conflicts 

Communication competence Davies (2018), UN (2022), UNESCO (2018), 

GREASE (2020), Johns, Grossman, and 

McDonald (2014), Young et al. (2014) 

Dialogue competence Davies (2018), UN (2022), Schmid (2013), 

Davies and Limbada (2019), GREASE (2020), 

Johns, Grossman, and McDonald (2014), Young 

et al. (2014) 

Tolerance of ambiguity and diversity Davies (2018), UNESCO (2018), Kiefer (2015), 

Johns, Grossman, and McDonald (2014) 

Intercultural learning UN (2022), UNESCO (2018), Davies and 

Limbada (2019) 

Development of non-violent conflict resolution 

skills 

UNESCO (2018), Davies (2018) 

programmes that aim to foster a sense of social cohesion 

Promotion of empathy and ability to change the 

perspective 

Davies (2018), Feddes, Mann, Doosje (2015), 

UNESCO (2018), Beelmann et al. (2021), 

Williams & Hulse (2023) 

Promotion of civil courage/ moral agency  UNESCO (2018), Davies (2018) 

Table 2 Life Skills to strengthen resilience against radicalisation factors 

 

Considering these recommendations and Koehler's (2017) de-radicalisation theory as 

re-pluralisation, it is clear that a large number of recommendations are directly leading to 

Koehler's (2017) central mechanism of re-pluralisation. For young people to undergo a re-
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pluralisation in the perception of their visions of life, their problems and the possible solutions 

to these problems, competences such as communication, dialogue competence, empathy and 

intercultural competence but also critical thinking and problem-solving certainly have a direct 

effect. However, all these competences place a high demand on the target group, which 

vulnerable young people in particular often do not have. Therefore, the development of these 

competences such as perceived self-efficacy, self-esteem, self-reflection, decision-making and 

critical thinking is the basis for achieving a pluralising effect on the participants. This is 

supported by Woodmann et al. (2010) who argue that any participation in prevention 

programmes should always aim at both promotion of perceived self-efficacy and self-esteem 

and acquiring more complex competences.  

Based on these findings and recommendations a programme theory for a football-

based radicalisation prevention programme will be presented below. 

 

Social inclusion, social capital and their impact on the selection of participants for a 

football-based prevention programme 

 

The European Union (2022) and the United Nations (2005) attribute a special role to sport in 

promoting social inclusion. Social exclusion or "social alienation" (Schmid, 2013, p. 4) is 

considered by many authors as one of many factors or at least as a breeding ground for 

radicalisation processes. To make a statement about whether sport can contribute to the social 

inclusion of disadvantaged social groups and individuals, Coalter (2022, p.3) says that "… it 

is necessary to explore the variety of meanings attributed to social exclusion - the negative 

condition which sports need to address to achieve social inclusion". He quotes Silver (1994) 

who lists some of the aspects of social inclusion which read just like the conditions for the 

success of a radicalisation prevention programme. He (Silver, 1994) mentions among others 

secure and permanent employment, education, skills, the benefits provided by the welfare 

state, citizenship and equality before the law, participation in the democratic process, public 

goods, the family and sociability, humane treatment, respect, personal fulfilment and 

understanding.  
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To believe that sport can have a positive impact on all these factors of social inclusion 

would not only be an exaggeration of the potential of sport itself but also an excessive 

demand on sports officials, coaches and athletes. Especially against the background that 

Krouwel, Boonstra, Duyvendak and Veldboer (2006) point out that in football social conflicts, 

inter-ethnic and cultural tensions ignite on the football pitch. This phenomenon is confirmed 

in the German amateur football situation report, which shows an increase of 32 per cent in 

match abandonments due to incidents of violence or discrimination in the 2021/22 season 

compared to the 2018/19 season (Deutschlandfunk/ DFB, 2022). 

Therefore, the learning methods and content of the football programme must be as 

relevant as addressing social exclusion and promoting social inclusion among participants so 

that participation in sport does not only make "… young people's experiences of social 

exclusion more bearable, rather than actually addressing aspects of social exclusion" (Spaaij, 

2014, S. 119).  

Coalter (2007) points to the fact that, well-designed and implemented sports 

programmes in the field of employability can achieve positive developments among the 

participants, but the potential for social inclusion is highly dependent on the respective 

contexts. In the case of employability, for example, the conditions of the local labour market 

are crucial. The best employability programme is useless if there are no vacancies. In the case 

of radicalisation prevention, the success of the sports-based intervention depends not only on 

the personal development of the participants but also on the political climate, the social 

atmosphere, the peer group, experiences of discrimination, role models to identify with and 

opportunities for participation. 

Social inclusion is an essential part of preventing radicalisation, and it requires a 

holistic approach. This approach should include interventions such as the Belgian Red Courts 

programme, as well as structural changes like promoting diversity in associations, using 

diversity-sensitive communication, and increasing the participation of disadvantaged social 

groups in decision-making structures.  

One approach to promoting social inclusion of a more sociological nature is that of 

social capital. Coalter (2022) refers to the definitions of social capital by Bourdieu, Coleman 

and Putnam "… as referring to social networks based on social and group norms, which 
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enable people to trust and cooperate with each other and which contain various types of 

'resources' via which individuals or groups can obtain certain types of advantage" (Coalter, 

2022, p. 8).  

The three types of social capital in groups are bonding, bridging and linking social 

capital. While bonding social capital is based on strong relationships in a group and leads to 

strong cohesion, bridging social capital is characterised by less strong relationships but has 

the advantage that the resources of other social groups are made accessible to the members of 

a heterogeneous group through mixing. Linking social capital is also a form of bridging social 

capital, in which access to socially different strata is achieved and allows the group access to 

previously unreached networks and resources such as knowledge about opportunities for 

democratic participation. The concept of social capital in all its manifestations is of particular 

interest for sports-based radicalisation prevention interventions for two reasons. Percy-Smith 

(2000, p.7) points out that promoting bridging and linking the social capital of a group creates 

an atmosphere "… in which it is easier to address other aspects of social exclusion". 

Furthermore, Theeboom, Schaillée and Nols (2012) mention that social capital can develop in 

both mixed and separate groups. However, Coalter (2022) concludes that bridging and thus 

linking social capital is most likely to develop in heterogeneous groups.  

Accordingly, for the establishment of a radicalisation prevention sports project that 

wants to contribute to the social inclusion of its participants, a diverse group consisting of 

participants from different socio-economic groups should be represented to allow the bridging 

and linking social capital to fully develop. Coalter et al. (2021) recommend that the social 

distance between the coach and the target group should be as low as possible, but in terms of 

social capital, this person should at least have access to other social groups or have the 

knowledge to access networks and resources of other social groups. Ideally, a coach combines 

all these qualities in one person: a person with low social distance to the target group, who has 

acquired access to other social groups through his or her career. 
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Theory of Change for a football-based programme for prevention of radicalisation and 

promotion of social cohesion 

 

Sport offers a learning field for many of the above-mentioned contents, in which participants 

can achieve personal development playfully through the development of perceived self-

efficacy and self-esteem. As already mentioned, sport is now also increasingly used in the 

prevention of radicalisation. Handle and Scheuble (2021, p. 13) identify the following 

categories in their analysis of European and international sports-based P/CVE initiatives:  

 

1. P/CVE initiatives by sports clubs/associations or programmes executed in cooperation with 

sports clubs 

2. sport-focused P/CVE programmes 

3. sports elements within larger prevention/ countering violent extremism (P/CVE) 

approaches 

 

Handle and Scheuble (2021, p. 16) also criticise a lack of theory and "… a lack of 

relevant evaluations or other reliable data that can provide concrete evidence rather than 

positive indications".  

The Theory of Change described here aims to address this deficit by identifying 

mechanisms. Based on the theory of de-pluralisation (Koehler, 2017) it also develops 

evaluation approaches. 

Astbury and Leeuw (2010) argue that mechanisms are "… underlying entities, 

processes, or structures which operate in particular contexts to generate outcomes of interest."  

Following Weiss (1997)  the Theory of Change for the Belgian Red Courts programme is 

composed of an implementation theory, which describes the framework conditions for 

successful implementation, and a programme theory, which explains the mechanisms that 

mediate between the individual programme activities and trigger the desired outcomes. 

Pawson (2013) refers to mechanisms as "engines of explanation" and Weiss (1997) points out 

that mechanisms are primarily cognitive in nature as they "… describe how the resources 

available in a programme influence the participants' reasoning and subsequent behaviour."  
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Weiss (1997) stated that a programme theory makes its assumptions explicit and seeks 

"…to identify the processes and inner workings, connections and operations of programme 

components. Such an approach "seeks to explore the mechanisms via which the programme 

achieves its outcomes" (Coalter, 2021, p.2). 

Due to the lack of comparable theory-based programmes, this programme theory was 

developed based on the literature review on the use of football as a tool in the prevention of 

radicalisation. For this, Koehler's theory of radicalisation and de-radicalisation was used as a 

theoretical framework and both content and contextual factors were identified by analysing 

academic articles, programme manuals and handbooks. 
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Figure 4 Programme theory for the Belgian Red Courts programme 
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The programme theory is divided into four phases of the programme. The pre-

programme phase is followed by the first four weeks of the programme. The further eight 

weeks contain a selection of life skills leading to a perceived pluralisation of the participants. 

In the post-programme phase, sustainability and long-lasting impact are intended. 

It consists of a description of activities, the expected outcomes, the assumptions and 

the mechanisms that explain why the programme activities, given the assumptions, lead to the 

desired outcomes. 

In the phase before the implementation of the programme, the interest of participants 

should be raised based on a radicalisation-prevention branding and communication strategy. It 

is important to have a transparent information campaign about the aims and contents of the 

programme, but without mentioning words such as radicalisation, extremism or Islamism. 

Instead, positive wording should be used, such as promotion of social cohesion, equal 

opportunities or following the example of Belgium's multicultural national teams. In addition, 

it should be clear from the communication that the programme is about "more than just 

football" and that relevant life skills are to be taught. This should lead to a desire for 

development and change among the target group. The high attractiveness of the Belgian 

Football Association and the ambassadors of the Belgian Red Courts play a major role in 

attracting and keeping the participants in the programme.  

Another factor that should be attractive to the target group is young coaches with a 

similarity to the target group who have skills in football coaching as well as basic pedagogical 

knowledge and skills in dealing with children and young people. In addition, they have been 

trained in the use of discrimination-sensitive language and have been trained with some basics 

on the topic of radicalisation prevention through the Belgian Red Court Coach training. Their 

presence during training times should promise the target group safe, organised and attractive 

training. 

The first phase of the programme itself, consisting of one training session per week, 

aims to lay the foundations for learning further and more complex soft skills. Based on a 

sense of security, both physical and emotional, participants should experience self-efficacy 

through mastery-oriented exercises and a sense of achievement and develop a healthy level of 

self-esteem based on a realistic assessment of their actions. The key mechanisms of this early 



  
 

 

 

 

Abdulsalam, Theeboom & Coalter: A Theory of Change for football-based prevention of 

Radicalisation 

159 

Summer 2023 

No. 35 

ISSN: 2363-9849          

phase of the programme are a perceived safe environment, mentoring, confidence and the 

experience of sporting success and football development. 

In the second phase of the programme, the early outcome of the project perceived self-

efficacy itself becomes the central mechanism and serves as the basis for learning the life 

skills that are considered to increase resilience against radicalisation. This phase of the 

programme lasts eight weeks and includes weekly Sport Plus training. (Coalter et al. 2021) 

Sport Plus workshops are sports sessions that are fully intertwined with the content to be 

learned and are based on experiential learning. The experiences in the sports unit are 

discussed with the group during the unit or immediately afterwards in a reflection and the 

relevant soft skills are explained in a way that is appropriate for the target group and age 

group. Petitpas et al. (2005) state that "… program developers have argued that the best way 

to foster skill acquisition is to integrate sport and life skill instruction seamlessly rather than 

attempt to teach these topics separately". Coalter (2020) concludes that this approach is also 

an extension of Pawson's (2006) coaching component of mentoring in which participants are 

encouraged and supported to understand and develop necessary aptitudes" relating to the 

programme goals. 

The aim of this phase is, based on the de-radicalisation theory of Koehler (2017), the 

dismantling of prejudices and stereotypes and the pluralisation of world views and visions 

achieved through the mechanism of perceived pluralisation.  

In the phase after the actual programme implementation, the participants are to be 

awarded for their participation in the programme and receive the promised incentives. This 

phase aims to express appreciation, value diversity and establish a sense of social cohesion. 

Ideally, this award ceremony will be integrated into local contexts and families and friends of 

the participants will also be invited. In this way, sustainable relationships can be established 

between participants, coaches and the participants' families.  

Another element in the pluralisation of world views, visions and life perspectives of 

the participants are the Belgian Red Courts tournaments, which bring together young people 

with different socio-cultural backgrounds from all over Belgium and offer them opportunities 

for dialogue and informal exchange.  
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Based on the programme theory presented here and taking into account the framework 

conditions and contextual factors described above, a manual with detailed descriptions of the 

12 different training units was developed for the Belgian Red Courts programme, which is 

now to be implemented and evaluated. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Whether this particular football-based approach is a suitable tool for preventing radicalisation 

among young people will become clear after the evaluation of the project.  

There is already empirical evidence that radicalisation prevention programmes can be 

effective. Morrison et al. (2021) identified eleven themes, at least five of which are also part 

of our programme theory. What is certain, however, is that such a complex social challenge as 

radicalisation cannot be solved by the simple application of a game.  

We need to move away from an "evangelical belief" (Coalter, 2015, p.1) in the power 

of sport and turn to theory-based concepts and evaluate them without prejudice or euphemism 

to make an informed statement about what works, how it works and under what 

circumstances it works. Additionally, it is essential to develop robust evaluation frameworks 

to assess the impact and value of football-based prevention programmes.  

Using football as a tool in the prevention of radicalisation requires a deep 

understanding of the context in which the programme is to be implemented. Nothing works 

everywhere for everyone in the same way (Rameses II, 2017) and it makes a difference 

whether a football-based radicalisation prevention programme is implemented in Western 

Europe or Saudi Arabia. The content and methods will be as different as the causes for the 

possible radicalisation of young people.  

In addition, it should be noted that football is not just football. Competitive club 

football is not comparable to a specially designed football programme for the prevention of 

radicalisation of young people.  It is also important to raise awareness that a lot of negative 

behaviours and emotions are triggered in organised football, but also in recreational football 

played on mini-pitches or in backyards. Especially in organised club football, societal 

conflicts often become visible on the pitch and are ignited by perceived injustices or 
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discrimination. Often this leads to a confirmation of already existing narratives and social 

polarisation rather than to their invalidation and social cohesion.  

Nonetheless, we believe that football can be an effective method for preventing 

radicalisation if its appeal to a young audience is utilised and the appropriate context is 

created to effectively convey relevant content. By engaging in football activities, individuals 

can develop positive relationships, enhance their self-esteem, and promote a sense of shared 

identity that transcends cultural and ideological differences.  

With this paper, we aim to contribute to a greater body of empirically and theory-

based knowledge about what works, how it works, and under what circumstances it works. In 

the following papers, we will report on the implementation and results of our program theory 

and contribute to a larger body of knowledge. 
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