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Foreword

Both Europe and the rest of the world are facing significant challenges, with psychosocial 
problems, lifestyle-related diseases and non-communicable diseases on the rise. However 
evidence shows that a physically active life can benefit psychosocial well-being in a num-
ber of ways, including reduced risk of depression and dementia and lower stress levels. 
Sport and physical activities are popular all over the world and can be a powerful tool for 
social inclusion, creating a strong sense of community and togetherness. This is particu-
larly important in times of crisis, whether the cause is economic crisis, on-going poverty, 
natural disaster, conflict or a health crisis.

Combining psychosocial support and sport and physical activities can universally ben-
efit diverse groups across cultures and geography. However, it is crucial that activities 
are conducted in a way that respects local cultures and traditions. A holistic, inclusive 
approach with attention to socio-cultural appropriateness is at the core of this handbook. 
A European focus with global outreach makes it applicable in many different settings and 
geographical contexts. 
 
There are many organizations with strong competencies in the field of sport and physical 
activities, and many organizations with strong competencies in the field of psychosocial 
support. There is also a wealth of handbooks, training material, guidelines and research 
in both fields. There are, however, few organizations with knowledge about both, and no 
generic and best-practice-based materials that provide adequate tools for use of sport and 
physical activities in psychosocial interventions. Without the right knowledge and experi-
ence, interventions of this kind will have no effect, or in the worst case, do more harm 
than good. 

Four different organizations, specialists in their fields, have come together to share and 
learn from each other, and the result is this handbook. It is the strong hope of all four 
organizations that Moving Together: Promoting psychosocial well-being through sport and 
physical activity will become a valuable tool for programmes combining sport and physi-
cal activities with psychosocial support. 

This project has been funded as a Leonardo da Vinci Transfer of Innovation Project under 
the European Commission’s Lifelong Learning Programme. The transfer of innovation, 
knowledge and learning have been central elements in the work with this handbook. All 
project partners are happy to receive feedback on this book, to answer questions and to 
suggest further reading for specific areas in this field.

Nana Wiedemann
IFRC Reference Centre 
for Psychosocial Support

Jutta Engelhardt
Swiss Academy for Development

 

Katrin Koenen
International Council of 
Sport Science and Physical Education

Dr Marianne Meier
Technische Universität Munchen
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oving Together: Promoting psychosocial well-being through sport and 
physical activity has three parts: 

• The first part of the handbook (sections two to eight) explains the theoretical frame-
work for sport and physical activities in psychosocial support interventions. 

• The second part (section nine) presents a series of activity cards that can be used  
directly or adapted in psychosocial interventions. The activity cards explain how to  
facilitate the activities, how they can be adapted to suit different circumstances and 
how they can be used for discussion and reflection. 

• The third part (sections 10 and 11) explains how to facilitate psychosocial interventions 
with sport and physical activities and how to set up interventions and programmes 
from the initial assessment to the exit strategy. 

Throughout the handbook, case stories and examples are used to show how sport and 
physical activities can be used in psychosocial support activities. The case stories and ex-
amples are of course by no means exhaustive. They are a small selection from a wealth of 
possible activities and programmes which can be adapted to various settings and target 
groups.

The target groups of this handbook are people working in sport and physical activities, 
social workers, pedagogues, volunteer coaches, teachers, psychosocial support practitioners 
and managers in European humanitarian and sports organizations, educational institu-
tions and international NGOs. 

M 

M
arianne M

eier, Sw
iss Academ

y for Developm
ent
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Sport and physical activity 
improve well-being 

2 
Juozas Cernius/IFRC
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ental health and psychosocial well-being are closely linked to physical health 
and can be improved by physical activities. In most cases, even moderate 
physical activity can help reduce physical complaints and at the same time 

improve overall physical health and psychosocial well-being.

Sport and physical activities have various significant effects on human well-being. The 
positive effects on physical health are well-known, but sport and physical activities also 
have strong positive impact on cognitive and psychosocial well-being. This means that 
sport and physical activity in and of themselves have the power to improve people’s lives. 
If combined with psychosocial support activities, the two approaches can complement 
each other and have the potential to bring about major improvements to individual and 
community well-being. Physical activities can be used as an introduction to a psycho-
social programme or be included as a component of a psychosocial programme. 

Examples of physical activities include sport, dance, meditation, and may even include 
physical work, such as building a structure or cleaning up a community and sometimes 
activities like gardening or cleaning a home. 

M 

SoURCE Adapted from Engel, G. L. (1977). The need for a new medical model: A challenge for biomedicine. 
Family Systems Medicine, Vol 10(3), 1992, 317-331.
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Sport and physical activity contribute to various aspects of physical, cognitive and psycho-
social well-being:

Physical benefits

There is broad consensus about the link between physical activity and physical well-being.
There are many examples of the physical benefits of exercise, such as keeping bodies and 
muscles strong, maintaining good sleep patterns and building up healthy appetites. 
Physical activities also help to reduce physical feelings of stress and anxiety. They can also 
help to reduce incidents of violence, by giving people an alternative physical outlet for 
pent-up frustration. 

Physical activity improves physical health in many ways. It improves the efficiency of 
the heart and lungs and reduces overweight and obesity. Cardiovascular diseases such as 
blood clots, high blood pressure, strokes and coronary heart disease, are known to be the 
single largest cause of ill health and death around the world. Cardiovascular diseases 
affect the heart, lungs and blood systems and are to a large extent caused by inactivity.

Physical activity leads to gen-
eral physical fitness, which is the 
body’s ability to function properly. 
Physical activity builds muscles and 
strength, which are necessary to 
perform everyday activities, such 
as walking upstairs, going to work, 
lifting and carrying children or 
doing household tasks. It also 
improves the ability to coordinate 
the body, to balance and to manipu-
late things and helps people to func-
tion better in their day to day lives. 
All this is important for everybody 
and for some groups in particular: 

Bio-psycho-social
Biological, psychological and social factors are interlinked and are important with regard 
to promoting mental and physical health or causing disease. There is a close relationship 
between the mind and body. They should not be seen as independent and separate, but 
as connected and interdependent: What affects the body often also affects the mind and 
vice versa. Whether someone is well or ill is not simply a matter of someone’s physical 
state, but is also influenced by that person’s psychological and social status as well. The 
stress, anxiety and depression that are often felt in and after crises situations can be seen 
in physical symptoms like muscle tension, headaches, stomach aches, lack of energy and 
sleeping problems.

Sports and mental health problems
People with mental health and psychosocial problems of-
ten have many other health problems resulting in shorter 
life expectancy and the lower levels of well-being. Mentally 
ill persons who receive medication are often less physi-
cally active, more isolated and often have harmful eating 
and health habits. Contrary to the general understanding 
of these problems, people affected by mental health and 
psychosocial problems are interested in increasing their 
physical activity level, changing their eating habits and in-
fluencing their own general well-being. However, they need 
support to be able to do this. Sport and physical activities 
may be a useful starting point to engage this vulnerable 
group of people, provided that the appropriate referral 
systems are in place. 
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• Children: The foundation of health is laid in childhood. Children and youth who develop 
their physical skills and lead a physically active life are more likely to live healthier lives 
as adults.

• People with mental health problems are at risk of developing physical diseases due 
• to physical inactivity caused by medication or as a symptom of their psychological 
• condition. 

• People with conditions such as severe obesity, diabetes, high blood pressure, cancer 
and other chronic and/or life threatening physical diseases can also benefit from 

• physical activities. 

• For older people it is important to remain physically active in order to maintain good 
health and remain independent.  
 

Cognitive benefits

Cognitive well-being is improved through physical activity. Cognitive functioning are 
mental processes such as memory, attention, and concentration, understanding language, 
learning, problem-solving and decision-making. 

Sport and physical activity stimulates and challenges the brain. When physical activity 
is combined with rest and relaxation, the brain develops and functioning is sustained. 
This way the brain improves and is better able to respond to new challenges. The brain 

Gloria Chang, The Red Cross Society of the Republic of China (Taiw
an)
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can become more efficient, the ageing process is slowed and functions such as attentive-
ness, concentration and mindfulness improve. Importantly, physical activity also provides 
genuine opportunities for developing planning and problem-solving skills which are used 
in many other parts of life. 

The brains of school children benefit especially. It has been shown that physically active 
children are more likely to stay in school. Physical activity also has a positive impact on 
academic achievement; active children tend to get higher marks.

All these benefits are felt relatively quickly after physical activities start. However, the 
benefits are only sustained and developed if sport and physical activities continue. 

‘ Psychosocial benefits

Sport and physical activity also have the potential to let individuals and groups forget 
about their troubles for a while and enjoy themselves. These positive psychosocial benefits 
can in part be explained by the fact that physical activity releases hormones called endor-
phins in the brain. Endorphins make people feel happier, less anxious and generally good 
about life during and at least for some time after the activity. 
 
However the benefits cannot be explained by biochemical reactions alone. Sport and 
physical activity develops the psychosocial well-being of individuals and groups in many 
different ways:

Sw
iss Academ

y for Developm
ent
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• increasing levels of self-esteem, or the ability 
to feel positive about oneself, one’s body and 
physical abilities, when carried out in a way, 
where one feels comfortable

• increasing confidence in the individual’s own 
abilities to relate to peers 

• reducing feelings of depression
• clearing people’s minds as they concentrate on 

the activities
• improving capacity to sleep well
• reducing headaches and other body pain
• reducing social isolation by spending time 

with others at play
• making new friends or strengthening existing 

friendships by meeting new people and spend-
ing time with friends doing activities

• strengthening social skills as people engage 
with one another

• learning about positive and negative emotions, 
such as winning and losing, and how to deal 
with them 

• providing a positive and safe space for releas-
ing tension and stress and for dealing with 
emotions such as fears and frustrations.

Consequently sport and physical activity is a way for individuals and communities to 
improve their psychosocial well-being and improve their psychosocial skills regardless of 
their starting point.

What are sport and physical activities?

The terms ‘sport’ and ‘physical activity’ have different meanings in various contexts. The 
word ‘sport’ often makes us think of games such as football, tennis or cricket. It is usually 
associated with competition, tournaments and rules. 

However this handbook uses a broader, 
internationally accepted concept of sport as 
a starting point: Sport encompasses a wide 
range of human motives for being physically 
active. Competition is one motivation, but 
being physically healthy, forming relation-
ships, having a sense of belonging, feeling 
joy, relaxing, taking a break from everyday 
worries, having an adventure and being 
challenged are equally valid reasons for 
being physically active.

Feeling bad about sport and 
physical activities
It is important that sport and physical activi-
ties are carried out in a manner that makes all 
participants feel comfortable and secure. Being 
physically active comes naturally to some peo-
ple, but to others it may be linked with various 
negative feelings. For example, a person with 
poor hand-eye coordination may not be com-
fortable with games involving throwing and 
catching a ball. A person who is not physically 
fit may not feel good about exercising with 
others who are. A person who was harassed 
in school during gym classes may be scared to 
participate. Facilitators of sport and physical 
activities, especially when used in psychoso-
cial support interventions, must take care to 
be aware of these types of issues and adapt 
activities so that they are inclusive and allow 
all participants to improve their well-being. In 
this context, it is often very helpful to ensure 
that movement is the main aim of the activity, 
rather than winning or losing a game. Personal 
progress is the focus and positive feedback is 
the basis for success.

Six groups of activities 
In the handbook sport and physical activities are 
divided into six groups:

1. Warming-up and cooling-down exercises
2. Adapted international sport games
3. Local sport and traditional games
4. Group movement games or cooperative games 
5. Simple physical activities or simple exercises
6. Relaxation techniques.
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Physical activity is therefore used in this handbook in its broadest possible sense to 
promote psychosocial well-being. This includes fitness, swimming, traditional and inter-
national games, relaxation techniques, martial arts, gymnastics, and dancing. Some sport 
and physical activities are organized; others are not. Some are competitive; others are 
played in teams or as individuals.. Some are well-known around the world; others are only 
known within a single community. 

Six categories of sport and physical
 activities for psychosocial intervention

Crisis challenges both individuals and communities in different ways. The types of sport 
and physical activities that are used in psychosocial responses to crisis must therefore be 
carefully considered and matched to the needs and social settings, traditions and cultural 
values of the beneficiaries. 

Some activities encourage excitement or promote certain physical abilities. Other activities 
focus on relaxation, trust-building, connectedness, communication or collaboration. The 
same activities can often promote several of these competences at once. They also help to 
develop psychosocial skills that can lead to better management of stress, emotions, and 
social relations. They can be powerful vehicles for bringing people together in relaxed, 
enjoyable settings. They therefore provide a helpful way of handling stress reactions 
following crises.

Although competitive sport are familiar and are very popular, they might not be best suit-
ed to contexts impacted by crisis. Sometimes a game of football is suggested, for example, 
and is appropriate to needs. However, sometimes other activities may be more suitable. 
In many cases, activities that come from within the community – traditional or modern – 
are well suited to meet psychosocial aims. These kinds of activities may strengthen social 
bonds, create a sense of stability or reduce stress. However, it is important that the chosen 
games are also inclusive. In some communities, for example, a game may traditionally 
only be played by males, making it difficult for girls and women to feel comfortable par-
ticipating or vice versa. In a community too, where violence is a big concern, extra caution 
is required when conducting activities that involve physical contact such as contact sport 
or martial arts.

There are various ways to structure sport and physical activities for psychosocial out-
comes. This handbook divides sport and physical activities into six different categories 
which are defined as follows:

Category 1: Warming-up and cooling-down exercises
Warming-up and cooling-down exercises are used before and after physical activities to 
allow the body to adjust to exercise, or to calm down at the end of a session. 

The warm-up prepares the body for activity and helps to prevent physical injury. It is im-
portant that warm-ups are specific to the activity, so that the muscles to be used are acti-
vated. It aims at preparing the body and mind for the activity, increasing the body’s core 
temperature, heart rate and breathing rate. Warm-up exercises can also help to create a 
positive social space and to introduce participants to the psychosocial aim of a session.
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The cool-down helps to return the body to normal after exercise. Similar to the warm-up, 
cooling down the body can be used as a way to close a session in a calm and positive way. 
Participants can evaluate the psychosocial lessons learnt by discussing outcomes with the 
group, while cooling down.

Stretching activities can be included in the warm-up and cool-down. Stretches should 
move the muscle groups through the full range of movement required in the activity be-
ing performed and can prevent muscle ache. Stretching increases body awareness and the 
participants’ sense of self.

Category 2: Adapted international sport games
International sport games are games like football (or soccer), basketball, tennis, etc. that 
are played all around the world. They are almost always played as competitive sports and 
have internationally accepted rules.

These sports present an interesting problem: They are hugely popular with some groups 
and very unpopular with others. Because of their competitive nature, these sports are of-
ten seen as exclusive activities that can only be played by those who can already play. Par-
ticipants who were unsuccessful at these sports in childhood or youth or who do not feel 
they live up to the usual physical abilities and looks encouraged by the sport may feel very 
uncomfortable playing these types of games.

This obviously presents a serious problem for those wishing to use international sport 
games as psychosocial interventions. Adapting the games so that they do not focus on the 
type of competitiveness and aggressive behaviour that is often broadcast in the media is 
essential. See the section on the STEP model on page 52 for guidance on adapting sport, 
games and activities. 

Category 3: Local sport and traditional games
These are activities that are played in and originate from local communities. Many local 
sport and traditional games have histories dating back many centuries. They offer indi-
viduals a link with their com-
munities and culture, which is 
an important feature of effective 
psychosocial support. They also 
help in reinforcing the sense of 
ownership by the local people, 
ensuring that the activities will 
have a long-lasting effect after 
the project ends. However, some 
caution is required with regard 
to traditional games. They often 
originate from an ancient warrior 
culture and do not often have 
an inclusive or social approach. 
They can therefore be counter-
productive. Suitable adaptations, 
caution, sensitivity, mutual 
respect and good communication 
are needed when implementing 
local sport and traditional games.

Rosem
arie N

orth / IIFRC
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Category 4: Group movement games or cooperative games
Group movement games or cooperative games are games played either in teams or in a big 

group of individuals. The idea is to play for enjoy-
ment (without winning and losing), while often 
solving tasks. In order to be successful in coopera-
tive games, the players must work together towards 
a common goal. There is no reward for working 
alone or against one another. In these games, the 
emphasis is on the process of the game and not 
on the outcome. In many traditional dances, for 
example, the dancers often move together and co-
ordinate their steps as a group. But the focus on the 
dancing is most often not to perform the perfect 
choreography, but to enjoy the music as well as the 
challenge of moving together to the music.

Category 5: Simple physical activities or simple exercises
Simple physical activities are a series of easy exercises which improve body balance, coor-
dination, flexibility and concentration. They can be done while sitting down or standing 
up. Difficult coordination movement and power exercises are avoided. These activities 
are especially suitable for persons with severe disabilities, for those with movement diffi-
culties, for older people and others who have problems with fast or extensive movements. 
Most people benefit from these exercises and they can therefore be a good way to 
introduce physical activity to participants.

Category 6: Relaxation techniques
The body’s natural relaxation response needs to be activated to manage stress and trauma. 
This can be done by practising relaxation techniques such as deep breathing, meditation, 
rhythmic exercise, or through stretching activities and yoga. Other relaxation methods 
include tai-chi, pilates and guided relaxation (where the facilitator guides participants to 
relax all parts of the body). These types of activities can help reduce stress, increase skills, 
and improve health and well-being. Relaxation techniques can easily be used in daily life.

There is no single relaxation technique that is best for everyone. Consider the specific 
needs, preferences, fitness level, and the way people tend to react, when introducing a 
relaxation technique to a group. The right relaxation technique is the one that resonates 
with the group, is culturally appropriate and is able to focus minds. Relaxation aims to 
bring calm and peace to participants, turning their focus away from everyday thoughts. In 
many cases, alternating or combining different techniques will keep the group motivated 
and provide the best results. It is of course important that the facilitator is knowledgeable 
and feels comfortable in teaching the techniques being used.

It is important that facilitators offer an inclusive sport and physical activity programme. 
All the activities described in these six categories need to be adapted to the specific group 
and context. Find out more about how to adapt activities using the STEP model described 
on page 52. 

M
arianne M

eier, Technische U
niversität M

ünchen
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Basic approaches: inclusive, holistic and playful

This handbook recommends that any interventions using sport and physical activities for 
psychosocial purposes are approached in an inclusive, holistic and playful manner.

Inclusive approach
In a narrow sense, inclusion refers to the vital importance of ensuring that everybody 
– men, women, children, youths, older people, persons with a disability and the socially 
marginalised –are able to play and participate in sport and physical activities. In a broader 
sense, inclusion also involves active local participation and programme involvement to 
ensure cultural sensitivity. These two issues are linked. Local ownership and equal partici-
pation often leads to more inclusive delivery of activities. 

Sometimes it is helpful for people with specific needs to have the opportunity to work 
on something on their own for a certain period of time. For instance, those who find it 
difficult to catch a ball might benefit from practising in small groups to improve their 
skills before re-joining other participants for a game.

The STEP model is a useful tool for adapting activities and promoting inclusive behaviour 
with regard to Space, Tasks, Equipment and People. By adapting some or all of these 
parameters, activities can be tailored to most situations and abilities and therefore be 
inclusive. (See section 6 for more details).

Holistic approach
Every individual and community deals with the outside world in terms of various mental, 
physical, and social dimensions that are closely interconnected. Psychosocial interventions 
using sport and physical activities need to address all these dimensions to be meaningful 
to participants. A holistic approach to human development recognizes the numerous as-
pects of the individual, and tries to address each of them during activities. This approach 
complements the bio-psychosocial model introduced above (see page 13). Activities and 
projects that focus too narrow-
ly on one of these dimensions 
at the expense of the others 
fail to engage and develop the 
person or the community as a 
whole. 

Barriers to participating in activities
As a psychosocial practitioner, Barbara often facilitates trainings 
and workshops. A commonly used ice-breaker at the beginning 
of a session is tossing a ball back and forth between participants 
while they say their name. “I never, ever, use that exercise,” 
Barbara explains. “I have really poor eye-hand coordination, so I 
am no good at throwing or catching, and therefore I do not feel 
comfortable playing with a ball. Ice-breaker exercises are about 
creating a safe space and for participants to get to know each 
other. I would never ask them to participate in an activity that 
makes me feel so uncomfortable.” Instead, Barbara asks partici-
pants to stand up and form groups, for example, organized on 
the basis of birth month, age, seniority in the organization, shoe 
size, etc., depending on what is culturally appropriate. 
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Playful approach
A playful approach is achieved when an activity is carried out with pleasure and joy. It is 
characterised by an atmosphere of shared enjoyment. People tend to be smiling whilst 
they play, and there is a joy in doing something for the love of it. It is possible to do very 
important and very valuable tasks while keeping a spirit of enjoyment and enthusiasm.

Facilitators may promote a playful approach by adapting certain sport and physical activi-
ties – especially popular international games – to the needs of participants. However this 
does not mean removing any form of performance and competition. The experience and 
ability of ‘winning’ and ‘losing’ are valuable skills which can be taught through sport and 
physical activities. However, the primary focus in using modified rules and techniques is 
in participation and enjoyment, rather than striving for ambitious scores and medals at 
any cost. 

Sport and physical activities should be defined and implemented in the broadest possi-
ble way, including fitness, traditional and international games, martial arts, gymnastics, 
dancing, walking in the countryside, etc. If activities take place outside designated play 
areas, extra caution is required to make sure that it is safe and all participants feel com-
fortable doing so. 

Sport and physical activities need to be adapted to the local context in order to promote 
psychosocial well-being. The type of activities offered should enable everyone to partici-
pate regardless of their abilities, talent, age, gender, ethnicity, socio-economic status, 
sexual orientation, etc. This requires facilitators to plan and implement the activities 
thoughtfully, based on an inclusive, holistic and playful approach. 

Danish Red Cross Youth
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A playful approach to learning about body language 
(20 minutes)

Body language can be tricky. Sometimes it does not reflect the way a person feels and 
thinks, making it difficult to understand. It is important, however, to be able to commu-
nicate in a clear way with others, not only in words but also with body language. The 
following activity is an example of a playful approach to learning about the relationship 
between how we feel and what our bodies reveal:

1. Divide the participants into groups of four. 
2. Ask the participants to think of a situation that is emotional (but not distressing)  
 for them. 
3. Now ask them to concentrate on that situation and try to think how they would  
 demonstrate the feeling through their body language.
4. Ask each participant to demonstrate their feeling to the rest of their group one after  
 another. They should spend approximately one minute demonstrating the feeling. 
5. The others now take turns sharing what they experienced whilst observing the first  
 participant without interrupting each other. 
6. The first person now shares the situation and reflects on the feedback from the group  
 members. 
7. The same procedure is followed with the other participants in turn.
8. Gather the whole group in plenary and take time to reflect on the activity. Ask the  
 participants the following question: “Would anybody like to comment on something  
 they experienced, learned or observed?”
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he term ‘psychosocial’ refers to the dynamic 
relationship between the psychological and 
social dimension of a person, where each one 

influences the other. The psychological dimension inclu-
des internal, emotional and thought processes, feelings 
and reactions. The social dimension includes relation-
ships, family and community networks, social values 
and cultural practices. The term ‘psychosocial’ reflects 
something all people share. As human beings, we all 
have feelings and thoughts that affect how we react to 
life situations and how we relate to others.

Psychosocial well-being describes the positive state of 
being when an individual thrives. It is influenced by the 
interplay of both psychological and social factors. Pro-
moting individual and collective psychosocial well-being 
before, during and after crises is the fundamental goal of 
any psychosocial intervention. Psychosocial well-being is 
experienced both in the personal individual and the social 
interactive domain, and is also influenced by external 
factors and basic human needs such as livelihood, shelter 
and physical health.

An individual’s experience of psychosocial well-being is 
determined by the internal and external factors which 
in total make up the context he or she lives in. Contexts 
change constantly, and as a result the experience of 
psychosocial well-being changes. This means that defini-
tions of psychosocial well-being may 
differ not only from country to country, 
but also in different population groups 
within the same country or location. It 
is therefore very important to learn 
and understand what psychosocial 
well-being means locally for the par-
ticular affected population before 
planning a psychosocial response. 
Questions to ask could be: “How can 
you tell that people in your community 
are happy and doing well? What are 
the most common signs of well-being?” 
“How can you tell that people in your 
community are not doing well and are 
not happy?” “What are the most com-
mon signs of distress?”

T Psychosocial support
Psychosocial support is a process of 
facilitating resilience within individu-
als and communities, enabling them 
to bounce back from the impact of 
crises and to deal with such events 
in the future. By respecting the inde-
pendence, dignity and coping mecha-
nisms of individuals and communi-
ties, psychosocial support promotes 
the restoration of social cohesion and 
infrastructure. This means that both 
individual and community empower-
ment is at the heart of psychosocial 
interventions. 

Psychosocial support addresses the 
dynamic relationships existing be-
tween the psychological and social 
effects of crisis, and between indi-
viduals, families, and communities. It 
is important that psychosocial inter-
ventions are adapted to specific situ-
ations in order to meet local needs 
and to operate with and in respect of 
local resources and cultures.

 

Economic Resources

Environmental 
Resources

Physical 
Resources

Human Capacity Social Ecology

Culture and values

SoURCE: The Psychosocial Working Group. (2003) Working Paper- ‘Psychosocial 
Intervention in Complex Emergencies: A Conceptual Framework’.
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The psychosocial consequences of crises

A crisis is understood as one critical event or series of events that leads to major changes 
in the lives of those affected. It brings a sudden interruption of the normal course of 
events in the life of an individual or group or population that makes re-evaluation of 
modes of action and thought necessary. It is accompanied by a general sense of loss of 
the normal foundations of day-to-day activities. Examples of critical events are accidents, 
serious illness, acts of violence (to self or others), natural or man-made disasters and 
epidemics.

The nature and the intensity of the event 
itself, as well as the existing capacity of those 
affected to positively face difficulties, will 
influence and determine the psychosocial 
impact of a critical event.

People’s capacity to cope can be greatly chal-
lenged and diminished by the multiple losses 
experienced in the aftermath of crises. These 
losses can generate significant amounts of 
stress in affected individuals and commu-
nities. 

Stress can be understood as a normal response to a physical or emotional challenge and 
occurs when demands are out of balance with resources for coping. At one end of the 
scale, stress represents those challenges which excite us and keep us alert. At the other 
end of the scale, stress represents situations where individuals are unable to meet the 
demands upon them, and can ultimately suffer physical or psychological breakdown.

Psychosocial interventions are mainly designed for contexts in which both cumulative 
and critical stress can be experienced at an individual and community level. Loss and 
stress caused by critical events can lead to common reactions among the affected 
population:

Different ways of defining well-being
In some cultures a child’s well-being may be defined by the way a child behaves (do-
ing well in school, being polite, respectful, outspoken). In others, it may be defined by 
the way children show emotion (crying, playful, angry, laughing) or by how the children 
themselves express how they are feeling (I am happy, I am sad, I feel alone). Some peo-
ple may say that financial security and success in the workplace are important factors for 
psychosocial well-being. Others may place more importance on strong family ties or on 
being healthy or doing certain things they find enjoyable (exercising, playing music, cook-
ing, reading a book).

Three basic categories of stress:
• Day-to-day stress is caused by those chal-

lenges in life which keep us alert and on our 
toes.

• Cumulative stress occurs when the sources 
of stress continue over time and interferes 
with regular patterns of living. 

• Critical stress occurs when individuals are 
unable to meet the demands upon them and 
becomes unable to cope appropriately to 
the situation and what it demands of them.
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• physical reactions, such as stomach ache, headache, tiredness
• cognitive reactions, such as difficulty in concentrating, making decisions and planning 

for the future
• emotional reactions, such as anxiety, sadness, fear, anger 
• behavioural reactions, such as aggressiveness, substance abuse, withdrawal
• spiritual reactions, such as loss of hope, loss of trust in beliefs.

These reactions are common and most of them usually disappear within a few weeks after 
the critical event has taken place. However, if these signs continue and worsen for an 
extended period of time, it could be an indication of more serious reactions. In these 
cases, the psychosocial support described in this handbook may not be specialised 
enough and referral is needed (see page 38).

Loss and grief

Loss is common, particularly in crisis settings. There are many types of losses; the death 
of a loved one, destruction of property, loss of livelihood, the ending of an important 
relationship, physical injury, loss of security and social networks.

Grief is a response to loss. It is a natural but painful process, intended to release the 
affected person from what has been lost.

Complicated loss means that the grieving process is blocked and paralyses the bereaved. 
The affected person regards everything as hopeless, feels helpless and may not want to 
take part in any kind of activity or human interaction. If the situation does not improve 
over time, the person should be referred to professional help.

Pakistan Red Crescent Society
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In situations of stress and grief and 
where feelings of powerlessness arise 
due to bereavement, loss of property 
and loss of livelihood, it is common 
that violence rates increase. This 
may include all types of violence 
– physical, sexual, psychological, 
deprivation – and the perpetrators 
involved can be individuals, groups 
and/or societies. Planning processes 
for psychosocial response therefore 
need to include the protection of 
individuals and groups, as well as 
offering assistance to those affected 
in crisis. 

Coping

An important way of empowering a population affected by crisis is the acknowledgement 
and reinforcement of positive individual and collective coping mechanisms. Coping is the 
process of adapting to a new life situation – managing difficult circumstances, making an 
effort to solve problems or seeking to minimize, reduce or tolerate stress or conflict. 

In general, coping can be seen as successful and positive, if it helps the affected people in 
the process of:

• admitting that something distressing happened
• finding a good balance between feelings and thoughts/knowledge about the incident
• expressing feelings and thoughts
• seeking support and connecting to (significant) others
• finding an appropriate language to think and talk about the events
• integrating the experiences into one’s life story
• active problem-solving
• eventually coming to terms with what has happened and looking to the future.

Individuals and communities may also have negative coping mechanisms. It is important 
to always acknowledge and respect coping strategies as a way of trying to survive, even 
when they are negative. In these cases the role of the psychosocial facilitator is to support 
individuals and communities to connect to their own strengths and resources and to 
support the use of other more positive coping mechanisms. 

Examples of negative coping mechanisms include:

• aggressive or harmful behaviour towards self and others
• taking up smoking, drug use or (excessive) drinking 
• isolation or avoidance behaviour. (Avoidance in this context would mean avoiding  

doing things or going places that may cause anxiety or be a reminder of an experience). 

Relaxation for older men
In post-conflict settings, the mental scars of the many loss-
es suffered will linger on many years after the conflict is 
over. In Swat in Northern Pakistan, a successful school and 
community-based programme involved children, youth 
and male and female caregivers. However, the older men, 
many of them grandparents, also wanted to take part in 
the activities. They were taught classes in relaxation tech-
niques to let go of nervous and emotional tensions that 
had drained them for a long time. This laid the foundation 
for activities like a drawing competition where the men 
drew pictures of the adult children they had lost during the 
armed conflict. They talked about their losses and were 
able to share their grief in a safe setting where they felt 
listened to and understood.
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• a shattered worldview or a belief that “all is lost” and reactions of despair, futility and 
hopeless resignation. 

Recovery takes time. Intense negative feelings are common after someone experiences an 
extremely distressing event. Loss, distress and negative emotions caused by critical events 
can sometimes prevent or slow the process of recovery. On the other hand, optimism, 
feelings of confidence, and positive expectations can be highly empowering in the after-
math of crisis and be strong predictors of resilience and successful coping mechanisms. 
Coping is about regaining the ability to manage these difficult feelings, and gradually be-
ing able to control them, not about making them suddenly disappear.

Psychosocial interventions

Psychosocial support is an approach which aims to promote the resilience of individuals, 
groups and communities in crisis. Psychosocial support includes a broad variety of inter-
ventions promoting the resources of individuals, families or groups as well as the com-
munity as a whole. It can prevent distress and suffering from developing into something 
more severe. It helps people overcome adversities, bringing them back to normality and 
recovery after crisis. 

Psychosocial support activities can be planned for selected groups in need or for entire 
communities, focusing both on individual and community needs and on their resources 
to cope and recover. Such activities can help individuals, families and communities to 
overcome stress reactions and adopt positive coping mechanisms through community-
based activities. Sport and physical activity can play an important role in this work. For 
instance, sleeplessness is a common stress reaction, but activities like playing, walking 
or running lead to better sleep and thus to reduced stress. Physical activities also provide 
opportunities to learn about positive coping. For instance, enjoying a group game helps 
participants to appreciate cooperation and creates a sense of belonging. 

Psychosocial support activities of 
various kinds can be implemented 
at all stages of a crisis event. For 
example, psychological first aid 
is often used in the immediate 
response following a disaster. 
Psycho-education, sport and 
physical activities, family and 
community support are used after 
a crisis and more focused, non-
specialised services such as special 
programmes for children and 
adolescents help those affected by 
the death of a caregiver. Positive 
emotions play a vital role in coping 
with crises including grief and 
trauma. When psychosocial 
support includes bringing out 

ZZZZZ …Better sleep promotes self-control 
Sleeping problems are common in children and adults in times 
of emergencies. In 2008 Myanmar was hit by a powerful cy-
clone, and the recovery took many months. During that time, 
the psychosocial needs of the affected population were as-
sessed. Schoolteachers mentioned that they and the children 
were anxious whenever it rained and that many found it dif-
ficult to sleep. Children were unable to control their nervous-
ness, and thus had problems concentrating on schoolwork. 
When people feel extremely anxious and their muscles are 
tense, it is vital for adults and children to relax before going to 
sleep. A folder with information about how to sleep well and 
with basic instructions for relaxation was developed and dis-
tributed to schools and health posts in the communities. This 
helped children and adults sleep better and as they had more 
control over routines in daily life, they regained a wider sense 
of control over life. 
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positive emotions like solidarity and thankfulness, it is shown to 
benefit affected people. A playful approach in sport and physical 
interventions promotes good psychosocial outcomes.

Resilience is increasingly understood as a social process that can be 
promoted by psychosocial support. Recent resilience research defines 
resilience not only as an individual ability or trait, but predominantly 
as a social process during which groups and communities make use of 
resources in order to return to normality after critical events. People 
can even benefit from these experiences, because social cohesion is 
strengthened and competence in dealing with future crises increased. 

Psychosocial support can promote this process, especially in times of crisis and major 
change. Research has identified five core elements to psychosocial support: Promoting a 
sense of safety, connecting people, supporting efficacy in individuals and communities, 
calming and instilling hope. These five principles enhance resilience and should be taken 
into account in all psychosocial interventions.

Certain characteristics and skills can then be essential in helping individuals and commu-
nities to be resilient. These include:

Resilience
Resilience is the ability 
to react or adapt posi-
tively to a difficult and 
challenging event or 
experience. It is the 
ability to bounce back 
after something difficult 
has happened, or to get 
through difficult experi-
ences in a positive way.

Patrick Fuller, IFRC
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• being able to make realistic plans and carry them out individually and collectively
• having a positive image of oneself and others
• having the ability to adapt easily to new situations
• being able to deal with strong emotions in oneself and others
• being able to communicate feelings and thoughts and empathising with others
• believing that change can happen 
• feeling self-confident and having confidence in the community 
• having caring relationships and networks of social support inside and outside the family
• participating in community activities.

It is crucial therefore that psychosocial interventions aim to facilitate and strengthen both 
collective support mechanisms as well as these kinds of positive individual characteristics 
and skills.

Understanding the principles of psychosocial  
 support in the context of sport and physical 
 activities

In 2007 a group of experts came to a consensus on five intervention principles to guide 
practice in relation to crisis events. These principles have become known as ‘the Hobfoll 
principles’ and state that psychosocial intervention must focus on the promotion of:

Case study: Sport and physical activities for former 
substance abusers
Many former substance abusers who have completed their treatment benefit from drug- 
and alcohol-free activities with other people who understand their specific situation. 
Danish Red Cross Youth facilitates sport and physical activities for this purpose. Activities 
range from football, badminton, climbing, swimming and yoga. There is free access to 
the activities for everyone who is interested – both former abusers and people who have 
never had an addiction. Volunteers, who include a number of former abusers, arrange 
activities that suit different abilities and needs. They focus on creating a safe environ-
ment that facilitates learning from each other’s experiences. 

One of the volunteers is Michael. He is 45 years old and was a drug abuser for 12 years. 
He now coordinates the football activities: “We are about 30 guys who meet once in a 
while in a sports centre. Most of us used to be heavy drug users and now you see us run-
ning around playing football. It’s amazing. The support I received by participating in these 
activities when I stopped my treatment has been invaluable. Most of all, I’ve learned 
to be with other people. As an addict you’re very focused on providing for yourself, 
but through these activities I’ve learned that doing something for other people makes 
me feel capable and valued. But that’s not all. I’ve now got new friends and a sense of 
strength and control over my body that I haven’t felt for a very long time. I have also 
regained hope, seeing other people managing their situation and it has helped me to 
structure my everyday life, which is so important.” 
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1. A sense of safety
2. Calming
3. A sense of self and collective efficacy
4. Connectedness
5. Hope.

When facilitators are planning a psychosocial intervention, it is helpful to keep all five 
principles in mind. This ensures that the intervention consists of a range of different 
activities with different focuses. The principles are all inter-related. Promoting calming, 
for instance, is not possible if people do not feel some sense of safety, and without a 
feeling of connectedness, promoting collective efficacy is not easy. At the same time, not 
all activities can cover all five principles. Doing yoga exercises, for instance, is good for 
promoting calming, but does not necessarily promote connectedness. Facilitators also 
need to bear in mind the specific situation they are working in. For instance, in a safe and 
non-threatening environment, promoting a sense of safety may not be the main concern.  

Promoting a sense of safety 
Crises can challenge individuals and communities by changing what is physically safe and 
unsafe and also what is understood or perceived as safe and unsafe. When faced with a 
dangerous situation, the body will react with heightened stress levels, making a person 
highly alert. This is known as the fight or flight response and is a necessary and appropriate 
biological reaction meant to ensure survival.

When a crisis continues or if heightened reactions to a past crisis do not decrease, chronic 
high stress levels may prevent or slow down recovery. Promoting a sense of safety is then 
essential in order to reduce biological responses such as sleeplessness, or difficulties in 
concentrating and reduced mood levels, and to help individuals and communities to 
better cope with adversity.

During and in the aftermath of crises, it is important to provide information about 
dealing with difficulties. This includes explaining ways of evaluating current and future 
threats in a positive and realistic manner. Supporting people to develop more adaptive 
coping skills and ways of thinking can help enhance their sense of safety. 

It is essential that 
psychosocial interven-
tions take place in ‘safe 
spaces.’ These spaces 
need to be both ob-
jectively safe (secure 
physical space that 
allows people to be 
protected from dan-
ger), and subjectively 
safe (creating a sense 
of safety and trust, and 
promoting positive 
bonds and solidarity). 

Child-friendly spaces 
Child-friendly spaces support the resilience and well-being 
of children and young people through community organized, structured 
activities conducted in a safe and stimulating environment. Child-friendly 
spaces aim to:

• mobilize communities around the protection and well-being of all 
children, including highly vulnerable children 

• provide opportunities for children to play, acquire contextually  
relevant skills, and receive social support

• offer inter-sectorial support for all children in the realization of their 
rights.

Inter-Agency Network on Education in Emergencies, Global Education Cluster, Child  
Protection Cluster, Inter-Agency Standing Committee. Principles for Child-Friendly Spaces 
in Emergencies. 2011.
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Key points in promoting a sense of safety in sport and physical activities:

• Conduct sport and physical activities in safe and secure places. Environments should 
be free from physical, psychological and social harm (e.g. violence, racism, sexism, cu-
rious bystanders). If possible, organize activities inside so that there are no uninvited 
spectators. 

• Ensure that the activities are safe for all participants, taking injuries, health issues, 
weather conditions and infrastructure into account.

• Activities should be planned to create a sense of normalcy. Try creating a regular rou-
tine (e.g. organized at the same time of day or day of the week) and using games and 
activities familiar to the community (e.g. traditional games, local sports). 

• Ensure that a support system is developed. Allow time for participants to discuss and 
share reactions and feelings throughout the sessions. Develop a trust-based relation-
ship with participants and develop a referral system for those that may need additional 
support.

• Provide quality training and adequate numbers of coaches and facilitators. Remember 
that facilitators may be volunteers who are also affected by the crisis and may need 

• support and guidance as well.
• Make sure all participants are comfortable with the type of activities being planned and 

the manner in which they are to be carried out. 
• Consider offering alternative activities for those who may not like to participate in the 

main activity.

Promoting calming
During a crisis it is common and natural for people to react with strong emotions. 
While most people return to manageable levels of stress within days or weeks, others 
may experience panic attacks, sleeping problems and other responses to extreme levels 
of stress. Helping the affected population to realize and acknowledge that certain stress 
reactions are common when exposed to extreme situations is a key intervention principle 
to promote calming. A wide range of strategies has been identified as useful to enhance 
calm. They include relaxation training, breathing control, problem-solving, positive 
self-talk, and physical activities. 

M
arianne M

eier 
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Key points in promoting a sense of calm in sport and physical activities:

• Allocate time for sharing and learning throughout the sessions. For example, have  
a sharing circle at the beginning or end of each session where the facilitator leads a  
discussion on relevant issues (e.g. education, health, emotions, etc.)

• Plan time for relaxation exercises such as visualization, stretching, or yoga, in each  
session. 

• Ensure that facilitators are both consistent and reliable and encourage trust-based  
relationship building amongst the group. 

Promoting a sense of self and collective efficacy
Psychosocial interventions based on sport and physical activities can help to improve  
self-efficacy.

Self-efficacy is the belief in an individual in their ability to act in a way that improves their 
situation. This can be extended to collective efficacy, which is the ability of a group or 
community to collectively be able to improve the situation of the group and its members.

Through sport and play, participants are encouraged to challenge themselves and in  
return discover new skills, abilities and self-esteem. These skills and the confidence 
gained are often transferable to the participant’s daily life. 

Problem-solving activities can be particularly useful in this regard, as they promote the 
development of skills to overcome difficulties. Sport and physical activities can be used 
to challenge participants to solve problems, starting first with easier challenges, and then 
moving on to more complicated problems. As participants solve these problems, they  
experience and develop efficacy. Facilitators may use reflection and discussions to  
encourage participants to understand how to use this feeling of efficacy in other parts 
of their lives. 

The physical activity itself can also help improve the health and physical fitness of a 
person, which in turn makes them more able to deal with the challenges brought on by 
the crisis.

Key points in increasing individual and community efficacy in sport and physical 
activities:

• Set achievable goals and break big tasks into smaller parts so that participants feel 
more successful. Make sure to acknowledge accomplishments and ensure that no one 
gets left behind. 

• Design activities to suit all abilities. Every participant should be challenged, but should 
also leave the session feeling successful.

• Allow time to reflect on activities and include teaching opportunities regularly. Ask 
questions that encourage reflection such as: “What did you learn from the activities you 
have just done?” “How can you apply what you have learned outside of sport?”

• Create an environment where facilitators and participants encourage and support  
self-esteem and learning.

• Use a variety of activities that promote both individual and team problem-solving. 
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Promoting connectedness
Promoting connectedness of individuals, groups and communities is the foundation for 
psychosocial support programmes following crises. Interventions using sport activities 
and physical activities can offer a platform for community cohesion. Activities can have 
several functions: For instance they may give children and youth positive experiences with 
their peers, while allowing adults some free time to attend to community and personal 
business. They can also contribute to community rebuilding as a whole by giving the 
community something positive to talk about and regular events to look forward to. 

Strongly interconnected communities are necessary for people to help and care for one 
another. A common consequence of crisis is that these social connections are broken or 
weakened. People may be physically separated or change their behaviour towards others. 
Promoting connectedness should thus be a priority in the design and implementation of 
psychosocial interventions. 

Effective strategies in this area are those that bring people together, build and enhance 
bonds and reinforce support mechanisms. Fostering connections and linking people up 
immediately after critical events is essential. This is particularly important in contexts 
where natural support networks have collapsed as a consequence of a disaster or a long-
term crisis. 

Key points in promoting connectedness in sport and physical activities:

• Work in pairs, or with three or four people or with the whole group. Use any of the  
following activities to encourage connectedness and group cohesion: Examples include 
mirroring movements; helping each other to try out new patterns of movement;  
dancing in a group and taking turns to make funny or difficult movements. 

• Use activities where participants have to rely on their team partners to develop trust 
and sharing, like building a human pyramid or “stiff as a board” (see activity card 19).

• Facilitate discussions and sharing in plenary, e.g. focussing on positive experiences  
during the session, things that participants appreciate about working together with 
others. Being part of the group strengthens feelings of connectedness. 

• Create mixed teams. This is especially important when bringing together people from 
different communities, or from different ethnic or religious backgrounds. It is vital 
however that this is culturally appropriate. It is also important that the activities do  
not prompt violent or aggressive reactions.

Promoting hope 
Hope is defined here as ‘a positive, action-oriented expectation that a future goal or out-
come is possible.’ A good way of understanding hope is as the opposite of hopelessness. 
When a person is hopeful, they experience positive and good feelings, instead of  
depressed and negative feelings about life and the present situation. 

Hope can be promoted by being with other people, by feeling cared for and loved, and 
experiencing good feelings. At a more concrete level, hope can be encouraged by helping 
people realize that they are not alone in their reactions. This reduces their sense of lone-
liness, even when they are facing big problems and adversities. Creating a trusting atmos-
phere in the group helps participants to feel that they belong and are included and can 
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contribute to a hopeful state of mind. It can also be helpful to explain that most people 
gradually feel better. This is supportive, as it helps participants to believe in a future where 
they once again will feel good. 

Key points in promoting hope in sport and physical activities:

• Plan for long-term sustainability and continuity of programmes. Try planning a cycle  
of activities in advance. Create a routine, but also keep activities new and exciting for 
participants so they are excited to join each session and have something to look  
forward to. 

• Encourage meaningful relationships amongst participants and with facilitators. 
• Include playful activities – every joyful moment contributes to feelings of hope.
• Highlight positive outcomes even if they are only small gains. For example, ask  

participants to describe one good thing that they have managed today, or to complete 
the sentence, “Over time I feel that I’m getting better at…. “

• Ask participants to describe their vision of themselves and their body six months from 
now, and where they would like to see themselves.

• Encourage meaningful relationships amongst participants and with facilitators. 
• Use positive role models to demonstrate how people overcome difficulties. 

 

M
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Examples of pro-
gramme goals

Key 
principles

Example 
activity

Description

To promote bet-
ter cohesion 
amongst partici-
pants.

‘Promoting 
connected-
ness’

Team 
touch 
football

Divide the group into teams of 4-5 players. In short five-min-
ute games, each player must touch the ball once in order to 
score. Mini fields and small goals are best for this game. 

To provide an 
opportunity for 
participants to 
share feelings 
and emotions 
about the crisis 
they have experi-
enced. 

‘Sense of 
safety’

Sharing 
circle

At the end of each session, find a comfortable place, for 
example under a shady tree or in the corner of the gym. 
The facilitator introduces a relevant topic for discussion with 
the group (e.g. health, safety or emotional topics). Make sure 
everyone knows the basic ground rules for the group, e.g. 
everyone should have a chance to contribute to the discus-
sion, no-one passes judgement on other people’s opinions, 
etc.

To create an at-
mosphere where 
participants feel 
relaxed. 

‘Promoting 
calming’

Guided 
relaxation

Have each participant find a place to sit or lie down. Ask par-
ticipants to close their eyes. Guide the participants through 
a visualization exercise. Remember to use a calm, soothing 
voice.

To give partici-
pants feelings of 
confidence. 

‘Increasing 
efficacy’

Create 
order

Create a circle with as many chairs as there are participants. 
The chairs should be placed carefully: Participants should be 
able move from one chair to another without touching the 
floor, but this should only be possible with the help of an-
other person. 
Ask the participants to stand on the chairs and explain to the 
participants that the goal of the game is to end up standing in 
alphabetic order by their first name (or height, or age, etc.).
Follow-up by talking about what it was like to be in physical 
contact with each other and about the communication in the 
group.
If physical contact is not appropriate in a group, the exercise 
can be done without chairs.

To give partici-
pants feelings of 
confidence.

‘Increasing 
efficacy’

Circus 
perfor-
mance 

Group participants into different teams. Each team rehearses 
and then performs a circus activity. This could be acrobatics, 
clowning, gymnastics, etc. 

To facilitate posi-
tive and hopeful 
states of mind 
and contribute 
to good feelings 
about self and 
others.

‘Instilling 
hope’

Light 
physical 
contact

Ask participants to form pairs, based on height or gender. 
One person is “A” and the other is “B”. If possible, play some 
quiet, relaxing music to accompany this activity. Ask the pairs 
to stand or sit back to back. Ask them to find a balance, so 
that each person can feel the other’s back, without leaning 
on or carrying the weight of the other. Tell the participants to 
concentrate on their own back and skin for a while, then shift 
their attention and focus on sensing the other persons back.
If there’s music, ask participants to find a common rhythm, 
and follow the music. Now, ask participants to concentrate on 
sensing the place where their backs meet, and to gently start 
swaying, finding a common rhythm. Ask “A” to take the lead 
first and then “B” follows. Finally, they try to find a common 
rhythm, where no one is leading and no one is following, and 
they do that for some minutes. Spend a few minutes sharing 
how the activity worked out. 
Second part: Gently massage each other’s shoulders. ”A” will 
do it for 5 minutes and then “B” will do it for 5 minutes.
Then spend a few minutes sharing three positive things about 
the movement exercise and the massage. “A” goes first and 
then “B”. Finally the participants thank each other and return 
to plenary. Invite each person to say one positive thing about 
the day’s activities.

3737
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Consider the timing of your interventions

It is important to consider the timing for interventions in relation to when the crisis 
occurred. Different types of interventions are needed at different points of recovery.

In the immediate aftermath of a disaster, people may be very shocked and experience 
intense anxiety or pain and grief. Psychological first aid helps people calm down by 
meeting them with empathy and care. 

In the first few days and sometimes weeks after a 
crisis, the focus should then be on reactivating coping 
mechanisms and a sense of control. In-depth relaxa-
tion techniques are not advisable; they can be used 
when structured activities begin. Activities that acti-
vate people are those that help them to cope with the 
situation and focus on what needs to be done. These 
include activities that give them a sense of their body, 
providing good physical experiences and calming.

In the following weeks and months, structured activi-
ties and programmes, based on a needs assessment of 
the target groups, may be implemented. This is also 
the time to teach new skills like relaxation techniques, 
balance, games or body awareness that will empower 
participants and help rebuild individual and group 
resilience. 

When and how to refer

Sometimes staff or volunteers become aware that a person has severe mental health 
problems, and is not getting gradually better. It is very important in these circumstances 
to understand when and how to refer the person to professional help. Referral in this 
context means recommending that a person in extreme distress should speak to a 
professional helper. 

When to refer
Referral to professional help is needed when it becomes clear that a person is in extreme 
distress. Certain reactions can be overwhelming to all concerned. In such situations 
individuals may behave in ways that put themselves or members of their family at physical 
or psychological risk. 

It is advisable to make a referral:

Psychological first aid
Psychological first aid is caring support 
offered to people who have experienced 
a distressing event or situation. It 
involves showing warmth and empathy 
and listening to them. These are skills 
and knowledge that staff and volunteers 
generally need to use in their usual tasks. 
However, psychological first aid also in-
volves making the surroundings safe for 
those being helped and assisting them to 
deal with practical needs and problems 
related to the crisis event. With this sup-
port, people can get stronger and regain 
the capacity to think and take care of 
themselves and others.
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• If, after three to four weeks, a person is still unable to sleep, is continuing to feel unwell, 
is either aggressive or withdrawn. 

• If family members and others are seeking help, reporting that something is seriously 
wrong, and that are worrying that the person is losing his sanity or may commit sui-
cide. 

• If after a period of up to six months, a person is not showing signs of improvement even 
though they may not be in obvious distress.

• If a person is talking about not wanting to live anymore and has actual plans to commit 
suicide. 

• When in doubt, always consult with your supervisor or manager. 

How to refer 
Referrals should always be made in consultation with a supervisor or programme man-
ager. As a rule the individuals concerned should be informed about the intention to refer 
them to professional help. They need to know that they are being cared for, and to under-
stand the reasons for the referral. If there are several options for referral, these should be 
explained. Practical matters such as fees, location, accessibility, etc. should also be made 
clear. In some situations there are no public health options for referral. When that is the 
case, identify local NGOs (non-governmental organizations) or international agencies 
that can assist with more specialised support. Individuals should feel assured that they 
will be supported throughout the process. If possible, someone (from whichever pro-
gramme they are connected to) may accompany participants to their first referral visit. 

Claes Am
undsen
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How to ensure socio-cultural 
appropriateness
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ny project in any location is embedded in a specific cultural, political, legal, 
economic and social context which has to be considered carefully. What makes 
sense for one region or one group will not necessarily work in another place. 

Different settings might also change over time. 

A community-based approach to planning sport and physical activities can help ensure 
cultural appropriateness. This is based on the premise that the local communities know 
best what is appropriate and what is not in their own socio-cultural context. Activities 
that come from within the community itself – traditional or modern – may be particularly 
well suited to meeting psychosocial aims.

It is worth noting, however, that in some cultures certain sports may only be played by 
particular groups. Special considerations may have to be made when planning to include 
mixed groups in such activities. Some games and sports may be very aggressive or even 
violent in nature. Caution is required, for example, with regard to traditional games, 
which may be based on male-dominated hunting or war scenes. Even when certain games 
are commonly played in a particular community, they may not be suitable for psychoso-
cial interventions.

Another important consideration is the socio-cultural status of sport and physical activi-
ties in a region or country. Find out what sports are commonly played in which commu-
nity and who plays them. It is also important to find out what sport and physical activities 
can be played in public places. 

Plans for a sustainable and inclusive sport programme should therefore take account of 
specific socio-cultural and socio-economic aspects in a particular location, including 
access to and control over resources, dynamics of power and different roles in society.

How to be sensitive to diversity

The main principles of using sport and physical activities for psychosocial interventions 
include participation, inclusion and empowerment. This means that sport and activities 
must be provided for everyone, regardless of abilities, age, sex, physique, ethnicity, sexual 
orientation, religion, socio-economic status or other demographic variables.

When people think about sport and physical activities, most think about competition and 
able-bodied boys and men. Sport is still considered ‘unfeminine’ and inappropriate for 
girls and women in many parts of the world. 

The classic concept of masculinity includes physical strength, leadership, and power. 
Meanwhile, the classic concept of femininity includes grace, beauty, and being docile. 
As sport and physical activity is most often associated with being able bodied, having 

A 
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physical strength and taking charge, boys and men fit into these ideals very easily. Not so 
for girls, women and persons with a disability. Being female or disabled is sometimes seen 
as the opposite of being physically active or athletic. 

Disabled persons or older people too are often not considered in relation to sport. This 
means that certain groups are often marginalised, excluded or even discriminated against 
when it comes to being physically active or doing sport. However, universal ideals of mas-
culinity and femininity or ‘the perfect body’ do not exist on their own. They are created by 
society and culture and depend on context.

Physically active girls, women and persons with a disability often have to break barriers 
both in their own minds and in society. 

This means that boys and men are more likely to be attracted to psychosocial support 
with sport and physical activity. Yet girls, women and people with a disability stand to gain 
just as much as – or perhaps even more than – boys and men from participating. It can be 
difficult for girls and women to take part in physical activities without the acceptance of 
the community. It may then be necessary to work towards gaining the acceptance for the 
programme from key stakeholders in the community. It can be relevant to separate male 
and female participants and select activities that are socially acceptable for each group. 
Here again, factors like age and social status might also play a role.

Patricia Santos, ICRC
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Safety can be an issue in communities with a greater amount of opposition to girls and 
women being physically active. The participants may need to be sheltered from the gaze 
of curious bystanders or even protected from harassment. Safety when travelling to and 
from the activities must also be considered.

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities states that disability must 
not be grounds for discrimination and that inclusion is the way forward. This sometimes 
creates dilemmas in how best to plan and implement activities: Persons with a disability 
may benefit from meeting and talking to 
others who their community consider 
disabled. This can be a forum to share 
experience and overcome difficulties. On 
the other hand, however, doing activities 
with able-bodied peers fosters inclusion 
and acceptance that is also important for 
psychosocial well-being. 

Resources: 
International Guide to Designing Sport Pro-
grammes for Girls (Women Win). This guide 
which was written collaboratively helps organi-
zations to develop effective, sustainable, sport 
programmes that serve girls and women.
The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities. The Convention affirms that 
all persons with all types of disabilities must 
enjoy all human rights and fundamental free-
doms. Their needs should be assessed holisti-
cally, and not just as a response to their specific 
impairment or medical condition.
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How to ensure safe and 
healthy interventions
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nterventions must be implemented 
in safe and healthy ways. The deci-
sion about whether or not to carry 

out a psychosocial intervention using a specif-
ic sport or physical activity ultimately rests on 
whether or not it promotes psychosocial well-
being. However, the physical health and safety 
of the activities are equally important. Inap-
propriate, badly prepared sport and physical 
activities that potentially compromise safety 
are worse than none at all. Sport and physical 
activities require specific considerations and 
measures to be healthy and safe, both psycho-
socially and physically. 

Health and safety

Safety is about creating a positive space, in which people feel and are protected, and 
in which risks are properly managed. This means that safety has both a physical and a 
psychological dimension, and that both must be addressed for safety to be in place. 

Psychosocial interventions using sport and physical activities can include a wide range 
of activities, from the very active and dynamic to the still and calming. Some activities 
by their nature involve a degree of challenge; whether physical, emotional or both. On 
a physical level, crises can result in damaged facilities, debris, and damaged materials. 
These clearly limit the spaces available for carrying out sport and physical activities and 
make potential spaces much more hazardous. Physical hazards often translate to feelings 
of insecurity and loss of psychosocial well-being. For these reasons, issues of safety and 
health must be managed at a programme level and in relation to each session, and in both 
the physical and psychological dimensions. 

Risk assessment for sport activities

v

I Make safety and health a priority:
• The guiding principle in planning and imple-

menting activities must always be ‘SAFETY 
FIRST!’

• It is important to understand psychosocial and 
physical health and safety issues in sessions us-
ing sport and physical activities in psychosocial 
support interventions.

• Facilitators should ensure that the play space is 
safe and secure.

• Keep participants healthy before, during and 
after activities, for example, use warm-up and 
cool-down exercises at the appropriate points.

Risk/hazard Potential consequence Control measure / safe practice
Damaged flooring Injury from slipping, tripping 

or falling
Put up a temporary barrier until the 
flooring is repaired

Water Drowning Recruit trained life guards and provide 
life-saving equipment (e.g. lifebelts)

Heat Heat illness Provide drinking water, hats and shaded 
areas

Equipment Injury from being struck by a 
ball or other equipment

As far as possible select suitable 
equipment for the groups using it
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Underlying all guiding standards and approaches to humanitarian assistance or devel-
opment is that of ‘do no harm’. This is an approach which helps to identify unintended 
negative or positive impacts of interventions. This ensures that the intervention does not 
worsen the challenges faced as a result of the crisis, but rather contributes to improving it.

Humanitarian actors working in the psychosocial support and mental health field may 
reduce the risk of harm by:

• participating in coordination groups to learn from others and to minimize duplication 
and gaps in response

• committing to evaluation, openness to scrutiny and external review
• developing cultural sensitivity and competence in the areas in which they work
• staying updated on the evidence base regarding effective practices, and
• developing an understanding of, and consistently reflecting on, universal human 

rights, power relations between outsiders and emergency-affected people, and the 
value of participatory approaches.

For more information, see section 10 on how to be a good facilitator and section 11 on 
planning, monitoring and evaluation.

Keeping the body healthy during play
The risk of illnesses, accidents and injuries is inevitable in sport and physical activities. 
However, the vast majority of these can be avoided or are minor, and can be dealt with on 
the spot. It is rare that an injured player needs to receive professional medical attention. 
Adapting activities to the participants’ skill level and making sure that all participants 
warm up properly significantly reduces the risk of injury. 

A health and safety checklist:
To ensure safety and manage risks check that: 
• There is enough room for all of the participants.
• Equipment is available and appropriate.
• The sessions are properly supervised.
• Sessions are well-planned, and the activities are suitable for the participants.
• Facilitators are aware of pre-existing health conditions and limitations (e.g. asthma, diabetes),  

psychological/emotional problems or current illnesses or risk conditions (see below) of the  
participants.

• Facilitators are trained in risk management.
• Nobody is under threat or at risk of harm including psychological harm during sessions.
• It is safe to get to and from the playing field (e.g. no travelling in the dark).
• Changing rooms and bathrooms are available.
• First aid kits are available, and that facilitators are trained in using them.
• Locations are used that protect participants from being watched by strangers.
• Before each practice, game, or organized activity, all facilitators, helpers and participants do a safety 

check on the playing field. Dangers might include glass, garbage, plastic bags and wrappings, animal 
excrement, sharp rocks, wood or any other debris that could cause injury to participants.

• There are no dangers to users within the location of the facility (e.g. rivers, embankments, cliffs, 
roads).
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It is also crucial that the rules of the game are known by and followed by the players. 
Making sure that rules are respected is an important factor in injury reduction.

It is also important to take the weather into consideration when facilitating activities out-
doors. Some games or activities may not be appropriate in wet, very hot, windy or snowy 
conditions, so the facilitator needs to review this when planning sessions. Heat can cause 
serious difficulties because excessive heat can develop slowly and take people by surprise. 
Proper preparations for avoiding heat-related illness includes providing hats, sufficient 
water, sun block, appropriate clothes and frequent breaks in the shade. 

Apart from children as a group, people are at particular risk of heat-illness if:

• they rarely exercise
• they are overweight
• they have recently been sick, especially with diarrhoea, vomiting or a fever.

Cooler weather poses fewer problems, as the body is able to regulate itself well, even 
if people wear normal clothing in colder temperatures. Generally if people wear warm 
clothes and do a proper warm-up, cold weather is not a problem. However, at freezing 
temperatures there is a risk of frostbite and a greater risk of sprains. If participants do 
not have appropriate, warm clothes, it may be necessary for the project or programme to 
provide these. If this is not possible, outdoor activities in cold weather may not be safe 
and should be avoided. 

Checklist for keeping the body healthy during exercise:

Before the activity
• The facilitator should always check the weather conditions, especially the temperature and the  

humidity.
• In hot weather, it is preferable to be active in the morning or evening, and to exercise in the shade, 

when if possible.
• It is always best to avoid the peak heat of the day.
• In cold weather, sessions should take place during the warmest time of day and activities adapted  

to the conditions of the ground, e.g. muddy conditions or frozen ground.
• It is advisable to drink enough water before, during and after any activity.

During the activity
• Participants should replace fluids every 10 to 15 minutes during an activity.
• Begin each session with an invigorating warm-up and end it with a calming cool-down.
• In hot weather, participants should wear suitable sun protection such as sunscreen and headwear, 

wear light clothing and take frequent breaks in the shade.
• In cold weather, participants must wear appropriately warm clothing. 

After the activity
• Participants should continue to drink fluids after the activity in order to help the body replace  

fluids lost during exercise. 
• In cold weather, participants must have additional warm clothes ready to put on between and  

after activity to avoid getting cold.
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Physical contact and child protection

Physical contact is an integral feature of sport and physical activities. Players in a game 
may touch each other accidently or as part of the game, for instance, in a game of tag. 
Adults may touch children in order to help them develop their skills, or to protect them 
from injury. 

It is important to understand what appropriate touch means in each specific intervention 
setting. What an appropriate touch is, and who may touch whom is different from person 
to person, from community to community and from culture to culture. However, no com-
munity should be able to justify any form of child abuse through inappropriate touch.

Children are often among the most vulnerable members of a community. They can be 
separated from their parents or caregivers and may have lost their friends or relatives. 
Children are especially vulnerable to deteriorating health following crises. In addition, 
they are often excluded from decision-making and consultation by adults.

Unfortunately, sport and physical activities are not 
always the safe spaces they ought to be. Both during 
crises and at other times, sport has been a site of 
abuse and exploitation, for instance in the form of 
sexual activity and sexual relationships between 
children and those adults who hold a position of 
trust, responsibility or authority in relation to 
children. 

This is a serious matter and demands attention and 
consideration by all persons involved with sport and 
physical activities as psychosocial interventions. 
Sport activities can also provide opportunities to 

identify children facing protection issues (e.g. children who are withdrawn, children with 
bruises etc.). It is therefore important that facilitators know what to do and how to report 
if they suspect that a child needs protection.

Basic principles to ensure the protection of children include:

• Physical contact during sport should 
always be intended to meet the child’s 
needs, NOT the adult’s. The adult should 
only have physical contact, if the aim is to 
develop sport skills or techniques, treat 
or prevent an injury.

• The adult should always explain the  
nature and reason for physical contact  
to the child.

• Unless the situation is an emergency, the 
adult should always ask the child for permission to touch their body.

Child
The word ‘child’ refers to every person be-
low the age of 18 years, unless adulthood 
is reached earlier, under the national law 
applicable to the child. The United Nations 
International Convention of the Rights of 
the Child states that children have the right 
to education, safety, security and protec-
tion. The Convention applies to all children 
equally, with special protections for particu-
larly vulnerable groups.

Child protection
The definition of child protection (in 
emergencies) is “the prevention of and 
response to abuse, neglect, exploita-
tion and violence against children.”
SoURCE: Inter-Agency Child Protection Working 
Group, 2010.
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• Contact should never involve touching genital areas, buttocks, breasts or any other part 
of the body that might cause a child distress or embarrassment.

• Physical contact should always take place in an open or public environment and not 
take place in secret or out of sight of others.

• An adult should not usually be alone with a child or group of children. Facilitators and 
others who are in contact with children should work in pairs or groups.

• Background checks must be made for all staff,  
before they work with children.

• In the case of a child with a disability or injury, 
specific support or assistance may be required. 
For those who require assistance with intimate 
personal care (e.g. toileting, feeding or changing), 
arrangements should be agreed in partnership with 
the child and parents/caregivers before the activity 
commences. When children with disabilities are 
lifted or manually supported, the individual child 
should be treated with dignity and respect.

• People who suspect that an abuse of a position of 
trust has occurred, is occurring or may occur must 
report their concerns to the person responsible for 
child protection (or senior manager).

Grooming
Perpetrators of abuse often use a pro-
cess called ‘grooming’ to make the child 
dependent on them. Grooming starts by 
the perpetrator pretending to be a friend. 
After the person has made a connection, 
they begin to engage in sexual acts. They 
convince the child that everything is nor-
mal. They might give gifts. They might say 
things like, “This is our secret – no one 
else should know.” They might threaten to 
hurt the victim or the victim’s family and 
say that it is the child’s fault.
SoURCE Understanding children’s well-being, IFRC 
Reference Centre for Psychosocial Support

Danish Red Cross Youth
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A formal code of conduct for child protection helps to protect children and other vulnera-
ble people from abuse, excessive demands or violence. A code of conduct sets out the rules 
and procedures that should be understood and followed by organizers, facilitators and 
participants. It is good practice for everyone to sign the code of conduct, if possible. All 
staff must also be made aware of the appropriate procedures for addressing any suspicions 
of abuse and for reporting incidents of abuse. 

In some places relevant authorities already have systems in place for referral. In other 
places it may be necessary to establish a neutral agency or group where any offences or 
concerns may be reported anonymously and addressed. In international programmes 
staff for psychosocial interventions are usually recruited from the local community, for 
instance to work as facilitators. Local staff work with the community to design culturally 
appropriate activities and are particularly well suited to do so because they are part of that 
local community. However, sometimes local norms for child protection are not in line 
with that of the international organization. In such cases, care must be taken to ensure 
that local staff work according to the child protection standards laid out by the interna-
tional organization. 

All staff, both local and expatriate, need to be aware of child protection measures, so they 
are able to identify and react to violations against children in an appropriate and safe 
manner and know how and when to refer to other services or relevant authorities. Regular 
child protection training for all staff is an essential part of all psychosocial programmes.

M
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Learn more about child protection and the psychosocial needs 
of children
To learn more about child protection, please see:
• The RespectED material developed by Canadian Red Cross
• Child Protection in Emergencies: Priorities, Principles and Practices, Save the Children 2007
• Child protection policy, International Federation of Red Cross Red Crescent Societies, 2013

To learn more about the psychosocial well-being of children, consult:
• Understanding Children’s Well-being, IFRC Psychosocial Centre and Save the Children, 2012
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ll types of sport and physical activities s can be used in psychosocial interven-
tions. There are no ‘bad sports’ or ‘good sports’ as such. What matters is the 
way sports and physical activities are delivered and this depends on good 

planning and implementation. 

When sport or other physical activities do not match the needs of beneficiaries, they must 
be adapted. The STEP model outlined below helps facilitators think through the modifi-
cations needed for a psychosocial intervention using sport and physical activities.

STEP stands for ‘Space, Task, Equipment, and People.’ It focuses on four key aspects of 
any sport or physical activity. Each aspect can be modified alone, or several or all of them 
can be modified together. The modifications can either apply to individuals, to part of 
a group or to the whole group. The purpose of the modifications is to make the activity 
more inclusive, enjoyable and emotionally and physically safe, making it more suitable for 
psychosocial support.

Space

Space refers to a playing field, a gym, or the room or outdoor place where an activity takes 
place. Possible modifications to space include:

• increasing or decreasing the size of the playing area. Less space often makes the activity 
easier, but sometimes also more intense. Larger space often makes the game more  
challenging.

• varying the distance to be covered in activities to suit different abilities.
• using zoning, e.g. where participants are matched by ability and play against others of 

similar ability. This increases the opportunity to participate.

Here is a practical example of how to modify a space: A relay or a race may include partici-
pants with different levels of fitness and speed, for example a mixed group of younger  
and older people. By modifying the distance participants must run, the differences can 
be levelled out. It is also possible to make it more difficult for the more physically fit, by 
asking them to run twice or double the distance. By levelling the space, the game is made 
more interesting, inclusive and motivating.

A 
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Task

Task refers to the rules of a game or the way activities are carried out. Possible modifica-
tions to tasks include:

• ensuring that everyone has equal opportunity to participate, e.g. in a ball game, give 
all the players the chance to dribble, pass or shoot the ball. 

• breaking down complex skills into smaller component parts if this helps players to  
develop skills more easily.

• ensuring there is adequate opportunity for players to practise skills or components  
individually or with a partner before moving on to a team game. 

Here is a practical example of how to modify a task: Children of different ages are told to 
run a distance as fast as possible. Some of them are very slow; some of them are extremely 
fast. This is not funny or motivating for anybody. An alternative to this is that everybody 
gets a piece of newspaper which they must keep on their chest without using their hands 
for the whole race. With this modified task, everybody is running and is individually  
challenged, but the pace does not matter anymore.

John Sparrow, IFRC
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Equipment

Equipment refers to balls, rackets, nets, etc. that are needed to play a game, sport or do 
an activity.

• In ball games, increase or decrease the size of the ball to suit the ability of the partici-
pants or the kind of skill being practised. For instance, small and soft balls are easier to 
catch, especially for children or others with smaller hands. 

• Provide options that enable people to send or receive a ball in different ways, e.g. using 
a chute or gutter to send a ball, or a catching mitt to receive a ball.

• Using bells or rattle balls can assist the inclusion of players with a visual impairment. 
Alternatively, use a piece of tape to wrap an ordinary ball in a plastic bag so that it 
makes a crackling sound when it is used.

• If a net is to be used in a game, it does not necessarily have to be at the regulation 
height. The height can be changed according to the capability of the group playing the 
game.

• In strength training, weights should be adapted according to the strength of the person 
using them. In many strength training exercises, just using one’s own body weight is 
enough. 

Here is a practical example of how to modify equipment: A group of young men and 
women are playing volleyball. Some of them are beginners; some of them are more  
experienced. Some of them can only use one arm because of injuries or impairments. In 
this case, a soft ball or even a balloon could be used instead of a hard leather volleyball.

People

The category ‘People’ refers to the participants in an activity and to their characteristics 
such as age, gender, impairments or skills. Possible modifications to people groupings 
include:

• matching players of similar characteristics and let them play together or against each 
other in teams. 

• mixing people from different groups (such as ethnicities, social groups or gender) in 
the same team as much as is culturally and socially acceptable. Take care that activities 
do not enforce unwanted divisions between groups. 

• creating teams with different numbers of players to even out differences in ability. For 
example, a team of five experienced players against a team of seven less experienced 
players. 

Here is a practical example of how to modify the people aspect: Two teams of 12 people 
each are playing a ball game. Only the most talented, fastest and skilled persons are able 
to catch and play the ball. Most of the players are just standing waiting for the ball. Here, 
the two big teams could be divided into four teams of six more evenly matched players. 
The teams can then play against each other on two smaller pitches.
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The STEP model will often have to be used several times before the best modifications for 
an activity are found. Ask participants how an activity can be improved using questions 
like, “How can this be made more enjoyable?” “How can we all take part?” “How can we 
make this activity easier/more difficult/calmer/more exciting?” Participants will often 
have different or more suitable ideas for modifications and in this way the modification 
itself becomes a psychosocial exercise. They practise their problem-solving skills; they 
learn to take part in discussions; they empathise with others and work together in a group. 
It can also foster self- and group efficacy and creates a sense of ownership over the activity 
and the programme.

Modifications can be tried out for a short time. If the group agrees that the modification is 
an improvement, it can be kept and the activity can continue in the modified form. If not, 
discuss with participants what modification to try next. Remember to write the modifica-
tions down, as they could be useful for other groups or for another session with the same 
group.

Sometimes groups using the STEP model find that an activity cannot be modified in a 
useful way for a particular session. Accept this and suggest another activity. 

Inclusive sport and physical activities

Inclusion is an important principle, and many programmes and activities bring individu-
als of different abilities, genders and ages together. However, this raises some causes for 
concern in sporting settings. One of these concerns relates to the physical implications of 
mixed aged and mixed ability groups, in which strength, performance and ambition may 
differ greatly. Another concern is possible bullying of younger or less able children.

Careful planning is needed to ensure safe practice. This includes considering the following:

• Inclusion activities should be appropriate to the cultural or social setting. For instance, 
can men and women take part in the same activities? Might women or girls be stigma-
tised for taking part in physical activities where others are able to watch them? 

• All staff need to be made aware of the implications of younger and older people being 
involved in the same activity, such as appropriate language, different levels of maturity 
and cognitive development, physical contact, differing levels of skills.

• Inclusive activities must ensure that the psychosocial needs of all involved are met. For 
instance, children, women, persons with a disability and older people are population 
groups that are particularly vulnerable in crisis and therefore may need psychosocial 
support tailored to their specific needs.

• An assessment of possible risks to participants in engaging in an activity with different  
age or ability groups should be undertaken. For example, comparatively well-built 
younger persons may be able to compete physically with older participants, but they 
may struggle with other aspects of their involvement, such as the way to behave  
towards each other.
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• People who do not enjoy participating in organized sport activities may enjoy other 
forms of physical activity (providing that such activities are safe). This could include 
riding bikes, going for walks or engaging in physical activities with a practical purpose 
such as helping older community members with garden work, walking dogs at a pet 
rescue centre, picking berries in a forest, etc. 

• It should be clear to all parties how any concerns could be raised.

Danish Red Cross Youth
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How to adapt games

7 
Gary Kester, Hartlepool College of Further Education
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here are countless numbers of established games and activities from around the 
world, each serving different purposes and giving participants different experi-
ences. Well-known traditional and international games can bring a great deal 

of pleasure and learning to people who have experienced crises. At other times a modified 
version of a well-known game is more appropriate. Learning and creating something new 
can in itself be a good experience. The process of modifying a game can become an em-
powering exercise itself, and making it possible to ensure that the game is perfectly suited 
to the specific context and group of players. The act of creation can be a powerful expres-
sion of individual and community efficacy, and the outcome can be an activity that is new 
and unique to the local community.

Creating new rules and adapting games

There are many benefits of including an element of game-making within sport and physi-
cal activities in a psychosocial interventions programme. The process allows for partici-
pants to be more involved in their own learning, as well as developing decision-making 
and problem-solving skills. They can construct a new game out of an old one, which is 
then new and genuinely theirs. They find out for themselves why rules are important 
and what purpose they serve. They can share ideas and work co-operatively. They can 
communicate and explain how their game developed, and teach others including the 
teacher. 

Remember – games are not sacred! If a game is not appropriate for even a single player, 
it is worth examining and altering the game to accommodate that player. Games and 
activities can be modified or developed to include anyone, embracing a wide spectrum of 
abilities, interests, needs and resources (see the STEP model in section 6). Games should 
fulfil participants’ needs and promote their psychosocial well-being.

Every game has the following basic elements:

• An aim – which gives participants a sense of purpose
• Barriers or a set of rules – which inspire strategic and creative solutions
• A feedback system – such as points or progress indicators, which provide motivation to 

keep playing
• Voluntary participation – so that all participants accept the agreed framework of the 

game.

These elements apply to all games – tennis and tag, soccer and races of any kind. They can 
be used as a starting point for discussions about game-making.

T 
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Creating new games or rules or modifying existing ones can be done in discussion between 
the facilitator and the participants or by the participants on their own. This approach 
is very important in engaging the participants. The activities themselves are then more 
likely to be fit for the given context and use the equipment available. Modifying an exist-
ing game by adjusting the rules or the scoring system, for example, helps participants 
because there is a structure to work from. Without a structure for game-making, partici-
pants, especially children, may tend to develop games that are overly competitive, violent 
or exclusive. 

Starting with a game-making strategy can help to ensure a positive result. A very basic 
approach is to simply ask participants what they would change to make a game more 
enjoyable, active and inclusive. 

A range of elements can be used to modify an activity in order to change it completely and 
create a new game, including those already mentioned in the STEP model and in the fol-
lowing section. For example, a relay run can be modified to suit a group with participants 
of mixed physical ability by adding a quiz into the activity. The quiz is done during the 
relay by the ones who are not running. They collect extra points by completing the quiz so 
that everyone plays an important role in the team, even if they are not fast runners. 

Modifying a game for a psychosocial activity

The facilitator plays a key role in helping participants to modify a game to give it a more 
psychosocial focus. The list below includes planning questions for facilitators and 
participants: 

• Why should the game be modified (do we want to make it easier, make it less competi-
tive, make it more playful, foster more cooperation, etc.)?

• Do the activities activate unwanted feelings?
• How can participants make sure no-one feels left out in the game?
• How can all participants express their thoughts and ideas in the process?
• Should the game should be competitive, focus strongly on team work, or perhaps  

empower individuals by learning new skills?
• Are there some moves or techniques that are not allowed or should be discouraged?
• How can participants support each other?

The next task is to focus on one element of the game and to find out how a new rule could 
positively influence the game. Use the questions above to test out the impact of the new 
rule. For example, new rules could be about doing the scoring differently, or introducing 
different ways of passing a ball, or a different use of the playing area. Discussions about 
how a new rule would affect the feelings of all the players offer the most valuable out-
comes in the game-making process. 

For example, a normal game of football is the most fun if all participants are relatively 
equal in ability. If however a few players are much better or much more physically fit than 
the rest, they will tend to dominate the game, making it less enjoyable for the rest. But if 
the group decides to change the rules by saying that everyone needs touch the ball before 
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the team can score, even the ones that are not so good in football will get the ball. The 
team will need to work very closely together and include all members in order to win the 
game.

Later, the idea is to encourage the participants to modify different aspects of a game in 
order to make it theirs. The list of elements of a game that could be changed is almost 
endless. Here is a useful diagram that could be shown to participants to help their 
decision-making: 

What is the aim of the game?

What equipment 
do we need?

Where do we 
play the game?

How do we do 
the scoring?

What are the rules?
How many players 
are there and what 

are their roles?
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How to develop and 
use equipment
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quipment is an important component of almost all sports and of many games. 
Safe and appropriate use of equipment is central to ensuring enjoyable and 
positive sessions. It is very rare for programmes to have all the specialised 

equipment needed for every sport, game or activity available. Fortunately, most equip-
ment can be adapted and used for many different activities, or new equipment can be 
made. Adapting or making equipment with participants is a very useful opportunity to 
improve psychosocial well-being, for instance by increasing feelings of efficacy, building 
cooperation skills and creating a sense of belonging. 

Safe and appropriate use of equipment

A general rule for the safe and effective use of equipment in sport is to make sure the 
equipment in use is appropriate for the activity and for the participants.

Another basic point is to ensure that equipment is stored safely so that it does not deterio-
rate or get stolen or vandalised between uses. This is of particular importance in settings 
when equipment is limited. Wind, rain or heat can all damage equipment, so covering it 
between uses is also important. 

Any equipment can become a source of dispute. Being in possession of equipment may be 
the source of prestige in some communities, particularly in resource-poor settings. Access 
to equipment can also reinforce pre-existing groupings within communities, for instance 
if only one group has the keys to where the equipment is stored. 

Using, sharing and storing equipment is therefore not only a practical consideration. It 
may have negative implications for interpersonal or inter-communal relations in a com-
munity. What is fair and safe differs from setting to setting and defines the way equipment 
is handled and stored. At the beginning of a project, the best option may be to collect 
and count all equipment directly after use and store it in as neutral a space as possible, 
for instance in the project offices.

Finally, less than ideal or broken equipment should not be thrown away. If available 
equipment is not suited to the planned activities, it is very often possible to change or 
adapt the activities, or to adapt the equipment. For example, a tennis racquet can be used 
as a cricket bat, or a football as a basketball. Broken equipment can also often be mended 
using simple tools. Take the degree to which equipment can be repaired into account 
when buying or accepting donations. The easier the equipment is to repair, the higher 
value it will often have to a project.

E 
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Adapting and making equipment

Equipment can be adapted for people with disabilities to improve opportunities to 
participate. For example, people with visual impairments can be assisted by putting bells 
in balls, or by wrapping them in newspaper. People with cerebral palsy or other physical 
impairments can use ramps to throw a ball. Participants with hearing impairments can 
work with hearing partners. Sometimes games can be made more inclusive by creating 
barriers for all the participants. For instance, everyone can be blindfolded so that all 
sighted and visually impaired participants are then playing and having the same 
experience. 

Adapting equipment is important to ensure that activities can take place, and that the 
maximum number of people can participate. To do so, the following issues need to be 
considered:

• the abilities of participants
• the interests of participants
• the aims and objectives of the activity
• the safety and durability of the adapted equipment.

Equipment can be adapted in terms of size, speed, support, surface and sound:

Size – by increasing or decreasing the size of the equipment (e.g. increase the surface area 
of the tennis racket ), the goal of the activity and the challenge of the activity for the user 
can be changed.

Checklist for the safe and appropriate use of equipment:

Before use:
• Is the equipment appropriate for the activity?
• Is the equipment correctly assembled?
• Does the equipment work safely?
• Is the equipment the right size and weight for participants?
• Is there enough equipment?

During use:
• Has the correct use of the equipment been demonstrated to participants?
• Do participants understand how to use the equipment safely and properly?
• If participants need to share equipment, is this done in a fair way?

After use:
• Has the equipment been correctly dismantled?
• Has any equipment been broken or damaged during use?
• Has all equipment been collected?
• Has the equipment been stored safely?
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Speed – by increasing or decreasing the weight of the equipment (e.g. using a balloon or 
adding weights), the challenge of the activity can be increased or decreased.
Support – by adding support (e.g. a tee in baseball or suspending a ball on a rope), the 
difficulty of the activity can be decreased and basic skills improved, building self-efficacy 
and self-esteem.
Surface – by adding a tactile or visual dimension (e.g. bumps on a ball or a bright colour 
on a net), participants with visual impairments may see and feel the equipment.
Sound – by adding sound (e.g. beeper in a ball or on a target to show the direction where 
to walk), participants with visual impairments may be able to play a game more indepen-
dently.

Here are some examples of equipment that has been adapted:

Equipment Sport Problem Solutions
Large ball Football/soccer, 

basketball, netball
Young children struggle to kick 
or throw an adult-sized ball 

• If possible, use a child-sized ball
• Slightly deflate a full-sized ball
• Make a ball

Adult-sized balls can be too hard 
for some participants to catch

• Use child-sized ball
• Slightly deflate full-sized ball
• Make a ball

Balls can move too quickly for 
some participants

• Use a soft ball, deflate a ball or use 
a balloon 

Small ball Cricket, baseball, 
softball

Some small balls are very hard 
(especially cricket and base-
balls), which can put off many 
participants and can cause in-
juries

• If possible, use specially designed 
softer balls

• Make a softer ball

Fast-moving small balls can be 
extremely difficult to hit

• Use different ways of throwing 
(e.g. under-arm throw, rolling 
throw, bouncing throw)

• Use a tee or rope to support the 
ball

Racquet Tennis, badminton Full-sized racquets can be too 
heavy for children and older 
adults

• If possible, use specially designed 
light racquets 

• Shorten the length of the handles 
of adult racquets to increase con-
trol

It can be difficult to consistently 
hit a moving ball with a racquet

• Different sized racquet heads make 
it easier or more difficult to play 
successfully

Bats Cricket, baseball, 
Softball

Full-sized bats can be too heavy 
for children and older adults to 
use

• If possible, use specially designed 
light bats

• Make a bat
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Making or improvising equipment is an important part of sport and physical activities. 
Some strategies are simple and familiar, such as using items of clothing to form goals, 
bins as nets, marks on walls for targets, or mattresses instead of mats for gymnastics. It is 
important to think creatively, while not compromising on the safety of the participants. 
Adapting or making equipment can add variety to a session and challenge the participants 
to be creative. This fosters psychosocial well-being by increasing a sense of efficacy.
 
Work out the quantity and range of items needed:

• What equipment is needed to help achieve the goals of the session?
• How many items are needed; for example, how many balls or posts?
• Is any of the equipment readily available?

If items are not at hand and need to be made, work out what materials are needed and 
how the items will be made:

• What materials are needed and where can they be accessed? For example, plastic bags, 
wood, string, etc.

• Are there any costs involved?
• Who has the time and expertise to make the equipment?
• How long will the items take to make?
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Simple pieces of equipment such as balls can be made out of rags or old newspapers. 
They are often more valuable than one bought item that has to be shared between a large 
number of participants.

Examples of how to make simple equipment:

• A simple kite can be made by tying string or yarn to the handles of a plastic bag. 
• Bottles or other empty containers can be filled with sand or water to make markers or 

goal posts.
• Tree trunks or poles can be used to make posts for activities such as netball and bas-

ketball. Cut the pole to the required length depending on the ability and age of the 
participants. Put one end of the pole in the ground or in a cement-filled tyre. Attach a 
metal ring at the other end for the hoop.

• Cricket bats and hockey sticks, etc. can be made from tree branches. For cricket and 
hockey, flatten one side of the bat. Hook one end of the hockey sticks. 

• Visit www.pecentral.org for more ideas.
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his handbook divides sport and physical activities into six categories. The 
categories are described in detail in section 2.

They are:
1. Warming-up and cooling-down exercises
2. Adapted international sport games
3. Local sport and traditional games
4. Group movement games or cooperative games
5. Simple physical activities or simple exercises
6. Relaxation

This section features 28 activity cards. They are sorted into the six categories. Each activity 
card gives the following details:

 A short explanation of the activity

 The number of participants

 A description of the preferred environment and any necessary equipment 
 

 The basic rules of the activity

 Other important issues regarding the activity

 Possibilities for adaption of rules, equipment and space to suit specific contexts 
 

 Reflection points for psychosocial awareness to be carried out after the activity.  
 On each activity card there are three to four suggestions for reflection themes.  
 Reflections can be done individually, in pairs, in small groups or in plenary. The 
facilitator chooses one theme and asks questions such as: “When you think about today’s 
activities, [chosen theme] played an important role. What are your thoughts about [cho-
sen theme]?” “Is it one of your strengths or weaknesses, and why do you think so?” “What 
could be the benefits of developing your [chosen theme] skills further?” Afterwards, par-
ticipants can discuss the answers in pairs and/or share in plenary. Make sure not to pres-
sure anyone to share if they do not feel comfortable doing so. 

T 
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Activity overview
No. Activity Hobfoll’s principles

Safety Calming Efficacy Connec-
tedness

Hope

Warming-up and cooling-down
1 Whistle freeze X X
2 Shadow run X X
3 Stuck in the mud X X X
4 Octopus tag X X
5 Handshakes X X
6 Head it or catch it X X
7 Frozen beanbag X X
8 Pass the squeeze X X X
9 Tree in the wind X X
10 Slow leak X X
 Adapted international sport games
11 Football/soccer X X X
12 Volleyball rotation X X X
13 Track & Field: 

Adapted heptathlon
X X

 Local sports and traditional games
14 Kabaddi X X
15 Turi-Turi X X X
16 Catch the chicks X X X
 Group movement games or cooperative games 
17 Circus performance X X
18 Dance circuit X X
19 Stiff as a board X X X X
20 Blob tag X X
21 Human knot X X X
22 Gentle exercises X
 Simple physical activities or simple exercises
23 Chair exercises X X
24 Mobility exercises X X
25 Back exercise X X
 Relaxation
26 Yoga X X
27 Progressive muscle 

relaxation
X X

28 Breathing exercise X X

An overview of the activity cards 
The overview below indicates how the 28 games and exercises described in the activity 
cards fulfil Hobfoll’s five principles. Facilitators may find it helpful in choosing the most 
appropriate activities to meet session aims. 

Please note that both warm-up and cool-down activities should be used in each session.
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WARMING-UP AND CooLING-DoWN

1 Whistle freeze
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants) 
Large group (over 15 participants)
Any safe terrain/space (as flat and clean as possible).
Area markers such as cones, discs, stones, sticks, bottles, etc.
The session facilitator asks the participants to move around the space, but everyone must 
‘freeze’ (stand completely still) when the facilitator blows the whistle or shouts ‘freeze’.
This is a good warm-up game to start with, as it teaches participants to respond to the facilita-
tor’s instructions, which is an important safety mechanism.

• Participants must stand completely still when the facilitator signals ‘freeze.’ 
• Participants can only move when the facilitator says so. 
• If one participant moves after the facilitator shouts ‘freeze,’ he/she will have to do a specif-

ic task, depending on the group and their abilities (e.g. move around like a certain animal; 
show a dance move; do five push-ups or sit-ups). 

• The facilitator should be relaxed about rules in the beginning but become more strict as 
the game moves on.

• There is only one leader at a time. 

• The facilitator may also choose a participant to play the role of the leader.

 
• Instead of shouting, the leader indicates ‘freeze’ by raising his/her right arm; if the leader 

raises his/her left arm, participants have to lie down on the floor. 
• Try the game without a leader – anyone can shout ‘freeze’. In this version of the game, if 

two participants shout at the same time, they have to do a specific task or they are elimi-
nated, if the group has made this the rule.

• Persons with visual impairments can have a guide for this game.
• Try moving around in pairs or in small groups holding hands.

Suggested themes for discussion include:
• Listening
• Discipline
• Leadership
• Non-verbal communication
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WARMING-UP AND CooLING-DoWN

2 Shadow run
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Any safe terrain/space (as flat and clean as possible)
Area markers such as cones, discs, stones, sticks, bottles, etc.
Participants pair up and number themselves “1” and “2”. “1” follows “2” wherever “2” goes 
within the marked area. After a minute, or whatever time period is decided, roles are re-
versed. This is a popular game for young children. Older children and young adults can focus on 
specific sporting movements if desired (e.g. kick an imaginary ball, jump to head it, side step, etc.).

• Participants play in pairs
• There is always one participant leading and the other following. 
• Roles are reversed after a set period of time.
• No bodily contact is allowed between pairs.
• If there is an uneven number of participants, three people can be grouped together. In this 

case “1” leads, and “2” and “3” follow. 

 
• The leader walks behind the partner instead of in front and gives instructions from behind 

their partner.
• When the facilitator indicates, pairs can be swapped and “1” finds a new “2”. 
• Instead of moving forward, participant “1” mirrors “2” by walking backwards.

Suggested themes for discussion:
• Discipline
• Leadership
• Non-verbal communication
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WARMING-UP AND CooLING-DoWN

3 Stuck in the mud
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Any safe terrain/space (as flat and clean as possible)
Area markers such as cones, discs, stones, sticks, bottles, etc.
A ball can be used instead of tagging.
One person is the catcher and has to run after the others and try to “tag” them (touch them 
gently) on the shoulder. When participants are tagged, they have to stand still where they are, 
without moving, and with their arms stretched out to the side. The catcher then tries to tag 
the other participants. Tagged players can be released by another player running under their 
outstretched arms (or between their legs).

• There is one catcher and all the other participants are free. 
• The catcher catches them by tagging them. 
• It is forbidden to push or tackle any participant.
• The game ends when all the participants are tagged. 
• The facilitator chooses the catcher. 
•  Any violent behaviour must be immediately stopped and dealt with by the facilitator.
•  If participants do not want to be touched directly on the body, a soft ball or a balloon may 

be used to touch.
•  Safety issues need more consideration if not all participants are able to move at the same 

pace.

 
• There can be more than one catcher. 
•  Instead of standing still, tagged players go to a specific area for a time and then they are al-

lowed to join the game, or they have to do an exercise while waiting. This keeps everybody 
moving.

•  Tagged players have a ball that can only be passed between tagged players. If one of them 
passes the ball successfully, this player will be released. 

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Cooperation
•  Honesty
•  Planning
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WARMING-UP AND CooLING-DoWN

4 Octopus tag
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Any safe terrain/space (as flat and clean as possible)
Area markers such as cones, discs, stones, sticks, bottles, etc.
One person (the octopus) stands in the middle of the marked playing area. The other partici-
pants line up at one end of the marked area. When the octopus gives a sign or says “go”, all 
the other participants run to the other side of the area. The octopus moves around, trying to 
tag as many people as possible. When someone is tagged by the octopus, they have to stay 
put. They then have to help the octopus in the next round, by trying to tag other people using 
only their arms. This goes back and forth until the last person is left; he or she then starts the 
next round as octopus.

•  There is one octopus and all the other participants are free. 
•  The octopus catches them by tagging them. 
•  It is forbidden to push or tackle any participant.
•  When someone is tagged, they become part of the octopus team. 
•  Octopus team members can only tag with their arms – they are not allowed to move.
•  The game ends when all the participants are tagged except one.
•  Any violent behaviour must be immediately stopped and dealt with by the facilitator. 

 
•  The octopus has a limited tag area.
•  Instead of running to the other side, participants move in different ways (e.g. crawling, 

jumping, leaping, etc.), depending on their abilities.
•  Some participants carry a ball. Those players with a ball can’t be tagged by the octopus.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Cooperation
•  Honesty
•  Planning
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WARMING-UP AND CooLING-DoWN

5 Handshakes
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Any safe terrain/space (as flat and clean as possible)
Area markers such as cones, discs, stones, sticks, bottles, etc.
Participants run around a designated playing area. When the facilitator calls out “Number 1”, 
participants must find a partner and shake hands. This is partner handshake “Number 1”. The 
participants leave their partner and run around the area once more, and this time the facilita-
tor calls out “Number 2” and the participants must find a different partner and shake hands. 
This process is repeated up to “Number 5”. The numbers are then called out at random. The 
participants must then find the partner again that corresponds to that number.

•  Participants begin when the facilitator gives a sign, not before. 
•  All participants have to run in the designated area. 
•  If a participant does not find the correct partner, they are given a specific task to do (sing a 

song, five sit-ups, etc.). 
•  If there is a participant left unpaired, they shake hands with the facilitator. 
•  This game can also be used as an ice-breaker by asking participants to introduce them-

selves at the same time they shake hands.

 
•  Give extra tasks to prompt more interaction between participants (e.g. when they shake 

hands, ask participants to talk about famous people). 
•  When the facilitator calls out a number, participants have to look for their partner and then 

hide from them. 
•  When the facilitator calls out a number, participants pair up and introduce each other to 

another pair. 
•  Instead of a handshake, other forms of greetings are possible (e.g. touching knee to knee). 

Ask participants to suggest other forms of greetings.
•  If not all participants are able to run, the game can be played by asking some participants 

to walk (backwards), move on the ground or in wheelchairs. 
Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Meeting new people
•  Respect
•  Communication
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WARMING-UP AND CooLING-DoWN

6 Head it or catch it
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Any safe terrain/space (as flat as possible and very clean, as participants may be asked to lie 
down on the ground)
Ball or other item
Players stand in a circle around one person holding a ball. This person throws the ball to some-
one standing in the circle, calling “Head it” or “Catch it” when the ball is in the air. The receiver 
has to do whatever instruction is given. If the receiver does the wrong thing or the ball is 
dropped, the receiver gets a forfeit: first he or she has to drop to one knee; after another mis-
take, to two knees, then onto their bottom and then to their stomach. However, whenever the 
receiver performs the task correctly, the player gets to move back up, one stage at a time.

•  The person throwing the ball has to call out “Head it” or “Catch it,” as soon as they release 
the ball.

•  The sequence after mistakes is: one knee on the floor, kneel on both knees, sit on one’s 
bottom, and lie down on one’s stomach. 

•  The game ends when all the participants are lying down. 
•  The facilitator chooses the person standing in the middle.
•  If participants do not feel comfortable heading the ball, the game can be changed to “Drop 

it or catch it.”

 
•  When someone completes the task correctly, he or she changes places with the one stand-

ing in the middle. 
•  If participants know each other’s names, the one in the middle can say the name of some-

one standing in the circle and then throw the ball up in the air. The person in the circle then 
has to move into the centre of the circle and catch the ball before it bounces.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Self-confidence
•  Respect
•  Concentration 
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WARMING-UP AND CooLING-DoWN

7 Frozen beanbag
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Any safe terrain/space (as flat and clean as possible)
Beanbags or equivalent items
Everyone balances a beanbag (or piece of clothing or small hoop) on their heads. They move 
around the space. Hands cannot touch the beanbag. If a player drops his or her beanbag, the 
person must “freeze”. Other players can free the frozen player by picking up the beanbag and 
placing it on the other player’s head again. They must do this while continuing to balance 
their own beanbag on their head.

•  The beanbag must be carried on the participant’s head. 
•  They are not allowed to touch the beanbag with hands or arms.
•  They are not allowed to stand still with the beanbag on their head. 
•  Whenever a beanbag falls on the floor, participants have to freeze and wait for someone’s 

help. 
•  Only participants with a beanbag on their head can help other participants. 
•  Young children might find it difficult to carry a beanbag on their head. The game can be 

changed to carrying the beanbag on their forearm or shoulder. 

 
•  Use different ways of carrying the beanbag (head, shoulder, forearm, leg, foot).
•  Use different ways of moving (walking forward, backwards, sliding, crawling). 
•  Suggest the idea of catching the beanbag before it drops to the floor. 

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Body awareness and control
•  Concentration
•  Cooperation
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WARMING-UP AND CooLING-DoWN

8 Pass the squeeze
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Any safe terrain/space (as flat and clean as possible)

Everyone forms a circle. Make a chain by linking hands with left hands turned upwards and 
right hands turned downward. Participants close their eyes, breathing deeply and gently for at 
least five deep breaths. Someone in the group squeezes the left hand, and it is passed around 
the circle. The last person to receive the squeeze nominates the next person to pass the 
squeeze.

•  No-one may break the chain.
•  Before starting the game, all participants have to take five deep breaths at the same time. 
•  The goal of the game is to “pass the squeeze” around the circle until it reaches the person 

who started. 
•  The facilitator should try to mix up all participants.
•  This game can be played standing, sitting or lying down. 

 
•  Introduce signals with the number of squeezes used. One squeeze means pass it to the 

partner on your right, but two squeezes means change the direction. The person receiving 
the signal squeezes the hand of their partner on the left. They also call out “change of di-
rection.”

•  When a person’s hand is squeezed, they have to bend over or stand on one leg.
Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Trust
•  Body awareness
•  Body contact
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WARMING-UP AND CooLING-DoWN

9 Tree in the wind
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Any safe terrain/space (as flat and clean as possible)

Everyone stands with both arms out, feet placed wide apart, and knees slightly bent. They 
gently wave their arms from side to side and forwards and backwards like a tree in the wind.

•  Stand on the same spot.
•  Keep eyes closed.
•  Take deep breaths.
•  No talking in this exercise.
•  Participants have to focus on their own body, sensations and feelings.

 
•  The facilitator tells a short story to introduce the game.
•  Participants can choose to stand up or lie down. 
•  Participants stay still, and when the facilitator says “the wind is blowing”, they move softly 

as if the wind is blowing through the trees. 
•  Winds can blow with different strength.
•  There can be imaginary sunshine, rain or stormy weather.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Creativity and imagination
•  Trust
•  Self-awareness 

 



80

Moving Together • Activity cards

WARMING-UP AND CooLING-DoWN

10 Slow leak
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Any safe terrain/space (as flat and clean as possible)

Participants pretend they are balloons floating in the air. They stand with their arms forming 
a big circle over their heads. Slowly, the balloon starts leaking air. Participants gently move 
down towards the floor, until the balloon is completely empty and participants are lying on 
the ground.

•  Stand in the same spot.
•  Keep eyes closed.
•  Begin the exercise by asking participants to take a deep breath in, and then the balloon 

starts to leak air by releasing the breath out slowly. 
•  No talking is in this exercise.
•  Participants have to focus on their own body and their feelings.
•  Once the balloon has no more air, participants remain on the floor for a while. 
•  Participants with breathing problems can do this activity at their own pace. 

 
•  Create new situations: first they start as a balloon, then when they are on the floor, they 

become balls that roll from one side and to another, etc. 
•  Do the exercise in pairs. 

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Calm
•  Imagination
•  Creativity
•  Self-awareness

 

 1  2  3

 4
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ADAPTED INTERNATIoNAL SPoRT GAMES

11 Football/soccer
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
3 to 11 participants on each side, depending on the number of participants
Football pitch (or any flat and safe ground)
Goalposts (or other items to represent goalposts)
Ball
Markers for each team

• Form two teams with the same number of players (if possible), depending on the number 
of participants.

•  The main aim is to score more goals than the other team. 
•  Goals are scored with feet/legs or heads – no accidental handball (only the goalkeepers of 

each team are allowed to use their hands during the game).
•  There might be a mix of people – some with a lot of experience of the game and others 

without any. Support those that have less experience by modifying the rules.

 
•  If playing in a mixed group, inexperienced players have to touch the ball before a goal can 

be scored.
•  When playing with players of very different levels, ask skilled players to kick the ball using 

their weaker (usually left) foot.
•  Play using crutches or play sitting down. 
•  Change the size of the goals or the pitch.
•  Change the number and/or size of the ball(s).

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Team-building
• Fair play
•  Trust
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ADAPTED INTERNATIoNAL SPoRT GAMES

12 Volleyball rotation
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Volleyball court or other space (divided by net/rope)
Volleyball or other suitable ball
Markers to outline the playing area
Usually there are six players in each team. The aim of the game is to hit the ball over a net 
towards the other court and make the ball bounce on the floor. Every time it hits the ground, 
the team scores a point.

•  One player of the team starts a rally, serving from the back of the court. He/she has two 
attempts. If after two attempts the ball does not go to the other side of the court over the 
net/rope or it goes out, the other team gets a point and serves.

•  When the ball is hit or thrown to the other side of the court, the thrower’s team has to 
rotate positions. They rotate clockwise. 

•  The receiving team has to play/catch the ball before it bounces on the ground. The receiv-
ing player tries to hit or throw it back over the net to the other side of the court. Once 
thrown, the team has to rotate. This goes back and forth until the ball bounces or goes out 
of the court.

•  Before starting a game, agree on all the rules and the direction of rotations.
•  If playing on a hard surface, knee protectors should be provided to avoid injuries.

 
•  Young people may have difficulties hitting the ball. A new rule could be to allow the ball to 

bounce once before it is hit back. 
•  The first serve can be done as in regular volleyball. For the second attempt the ball could 

be thrown using both hands. 
•  Vary the height of the net (or rope).
•  Use balls of different sizes and/or density (e.g. balloons).
•  Change the rules to make the game easier or more difficult, depending on the group. 
•  Make the court bigger/smaller (depending on objectives and skills). 
•  Each time a team bounces the ball on the opposing team’s court, one of the opponents’ 

team is eliminated. When all the players of one team are eliminated, the other team wins 
one point. The team that gets 21 points first is the winner. 

•  Play sitting down.
Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Cooperation
•  Team work
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ADAPTED INTERNATIoNAL SPoRT GAMES

13 Track & field: adapted heptathlon
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Any safe terrain/space (as flat and clean as possible)
Area markers such as cones, discs, stones, sticks, bottles, etc.
Timer (on a phone or use a watch)
Blindfolds. 
Beanbags (or similar useful items to be thrown).
There are 7 exercises: 

•  Participants do each exercises once. There is no opportunity to practise beforehand. 
•  The winner is the participant who performs the best in all the disciplines.

 
•  Participants can compete at the same time or one after the other.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Self-esteem
•  Self-confidence
•  Body-awareness
•  Competition

 

60 metres/yards running: 
Participants have to run 60 
metres as fast as possible. 

Time estimation: Partici-
pants have to run in a 20 
metre circuit and for exam-
ple for 20 seconds. They 
stop when they think that 
the 20 seconds are over. The 
participant who is the clos-
est one to running exactly 20 
seconds is the winner. 

Beanbag throw: Participants 
stand with their legs shoul-
der width apart. They then 
throw the beanbag back-
ward between their own 
legs as far as possible. 

Long jump: Participants 
stand with their feet to-
gether. They have to jump 
forwards as far as possible. 
They can touch the floor 
once with any part of the 
body (except their feet) be-
fore landing with both feet 
together at the same time. 

20 metres/yards backwards: 
Participants have to run 20 
metres backwards as fast as 
possible.

10 metres/yards blindfolded: Participants are blind-
folded and have to walk until they estimate they have 
walked for 10 meters. Same exercise, but participants 
have to run 60 metres as fast as possible. 

Kangaroo jump: Participants 
jump forwards with both 
feet together three times. 
The participant who jumps 
the furthest is the winner. 

 1
 2  3

 5
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 6
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LoCAL SPoRTS AND TRADITIoNAL GAMES

14 Kabaddi 
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Playing field (any safe terrain/space, as flat and clean as possible)
Area markers such as cones, discs, stones, sticks, bottles, etc.
Kabaddi (meaning “holding your breath”) is a traditional game from Pakistan. This version is a 
simplified version of the official adult game.
Participants stand in two teams on opposite sides of a rectangular space (about the size of a 
badminton court in the original game). The basic idea of the game is to score points by en-
tering the opponents’ half of the area, touching as many of their players as possible without 
getting caught. The participants who are touched by the attacker must try to catch him/her 
before he/she returns to his/her side of the court. All of this is done in a single breath whilst 
chanting “Kabaddi, Kabaddi, Kabaddi”.
The attacker scores a point for every person on the opposite side touched. If participants run 
out of breath or are caught, then no points are scored.

•  No pushing.

•  Consider that in some cultural settings, bodily contact can be inappropriate.
•  It can become quite physical, so caution is needed when considering it for a mixed group.

 
•  Suggest walking instead of running.
•  All participants run (or walk) in pairs holding hands.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Fairness
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LoCAL SPoRTS AND TRADITIoNAL GAMES

15 Turi-Turi
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Playing field (any safe terrain/space, as flat and clean as possible)
Rope (ideally more than one)
“Turi-Turi” is the aboriginal name for the skipping rope made from the long roots of the 
Queensland bean tree. The game is an Australian aboriginal skipping game. It requires a rope 
about 6 metres/yards long and about 6 participants. Two participants swing the rope from 
side to side, but not overhead. The rest of the participants jump into the rope one at a time. 
After exiting the rope, each player waits for his or her next turn.

• Everyone jumps the way he/she wants.
• Do not have more than 12 participants per rope. Otherwise participants have to wait too 

long to have their turn.
• The rope needs to be swung regularly and not too fast.

 
• Wheelchair users can try to navigate underneath the rope without getting caught.
•  The first person to skip does it in a particular way and the others have to copy them.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Timing
•  Teamwork
•  Creativity
•  Coordination
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LoCAL SPoRTS AND TRADITIoNAL GAMES

16 Catch the chicks
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Playing field (any safe terrain/space, as flat and clean as possible)
Area markers such as cones, discs, stones, sticks, bottles, etc.
This is a game from Taiwan where teams of three with three different roles work collectively 
to maintain their team.
One of the players is an eagle, another is a hen and the rest of the players are the hen’s 
chicks. The eagle’s main aim is to catch the chicks, which the hen tries to prevent. Chicks line 
up behind the hen, each holding on to the shoulders of the person in front of them. When the 
eagle strikes, the hen tries to block the way. The chicks have to move flexibly to avoid being 
caught. If the eagle catches a chick, that chick becomes the eagle in the next game.

•  Don’t let go of the person in front of you.
•  Chicks should pay attention and follow the hen’s movements.
•  Depending on motivation, group type, age or general atmosphere, participants could be 

asked to make noises and movements corresponding to an eagle, hen or chick.
•  The game can be played very fast. Take care with participants of different speed levels, age, 

height, etc. Weaker and/or smaller persons must be looked after.

 
•  This game can be played at a walking pace.
•  Wheelchair users can play the role of the hen or the eagle.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Solidarity
•  Team-work
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GRoUP MoVEMENT GAMES oR CooPERATIVE GAMES 

17 Circus performance
All ages
Any number of participants
Any safe terrain/space (as flat and clean as possible)
Balls, scarf, music, anything the groups want to use
The group is divided into smaller groups, and each group is asked to rehearse for a circus per-
formance. This could be acrobatics, juggling, dancing or clowning, etc. Each performance has 
a timeframe of maximum 5 minutes. The groups should have at least three to four sessions to 
rehearse for their performance. The facilitator is mainly there to help support the groups and 
to organize the show at the end.

•  Everybody in each team has to be involved in the performance.
•  Don‘t choose anything that could be dangerous!
•  Stay within the given timing.
•  Be aware that bodily contact might be difficult for some people who experienced severe 

distress.
•  Be aware that some communities will require males and females to work separately.
•  Make sure that expectations are not too high from the group and from the audience. 

 
•  Adaptation is not needed, since everything is open anyway. 
•  If persons with a disability are included, the group might need some support in working 

creatively and safely.
Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Trust
•  Team-work
•  Self-awareness
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GRoUP MoVEMENT GAMES oR CooPERATIVE GAMES 

18 Dance circuit
All ages
Any number of participants
Any safe terrain/space (as flat and clean as possible)
Music (tape recorder, CD, radio, etc.), singing, instruments
The group stands in a circle. Music/drumming/singing starts and people start moving to the 
rhythm. When a person feels confident, he/she steps forward into the circle and demon-
strates a certain move. Everyone in the circle imitates the move. Then the next person enters 
the circle. The different moves that have been used can then be put together and developed 
into a group dance.

•  Everyone should be dancing (or at least moving) to the music, but not everyone has to per-
form on his/her own in the middle of the circle.

•  Laughing at someone else’s dancing style is unfair, unless the move is meant to be funny.
•  Touching other people while dancing (e.g. holding hands) or body contact might make 

some participants feel uncomfortable.
•  Be aware that some communities will require males and females to dance separately.
•  The dancing style needs to be culturally appropriate. 

 
•  Adaptation is not directly needed, because the participants choose the movement, and al-

most any style could be imitated by the group. Dancers in wheelchairs can also be included. 

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Body-awareness
•  Self-awareness
•  Team-work
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GRoUP MoVEMENT GAMES oR CooPERATIVE GAMES 

19 Stiff as a board
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Playing field (any safe terrain/space, as flat and clean as possible)

Participants stand in a circle. One moves into the middle of the circle, and the others shuffle 
in very closely, shoulder to shoulder, leaving no space in between. The player in the middle 
has to completely let go and fall in any direction, remaning as stiff as a board. The circle has to 
prevent him/her from falling on the ground, but they cannot move their feet! They can only 
lean forward or sideways, or use their hands collectively to save him/her from falling. The 
player in the middle has to have complete faith in the others. Repeat the same process with 
all members of the group.

•  No joking is allowed, for example, scaring the person in the middle by pretending not to 
catch them.

•  Concentration is needed.
•  Be aware that some communities will require males and females to play separately. 
•  This game can only be played by participants who know each other well and trust one an-

other.
•  Make two or more different circles, if the group is too big.
•  Be aware that bodily contact might be difficult for some people who have experienced 

severe distress.

 
•  Participants who are in the middle can close their eyes, if they fully trust the people form-

ing the circle.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Reliability
•  Trust
•  Responsibility
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GRoUP MoVEMENT GAMES oR CooPERATIVE GAMES 

20 Blob tag 
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Any safe terrain/space (as flat and clean as possible)
Area markers such as cones, discs, stones, sticks, bottles, etc.
This is a simple tag game. Participants move around a marked area and try to avoid the chas-
er. The people who are caught join hands with the chaser to form a growing ‘blob’. The more 
people are caught, the bigger the blob becomes.

•  Develop (group) tactics.

•  Find the right spot for each person’s abilities.
•  It is a good idea to limit the playing area so the blob does not have to run everywhere.

 
•  Try walking instead of running.
•  Only one person in the ‘blob’ is allowed to speak.
•  Only one person in the ‘blob’ is allowed to have his/her eyes open.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Cooperation
•  Leadership
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GRoUP MoVEMENT GAMES oR CooPERATIVE GAMES 

21 Human knot
About 10 participants
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Playing field (any safe terrain/space, as flat and clean as possible)

Participants stand in a circle and close their eyes. Everyone puts their hands in the middle and 
takes hold of the hands of two people who are not immediately next to them. The group then 
works together to try to untie the knot that has been made without letting go of their grasp.

•  Never let go of the hand that you grasp at the beginning.
•  Hands need to hold onto each other, but allow for movement.
•  Touching other people (holding hands with other people) might not be comfortable for 

some participants.
•  Be aware that bodily contact might be difficult for some people who have experienced 

severe distress.
•  Be aware that some communities will require males and females to play separately.

 
•  Change the group size (the fewer the people, the easier the knot).
•  One person can try to undo the knot (without the group speaking).
•  The whole group can untie the knot without speaking.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Team-work
•  Trust
•  Group planning
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SIMPLE MoVEMENT ACTIVITIES oR SIMPLE EXERCISES

22 Gentle exercises
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Clean, safe floor/ground
Towels or small mats, if needed and available
Chairs or pillows (arranged in a circle)
These exercises involve simple, light movements of the hands, legs, fingers, toes, etc. 
The facilitator gives the following instructions:

Hand exercises: Simply open and close your hands as quickly as possible. While opening the 
hands, try to stretch your fingers as much as you can, and when you close them, try to make 
the fists tight. Continue to open and close your hands 10 times. Now that the hands have 
done some exercises, your hand muscles will be slightly taut. Now relax them by shaking both 
hands together. Imagine that their hands are wet and they need to dry. 

Feet and leg exercises: Start in a sitting position and raise both feet together a few inches 
above the ground. Then move the toes in any direction. Place feet back onto the ground as 
soon as it feels uncomfortable to keep them in the lifted position. 
Another exercise for the legs: Sitting down, lift both legs as much as possible in a V-shape. 
Slowly bring the legs together and lower them. This process is repeated 5-6 times.

•  Always breathe deeply when moving.
•  Repeat the exercises, but not too many times.
•  Use light stretching and shaking to relax afterwards.
•  Every participant can decide when to stop.
•  Be aware to not overstretch. There should be no pain or discomfort.

 
•  Do all the exercises while sitting or standing, or with eyes closed.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Calming
•  Body-awareness
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SIMPLE MoVEMENT ACTIVITIES oR SIMPLE EXERCISES

23 Chair exercises
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Clean, safe floor or ground
Chairs or pillows (arranged in a circle)
Chair exercises are ones which can be done sitting on a simple straight back chair. They are 
particularly good for those who find it difficult to move the body. A lot of exercises can be car-
ried out while sitting such as strengthening muscles, throwing a ball in different ways, rhyth-
mic gymnastics or boxing movements.

•  Intensity should be adapted to the group’s abilities.

•  These exercises are suitable for everybody, but those who have difficulties standing will 
benefit especially.

 
•  Sitting on boxes/crates
•  Sitting on large balls filled with air
•  Sitting on the floor (on towel or mat)

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Supporting each other
•  Body-awareness
•  Body contact
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SIMPLE MoVEMENT ACTIVITIES oR SIMPLE EXERCISES

24 Mobility exercises
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Clean, safe floor/ground

Each participant sits on a chair or box.
The facilitator gives the following instructions:
Hold the feet slightly above the ground and stretch your legs out in front. First point the toes 
towards forward. Hold this position for a few seconds. Then bring the feet back to their origi-
nal position without touching the ground. Now point toes upwards. Hold this position for a 
few seconds. Now put feet back on the ground to relax. 
This exercise is a good leg stretching exercise. Squeezing the knees while keeping them to-
gether will help in stretching the muscles of upper legs.
Or: 
Place hands together palm to palm. Gradually raise the elbows and push hands together as 
hard as possible. Hold the position for about 10 seconds. Feel the tension in the muscles of 
arms, shoulders and chest. 
This type of exercise is helpful in stretching the entire upper part of the body.

•  To improve muscle tone, it is important to hold the positions for a few seconds.

•  There should be no pain or any discomfort when doing the exercises.

 
•  Sitting on a chair or a big ball
•  Lying on the floor (on a towel or mat)

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Relaxation
•  Body-awareness
•  Calmness
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SIMPLE MoVEMENT ACTIVITIES oR SIMPLE EXERCISES

25 Back exercises
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Clean, safe floor/ground
Chairs or pillows
These exercises mainly involve the head and the neck. All movements need to be done in a 
very slow and gentle manner.
Participants sit up straight on their chair and slowly bend their heads forward so that their 
chin touches the chest. The head stays in that position for a few seconds and then returns to 
the original position. Similarly, participants can try to tilt their heads backwards and keep it 
in that position for few seconds. Then the head is gradually returned to the original position. 
These movements help to increase the flexibility down the neck to the spine.

•  The backbone is a very delicate area of the body. Therefore, participants have to be very 
careful doing any back exercises.

•  There should be no pain or discomfort.

 
•  Participants can also turn their heads from left to right.
•  They can lift their shoulders, hold a few seconds, then release and drop the shoulders.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Body-awareness
•  Calmness
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RELAXATIoN

26 Yoga
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Clean, safe floor/ground
Chairs or pillows
Towels, mats, etc.
Yoga helps people become more balanced and relaxed in body, mind and spirit. It can be one 
of the most effective antidotes to the stresses and strains of life. It is suitable for any age, abil-
ity, mobility, gender, state of health (both physical and mental) and for all levels of fitness.
•  Child’s pose (Balasana): The child’s pose is a resting pose in yoga, which serves to calm the 

mind as well as the body, while gently stretching the back.
•  Corpse pose (Savasana): Often used to conclude a yoga session, the corpse pose is an ideal 

way of putting body and mind at ease. Participants should lie flat on their backs with their 
arms next to their bodies, palms facing upwards, and breathe deeply.

•  Silence and a certain degree of privacy are important.

•  Be aware that not all relaxation exercises are suitable for traumatised persons. 
•  No one should be pressured to do the exercises if they don’t feel comfortable.

 
•  Chair yoga: This form of yoga was adapted for people with limited mobility or injuries, for 

rehabilitation and for older age groups. Chair yoga modifies traditional yoga poses so that 
they can be done while seated. These modifications make yoga accessible to anyone.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Deep relaxation
•  Self-confidence
•  Inner balance between body and mind 
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RELAXATIoN 

27 Progressive muscle relaxation
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Clean, safe floor/ground
Chairs if needed
Progressive muscle relaxation is a technique focusing on shifting between tensing muscles and 
relaxing muscles to improve body awareness and control. Participants should stand comfort-
ably and breathe deeply before they start the exercise. Muscles are relaxed, first by tensing 
them for a few seconds and then by releasing them. Participants should tense and release 
muscle groups in turn, starting with the facial muscles, then the shoulder, arm, hand, stom-
ach, back, leg and foot muscles. 

•  Silence and a certain degree of privacy are important.
•  The facilitator guides the exercises with a calm, soothing voice.
•  Progressive muscle relaxation is an effective tool for stress relief.
•  Be aware that not all relaxation exercises are suitable for traumatised persons. No one 

should be pressured to do the exercises if they don’t feel comfortable.
•  Signs of distress include having difficulties gaining control, crying all the time, shaking, or 

having difficulties managing stress, especially in the immediate aftermath of a disaster.

 
•  This exercise can also be done while sitting or lying on the ground.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  Deep concentration
•  Body-awareness
•  Relaxation
•  Calmness
•  Inner balance
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28 Breathing exercise
Small group (2-6 participants)
Medium group (7-14 participants)
Large group (over 15 participants)
Clean, safe floor/ground
Chairs
The key to deep breathing is to breathe from the abdomen, so as to get as much fresh air as 
possible into the lungs. More oxygen is inhaled when taking deep breaths from the abdomen 
than taking shallow breaths from the upper chest. The more oxygen one gets, the less tense, 
short of breath, and anxious one feels.
Participants should sit comfortably with straight backs, one hand on their chests and one on 
their stomachs. Ask participants to breathe in through their nose. When breathing through 
their nose, their hand on their stomach should rise, while the other hand on their chest 
should move very little. Now ask them to breathe out through their mouth. Participants 
should push out as much air as possible, and at the same time pull in their stomach muscles. 
This time their hand on their stomach should move in, while the hand on the chest moves 
very little. Repeat this exercise with participants counting slowly on every exhale.

•  Silence and a certain degree of privacy are important.

•  Be aware that not all relaxation exercises are suitable for traumatised persons at all times. 
No one should be pressured to do the exercises if they don’t feel comfortable.

•  Signs of distress include: having difficulties gaining control, crying all the time, shaking or 
otherwise having difficulties managing stress, especially in the immediate aftermath of a 
disaster.

•  If the facilitator notices any of these signs, the activity should be stopped or changed. It 
helps to sit up to regain control.

•  The facilitator guides the exercises using a calm, soothing voice.

 
•  This exercise can also be performed while sitting or lying on the ground.

Suggested themes for discussion:
•  The ability to focus
•  Relaxation
•  Body-awareness
•  Concentration
•  Self-confidence
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How to be a good facilitator
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acilitating sport and physical activi-
ties in a psychosocial context calls 
for a range of skills on the part of the 

facilitator. The facilitator needs to be trained in 
setting up the interventions, but also in creating 
a safe environment where participants feel 
acknowledged, heard and understood. 

Facilitators’ ability to develop a trusting atmos-
phere, present information, discuss issues in a 
non-judgmental way and support relationship 
building is essential and will help to stimulate 
empowerment, self-efficacy and connectedness. 

Supporting participants

The facilitator must ‘walk the talk.’ He or she must demonstrate good listening skills to 
reassure participants and to activate emotional support within the group. This is espe-
cially important when dealing with sensitive issues, as it is often the case in psychosocial 
programmes.

Participants will often have a number of challenges that need to be taken into considera-
tion by the facilitator. They may be survivors of disasters or conflicts, living in adverse 
situations and going through times of grief, stress and crisis. Some may have survived 
with poor health prospects or will have to live with a disability which may make their lives 
even more complicated.

Additionally, some adult participants may have had difficult childhood experiences with 
sport. They may not have learned the skills needed. They may have been shy. They may 
have had physical difficulties or had negative feelings about their body or the way they 
look. These experiences might have been heightened by discrimination and harassment 
from other children and sometimes from their teachers as well. All these factors in com-
bination make it extremely important to provide a caring and supporting environment for 
participants. This will allow them to feel welcome and protected and provides opportuni-
ties for personal development and joyful experiences. 

If two or more facilitators are working as a team, they should decide in advance who will 
take on which role in the sessions. Sometimes it makes sense for a facilitator to be the 
lead person for a particular activity, for example, or for an experienced person to support 
participants with special needs.

F The faciltator as enabler 
The role of the facilitator is the one of an ena-
bler – helping participants to express them-
selves, to explore and to learn. Relating topics 
to participants’ own lives is essential. This trans-
forms the learning process from being pure 
acquisition of theoretical knowledge towards 
understanding and integration of new skills into 
everyday life. This places high demands on the 
facilitators’ people skills. Facilitators must be 
warm and supportive, respectful of opinions 
and able to support and guide participants, tak-
ing care not to dominate activities. 
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Creating a participatory learning environment

Sport and physical activities should be learner-centred, and build on and include the 
participants’ own experiences. Participants will be engaged in many ways. They will think 
about issues presented, discuss the topics with other participants and engage in activities. 
This helps participants apply what they have learned to their daily lives. 

Setting individual goals involves participants and enhances learning. Learning goals are 
most useful when they are clear and unambiguous. For example, “I want to learn to relax 
physically and speak calmly even when I am angry.”

Use these or similar questions with participants either before the start of the programme 
or at the beginning of the first session: 
 
• What do I see as my main challenges in relation to doing sport and physical activities?
• What would I like to learn to overcome these challenges?
• Where would I like to see myself after these sessions?
• How will I contribute to the learning environment?
• What will I do to make good use of the skills I have learned?

At the end of the programme, participants can use these goals for self-evaluation. 

Participants
Information about the individual participants, including their skills and knowledge and 
their needs and expectations, helps shape programme planning. Often, however, sessions 
are planned by programme managers before the individual participants are identified. It 
is then the responsibility of the facilitators to ensure that the planned sessions are imple-
mented in a way that is adapted and tailored to the participants. 

Daniela O
gliastri, PS Centre
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Complement the general knowledge about the target group from the project planning 
phase (see below) with knowledge about the individuals that are actually going to par-
ticipate. For instance, the target group may be people who are grieving, but the needs of 
a grieving child are different from the needs of their grieving mother. In the same way, an 
amputee who has lost a leg requires different physical activities from one who has lost a 
hand.

The size of the group should also be considered. From a psychosocial angle, groups should 
not be too large, as this makes it difficult for everyone to be heard or feel emotionally safe. 
Groups of 10-25 participants are preferable. The 
group size must also fit the activity and vice versa; 
too many or few players make it harder to play a 
game successfully. 

Ground rules
Ground rules set out what is acceptable and how 
to behave during sessions. They help to build trust 
and feelings of connectedness. These rules apply 
all the time to all participants, facilitators and  
others that may be part of the session. Ground 
rules should be defined together with the partici-
pants, so it is important to take time at the begin-
ning to facilitate this.

The social and motivational climate

A positive social and motivational climate in a group is important for the success of the 
intervention. If the social climate is negative or inappropriate, the potential benefit of the 
activities may be lost or even become counter-productive. An aggressive facilitator can 
ruin an otherwise joyful game, or some participants may feel excluded if a game is very 
competitive. The opposite is also true. Activities that first appear very simple or uninspir-
ing can become thrilling and joyful in the hands of competent and motivating facilitators. 

Everyone benefits when both participants and facilitators cooperate in achieving parti-
cipants’ individual learning objectives. A task-oriented approach is useful in creating a 
positive motivational climate. It is based on mutual appreciation of effort, enjoyment and 
the feeling of making progress. It includes a culture of constructive feedback and frequent 
praise, even for smaller achievements. Mutual respect and acceptance among participants 
and a spirit of supporting and helping each other in the group are important elements. 
By contrast, promoting a ‘winning is everything’ mentality and only focussing on external 
motivations such as competitiveness, favouritism and individual achievement creates a 
performance-focused climate which is often associated with negative outcomes.

A well thought-out psychosocial intervention using sport and physical activities has to 
integrate several important elements:

An example of ground rules 
In this group we agree to:
• learn to trust each other by keeping stories 

we share confidential and within the group
•  respect each other 
•  be on time
•  focus on each other by turning our mobiles 

off during the session
•  let each other speak and not to interrupt
•  only to shout when it’s part of a game
•  keep each other safe.
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• knowledge about the needs of the participants, and how they can be met
• considerations about the most appropriate sport and physical activities to meet these 

needs (use the six categories mentioned above as a starting point)
• building and maintaining good relationships between participants so that a positive 

social and motivational climate is ensured.

The success of an intervention 
does not simply depend on the 
selection of relevant sport and 
physical activities, which corre-
spond to the needs and interests 
of the target group(s). Activities 
cannot succeed without estab-
lishing a positive social and mo-
tivational climate. An appealing 
and positive atmosphere not only 
attracts people and invites them 
to join; it also promotes feelings 
of safety and connectedness 
among participants. This creates 
a safe space for participants to 
develop, practise and use their 
skills and for them to recognize, 
how these skills can be used in 
other parts of their lives.

Guiding principles to promote a positive 
social and motivational climate 
Good sport and physical activities strive for high behavioural 
and ethical standards. In practice these can be hard to 
achieve, but it is important to aspire to certain aims as a 
common direction and mind-set: 

• Everyone enjoys themselves.
• The activity or game has a motivating objective.
•  Everybody needs each other to reach the objective.
•  Everyone is accepted and valued for all their abilities.
•  There is no judgement or criticism.
•  Everyone participates actively.
•  Everyone experiences success.
•  Nobody is excluded or eliminated from the game.
•  Nobody is made to stand out.
•  Everyone is responsible for himself or herself and for the 

group.

It is good to look at these principles with participants (and in 
some cases other stakeholders) to discuss what they mean in 
practice. 

Thom
as Bertelsen
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Supportive communication

When difficult issues are brought up and emotions such as grief, anger and frustration 
surface, it is important to respond in a supportive way. Take time to listen but don’t probe 
or pressure the person to share more than they are comfortable with. When relevant, 
follow up with the participant after the session is over. Check if any further action is 
necessary, or if the participant should be referred for further assistance or professional help. 

Facilitating emotional support from the group is a 
powerful way of reducing the sense of being alone or 
isolated. It provides a bond for the group members. 
Emotional support is achieved when group members 
are able to recognize and share common experiences 
and feelings. When a participant shares a difficulty or 
talks about symptoms, it is helpful to ask the group: 
“Does anyone here recognize this problem?” “Does any-
one know of a helpful way to handle these symptoms?

The ultimate goal of the activities is to empower par-
ticipants to learn from the sessions in order to handle 
future stress and difficulties constructively. Self-help 
and self-efficacy develops in various ways. It comes as 
a result of learning new skills and knowledge and prac-
tising them. It also develops as a result of observing 
others coping with difficulties in new ways.

Psycho-education

Psycho-education is a good tool for supporting 
participants and enabling them to understand 
and cope with their difficulties. In its simplest 
form, psycho-education is sharing information 
and knowledge about common psychological 
reactions in a way that can be understood by the 
participants. It offers information to people in 
distress about common reactions to a challeng-
ing situation. It is also a way of learning practical 
strategies to deal with difficulties. For example: 
“I understand that you are very sad and frustrated. 
This is a common reaction for a person who has 
experienced something as shocking as you did. 
Over time you can expect your mood to gradually 
get better again. If you take time to exercise, sleep 
and spend time with friends, you will feel better 
sooner.” 

Active listening
Active listening means giving full atten-
tion to the speaker. This means not 
only listening to what is being said, but 
also listening to the ‘music’ behind the 
words, and registering movements, 
body language, tone of voice and facial 
expressions. Active listening in support 
situations requires an ability to focus 
on the speaker and allow them space to 
talk without voicing one’s own thoughts, 
feelings and questions while they are 
speaking. Active listening makes the 
speaker feel that he or she is taken seri-
ously, is respected and is being treated 
as a valued individual.

Simple psycho-educa-
tion related to sport 
and physical activities
In a sport and physical activity 
context, simple psycho-educa-
tion could focus on informing 
people about the benefits of 
physical activities on well-being. 
One aspect could be to explain 
that physical reactions such as 
headaches and stomach aches, 
muscular tension and sleeping 
problems are common during 
and following stressful situations 
and that these symptoms can 
be reduced through sport and 
physical activities.
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By sharing information and helping participants realize that they have resources to suc-
cessfully cope with difficulties, psychosocial interventions can help participants gain hope 
for a better future. A good way of introducing psycho-education is by inviting participants 
to share thoughts and challenges and discuss helpful coping strategies in the group. 

Preventing and resolving conflict between 
 participants

From time to time, unplanned situations such as minor conflicts between participants 
need to be addressed during a session. It is very important that facilitators help the par-
ticipants resolve the conflict before it becomes a full-blown dispute. 

A useful place to start may be to remind the participants that they have agreed on ground 
rules and ask them to look at them again. If the participants feel safe and comfortable 
in doing so, their conflict situations are also opportunities to learn valuable life lessons. 
In this case it might be useful for participants to share thoughts on what the conflict is 
about and why it occurred. If possible invite them to come up with suggestions on how to 
resolve the conflict and keep it from happening again. More generally ask the participants 
involved in the conflict to reflect on understanding other people’s perspective. 

Sometimes conflicts are a result of a specific fea-
ture of a game that the participants are playing. 
In this case identifying this feature and testing 
alternative ways to play the game can be a con-
structive way of resolving a conflict.

In other cases, it may be better to talk about 
conflict in a more general way. An example is 
to talk about how sport has both the power to 
divide and bring people together. On the one 
hand, sport can be the source of competition, 
aggression and conflict. On the other, it can 
bring different kinds of people together to learn 
about their differences and commonalities, to 
learn respect for others, and to listen to others.

Tools to promote learning

Facilitators can use a range of tools to promote learning and emotional support. These 
include reflection, group discussion, testimonials or role models and homework. Choose 
the most appropriate tools for each session depending on the activities planned and the 
learning objectives set.

M
arianne M

eier, Sw
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y for Developm
ent



107

    How to be a good facilitator • Moving Together 

Tools to promote learning from sport and physical activities and 
how to use them
The tool How to use it Example
During reflection partici-
pants are asked to con-
sider for themselves what 
they think or feel about 
a certain topic. This can 
either be done alone or in 
pairs of two. 

Ask participants to sit quietly and 
reflect on the chosen topic.
If they are working in pairs, ask 
participants to speak quietly so as 
not to disturb other group members.

After a game, participants reflect in 
pairs on which roles they played 
during the game. This could be “I de-
fended the goal” or “I made my team 
feel good by clapping when we scored 
a goal”. They then reflect individually 
on how and if they play similar roles 
in other parts of their lives.

In group discussions par-
ticipants are asked topar-
ticipants talk about certain 
topics or answer certain 
topics in pairs, smaller 
groups or plenary.

Divide participants into groups and 
ask them to discuss a topic for a set 
period of time.
Provide questions for discussion.
Ask small groups to appoint a spokes-
person for their group. This person 
can then report back to the plenary 
(large group).
The facilitator chairs the plenary, 
making sure everyone has a chance 
to speak. 

After a relaxation exercise,
participants get into groups to discuss 
how they felt before and after the 
exercise. They then discuss what was 
good about the exercise and how/if/
when they can use the exercise 
another time

Role models or testimoni-
als are personal stories 
reflecting real life situa-
tions. 
Positive role models can 
inspire participants to 
overcome difficulties in a 
positive way. 
Testimonials are often 
about a specific event 
while role models repre-
sent a way of life, a way 
of handling difficulties or 
coming to terms with ad-
versities.

1. Role models
Meet with the person who represents 
a positive role model before the ses-
sion. Learn their story and agree a 
plan for the session. This keeps the 
session safe for everyone.
Often role models tell their story first 
and then answer questions and have 
a discussion with the group.
2. Testimonials
Testimonials can be done in person or 
as a video or audio recording or in a 
written description.
If it is done in person, a question and 
answer session can be part of the 
activity.
Testimonials can also be used for 
group discussions or as a basis for role 
play. 

A female athlete is invited to a girls 
programme as a role model for the 
participants. She talks about her 
sport, why she enjoys it and how the 
people around her react when she 
exercises. She then leads an exercise 
session to demonstrate how enjoy-
able physical activity can be. There 
is then a question and answer time. 
Topics include gender roles, relations 
to parents and peers, standing up for 
oneself, being different or excluded, 
being good at something, special 
friendships, and visions for the 
future. 

Homework is a task that 
participants are asked 
to carry out in the time 
between two sessions. 

Homework is done by participants 
between sessions. 
Agree the task and deadline for 
homework during the session. Make 
sure the homework is achievable in 
the time set. Participants can have 
the same or individual tasks.
Follow up on homework at the agrred 
point in the programme.

Homework could be to go for a walk, 
to do a relaxation exercise every 
evening before going to sleep or to 
reflect on a certain issue. It could 
also be preparing questions for the 
following session (e.g. to ask a role 
model during their visit).
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Managing time and content during a session
Good time management gives the participants a feeling of structure and preparedness 
that is reassuring and calming. The session should start and end at the announced time. 
In between it should be clear to the participants how much time has been planned for 
each activity. 

When planning the timing of sport and physical activity sessions, it is important to take 
both the participants and the type of activity into account. A group of physically fit young 
people will enjoy playing a fast-paced game for a longer period than a group of less physi-
cally fit participants. Children have shorter attention spans than adolescents and adults 
and activities for them should not be too long.

A session often consists of many activities, so remembering to make time for the transi-
tion from one activity to the next by introducing and explaining the content of the next is 
important. This gives a feeling of structure and helps calm participants. 

Flexibility is key, as some activities may take a longer or shorter time than anticipated. It is 
important to plan for the unexpected by thinking about how to control the time spent on 
each activity. The length of a game can be adapted on the spot by decreasing or increasing 
the amount of time it is played or the number of goals it takes to win a game. Keep a few 
shorter games in mind that can be used if time runs out. Also prepare extra activities that 
can be used if activities take less time than expected. 

Per Anders Pettersson / Gett
y Im

ages for Save the Children
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Manage discussions carefully, otherwise they may go off topic and it will take longer than 
planned to reach the intended goals. However, sometimes discussions go off topic but 
lead to important or unexpected results. If this seems to be the case, let the discussion 
continue. At other times, off topic discussions are irrelevant. In these cases, pose a ques-
tion to re-orientate the discussion, for example. “Thank you very much for your input. It 
has given us something to think about. Let’s now move forward to the next point on the 
list/next session/rounding off.”
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How to plan and 
manage interventions

11 
Sw

iss Academ
y for Developm

ent



111

    How to plan and manage interventions • Moving Together 

successful project usually follows a programme cycle taking into account different 
elements of planning and implementing activities. Good planning is essential 
for ensuring successful project delivery. Managing a project from assessment 

to planning, from implementation to evaluation, from evaluation back to planning the 
project again is a cyclical activity. 

This section sets out the specific considerations for planning the programme cycle of a 
psychosocial intervention with sport and physical activities. Good tools and guidelines 
for basic planning in general already exist and will not be repeated here.

Designing a successful psycho-
social intervention with sport 
and physical activities means 
specifying goals, designing the 
project rollout and identifying 
potential problems. It includes 
assessment, planning the 
project, managing human 
resources, monitoring and 
evaluation, implementation 
and exiting. 

Assessment clarifies the needs 
of a particular group or popu-
lation and helps to identify 
and select the most important 
activities for the planned in-
tervention. Planning sets out the aims and methods of doing the intervention. This helps 
in negotiating with internal and external stakeholders to ensure that the intervention 
actually takes place. Sometimes it makes best sense to integrate sport and physical activi-
ties into other programmes such as shelter or special provisions for older people. Careful 
planning identifies what change a programme intends to bring about and how it contrib-
utes to meeting higher goals. Monitoring and evaluation during and after the intervention 
measures whether the activities have met these intended goals. Monitoring and evaluation
 documents processes and results which can then be reported to stakeholders, donors and 
other important supporters in order to gain long-term sustainability. Identifying intended 
change and contribution leads to a good understanding of what resources are needed for 
the project, when they are needed and how to organize them.

A 

Good tools and guides for planning
Some useful guides to learn why and how to plan include:
• Psychosocial Interventions. A handbook. International Federa-

tion of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies Reference Centre 
for Psychosocial Support

•  Sport and Physical Activity in Post-Disaster Intervention, second 
edition, A handbook prepared in conjunction with ICSSPE’s In-
ternational Seminar, ICSSPE, 2008.

•  http://www.sportanddev.org/en/toolkit/project_management/
• Planning and Monitoring in Results-based Management of 

Projects and Programmes, Swiss Agency for Development and 
Cooperation SDC, 2011

•  UNICEF, (2011) Inter-Agency Guide to the Evaluation of Psycho-
social Programming in Humanitarian Crises. New York: United 
Nations Children’s Fund.
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How to identify main stakeholders:

• Which agencies, organizations, groups and individuals will influence and be influenced 
by the project, directly or indirectly?

•  Who has a significant interest in the success or failure of a project?

The diagramme below shows the programme cycle that is used in this handbook to illus-
trate the underlying process of managing an intervention. The cycle consists of assessing, 
planning, building capacity, implementing activities, evaluating process and progress and 
exiting. All elements denoted overlap and feed into each other.

Assessment and exiting are very important parts of the cyclic process often forgotten. 
They are, however, very relevant and should be carefully prepared. The diagramme also 
clearly shows that monitoring a consistent process that needs to be performed parallel to 
all steps taken.

Observing the cycle you will constantly learn from your programme. Monitoring and 
evaluation will lead to new insights, which then lead to re-planning and further capacity 
building, which in turn may lead to new insights etc.

EVALUATE MoNIToRING PLAN

EXIT ASSESS

IMPLEMENT BUILD 
CAPACITy
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Participatory approach
Psychosocial interventions may concern entire communities, and so it is important to involve a range 
of stakeholders from the beginning. Every project phase should be conducted using a participatory 
approach. Interventions should ideally be done together with individuals or a community, rather
 than for them. This allows for a sense of ownership to develop for the project which increases the 
probability of a long-term impact. The community members themselves are the experts on their needs 
and resources. They may also offer appropriate solutions to the problems of the affected population. 
Genuine community participation means that the community owns the programme and its activities, 
and that professional or voluntary outsiders adopt the role of facilitators.

It is beneficial to include stakeholders in the entire planning, implementing and evaluating process. 
Consider the direct beneficiaries in particular. They may be less vocal or more vulnerable than others 
in the project and may need time or support to be able to express their opinions. Use the knowledge 
gained in the assessment phase to identify who to include and for what purpose. Consult with 
community leaders or other qualified stakeholders. Discuss the activities and implementation with, 
for example, facilitators and volunteers. 

Ask stakeholders what they need. They are the ones who are most knowledgeable about their needs 
and desire for change. Some planners assume that they know the stakeholders’ needs. This may ulti-
mately lead to failed projects because then no change or the wrong one is brought about. 

Some of the questions about needs and the desire for change are simple but deliver significant 
information. They include:

• What do you need? 
•  What are your priorities and why are they your priorities?
•  What does your community need? Why and what are its priorities?
•  How could your everyday lives be improved?
•  What do you wish for in the future? For yourself and for your surroundings?
•  What are the obstacles to a better everyday life? How could they be overcome?

If stakeholders are consulted early and genuinely in the assessment, planning, implementation and 
evaluation of the project, the project is more likely to be a success. It will be sustained by a wide 
range of people who are committed to the overall objectives. .

Pakistan Red Crescent Society
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Assessment

The main purpose of an assessment is to collect the information needed to plan a good 
project. This section sets out the most common elements of assessment and what this 
means in a psychosocial intervention using sport and physical activities context.

A broad range of stakeholders should be identified and consulted in order to gain insight 
into the needs and resources of the targeted group(s). Focus group discussions in advance 
of the programme planning, for example, will make the planning more realistic and rel-
evant to the specific needs of the target group. Often, the target audience and the commu-
nity are not consulted sufficiently before the onset of the programme. They should be key 
players in the planning process. If the programme targets children, let children and their 
parents or caregivers be an essential part of the planning by asking age-appropriate ques-
tions and building trust with their guardians. Other valuable information can be accessed 
through different institutions e.g. (statistical departments of municipalities, municipal 
registers, public files, libraries and archives, surveys, local media) and by spending time 
on location beforehand in order to see and evaluate conditions.

Understanding the socio-cultural environment
Understanding the social and cultural setting that the project will be a part of is impor-
tant. It is vital for projects to be appropriate and accepted by the community they aim 
to support. Focus on what psychosocial well-being means locally and identify sport and 
physical activities that are accepted in the setting, but also take time to understand the 
general aspects of this environment.

Sw
iss Academ

y for Developm
ent
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Some of the questions to guide an assessment include:

• What are traditional ways of dealing with problems (strengths, resources, support net-
works)? 

•  How do people enjoy themselves and spend their leisure time?
•  What does psychosocial well-being mean in the specific context?
•  Which traditional and popular sports and games are played? How are they played?
•  Is it acceptable for boys and girls to play together? Do adults play any games? What 

activities are appropriate for women?
•  How do people normally talk about and express their feelings?
•  What is appropriate in terms of physical contact and clothing?
•  Does ethnicity or social class determine who plays which games?
•  Do the sports and activities identified have other purposes or meanings (e.g. finding 

spouses, betting, settling disputes, part of religious practices)?

Understanding the crisis event(s) and the resulting problems
The type of crisis event determines the psychosocial aims and activities, because different 
crisis events influence psychosocial well-being differently. For instance, promoting a sense 
of safety is important after an earthquake or a nuclear crisis. But after an earthquake, 
participants might feel safer outside; during a nuclear crisis, being indoors may feel safer.

Questions to use in an assessment of crisis event(s) include:

• Does the crisis event influence the entire community or specific individuals or groups?
•  Is the crisis onset slow or sudden, expected or not?
•  Is the crisis man-made or natural?
•  Which types of psychosocial reactions can be expected?
•  Has the crisis affected individuals’ physical health in a particular way? For example, are 

there many amputations or is there malnutrition?
•  Are there other symptoms to consider, such as tiredness, stomach aches, sleeplessness, 

etc.?
•  How long has the crisis been a reality and how long can it be expected to continue?

Understanding stakeholders

Local

Regional

National

International
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Stakeholders are institutions, groups or individuals who stand to gain from, have power 
over, influence or may be harmed by a planned intervention. They bring both risks and 
opportunities to a project and it is therefore important to actively reach out to them and 
to understand them. Stakeholders include beneficiaries, communities, donors, partners 
and opponents. They can be categorised into local, regional, national and international 
stakeholders and are all relevant to the project’s success. 

Beneficiaries have different needs, opportunities and capacities, depending on who they 
are. It is essential to know their characteristics and needs. Often it is not possible to pro-
vide services for everyone, and identifying those most in need is important. However, it 
may be necessary to target secondary groups, such as parents and caregivers, in order to 
make the project a success for the primary beneficiaries, such as children. Involving local 
community leaders, regional or district school authorities, national governmental decision-
makers, and representatives from international organizations is also important. The 
project will gain visibility, support and sustainability if stakeholders are sought out with 
care, and are kept informed and consulted.

Stakeholders such as donors, partners and opponents differ from project to project and 
have varying power to influence the project. The following questions may identify 
stakeholders that are important to the project:

• Which parts of the public system e.g. (council, ministries for education, sport or health 
and politicians) need to support the project or would like to? 

•  Who might damage the project?
•  Who in the community needs to know about and support the project? For instance  

religious and community leaders, parents, or organizers of existing sports organiza-
tions or clubs.

•  Who will gain from the project? What will they gain financially, socially or otherwise?
•  Who might be affected negatively by the project?
•  Who is not directly involved in the project, but would like to be part of or benefit as 

well?
•  Which individuals and groups are essential to the success of the project?
•  Does the project manager have a steering committee?
•  Who is on the steering committee (which organizations or individuals)?
•  How does the project relate to its donors? How do the donors relate to each other? 
•  How does the project cooperate with any existing sports organizations or clubs?

Once the surrounding stakeholders have been identified and consulted, it is important 
to look at the characteristics and needs of the beneficiaries. The following questions may 
help to assess their needs:

• What demographic information is available about the target group e.g. age, sex,  
education, religion, ethnicity, language, literacy?

•  What are the social, cultural and family situation(s) of the beneficiaries?
•  Are there any mentally or physically disabled individuals among the beneficiaries?
•  Are beneficiaries particularly vulnerable? How and why?
•  How are beneficiaries affected by a crisis event?
•  Who do beneficiaries depend on for support?
•  Have beneficiaries previously taken part in organized sport or physical activity?
•  Will the same group of participants come to several sessions over a set time or will  

each session be open to newcomers?
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The needs and wants of stakeholders set the vision for the project and define its overall 
objectives. They are the reason that the project must be implemented.

Identifying the most appropriate approach
Benefits and disadvantages exist for all types of projects. Knowing if and how an inter-
vention will meet the needs of the stakeholders will clarify where the focus of the project 
should lie. This is done by identifying several possible interventions and determining 
which is the most appropriate. 

Some of the questions to ask to understand benefits and disadvantages include:

• Is a psychosocial intervention with sport and physical activities among the most  
needed interventions at this point in time?

•  Could physical activities and psychosocial support be integrated with other interven-
tions that already exist or are being planned?

•  What should be the main psychosocial benefits from the intervention? For example, 
conflict resolution, building self-esteem, relaxation, (re)-establishing social cohesion, 
sharing experiences, building a sense of structure in day-to-day activities, etc.

•  How can sport and physical activities be used to achieve these benefits?
•  What are the disadvantages of the planned intervention and how can they be  

managed?

Planning

After completing the assessment and identifying the general approach, the next major 
step is to plan the project. Before activities can be planned and rolled out, a strategy to 
achieve the desired results needs to be clearly defined. A project strategy describes what 
change the project intends to bring about. It specifies the actions that an intervention 
can control or influence and clearly outlines the desired results. It also describes the 
assumptions and the external factors beyond the project’s control. It also involves detailed 
implementation planning including budgeting and developing the project timeline.

The project planning process
A good planning process is holistic. It looks at the project from all angles and, most 
importantly, it involves the affected community. In this way, the planning process is a 
‘conversation’ between the reasons for carrying out a project, the objectives that were 
identified together with the potential participants and other important stakeholders, 
and all other elements of the project. 

Holistic planning for psychosocial interventions means ensuring that basic psychosocial 
principles are reflected throughout, from assessment and goal setting to implementation 
of the activities in the field and in the monitoring and evaluation processes. Holistic plan-
ning also means taking into account the context in which the intervention is taking place. 
If the primary focus is on planning and implementing activities for children, for example, 
then their caregivers, teachers and others in the community who have influence on their 
well-being also need to be involved in the planned activities.
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Planning takes place at the beginning of a 
project and also during each phase of the 
cycle. The project plan is not a static docu-
ment that must be followed at any cost. 
The plan can be changed as many times as 
needed, as long as no harm is done and a 
positive change can be documented.

In the beginning all project elements 
should be planned. As the project is imple-
mented, the project plan must be adjusted 
to reflect any changes in the situation or as 
a result of learning objectives being met.

Check the project plan continuously while 
monitoring and after every data collection 
and evaluation. Monitoring may reveal that 
too many or too few beneficiaries are par-
ticipating in the sessions. It may indicate 
that the desired effects of the sessions have 
not yet been reached. Actions to counter 
this must then be introduced. Monitoring 
and evaluation offers the opportunity to 
take a step back from day to day work and 
adjust the plan, based on the learning from 
evaluation.

Understanding the problem 
In a sport programme, the coaches kept attend-
ance records at the start of each session. After three 
months an analysis of the lists revealed a dramatic 
drop in attendance during this period. Focus group 
discussions were arranged to find out the reasons for 
the change in attendance patterns. The discussions 
showed that one team felt tense and stressed out, 
with frequent conflicts amongst themselves. They felt 
that the coach was very competitive and put a lot of 
pressure on the participants. 

The programme managers were aware of the prob-
lem based on the analysis of the attendance records. 
But the focus group discussions identified the reason 
for the problem. A meeting was subsequently set up 
with the programme managers, the coach and some 
of the participants. They made a new plan for activi-
ties together and set new ground rules for interac-
tion. After this, the attendance rate remained steady 
and the participants were happier with the activities.

This is a good example of using quantitative (the 
atten-dance records) and qualitative (focus group 
themes) data in planning during the implementation 
phase of a project.
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Defining objectives
It is crucial to specify clearly defined objectives, in order to be able to measure what 
change the project intends to bring about. Most project planning tools feature different 
types and levels of objectives. The terminology of different levels of objectives we are 
using is based on a traditional logical framework approach, i.e. impact, outcome, output, 
activities and inputs. They will be explained in detail below.

Impact:
Project impact is a statement of the high level goal the project will contribute positively 
to. Other interventions may also contribute to the overall goal. 

Be careful to stay realistic when stating what a project impact will be. A project cannot 
solve a general problem of humanity, but it can contribute to addressing it. Examples of 
overall goals include:

• To contribute to improving the quality of life of Roma children.
•  To contribute to enhancing the academic achievements of school children in France.
•  To contribute to reducing the number of HIV infections in young men in Kenya.
•  To contribute to promoting children’s holistic development and the acquirement of 

age-appropriate competencies in Viet Nam.

Outcomes:
There should be a fair chance that the project outcomes are realized by the intervention. 
Outcomes include the new capabilities, skills, advantages or support that the beneficiaries 
get from the project and use in their daily lives. 

For psychosocial support interventions using sport and physical activities it is suggested 
that outcomes are defined in relation to one or more of the three different dimensions of 
the bio-psychosocial model presented in section 2: The biological (body), the psychologi-
cal (mind and emotions), and the social (relationships) spheres.

The logical framework approach
The logical framework or ‘logframe’ approach is a project planning tool that is widely used by practi-
tioners and required by donors around the world. It includes a series of analysis and planning steps, 
ultimately resulting in a matrix summarising the key aspects of the project. The matrix is presented in 
the form of a table with four rows and four columns. 

The logframe approach is based on a logical model which follows the principle of a chain of cause-
effect relations:
• If these activities are implemented, and these assumptions hold, then these outputs will be delivered.
•  If these outputs are delivered, and these assumptions hold, then this outcome will be achieved.
•  If this outcome is achieved, and these assumptions hold, then this impact will be achieved.

The chain of cause and effect helps to ensure that all stages of the project are relevant and necessary 
to meet its overall goal.

The logframe approach is a generic approach that can be used for both large and small projects. Organ-
izations using the logframe approach often adapt it to their specific needs and preferred terminology. 
This means that while the principles of the approach remain the same, the terminology may vary from 
organization to organization.
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Examples of project outcomes include:
The biological dimension refers to the physical health, physical fitness, and physical 
abilities and symptoms:

• improved football skills in participating women
•  improved physical health perceived by migrants
•  decreased somatic complaints, such as headaches and backaches among youth.

The psychological dimension (mind and emotions) is related to knowledge, thoughts, 
spiritual and emotional well-being and coping skills:

• increased self-efficacy in internally displaced persons (IDPs)
•  improved ability in school children to complete group-based assignments
•  increased knowledge about bullying and its effects in school children
•  better ability to handle anger expressed by participating parents
•  greater satisfaction with life expressed by children affected by armed conflict.

The social dimension is seen as reflecting relationships with peers and family, social 
support network, sense of belonging to family, relatives and the community, and 
children’s attachment to caregivers:

• enlarged social network of former soldiers
•  increased quality and amount of social support for older people affected by the crisis
•  enhanced community acceptance of Roma families 
•  improved support among family members.

Outputs:
Outputs are products and services that are created in a project. A service can be carried 
out with one specific outcome in mind, but often several outputs contribute at once to 
reaching an outcome. 

Examples of outputs include: 

• weekly sport and play sessions offered in target communities
•  individuals affected by HIV/AIDS participate in weekly sport and play sessions
•  a mentor/mentee system for bullied school children established
•  awareness raised through social workers visiting Roma camps
•  a sporting event covered through media 
•  coaches trained in the delivery of sport and play based psychosocial curriculum
•  safe playgrounds constructed 
•  opportunities for sharing bullying experiences provided at schools
•  sport and play-based psychosocial curriculum and trainer manuals developed.

Activities:
Consider what activities are needed to achieve the desired outputs. Examples of 
activities include: 

• provide sport and play training to project staff and volunteers 
•  inform, sensitise and mobilize target communities 
•  organize educational inputs
•  design sport and play based curriculum
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•  rent space for sport and physical activity
•  provide transportation for participants
•  facilitate snacks and drinks
•  purchase equipment.

 
Inputs: 
Inputs are all the things that the project consumes to carry out the planned activities. 
Examples of inputs include: 

• Human resources (monitoring and evaluation staff, coaches, project manager, etc.)
•  Financial means
•  Equipment (sport and play materials, office supplies, etc.)
•  Time.

Identify assumptions and risks for the project
Sometimes circumstances or events happen outside the control of the project manager 
and facilitators and endanger the success of the project. It is therefore important to 
identify assumptions and risks for the project to prevent or to reduce negative effects. It is 
then possible to make plans for risk reduction. This makes the project less vulnerable 
to external circumstances or events. Risks converted into positive statements are called 
assumptions.

Examples of assumptions include:

• Parents allow their children to participate in activities.
•  School leaders accept and support the project.
•  The political situation remains quiet and peaceful.
•  Politicians support the project.
•  The affected community will not re-locate during the project period.

Implementation planning
Implementation planning moves the project from development to implementation. It 
includes detailed listing of activities, resources, and costs that are required to achieve the 
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objectives of the strategy plan. Refer to the objectives when developing the implementa-
tion strategy. Detailed activity planning determines the timeline and budget of a project 
and specifies the following aspects of the implementation phase.

A timeline defines as closely as possible when specific project activities are to be carried 
out during the project period. Refer to the implementation plan to develop the timeline. 
Consider when and how often the activities and the monitoring and evaluation of a pro-
ject should take place and how long they will take. Think about training and administra-
tion too, and add them to the timeline as a recurrent or permanent activity. Bear in mind 
broader considerations such as religious events or public holidays. 

The timeline for a psychosocial intervention using sport and physical activities also needs 
to take account of the following elements:

• How many beneficiaries will there be? When and how often will beneficiaries be mobi-
lized (meetings, TV/radio/shows, posters, etc.)

•  How and when will the play area be selected and prepared?
•  When and how often will sport and physical activities be carried out and over what 

period of time? 
 - Is time needed between activities for physical recovery?
 - Is time for individual reflection of practice needed between activities?
 - Could extended periods between activities or a break due to other external 
    factors harm progress or make beneficiaries vulnerable?
 - Which time of day will allow for the best weather for the activities? 
 - Will seasonal weather influence the project?
• Is additional time or preparation needed for the transportation of beneficiaries or 

equipment?
• What kind of training is needed? When and how often do facilitators need training 

and refresher training?
•  What equipment will be needed? When must it be bought?
•  Will religious or other cultural events or behaviour influence the project?

Session planning
The overall project plan, objectives, timeline, budget and monitoring and evaluation 
plan set the frame for the detailed planning of the actual sport and play activities in the 
intervention. This section focuses on planning sessions with sport and physical activities 
for the participants. 

Sport and physical activity as psychosocial support sessions usually consist of the 
following structure and types of activities:

Activity Comment
Warm-up Preparing the body for exercise. Warm-up times also includes introducing today’s 

session and setting the tone.
Sport, game, physi-
cal activity, or play

Carrying out one or more exercises. Includes setting up the space and equipment, 
practice, learning new skills or rules, the exercise itself and tidying up afterwards

Cool-down Cooling the body down and stretching after the exercise
Skill building and 
evaluation

Facilitating sessions to discuss the sport and physical activities and learn psychoso-
cial skills. Time should also be given to evaluating the sessions and for participants 
to say goodbye at the end of the programme.
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The activities take place in this specific sequence in order for participants to gain the 
most from the session and for the session to be emotionally and physically safe. Some-
times changing the order of activities can be beneficial, e.g. by breaking up a game with 
a shorter discussion activity or introducing individual reflection during the cool-down. 
However, repeating the beginning and end to each session is of value in itself. The routine 
gives a sense of structure and control to participants and helps to promote psychosocial 
well-being. Ensuring that beneficiaries are warmed up before and cooled down after an 
activity is important for the physical health and safety of participants and must therefore 
always take place.

Setting objectives for each session:
Define the purpose of each session by setting objectives. Set sport-related objectives (e.g. 
learning to pass a ball) and psychosocial objectives (e.g. learning about how to work 
together with others or how to benefit from team work) for each session. Think about 
how many sessions are needed and work out which activities would be best achieve these 
objectives. 

Plan what the lessons of the session should be. What can participants learn from the 
activities and which questions should be asked to bring this learning out? A post-sport 
activity discussion is very important to make participants aware of the effects the sport 
intervention has on their perception of their surroundings and their fellow community 
members. Participants should be also given the opportunity to talk about positive as 
well as negative emotions triggered during the session. This helps keep a focus on the 
psychological and social dimensions of the activities. 
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Timing in a session:
Keeping a session to time has a big impact on its suc-
cess. It is important for participants to be able to trust 
that the session will take the time they have planned 
for. An effective way to manage time is to tell partici-
pants how much time is planned for each activity in 
advance. They can then manage time themselves and 
are ready to accept that an activity will stop at a given 
point, even though they feel they could continue.

Planning a series of sessions
Planning a series of sessions needs to be done 
well in advance of the implementation phase. It is 
recommended that this is done by making a long 
term plan. A series of sessions incorporate continuity 

and progress between sessions so that participants develop their sport and life skills and 
make progress. 

Each session should build on the preceding session. Key points are revisited to reinforce 
what participants have already learned. This kind of repetition gives participants a chance 
to improve and to notice progress and thereby enhances self-esteem. At the same time, 
make sure that new elements are also added at regular intervals to prevent boredom or 
oversimplified patterns of activity. 

A long-term plan for a series of session must therefore feature repetition and innovation. 
Bear in mind that the plan may need to be revised based on the needs of the participants. 
Objectives and activities may change depending on their interests and how quickly they 
learn.

Managing human resources

The most important resources in sport and physical activities in psychosocial support 
are the human resources. The success of a programme is highly dependent on having the 
right staff and volunteers with the right competencies and understanding of both the psy-
chosocial and the sport and physical activities aspects of the intervention. This requires 
careful recruitment, a good training plan and attention to the importance of managing 
human resources. The nature of working with people who are in need of psychosocial 
support can also in itself be stressful for staff and volunteers. In order to ensure the well-
being of programme staff and volunteers, a framework for supporting them should also 
be set up.

Recruiting and managing human resources
At some point in the process the time comes to recruit staff and volunteers for the project. 
The people working in the project should not only have the right skills, but also the right 
attitudes and track record. It is advisable to have clearly defined roles and tasks and keep 
these in mind during the recruitment process. Staff and volunteers need to be aware of 
their tasks and responsibilities. Detailed job descriptions are an important tool to ensure 

Practicalities matter 
As part of the planning for a body confi-
dence and self-defence evening course 
for vulnerable girls, the facilitators had to 
think about transport as many of partici-
pants lived a long way from the course 
venue. It turned out that there was a bus 
service available, which left the venue 20 
minutes after it closed. To avoid making 
the girls feel unsafe by waiting outside in 
the dark, the janitor agreed to keep the 
venue open for a little longer so that the 
girls could wait inside until the bus left. 
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this, and should also be given to volunteers. It is the responsibility of the project manager 
to assign daily tasks and to coordinate between staff and volunteers. 

Consider the following questions in setting up good internal project systems for managing 
human resources: 

• How are qualified staff recruited (e.g. newspaper, radio, community meetings)?
• What requirements for the job need to be included in job advertisements (e.g. education,  

soft skills, should facilitators be familiar with the community, psychosocial and/or 
sports background)?

•  Are tasks and responsibilities clearly defined?
•  Are all necessary administrative functions fulfilled by qualified staff?
•  Which staff can be considered technical experts in either the field of psychosocial  

support or the field of sport? Or in both fields?
•  How are the volunteers organized and who is responsible for their coordination?
•  Who needs which training to meet the requirements of the job description? 
•  How can internal learning take place?
•  Who is responsible for the well-being of staff and volunteers?
•  Which networks do team members link with and how can the they be used for the  

benefit of the project?

Building capacity
Ideally the staff and volunteers in the programme are people with field experience.  
Depending on the context, staff and volunteers can be either a mix of international and 
local people or only local people. Often there are psychosocial support practitioners and 

Jakob Dall
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staff well equipped to roll out physical activities,  
but very few staff have worked on using sport and 
physical activity as a tool to improve psychosocial 
well-being. Volunteers often have even less experi-
ence working in this area, so the skill level of both 
staff and volunteers must be carefully considered. 

A training plan should be developed to ensure 
that all involved in the intervention have the right 
knowledge and skills. The training plan should take 
into account what skills and knowledge is already 
present in the programme, so that existing resources 
are used to maximum effect. The training session 
should be run in an atmosphere of trust and con-
structive collaboration. This helps members of the 

project team to openly ask questions and thereby build their capacity to complete their 
respective tasks.

Collaboration between the sport facilitators and the psychosocial specialists helps ensure 
that the physical activities can achieve the psychosocial objectives. It is good practice 
in fact for all project staff to contribute to developing a programme that to achieves the 
stated objectives. As an end result, project staff should come up with a curriculum clearly 
outlining the choice of games, the time dedicated to physical activity and reflection with 
the participants, the locations and the availability of equipment. All members of the pro-
ject team involved in the interaction with participants should be clear on the underlying 
logic of the curriculum and on the objectives of the individual training sessions. Crucial 
aspects such as gender equity and interethnic dialogue should be discussed in relation to 
local traditions and cultural norms and international staff members should be advised on 
local expectations in relation to behaviour, dress, forms of address, etc.

Caring for project staff and volunteers 
The psychosocial well-being of staff and volunteers and the quality of their work can be 
affected when stress from work is not addressed. It is therefore very important for organi-
zations to create a framework for support and protection. Everyone should understand 
the risks of the job and actively supports resilience and well-being, both in beneficiaries 
and in fellow staff and volunteers.
 
How each person responds to stress – whether they develop psychological problems or 
show resilience – is influenced by many factors. This includes the nature and severity of 
the crisis event, their personality and personal history, and the available support systems. 
However, emotional stress among volunteers and staff should never be an individual 
responsibility. It is possible to create conditions that foster resilience in individuals and 
teams by:

• encouraging reasonable working conditions through policies and strategies 
•  providing accessible guidance and support from managers and peers, and normalizing 

responses
•  providing psycho-education regarding emotionally stressful work 
•  creating an organizational culture where people can talk openly and share problems 

while respecting the principle of confidentiality

Embracing a new field 
Using sport and physical activities in psycho-
social support interventions can be a new 
experience for both psychosocial support 
practitioners and trainers and practitioners 
of sport and physical activities. Psychosocial 
support practitioners should be supported 
to fully embrace sport and physical activity 
as the tool for the intervention. The experts 
in sport and physical activity should also be 
clear that psychosocial well-being and emo-
tional recovery is the core objective of the 
intervention.
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•  arranging regular meetings which bring all staff and/or volunteers together and foster  
a feeling of belonging to a team

•  creating a work culture where getting together after a critical event is the norm, e.g. a 
peer support system. 

One of the most important support measures that managers can put in place is a sup-
portive and open atmosphere for their teams. Staff and volunteers will then feel more 
comfortable in asking for support when they need it. Talking openly about stress (without 
forcing anyone to talk), allowing for individual ways of coping, being available for super-
vision and creating a safe environment by respecting confidentiality are all practices that 
will go a long way towards creating a culture of mutual support. 

It is important that staff and volunteers use good self-care strategies while working in 
stressful situations. Being aware of signs of stress and being proactive about self-care will 
help staff and volunteers to endure the challenges in their work, enabling them to more 
effectively help families affected by separation.

Self-care reminders:
• Focus on routine tasks.
•  If you feel overwhelmed by the situation or your duties, try focusing on simple tasks 

and routines. 
•  Communicate with others.
•  Let peers and supervisors know how you feel and be patient with yourself. 
•  Talk about your experiences and feelings (even those that seem frightening or strange) 

with colleagues or a trusted person. 
•  Talking with someone about your thoughts and feelings may help you to process the 

event and come to terms with any unpleasant experiences. 
•  Listen to what others say about how the event has affected them and how they cope. 

They may share useful insights. 
•  Keep in touch with loved ones. 
•  Take care of your own body and mind.
•  Get enough rest and sleep. If you have sleep difficulties or feel anxious, avoid caffeine, 

especially before bedtime. 
•  Consciously try to relax by doing things you enjoy, like meditation or yoga.
•  Limit your intake of alcohol and tobacco. 
•  Exercise to relieve tension, eat healthy foods and keep regular meal times. 
•  Play and take time for fun.
•  Express your feelings through creative activities, like drawing, painting, writing or  

music.

To learn more: See Caring for Volunteers, IFRC Reference Centre for Psychosocial Sup-
port, 2012.



128

Moving Together • How to plan and manage interventions 

Implementing, monitoring and evaluating

Monitoring and evaluation is a central feature of the project cycle management. The 
monitoring and evaluation system should be developed from the outset in conjunction 
with project planning, and integrated into each stage of the cycle. Establishing monitor-
ing and evaluation at the beginning helps to clarify the project’s objectives and monitors 
the project as it is rolled out to check that the project plan is implemented adequately. 
With a monitoring and evaluation system it is possible to know if something unexpected 
or fundamentally different is happening, to learn what improvements can be made and to 
find out if the intended change is taking place. 

Monitoring and evaluation addresses the following questions:
• What does the project intend to change?
•  Who is it benefitting?
•  Is the project on track? 
•  How do I know if there is something wrong in my project? 
•  What do I need to adjust and to improve it? 
•  How do I know if the project is bringing about the change I want? 

Monitoring and evaluation
Monitoring and evaluation are two different processes that are interconnected and complementary. 
Monitoring is the process of routinely, regularly and continuously collecting data on all aspects of 
the project to keep track if the project’s activities are implemented as planned. Monitoring means 
being aware of the state of the project by finding out answers from various sources to the ques-
tions, “What is going on and how?” and “Are we doing things right?” Evaluation is the systematic, 
objective and periodic assessment of an on-going or completed project or programme. Evaluations 
are time-bound and should provide information on the relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact 
and sustainability. Evaluations answer questions such as “Are we achieving the intended effects?” 
and “Are we doing the right things?” 

Criteria for evaluating programmes and projects:
• Relevance. Consider if the goals of a project are relevant to the target group and the setting. Is a 

psychosocial intervention using sport and physical activities actually needed and who needs it? 
• Effectiveness. Consider if activities meet the goals of the target group. Which activities are need-

ed to reach the goals? Is there a risk that the activities could do harm?
•  Efficiency. Consider if resources (financial, human, social, or cultural) are spent in the best way. 

Are the selected activities the best suited to reach the goal? Could more be done or better with 
the same resources by changing the project plan?

•  Impact. Consider the changes produced by a project. Changes can be positive and negative, 
intended or unintended, direct or indirect. What will happen and what change will the project 
make? Is the change greater than the sum of the activities planned?

•  Sustainability. Consider whether the benefits of the project can continue beyond the project 
period and funding. What will influence whether the project will be sustainable? What does  
sustainability mean for the project? 

These concepts are based on OECD’s DAC criteria for evaluating development assistance. See The DAC Principles for the 
Evaluation of Development Assistance, OECD (1991). 
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A monitoring and evaluation system does not have to be complex to be good. A well 
thought through simple monitoring and evaluation system can answer the most relevant 
questions without being difficult to implement. 
 

Indicators – what is measured?
A project is measured by using indicators. Indicators are the measures that show to 
what extent the objectives of a project have been fulfilled. Indicators are used at the four 
different levels of objective, i.e. impact, outcome, output, input. Looking at these as a 
continuum, input indicators are most readily accessible, whereas impact measurements 
are very difficult to accomplish. 

Getting support for measuring psychosocial change
Developing a good monitoring and evaluation system and analysing the results requires some skill, 
so it may be a good idea to get the help of a specialist. A specialist can help with:

• developing questionnaires and analysing them
•  contributing with knowledge of a broad range of methodologies and ideas for relevant indicators
•  designing the system in an inclusive and appropriate way
•  defining indicators that can be supported scientifically by the data collected 
•  guarding against unreasonable claims to be made with regards to the monitoring and evaluation 

process. 
• communicating the findings from the evaluation process, drawing conclusions and acting on them.

IFRC
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Most organizations routinely integrate input monitoring into their information systems 
(e.g. quarterly and annual progress and financial reports, bank transfers, lists of equipment, 
receipts, list of names and contact details for facilitators). As these activity measurements 
are commonly practiced, we do not provide guidance on them here. On the other hand, 
measurement at the impact level is hardly ever undertaken because it is more time-
consuming and complex to observe change at this level, and often changes cannot be 
attributed to the project alone. Many factors contribute to defining impact, and setting 
indicators to measure impact is a very intricate process. Recommendations on measuring 
on the impact level are outside the scope of this handbook. 

This handbook focuses on monitoring and evaluating the outputs and outcomes of a 
project. Outputs and outcomes provide key information for project management. Out-
comes are particularly important in strengthening the evidence base for the effectiveness 
of psychosocial interventions using sport and physical activities. 

Indicators are based on the output and outcome objectives set for the project. For each 
output and outcome it is necessary to define one or more indicators. A one-size-fits-all 
indicator does not exist. Indicators measure the specific results and effects of the project 
and therefore have to be developed especially for it. 

Indicators fall into two basic categories: quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative 
indicators can be measured using numbers or percentages that can be compared during 
different stages of implementation. Qualitative indicators are based on observations, 
interviews, or focus groups, etc., which capture the views and understandings of the 
beneficiaries.

Psychosocial indicators are intrinsically linked with the social and cultural context of the 
project. This is because psychosocial change and well-being is embedded in the commu-
nity that the beneficiaries live in. For instance, a retired male farmer in Greece will behave 
and express himself very differently from a small girl on a housing estate in the United 
Kingdom when asked about their well-being after a certain intervention. The differences 
between their lives mean that it is necessary to ask different questions to get the informa-
tion about their well-being. 

Indicators should therefore be developed in a participatory process jointly with key stake-
holders to make sure they are relevant to the local context and prevailing cultural norms. 
For outcome indicators, ask, “What would success (regarding the objective) look like?” 

A good indicator should be:
• valid – the indicator actually measures what is intended to be measured.
• reliable – the indicator is consistently measurable over time regardless of observer or 

respondent.
• precise – the more defined an indicator, the less room there will be for later confusion 

or complications.
•  programmatically relevant – indicators should be specifically linked to a project input, 

output or outcome.

Examples are given below showing how indicators can be developed to measure objectives 
at the output and the outcome level. As described earlier, the examples of the outcome 
objectives are related to the three dimensions of the bio-psychosocial model: biological, 
psychological, and social well-being.
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Indicator Means of verification
People affected by HIV experi-
ence less stigmatization

• percentage of target group reports less 
stigmatization compared to pre-inter-
vention data

• Questionnaire survey 
(pre- intervention and 
post-intervention data 
collection after six 
months)

Increased self-esteem 
Women are empowered and 
more pro-active in making 
decisions about their lives

• Percentage of surveyed women report-
ing that they feel more confident 

• Percentage of surveyed women report-
ing that they are better able to make 
decisions about their lives

• Questionnaire survey 
(pre- intervention and 
post-intervention data 
collection after 13 
months)

Refugees has improved physical 
health on five basic health 
indicators (e.g. blood pressure, 
lung capacity and other relevant 
indicators, as defined)

• Percentage of surveyed refugees who 
feel their overall health has improved

• Percentage of surveyed refugees who  
report improved somatic complaints 
(most prevalent symptoms as defined 
through previously conducted focus 
group discussions)

• Questionnaire survey 
(pre- intervention and 
post-intervention data 
collection after 11 
months)

Ex-child soldiers experience 
decrease in traumatic stress 
symptoms

• Percentage of ex-child soldiers report di-
minished symptoms of traumatic stress

• Percentage of caregivers observe and 
report reduced distress in their child 
(relates to behaviour and emotional 
changes, eating and sleeping habits, 
difficulties at school, problems relating 
to others)

• Structured interviews 
with ex-child soldiers 

• Semi structured inter-
views with care givers

Youth experience improved peer 
relationships

• Number of youth reporting a greater 
number of close friends (defined as 
someone you trust in and can talk about 
everything) 

• Percentage of youth perceive improved 
quality of relationships to peers and 
friends (reflecting local understandings 
of relationship quality)

• Questionnaire survey 
(pre- intervention and 
post-intervention data 
collection after 11 
months)

• Focus Group Discus-
sions

Weekly sport and play sessions 
delivered 

• Number of sessions carried out • Activity diaries and at-
tendance sheets

Sessions were attended regularly • Attendance rates • Attendance sheets
Mentor/mentee system for bul-
lied schoolchildren established

• Number of mentor/mentee partnerships • Project reports

Coaches trained in delivering 
sport and play activities as 
psychosocial interventions 

• Number of coaches trained • Attendance lists during 
trainings

Information meetings in camps 
implemented to increase 
acceptance of project 

• Number of information meetings •  Project reports

Sporting event conducted with 
media coverage

• Number of mentions in media •  Radio, TV, newspapers

Playgrounds prepared in all 
ttarget villages 

• Number of playgrounds built • Project reports

Facilitators apply child friendly 
learning methodologies in their 
training

• Number of facilitators applying child 
friendly learning methodologies

• Observations

Youth have increased knowledge 
of stress and copingt

• Number of youth participates in  
awareness raising sessions and indicates 
increased knowledge on stress and  
coping skills

• Pre- and post tests
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Measuring at the output level:
Evaluations at the output level are also called process evaluations. Process evaluations 
focus on documenting the development and operation of a programme, how it is imple-
mented, and whether the project has implemented what it set out to do it in accordance 
with its original plan. They answer questions on how many and which participants receive 
the intervention, whether activities are being carried out as planned and how resources 
are distributed. Process evaluations can be implemented relatively quickly and cost-effec-
tively. 

Examples of output indicators include: 

• how often a certain activity is carried out
•  what kinds of activities are carried out
•  what psychosocial topics and objectives the beneficiaries discussed
•  how many beneficiaries attend once and how many attend regularly
•  how many coaches are trained
•  how many trainings are carried out
•  how many coaches have adequate knowledge and skills following training.

Measuring at the outcome level:
Evaluating the outcomes is more challenging than monitoring outputs. Measuring out-
comes means investigating whether the outputs accomplished by the project have had 
any effect on the lives of participants, their families, or their communities. All psychoso-
cial interventions face the challenge that it is difficult to measure the psychosocial change 
they aim to produce. 

Psychosocial changes are changes in biological, psychological, and social well-being; areas 
of human life that are subject to highly individualised interpretation. Measuring psycho-

Scales
Programme staff often rely on psychometric scales in order to understand and measure change in 
psychosocial well-being and behaviour. A scale is a group or sequence of questions, statements or 
items designed to get information from a beneficiary in a standardised format. A scale has often been 
developed, tested, validated and revised over several years to ensure that the data it delivers is in-
sightful, reliable and comparable. Scales are always developed for specific cultural and linguistic set-
tings and need adaptation before they can be used in a different setting. 

The main disadvantage of using only scales is that they only measure what the research expected 
to be relevant. Therefore, scales – mostly delivered via a questionnaire – should be combined with 
methods that will allow for the unexpected, for instance interviews or focus group discussions.
 
Developing useful scales is complicated and requires high-level familiarity with quantitative research 
methods from social sciences or psychology. It is advisable to seek support from experts who can 
advise on the choice of an adequate scale, a potentially necessary adaptation to a local setting and 
culture and the rollout of the data collection and data analysis process.

To learn more about what to consider when using scales read:
• Mental Health in Improvement: Evidence and Practice. Guide 5: Selecting Scales to Assess Mental 

Wellbeing in Adults, NHS Health Scotland, 2008.
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logical or social change is more complicated than measuring, for example, if a fitness pro-
gramme to improve upper body strength in swimmers is working (by using a physiologi-
cal measurement) or if a newly built playground is used (by finding out the number of 
children and adults using the playground). Psychosocial change is always influenced by a 
multitude of factors within and outside the control of the project. It can be hard to know 
if changes can be attributed directly to the project or whether they are caused by external 
factors such as changes in relationships or life circumstances. 

Furthermore, the change itself can be hard to document because it is subjective. The sub-
jective nature of psychosocial change stems from the fact that the change is mental and 
personal or interpersonal. This means asking questions about how people feel, behave 
and think, and how this has changed. What individuals feel and how relations between 
people and groups have changed must be considered. 

When developing indicators, it is important to be specific. For example, ask what exactly 
is meant by ‘increased support?’ What kind of support? Or how many more friends rep-
resent an ‘extended social network?’ If the questions are not specific, the answers will not 
allow for relevant and reliable conclusions on whether the project activity actually had a 
positive effect on ‘increased support’ or ‘improved well-being.’

How to measure
Indicators need to be measured and verified. Not surprisingly the process for doing this is 
called ‘means of verification.’ It relates to identifying the appropriate source of informa-
tion and the best possible method to collect the information. 

For example an objective could be ‘improved sleep at night for children.’ The first step in 
the means of verification is to find the best source of information about the children’s 
sleep patterns. In this case there are two obvious sources – the children and their care-

Leif Jonasson
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givers. Determining the most reliable source depends on factors such as the age of the 
children, etc. The next step is to consider how best to collect the information. If the care-
givers are the source of information, they could be invited to the project venue to be inter-
viewed about their children. If they have internet access, they could be asked to fill in an 
online questionnaire or volunteers could go to their homes to interview them. Again, this 
depends on the specific situation.

Often one source of information (e.g. parents) can be used for more than one objective 
(e.g. improved sleep, improved school attendance, reduced level of conflicts with siblings 
and caregivers). Other sources of information can be used too. Data that is collected by 
schools or local government agencies may be relevant to project indicators, for example, 
school enrolment rates or arrest statistics from local police records.

Methods of collecting information should be defined as soon as project objectives and 
corresponding indicators are developed. Ideally, objectives, indicators and means of veri-
fication should be developed at the same time, as one determines the other. Indicators are 
useless, if the means of verification has not been thought through. Thinking about how 
to measure an indicator raises questions about what to measure. This, in turn, may lead 
to modifications in the objectives. Identifying the indicators and the means of verification 
will also help to ensure that the project objectives are specific, realistic and measurable. 

There are a wide variety of methods and tools available as means of verification. Each 
tool is able to shed light on different aspects of a project. Means of verification can differ 
widely depending on the indicators used, but may include:

Here is a selection of useful data collection methods:

Attendance lists are used to answer important questions with regards to participation of 
the beneficiaries in the programme, and may include:

• the number of participants registered in the programme at the beginning; in every  
session; in total 

•  the average attendance over the course of the programme and over the past three 
months 

•  the number of participants attending on average per playground per session
•  the drop-out rate 

Level Means of verification
Outcome Structured questionnaires 

Transcripts of focus group discussions
Transcripts of key informant interviews
Observation
School records
Police reportst
Health ministry statistics

Output Monthly monitoring reports containing overview of number of train-
ings, community activities
Attendance lists at meetings, trainings, sessions
Activity diaries 
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Make sure to include reasons for not attending in attendance lists. Regular attendance 
often proves difficult due to many reasons that are specific to the local context. Assuming 
that participants do not attend, because they do not like the activity, may not be correct. 
It is important to understand the underlying reasons for non-participation and drop-out 
in order to improve participation.

Activity diaries are an important tool to keep track on what is going on in the pro-
gramme. Activity diaries are used by coaches as a record for each session. To make it as 
straightforward as possible for the coach, provide a list of activities to tick and space for 
comments. Make sure to only include what is relevant for the project. Don’t just collect 
information to keep busy. Activity diaries may include:

• date and duration of the session
•  name and number of coaches
•  aims and objectives (related to sport and psychosocial aims) and whether they were 

achieved
•  the sport and play activities that were done during the session
•  a record of how psychosocial goals were addressed
•  other activities included in the session
•  a record of the challenges or problems encountered.

Structured questionnaires can measure progress and changes in a project. They are 
used before (as a baseline),, during and after the project. The baseline level is used at the 
end of programme to evaluate if and what changes have occurred over time. 

Tim
othy Lam

, Hong Kong Red Cross
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When a change is measured, it is not always easy to know if it happened because of the 
intervention or if it would have happened anyway. Sometimes changes are due to the 
intervention. Sometimes they are due to the natural healing process and the resilience 
of the beneficiaries. Sometimes it is due to external factors, like an unexpectedly good 
harvest means that the community is less worried about the coming winter. As a result of 
this, people feel more secure and less anxious and so they report enhanced psychosocial 
well-being. 

A comparison group is a good method to find out whether a change is due to the inter-
vention or an external factor. A comparison group is a group outside the programme who 
doesn’t receive the intervention, but is as similar as possible to the beneficiaries receiving 
the intervention. The selected comparison group should consist of individuals who will be 
invited to enrol in the programme at a later point in time. 

It is recommended to combine baseline and comparison groups in the evaluation design. 
The baseline helps to identify changes occurring over time, and the comparison group 
makes it possible to conclude if the changes link to the intervention. Sometimes it is not 
possible to establish a baseline, for example in rapid onset disasters like hurricanes or 

Ethical considerations
Ethical considerations are important in the evaluation of psychosocial interventions using sport and 
physical activities, as almost all evaluation activities involve direct interaction with people. Here is a list 
of key principles:

• Right to service: Using comparison groups is a good tool for evaluation, but it raises ethical consid-
erations about equal right to service. Comparison groups should therefore be offered the interven-
tion at a later date.

• Do no harm: Participant confidentiality must be guaranteed to protect them from any harm as a 
result of the evaluation. Identifying information should not be made available to or accessed by any-
one who is not directly involved in the evaluation. If interviews are conducted, a safe location must 
be chosen to maintain privacy. These issues need to be especially addressed when dealing with sen-
sitive issues such as sexual and gender-based violence or other traumatic experiences.

• Principle of voluntary participation: This means that individuals are not coerced to participate. 
They have the right to refuse to participate or withdraw from the evaluation at any time without any 
negative consequences and without being asked for an explanation.

• Informed consent: Participants must be fully informed about the evaluation and give their consent 
to participate. They need to be made aware of the purpose of the evaluation, how the findings will 
be used, and if there are any potential risks or benefits of their participation. The participant must 
be able to make an informed decision as to whether they want to participate in the evaluation or 
not. Evaluation reports and other information about projects often include photos. Remember that 
the principle of informed consent also applies to taking and publicizing photos.

• Act professionally: Always be friendly, polite, non-judgemental and respectful. Make sure not to 
raise expectations that cannot be met. Be aware that many factors can influence the way people 
respond. The evaluation process itself can enhance well-being by being shown interest in asking 
someone what their views are. It is important that the evaluation processes are carried out as ob-
jectively as possible and that the people involved remain as neutral as possible (clothes, behaviour, 
language). Make it clear that there are no right or wrong answers and that the questions should be 
answered honestly. It should be stressed that the answers respondents give have neither negative 
nor positive consequences to them. 
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earthquakes. In those circumstances only, a comparison group can be used without the 
baseline. Ethical issues or practical restrictions may make comparison groups impossible. 
In such cases there may already be reliable data available to use for comparison. For  
example, local statistics for school enrolment can be compared to the school enrolment  
of participants in a programme enhancing access to school.

The number and selection of respondents is an important consideration in data collection 
too. There must be enough respondents to be able to draw general conclusions and they 
must be representative of the entire population of beneficiaries. Evaluators need to ensure 
there is an adequate number of participants to draw valid conclusions. There are software 
and mathematical formulas that can be used to calculate the correct sample size.

Focus group discussions: Focus group discussions are structured discussions guided 
by a facilitator. A focus group consists of five to ten people with similar characteristics or 
common interests. Open-ended questions encourage participants to express their views 
and elaborate on their experiences. The facilitator encourages the participants to create a 
more detailed picture by discussing and building on the responses of the group. Including 
the right participants in the group is crucial to the quality of data. Focus groups should 
be representative of the different people and communities that participated in the pro-
gramme. The composition of each group should also be carefully considered. For example, 
teenagers may be less likely to speak freely in front of members of the opposite sex. 
Most often it is preferable to form groups consisting of participants with the same ages 
and gender.

Narrative interviews: Key informants such as beneficiaries, coaches, teachers, pro-
gramme staff, or local government representatives, may be interviewed individually to 
collect as much information about a topic as possible. It is recommended to conduct a 
series of interviews and to use different sources to get a broad range of perspectives and 
an in-depth understanding of the topic. Narrative interviews are usually conducted in  
addition to other methods. 

Self-recording video: This method allows participants to speak freely while recording 
themselves on video. They are in full editorial control and can chose to be alone dur-
ing the recording. As a result thet may feel more at ease about speaking. This contrasts 
with being filmed by someone else while being asked questions. A self-recording video 
gives the participant the opportunity to tell his or her story without being distracted or 
influenced interviewer or camera person. There is a chance that hidden stories may be 
captured. The participant should be informed about who will have access to the recording 
and the things said in the recording, and to what extent anonymity is guaranteed.

Creative self-expression: Creative self-expression can be used, especially with children, 
to describe the impact of the programme. Drawing, drama, or singing, for example, may 
provide a less invasive and threatening way of collecting information than asking direct 
questions. It is crucial, however, that the children themselves explain the drawings or 
songs, instead of the evaluators trying to make sense and interpret the content. 

A monitoring and evaluation system of quality uses a variety of data collection methods to 
gain information. We recommend a mixed method approach, using both quantitative (i.e. 
using a structured survey and focusing more on numbers) and qualitative methods and 
indicators (i.e. focused on description).



138

Moving Together • How to plan and manage interventions 

Who does the monitoring and evaluation?
The project manager is responsible for ensuring that monitoring and evaluation takes 
place, but most often the actual work takes place at all levels of the project. It is most  
important to note that monitoring and evaluation always involves the beneficiaries.

A monitoring and evaluation system is designed for all levels of the project. This is impor-
tant to ensure that the right people in the organization carry out the data collection. For 
example, the finance officer is likely to be the person responsible for ensuring the project 
is financially on track. Facilitators are usually the people responsible for keeping attend-
ance records. 

Data management, analysis and reporting findings (internally and externally) are also very 
important. Identifying people with the relevant skill sets is vital at an early point in the 
process. It is also worthwhile considering if and how the local community can be involved 
in these aspects of the monitoring and evaluation process. This can cut costs and helps to 
build a more sustainable project.

IFRC
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Exit

When a programme is co-implemented by an international partner, there may come a 
time to exit and hand over to local organizations. Without a plan of how and when to 
hand the programme, it may not be possible to sustain the activities locally. Handover and 
exiting must be planned and communicated right from the beginning of the project. 

Responsibilities of the international partners to make the handover a success include:

• Agreeing with local partners the length of the intervention
•  Being transparent that the engagement of the international partner (managerial,  

financial) has a time limit
•  Training the local partners in overall project management, if needed
•  Building local capacity in fundraising 
•  Building up local, national, and international donor contacts in collaboration with the 

local partners
•  Using a participatory approach from the start
•  Encouraging local stakeholders to create ownership for the programme
•  Handing over as much detailed knowledge, documentation and networking opportu-

nities as possible
•  Making sure that withdrawing support is discussed frequently and does not occur  

suddenly 
•  Encouraging specifically identified local individuals and leaders to take on the respon-

sibilities and to request support
•  Conducting an exit workshop at the end of the project to ensure proper handover
•  Providing a resource person who is available for selective support if needed for a short 

period of time after the project has ended.

As psychosocial interventions using sport and physical activities in crisis situations are 
mostly planned as temporary interventions, it is crucial to incorporate an exit strategy 
into project planning. Handover can also take place step by step over the several years  
of intervention, allowing local stakeholders to take on more and more tasks and respon-
sibilities over time. 
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Sports and physical activities can be a powerful tool for social inclusion, 
creating a strong sense of community and togetherness. This is particu-
larly important in times of hardship, whether due to economic crisis, 
health crisis, poverty, natural disaster or conflict. When combined with 
psychosocial support, various sports and physical activities can univer-
sally benefit diverse groups across cultures and geography.

Moving Together: Promoting psychosocial well-being through sport 
and physical activity is a handbook designed to enable practitioners 
and experts in sociology, psychology, social work, sport and physical 
education to provide psychosocial support programmes to people in 
crisis situations. The included carefully-planned sport activities create 
a safe and friendly setting for expressing and addressing problems and 
fears, while helping participants gain confidence, resilience, coping 
skills and hope. At the core of the handbook is a holistic, all-inclusive 
approach with attention to socio-cultural relevance, so the activities are 
appropriate for use in many different cultural and geographical contexts.

The first part of the handbook explains the theoretical framework for 
sport and physical activities in psychosocial support interventions. 
The second part presents 28 activity cards that explain how to facilitate 
the activities, how they can be adapted to suit different circumstances, 
and how they can be used as a basis for discussion and reflection. The 
third part explains how to facilitate psychosocial interventions with sport 
and physical activities and how to set up interventions and programmes 
from the initial assessment to the exit strategy.

 

Promoting psychosocial well-being 
through sport and physical activity

Moving Together


