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This research was designed and implemented to support the holistic program
development for youth sports and physical activity addressing health and well-being
and promoting Positive Youth Development in Japan for children and young people up
to 25 years.

Positive Youth Development (PYD) promotes well-being, inclusion, education, and
career readiness through intentional programs in schools, communities, and sports. It
focuses on creating opportunities, fostering growth, building strengths, and
supporting relationships that help youth thrive and reach their full potential.

Based on the desk-based research the following needs were identified to be explored
further in this phase of the research.

Targeted and inclusive programs for underserved youth, are important to make sports
more accessible to all, including those with disabilities’, girls, LGBTQI+?, and immigrant
youth. Physical education and extracurricular activities such as Bukatsu often exclude
diverse youth identities and create negative experiences. It is essential to identify and
address barriers, specifically the intersecting challenges to participation, especially for
marginalized, often-excluded youth, and create safe, inclusive spaces for all.

Collaborative approaches to expand opportunities and impact, to foster sustainable
youth sports programs through partnerships between community sports clubs, sport
for development (SFD) organizations and other key stakeholders such as schools and
governments. This will help offer more diverse, accessible, and inclusive sports
opportunities for youth, including non-traditional sports and provide access to low-
income youth and cater for diverse motivations for participation.

Support including financial resource and capacity building for SFD organizations, is
important to leverage the potential of these types of organizations in the Japanese
youth-sports ecosystem. SFD organizations which promote youth empowerment
through sports are under-resourced®. Increased financial support and capacity-
building, including safeguarding measures”, are needed to enhance their ability to
provide safe, impactful and expansive sports programs and broaden delivery to
address additional outcomes such as career development.
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https:/www.mext.go.jp/sports/b _menu/toukei/chousaQ4/sports/1415963 00012.htm

2 Questionnaire on LGBTQ+ Youth Experiences in Physical Education :
https://pridehouse.jp/assets/img/handbook/pdf/ally experiences.pdf
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https://www.mext.go.jp/sports/b_menu/shingi/013_index/shiryo/ icsFiles/afieldfile/2017/08/17/1386194_02.pdf
412" \Was Hit So Many Times | Can't Count” Abuse of Child Athletes in Japan:

https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/07/20/i-was-hit-so-many-times-i-cant-count/abuse-child-athletes-japan



https://www.mext.go.jp/sports/b_menu/toukei/chousa04/sports/1415963_00012.htm
https://pridehouse.jp/assets/img/handbook/pdf/ally_experiences.pdf
https://www.mext.go.jp/sports/b_menu/shingi/013_index/shiryo/__icsFiles/afieldfile/2017/08/17/1386194_02.pdf
https://www.hrw.org/report/2020/07/20/i-was-hit-so-many-times-i-cant-count/abuse-child-athletes-japan

METHODS

The research has used a mixed-methods design combining quantitative and
qualitative data with a purposive sample of participants. This included a specifically
designed online survey. The semi-structured interviews investigated key findings
following the quantitative surveys to provide further qualitative insights.

SAMPLING STRATEGY

A purposive sample of 26 organizations in Japan were invited to complete the online
survey. This was conducted by scoping and mapping of organizations, experts and
locations gathered from Beyond Sport's and associated consultants' existing
networks and contacts in the youth and sports sectors in Japan

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS:

The data collection approaches and tools were uniquely developed to best address the
research aims.

SURVEY

The survey was created to collect primary quantitative data, with one secondary focus
in qualitative data. Questions were designed from the findings identified in the desk-
based research with a needs-focused lens. The survey consisted of 21 questions, which
included open text and predominantly multiple-choice questions designed with a
selection of the three most prevalent defined options and an open text ‘other’ option.

INDIVIDUAL INTERUIEWNS:

The semi-structured individual interviews were designed to collect primary qualitative
data and further investigate the findings from specific recommendations identified
within the survey results. The interviews were structured to address four key topics
and capture additional data from experts in youth sports relating to:

- Intersectionality of context-specific issues for youth.

- Challenges and needs at the programmatic and organizational level for those
working in youth health, well-being and PYD through sports.

- Support structures to enable youth empowerment.

- Strengthening the wider youth and sports sector through connected and
diverse networks.



DISCUSSION ON SURVEY FINDINGS

YOUTH GROUPS IN THE MOST NEED IN JAPAN

Diverse and marginalized youth in Japan are among those most needing support.
Youth with disabilities, a target group for 27% of participants, often lack access to
inclusive sports and exercise programs tailored to their needs, leaving them less
physically active and more socially isolated. Gender-expansive youth, including
LGBTQI+ individuals, face additional challenges, such as discrimination or discomfort
in traditional sports settings, which can discourage participation and hinder their
ability to develop positive associations with physical activity. Due to financial
limitations, economically disadvantaged youth also struggle to access paid sports
programs, facilities, and equipment. Additionally, immigrant and refugee youth,
whose numbers are growing in Japan, often face unique barriers, including language
difficulties, cultural adaptation challenges, and a lack of culturally sensitive
recreational opportunities. These overlapping challenges underscore the importance
of creating equitable access to sports and exercise for all youth, regardless of their
backgrounds or abilities.

CHALLENGES FAGING YOUTH IN JAPAN

Youth in Japan face significant challenges that impact their health and well-being
(20%), particularly regarding physical activity and personal development. One major
issue is the lack of inclusive sports opportunities for marginalized groups (27%), such
as women, youth with disabilities, and LGBTQI+ individuals. Traditional sports
programs often fail to address diverse motivations, such as exercising for health,
social engagement, or personal enjoyment, reducing participation among these
groups.

Another significant challenge is the strong academic and career pressures on youth,
often from societal and parental expectations, which is a key issue in 20% of
communities. These pressures contribute to heightened anxiety and stress, which can
detract from their overall well-being and leave little time for physical activities or
sports. Additionally, digital stress caused by excessive use of social media and online
platforms, an issue shared by 20% of communities, exacerbates mental health
concerns, such as low self-esteem, anxiety, and social isolation.

Social disconnection further compounds these issues, as traditional sports
environments can exclude marginalized youth, leaving them without opportunities to
form healthy connections with peers - an issue shared in 27% of communities.
Together, these challenges create a complex web of barriers that hinder Japan's
youth's physical and emotional development.



ENABLERS AND BRRRIERS TO HEALTH, WELL BEING AND PYD IN JRPAN

Several factors can enable or hinder the health, well-being, and PYD of Japan's young
people. On the positive side, intentional sports programs integrating PYD principles
can play a transformative role. These programs can provide youth with opportunities
for growth, including developing life skills, self-confidence, and social connections.
Prioritizing mental health and psychological safety within such programs is essential,
ensuring participants feel secure and supported. Community engagement is another
critical enabler, as safe and supportive communities can encourage participation and
foster positive associations with physical activity.

However, several barriers continue to limit progress in these areas. Structural
inequalities and a lack of awareness about inclusivity prevent many marginalized
groups from accessing sports opportunities. Societal expectations that emphasize
academic achievement over physical well-being also reduce participation in sports
and exercise. Additionally, negative associations with sports—such as feelings of
intimidation or exclusion, particularly among LGBTQI+ youth and those with
disabilities can discourage engagement. Financial limitations further compound these
issues, a key blocker in 24% of commmunities, as the costs associated with organized
sports remain prohibitive for economically disadvantaged youth. Addressing these
barriers is key to creating an environment fostering health, well-being, and PYD for
all.

BEST APPROACHES AND SUPPORT NEEDED TO ENHRNGE PHYSICAL HEALTH AND PYD IN JAPAN

Inclusive and intentional sports programs are essential to enhancing physical health
and positive youth development, a feeling shared by 24% of survey participants. These
programs should be designed to meet all youth's diverse needs and motivations,
including those from marginalized backgrounds. By integrating PYD principles, such
as teamwork, leadership, and personal growth, sports programs can provide
opportunities for youth to develop holistically. Programs must also actively promote
positive mental health by embedding mental health support and training coaches to
recognize and address psychological challenges.

Building social connections is another critical approach. Team-based activities that
foster collaboration can help youth build relationships and develop interpersonal skills
in a supportive environment. At the same time, empowering youth through activities
focusing on self-esteem and self-efficacy is crucial. Programs should emphasize skill-
building and personal growth rather than competition, ensuring participants feel
accomplished and valued.

Support for these efforts must also come from organizational and policy
development. Establishing organizations dedicated to inclusive PYD and equipping
them with resources and training can help ensure their success. Advocacy for national
policies that prioritize inclusive sports programs and provide funding for



disadvantaged youth is also essential. Additionally, efforts must be made to improve
perceptions of sports and exercise, particularly among historically excluded groups.
By creating welcoming environments and combating stereotypes, these programs
can ensure that all youth can enjoy and benefit from physical activity.

In conclusion, addressing the needs of marginalized youth in Japan requires creating
inclusive, accessible, and supportive sports programs that cater to their diverse
backgrounds and experiences. These programs can foster physical health, emotional
well-being, and PYD by overcoming barriers such as financial limitations, societal
expectations, and exclusionary environments. It is essential to integrate the principles
of PYD, promote mental health, and prioritize community engagement to ensure that
all youth, regardless of gender, ability, or socioeconomic status, have equal
opportunities for growth and connection. A more inclusive and supportive
environment can be achieved with targeted support and policies.

INTERUIEUS REVIEW OF FINDINGS

The results from the individual interviews reflect initial findings from the survey and
further details insights provide a more detailed understanding of the current context
of youth sports in Japan.

Many interviewees emphasized that youth sports opportunities are limited to a few
pathways, such as Bukatsu, and often focus excessively on a "win-at-all-costs"
mentality, with opportunities primarily tailored for children who excel at sports.

"I've been thinking about this a lot, but young children generally don't dislike physical activity.
However, as they transition from upper elementary school to junior high, many start to dislike
it. | believe this reflects major issues in school education. To be blunt, elementary school
teachers aren't equipped to teach physical education. It turns into a showcase for students
who are already skilled, while those who aren’t are exposed and laughed at. Children who
struggle in PE face such stressful situations that they try to make themselves invisible."

This indicates a lack of psychologically safe environments where athletically skilled and
less skilled children can enjoy sports. Similar views were shared regarding the
implementation of youth sports programs.

"Many organizations focus primarily on participating in and winning local tournaments.
Objectives like enhancing children’s well-being or fostering positive youth development
through sports are often absent from their core missions. While there may be a vague idea
that sports promote growth in mind and body, in reality, these organizations operate much
like those managing competitions for middle, high school, or college athletes. Even for
elementary school children, the emphasis is on organizing tournaments and winning."

This focus on competition overlooks the need to ensure all youth are included in sports
and further addresses key barriers, such as financial requirements to support access
and participation at a recreational level.



"Sports today are expensive. It's not just about getting equipment; the mindset of enjoying
sports locally isn't widespread. Sports could be more accessible for youth, but there's too
much emphasis on doing things ‘properly’—buying expensive gear, traveling for games, etc.
Instead of prioritizing enjoyment during their youth, there's an overemphasis on the value of
participating in major tournaments.”

Additionally, many interviewees noted that clubs often lack consideration for diverse
youth, such as those with disabilities, girls, LGBTQI+ individuals, children from foreign
backgrounds, and those from economically disadvantaged households. When such
youth do participate, clubs are often unprepared to support them.

"They say, ‘anyone is welcome, however there's a challenge in being understood, and within
that, there's a lack of assurance for safety when trying to take the leap. They say things like,
‘It'd be great if they just came’, but the truth is, there are enormous obstacles to even just
joining."

This clearly highlights a lack of education and confidence in feeling equipped to
support youth, particularly youth with disabilities, in sports and ensure accessibility,
adaption, and inclusivity.

When discussing youth decision-making opportunities in sports, many interviewees
observed that such opportunities are rare at all levels.

"For example, decisions like scheduling matches or practices, participating in tournaments, or
choosing who plays in a game — these are very real matters. However, children have no
authority over them at all. The authority lies entirely with the coaches. If the kids wanted to
say, 'We'd like to play against this middle school in the next match,' or ask, 'Can we
participate as well?' they aren’t even given those options. They just follow what they're told,
and that becomes the norm. | think there are hardly any opportunities for them to make
decisions. The root of this issue is that coaches believe it's not something they need to
consider.”

This reiterates the traditional hierarchy and structure that exists within the context
and that behaviour and perspective change serve as a significant opportunity that
needs to be addressed skilfully in accordance with Japanese culture.

“It's crucial for all the coaches on a team to share and uphold a stance that genuinely
respects each child as an individual. Often, there's an inherent mindset that sees children as
being beneath the coaches. When the dynamic is one where the coach leads and the players
are merely followers, things don't go well. If a player acts against the coach’s expectations, it
can lead to excessive criticism or even harm, with the coach adopting a mindset of, 'It's their

fault for not doing it.""

Further education on promoting children’s rights and empowering their voices was
identified as a fundamental first step to achieving youth development and leadership.



"To put it simply, sports coaches don't know enough about children's rights. That law clearly
includes rights like children’s freedom of expression and their right to voice their opinions. If
coaches truly understood this, there wouldn't be a need for adults to impose so many
restrictions. Of course, it's necessary to say no to actions or environments that pose a life-
threatening danger, but children should be allowed to express what they want to do and
work through improvements themselves. That process is what helps them grow into adults,
but it seems that this understanding has been forgotten in Japan today."

In conclusion, as observed in the interviews, sports environments for youth are centred
around extracurricular activities such as Bukatsu and are dominated by a highly
competitive and results-focused mentality. Little consideration is given to the
participation of a diverse group of youth. Promoting inclusive and enjoyable sports
programs that enhance the positive experiences of all youth regardless of skill level or
background is important.

Furthermore, existing environments often undermine the psychological safety of
youth and deprive them of opportunities and the mindset to voice their opinions,
reducing them to remain followers of their coaches. Coach training on children’s
rights, DEI, and creating participatory sports environments where young people can
express themselves, feel heard, and make decisions to develop their leadership skills
should be incorporated.

Finally, implementing strategies to make sports more affordable at the community
level and subsidising equipment and facility costs will further increase accessibility
and ensure equity for economically disadvantaged youth.

Addressing these challenges, which remain perpetual barriers, will be essential to
holistically developing and empowering youth through health, well-being and PYD
initiatives.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Expand Inclusive Sports Opportunities

Design programs tailored for marginalized youth, including those with disabilities,
girls, LGBTQI+ individuals, economically disadvantaged youth, and immigrants. Focus
on creating safe, welcoming environments that address intersecting barriers to
participation and promote participation, health, well-being and PYD.

Promote Sustainable and Flexible Funding
Provide grants tailored to the needs of traditional sports clubs and SFD

organizations. Support administrative and facility costs to ensure equitable access
and long-term viability of youth sports programs.



Strengthen Organizational Capacity

Establish values-based and mission-driven sports organizations to support
organizations' best service to the youth they impact. Equip organizations and
practitioners with safeguarding, DEI, and program design training. Build for-for-
purpose and robust policies that involve youth in decision-making through co-design
processes and develop pathways for them to support accountability within
organizations.

Foster Multi-Sector Collaboration

Build partnerships between schools, governments, SFD organizations, and sports
clubs to leverage infrastructure, expand offerings, and share resources. Strengthen
horizontal networks among youth sports organizations to foster knowledge exchange
and shared learning.

Address Cultural Barriers in Sports through Activations

Shift the "win-at-all-costs" mindset by promoting PYD-focused values through
culturally sensitive campaigns, athlete role-model involvement, and community
activations. Support and educate parents in broader perspectives beyond competitive
sport and results-focused pressures. Emphasize holistic well-being, inclusion, and
diverse motivations for sports participation.

Focus on Youth Empowerment and Leadership

Introduce structured pathways for youth to transition into mentoring, coaching, and
organizational roles. Encourage peer-to-peer engagement to strengthen self-efficacy
and representation in youth-based sports.

Enhance Impact Measurement and Evaluation

Develop frameworks to monitor and evaluate program success, participant
outcomes, and organizational growth. Use findings to refine program design and
share insights across the sector.

CONGLUSION

The research concludes that Japan's community youth sports and sport for
development sectors are well-placed to support, promote, and impact youth health,
well-being, and PYD.

There is a clear need to strengthen the sector holistically and equip organizations,
programs, and their practitioners with key skills, tools, resources, and financial backing
to develop impact and sustainability in youth and sports offerings. This includes



driving collaborations and a culture of shared resources, learning, and development
across lateral networks of organizations and key stakeholders across the sector.

Culturally relevant, context-specific and intentionally designed outcome-focused
programs are required to foster inclusion and engage hard-to-reach and marginalized
youth groups. Further effective evaluation and monitoring strategies are needed to
inform ongoing design and implementation.

Understanding relevant engagement opportunities, whether through digital means,
promotional campaigns, or activations, including storytelling and developing
community ownership, will further advance youth sports' growth, impact, participant
retention, and sustainability.

Lastly, to support authentic youth development, it is important to create supportive
structures to empower youth leaders. This includes decision-making across programs,
organizations, and within the commmunity. Pathways for youth, either in the sports
sector or through developing transferable skills, will support career readiness and
continue generations of youth who thrive in a world faced with complexity and
uncertainty.

For further programmatic development, implementation, and measurement, it is
recommended that diverse representatives continue to be included to inform and
design strategies and approaches that reflect best practices in PYD through sports in
Japan.

NOTE FOR INTERPRETATION

While this Executive Summary offers valuable insights into the challenges and
opportunities for youth development through sport in Japan, it is important to
acknowledge that the scope of the study was limited by available resources. The
findings draw on a targeted survey and a series of individual interviews with selected
organizations and experts working with young people. Every effort was made to
capture a diverse and meaningful sample; however, the study does not claim to reflect
the full range of organizations or regional contexts across Japan. Accordingly, the
themes and recommendations presented should be considered indicative rather than
comprehensive. Further large-scale, representative research is recommended to build
on these findings and inform broader policy and programmatic development.



