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FIGURE 1: A TRIUMPHANT SPORTS CAPTAIN WINNING A MATCH AT IN A MUSLIM NEIGHBOURHOOD [CREDIT UNICEF] 

Written by UNICEF Central African Republic (Awa Guedegbe Ouattara) and C4D Network, with the guidance 

of UNICEF HQ Communication for Development Section 

This case study explores how sport can be used as a platform for the participation of children of different faiths 

in the peacebuilding process, and the mobilization of influencers from various sectors of society. 

Sport has been identified by UNICEF CAR as a catalyst for social mobilization within peacebuilding 

interventions. This case study tracks how the popularity of playing/watching sports matches and of sports 

celebrities, intersects religious groups in Central African Republic, and can therefore be leveraged to bring 

these different faith groups into dialogue. Playing sport can also provide therapy for traumatized ex-combatant 

youth. Finally, UNICEF CAR show how mass public interest in sports events can stimulate national and local 

government figures to take a more direct and visible role in the peacebuilding process too. 

Conflict Analysis 

Since December 2012, the Central African Republic (CAR) has witnessed a socio-political and military crisis 

that has decimated all basic social services, as well as the infrastructure that supports their provision. The 

crisis has directly affected more than two million people, with nearly 700,000 displaced persons who have 

been thrust into the risk of famine. Distinct features of the crisis include its cyclical nature – having broken 

out in 1993, 2003 and again in 2013 – and its root in divisions between the Muslim and Christian segments 

of the population. This inter-religious crisis has created a number Muslim enclaves through a process of 

religious segregation, intolerance and fear of difference. Around 10,000 children have been recruited into 

military groups. Many tens of thousands more children are in urgent need of services for protection, 

nutrition, education and WASH, as shown by the significant rise in demand for these services since the crisis. 

As this demand cannot be met, “alarmingly high” numbers of children are dying each day, as reported by 

Medecins Sans Frontiers (MSF)1: in 2012, MSF reported the under-five mortality rate as just short of 2 deaths 

per 10,000 per day. 

                                                           
1 ‘Central African Republic: Child death rate alarmingly high’ (3 July 2012) 
http://www.msf.org/en/article/central-african-republic-child-death-rate-alarmingly-high  
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Peacebuilding Partnerships 

Under CAR’s transitional government, UNICEF has established several strategic partnerships with national 

and international NGOs (primarily Mercy Corps, on this project), private sector firms and academic 

institutions. Seven projects have been developed across these partnerships, each with the objective to 

strengthen social cohesion and to develop the culture of peace, especially among children, adolescents and 

youth. The projects include Sports for Life, posters on ‘Your Peace’, peace clubs for children and peace 

messengers in 50 schools. 

Representatives of several government levels from the Ministry of Education, Ministry of Youth and Ministry 

of Social Cohesion have also been involved to support these peacebuilding interventions. UNICEF have 

invited Ministry representatives to advocacy meetings, with the specific intention of stimulating their 

interest and engagement with the implications of the crisis for young Muslims and Christians. Private-sector 

partnerships have been crucial to supporting UNICEF CAR’s programming. Partnerships with 4 mobile 

companies have helped to launch the M&E platform U-Report, and have contributed to the dissemination 

of peace messages from 50,000 people. 

Theory of Change 

UNICEF CAR articulate their Theory of Change as follows:  

“This strategy uses a socio-ecological approach. On the individual and interpersonal level, young peoples’ 

participation in C4D activities (such as Sports for Life, theatre and singing) is a platform for them to articulate 

their attitudes towards peace. On the community level, influential figures (in religion, media, or sport) 

contribute to community dialogues, which can be a means to spread positive articulations of peace.  

Sport is central to this social mobilization because it can effectively sensitise communities to the 

involvement of young Muslims and Christians. In this case, young people organise live radio debates in 

their neighbourhoods before each match, and lead awareness-raising activities in each 15-minute 

break in the match, in which peace messages are performed or broadcast to the wider public. Popular 

sports matches have therefore become a key platform for opinion leaders to make public statements 

on the culture of peace. 

‘Sports for Life’ also uses sport as a way to engage young people in peacebuilding processes by 

encouraging them to be vocal in dialogues on peace and social cohesion. Each sports team is supported 

by two peer educators who organise discussions sessions – dedicated to issues of peace and cohesion 

– before each sports match. These discussions between the players are sometimes broadcast alongside 

sports games on the radio, or used as material for participatory theatre sessions.  

On the institutional and policy level, the ministry representatives’ engagement with these discussions 

provides an enabling environment for replicating these activities elsewhere in the country.” 
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C4D Strategies 

Given CAR’s political sensitivities, UNICEF 

CAR’s first step – before launching their C4D 

strategy – was to establish an environment 

conducive to the implementation of 

peacebuilding activities. UNICEF’s 

representative met with a group of religious 

leaders in order to gain their support for 

UNICEF’s work in the country, as well as to 

secure their commitment to engage their 

communities around the various 

peacebuilding interventions that were 

planned. This process involved discussion of 

the best ways to liberate young people who would be included in the Sports for Life intervention: that is, 

young girls and boys – aged 9-17 – who represented a range of Christians and Muslims.  

The neediest such young people were selected to participate by staff from Centre Jombosco, an exclusively 

Christian NGO that houses young people who have fled armed groups. These ex-combatants were engaged 

in a variety of activities, including drama, drawing competitions, and sport.  

First, partnership agreements were signed with four youth associations to implement the ‘Sport for Life’ 

element of UNICEF CAR’s programming. ‘Sport for Life’ consisted of football and basketball matches 

between teams that drew young people of different ages to represent their neighborhood. Through their 

inter-faith composition, these teams reinforced social cohesion. Sport was a vehicle to raise the young 

peoples’ enthusiasm to discuss issues likely to improve their living conditions. Activities then proceeded as 

follows: 

i. A situation analysis undertaken to identify the problems that adolescents and young people wanted 

to discuss. The problems identified informed the knowledge-building activities which were 

subsequently organised at the borough- and district-level. These activities helped young Muslims 

and Christians to understand the benefits of living together.  

ii. The Ministry of Youth and Sports mobilized 4 youth associations of various religious and political 

affiliations. Trainers, supervisors and peer educators were trained, and then identified teams and 

coaches in order to organise sports competitions. The teams were composed of children of various 

ages and faiths. 

iii. The Ministry of Youth and Sports ensured coordination among the various stakeholders through 

regular follow-up meetings. They also facilitated dialogue with national Sports federations, and 

arranged for the provision of the necessary sports equipment.  

iv. In the days before each sports match, young sports-men and -women had to identify an influential 

figure in their community, and meet with that leader to discuss issues of social cohesion and their 

own role in peacebuilding. In Bangui’s 4th District, for example, young people met Anti-Balaka 

leaders (a Christian Cameroonian militia) and motivated them to participate in Sports for Life 

activities. These meetings ultimately facilitated the participation of a group of ex-combatant 

children in Sports for Life, while also providing security at mass-audience football matches and other 

popular events. 

Figure 2: UNICEF CAR’s partnership with the Archbishop (leader of 
the Christian church in Bangui)1 
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v. Young people participated in the Sports 

for Life sports matches, which were 

broadcast by national, community and 

private radio stations. Some of these 

‘public games’ radio shows were live, 

while others were recorded and re-

broadcast with advance advertising to 

maximize listenership.  

vi. HIV testing campaigns at the start of 

each match allowed 23,780 

adolescents to know their HIV status in 

Bangui, Bouar and Bambari. 108 of 

those found to be HIV positive are now 

under anti-retroviral treatment. This 

demonstrates the synergy between the 

Ministry of Youth (who coordinated, monitored and evaluated the activities) and the Ministry of 

Health (who set up the screening and health centres). 

vii. The Minister advocated to other members of parliament – including the President – to engage with 

Sports for Life: an effort that was crowned by the President’s attendance of the basketball final. 

Other high-profile attendees included a former basketball champion from CAR, and the President 

of the Basketball Federation. 

Emerging Results and Impact  

Monitoring and Evaluation Methodology 

The Sports for Life intervention has used UNICEF’s ‘U-report’ modality, supported by the partnerships 

between UNICEF CAR and by four mobile telephone service providers. Overall, this platform has engaged 

15,500 U-reporters, around 84% of whom are youth (girls and boys) age 10 to 24. U-report allows UNICEF 

to assess the students' levels of knowledge on HIV, peace, and social cohesion, as well as to better 

understand young peoples’ needs (of which social cohesion, peace and education have been articulated as 

their top three requirements).  

U-Report in CAR… in numbers: 

 U-report activities were implemented by a steering committee composed of 15 youth organizations, 
and were supported by 80 youth organizations in Bangui, with an additional 100 youth organizations 
in the provinces (Bossangoa Bouar, Kaga-Bandoro, Bambari and Batangafo.)  

 The steering committee organized sensitization activities, and broadcast U-Report survey results 
through 40 radio and television programs. 

 5 consultation meetings – featuring the exchange and analysis of survey results – were coordinated 
by youth organization leaders.  

 3 workshops introduced U-Report surveys to policymakers in Bangui, Bossangoa and Bouar.  

 In March 2016, a survey was conducted asking what the President should prioritise for young 
people: 30% of U-reporters chose reconciliation, 25% chose education, 22% chose health and 15% 
chose security. After a campaign advocating these results, the President of CAR took into account 
this youth proposal for their top 4 priorities. 

As well as a tool for advocating to the President, U-report was also used several times in the participatory 

appraisal process at the national and international level. One occasion was the study on the link between 

F
igure 3: Basketball team at the opening ceremony of ‘Sport for 

Life’, attended by the President of CAR 
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education and conflict in CAR; another was the MINUSCA2 assessment survey on harassment, that ultimately 

contributed to the United Nations Secretary General’s global report. Beyond being used for data collection 

for research, U-Report was also the channel for the participation of children and adolescents in weekly 

surveys. They contributed their views on matters that affect them – such as health, education, employment, 

peace and governance. Additionally, U-Report was also used to sensitize communities on issues such as 

hand-washing, early marriage, immunization, HIV, peace, and exclusive breastfeeding. 

Outputs 

Training accompanying the Sports for Life programme focused on conflict resolution, the culture of peace, 

and methods of intercultural communication. Of those participating: 

 107 sports coaches were trained 

 107 youth sports teams mobilized 

 3,450 children were involved – 2,245 boys and 1,205 

 125 football and basketball matches were held across Bangui, Bouar and Bambar. 

Over the sum of the various interventions, the following people have been trained to develop their 

peacebuilding capacities: 148 communication- and technical-focal points; 2,520 community and religious 

leaders; 5,613 members of listening committees; 63 radio hosts; and more than 2,200 adolescents and 

youth. 

Impact 

To ensure the integration of Sports for 

Peace as a strategy, rather than a 

campaign or event-based effort, the 

participating sports teams arranged 

discussions with leaders and sports 

supervisors after the matches. These 

leaders talked them about respect for 

diversity, peaceful conflict resolution, the 

benefits of dialogue, and peace. Extending 

these practices was emphasized 

throughout these discussions as the youth 

in the CAR are a primary threat to the 

peace. Participating young sportsmen and 

sportswomen therefore became agents of 

change by talking to their peers and 

conducting home visits. 

Lessons Learned 

Key Facilitating Factors 

CAR is a country where sport – particularly football and basketball –attract youth of all communities, 

regardless of religion or ethnicity. The high-status of the Basketball Federation was a catalyst to attract young 

people to the activity, particularly through the President of the Federation who is a former professional 

basketball player. Sport for Life was a platform to strengthen the participation of youth in the process of 

                                                           
2 Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in the Central African Republic 

Figure 4: Catherine Samba-Panza, President of the CAR Transition, 
presents the trophy to the captain of the victorious women's team  
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building social cohesion and a culture of peace. U-Report, in addition, served as an innovative tool that has 

helped to involve young people by giving them a voice to express their needs and opinions through a 

peaceful medium. 

Key Challenges 

The multi-faith and multi-cultural nature of this project was both its essence, and its greatest challenge. 

Christians and Muslims are very wary of living together in CAR, and the issue of social and professional 

reintegration makes it particularly difficult to guarantee the safety of Muslims in a multi-faith setting. 

Engaging young people through four well-established organisations was therefore vital to coping with this 

challenge. 

Another difficulty was securing the involvement and commitment of some leaders of armed groups to allow 

children to participate in the Sports for Life programme: advocacy was necessary. 

Furthermore, some young participants expressed the need for vocational training and employment, hoping 

to be professional actors or footballers. UNICEF CAR unfortunately has no facility for this kind of training, 

meaning the project has thus created demand without having the capacity to offer all the opportunities that 

young people would hope for. 

Conclusions 

‘Sport for Life’ has had an overwhelmingly positive response in CAR. Sports has contributed significantly to 

the reduction of tensions, and has shown itself to be a stimulus and avenue for greater social cohesion and 

peace. In its current phase alone, the initiative is expected to accelerate the process of national 

reconciliation, and UNICEF CAR therefore believes it deserves to be extended throughout the country. 
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