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Introduction

Addiction doesn't come from nowhere. It often
arises from a lack of trust, recognition, and
connection. In many stories of young people who
turn to drugs, there's a need to feel part of
something, to be seen, to escape pain or
overwhelming pressure. Likewise, in the stories of
those who manage not to fall into it—or overcome
it—there's almost always a meaningful relationship,
a group, a passion, a person who believed in them.
This is where the idea of the Play for Life Method
was born.

Play for Life stems from a simple yet profound
belief: that sport can literally save lives, not because
it replaces treatment or prevention policies, but
because it is one of the most powerful tools we
have for building health, belonging, and meaning.
Sport, when truly educational, helps young people
recognize their emotions, overcome the fear of
failure, manage frustration, and discover the
satisfaction that comes from commitment and
personal growth. It is a school of life, a training
ground for resilience.



The project was born with the clear goal of
enhancing the educational role of youth sports
workers and providing them with concrete tools to
prevent and address youth addiction. Coaches and
sports educators are, in fact, one of the first lines of
contact with young people, as they spend quality
time with them, observe their behavior, and detect
changes. They often sense that something is wrong
before the problem becomes apparent. But
effective action requires awareness, training, and a
clear methodology.

The Play for Life Method is designed precisely for
this: to help youth sports workers transform their
daily activities into conscious and preventative
educational interventions.

Through four chapters, the manual takes the reader
on a journey that begins with an analysis of the
phenomenon—the numbers and risks of
addiction—and then explores the power of sport as
a prevention tool, defines the role and skills of
youth sports workers, and finally provides practical
insights on how to effectively communicate,
collaborate, and motivate young people.



Every part of the Method is designed to be useful,
concrete, and applicable. Not an academic text, but
a guide for those who work in the field, in gyms, on
playgrounds, and in associations. An invitation to
rethink one's role, to recognize that behind every
workout lies the possibility of changing a life, of
igniting confidence, of offering an alternative path
to those at risk of losing their way.

Play for Life doesn't offer recipes or formulas, but
rather an approach that believes in the power of
relationships and the educational power of sport.
It's a method that focuses on people, community,
shared time, and mutual care. Because true
prevention isn't achieved through fear, but through
presence.



Chapter 1 — Numbers and risks of drug addiction in
young people

Drug addiction represents one of the most complex
social challenges of our time, and its impact is
particularly evident among adolescents and young
adults. Drugs, in their various forms, continue to
exert a powerful attraction on a significant portion
of the younger generations, not only for their
immediate effects, but for what they symbolize:
rebellion, freedom, belonging, and escape. In a
social context where young people find themselves
navigating uncertainties, pressures, and
expectations, substance use can appear, at least
initially, as a simple and immediate response to a
deeper distress.

European statistics show the extent of the
phenomenon with a clarity that leaves no room for
indifference. According to theEuropean Monitoring
Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA,
2024), approximately one-third of young people
between the ages of 15 and 24 have used a narcotic
substance at least once in their lives. Cannabis
remains the most widespread substance, but there



is growing concern over the increase in the use of
cocaine, ecstasy, and especially the so-called new
psychoactive substances, synthetic products often
purchased online, difficult to trace and potentially
very dangerous.

Even in Italy, the picture is not comforting.ESPAD
report (2023)The study reports that more than a
quarter of students between the ages of 15 and 19
have used drugs at least once in their lifetime, and
one in ten reported having done so in the month
prior to the survey. Cannabis is by far the most
commonly used substance, but what is of greatest
concern is the increasingly widespread tendency to
combine drug use with alcohol, thus amplifying the
risks to physical and mental health. Furthermore,
the age of first use is progressively decreasing, a
sign of the growing cultural normalization of the
phenomenon.

Behind these numbers lie complex motivations,
rooted in the personal experiences and social
contexts of young people. Many young people
begin to use substances to curiosity, driven by the
desire to experiment or to feel part of a group.peer



pressureplays a decisive role: often those who
refuse to "try" risk being excluded, and in a phase of
life in which identity is still fragile, the fear of
judgment weighs more than the fear of
consequences. Other young people look to drugs
for escape from personal, family, or school
problems. In a world that glorifies performance and
success, for some, drugs become a way to escape
reality or to numb anxiety, frustration, and feelings
of inadequacy.

There is no shortage of situations of deeper
malaise, linked to low self-esteem, social isolation,
lack of role models, or difficulty managing
emotions. In the absence of adults capable of
listening, guiding, and understanding, substances
take on the role of refuge, an immediate response
to emotional needs that remain unexpressed.
Contemporary culture also contributes to blurring
the lines between what is risky and what is
acceptable. On social media, in music, or in
television series, drug use is often portrayed as a
transgressive but harmless experience, reducing the
perception of danger.



The consequences, however, are far from mild.
Addictions, even when they manifest in what are
considered "mild" or occasional forms, have
profound effects on psychological well-being and
social relationships. At the individual level,
substance use is associated with increased anxiety,
depression, irritability, and mood disorders. Many
young people report decreased motivation, loss of
interest in daily and school activities, and difficulty
concentrating and remembering. School
performance declines, family relationships become
strained, and the risk of isolation increases. Over
time, the substance ceases to be a means of escape
and becomes a trap, a constant need that reduces
personal freedom and gradually saps vitality.

On a social level, addiction creates profound
fractures. Drug use is often linked to risky behavior,
accidents, legal problems, and economic difficulties.
In many cases, habitual use leads to a progressive
decline.exclusion from positive contexts of
community life—school, sports, healthy
relationships—fueling a cycle of marginalization
that's difficult to break. Drugs, in other words, not
only rob us of our health, but also of belonging:



they erode our sense of self and trust in others, to
the point of making it difficult to imagine a different
future.

Even the sports environment, usually perceived as a
place of protection and growth, is not free from
risks. Some young athletes, especially in
competitive or unsupportive environments, may be
tempted to resort to substances to improve
performance, reduce fatigue dealing with
competitive stressin other cases, substances are
used as a form of compensation, to manage
disappointment, anxiety, or the fear of failure. The
line between the use of legal supplements and that
of  performance-enhancing or  psychoactive
substances often becomes blurred, especially when
there are no adults available to explain, educate,
and support them.

In this context, the role of the sports youth worker
takes on a central role. It's not just about promoting
physical activity as a healthy alternative, but about
creating spaces for authentic relationships, where
young people can feel welcomed, recognized, and
listened to. Coaches and sports educators, if



properly trained, can recognize early signs of
distress—a sudden drop in motivation, a change in
behavior, a loss of interest in training—and
intervene with empathy, not judgment.

Understanding the numbers and risks of addiction
also means understanding that there are no simple
or universal solutions. Every young person brings
with them a unique story, vulnerability, and context.
However, prevention can work when it's built
relationship, trust and sense of belongingSport, in
this sense, can be a powerful response: it offers
routine, goals, discipline, but above all, community.
Where there's a group, a coach who listens, an
environment that values commitment over results,
the likelihood that a young person will seek refuge
in drugs decreases significantly.

Awareness is the first step. Understanding the
phenomenon, reading the signs, and recognizing
the complexity of the causes allows us to act more
effectively and humanely. The methodPlay for Lifelt
was born from this very belief: sport is not just
physical training, but an educational tool, a life
training ground where young people can learn to
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know themselves, manage difficulties, and choose
their own freedom, day after day.
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Chapter 2 — The Power of Sport in Addiction
Prevention

Sport has always been one of the most complete
and transformative human experiences. In its most
authentic form, it is not simply competition or
physical exercise, but a universal language capable
of educating, uniting, and giving meaning. It is a
space where young people learn to understand
themselves, to test their limits, to respect rules and
others. And this is precisely why sport can become a
powerful tool for preventing addiction, because it
responds, in a positive and concrete way, to many of
the needs that drive young people to seek refuge in
substances.

Drugs, as we have seen, often offer an immediate
sense of belonging, control, or escape from pain.
Sport, on the other hand, teaches the opposite: it
educates constancy, al sacrifice, at the failure
management and discovering one's value through
the journey, not through shortcuts. When
experienced in a healthy environment and guided
by competent educators, it becomes a form of
"social antidote," replacing the loneliness of
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consumption with the strength of the group, and
the pursuit of momentary euphoria with the more
lasting pleasure of personal growth.

Numerous international studies have highlighted
the link between sports participation and reduction
of risky behaviors. The “World Health Organization”
has recognized physical activity as one of the main
protective factors for the mental and social health
of young people. Sports help regulate emotions,
reduce anxiety and stress levels, improve sleep
quality, and enhance self-perception. When young
people participate in sports regularly, they develop
a greater awareness of their bodies, their potential,
and their sensations. They learn that hardship can
be overcome, that improvement is possible, and
that satisfaction comes from commitment.

But the power of sport goes beyond physical
well-being and acts above all on the mental
level.educational and relationalTraining in a group,
following a coach, and playing a match alongside
others means learning trust, cooperation, and
mutual respect. In a team sport, young people
understand that victory is the result of balancing
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their own talent with that of others. In individual
sports, however, they learn to manage solitude and
responsibility, and to recognize that their limitations
aren't failures but opportunities for growth.

It is in this educational dimension that sport
naturally opposes the logic of addiction. Where
substances promise instant gratification, sport
teaches anticipation; where drugs numb pain, sport
teaches how to transform it into energy; where
addiction isolates, sport builds bonds. Every training
session, every challenge, every small daily success
becomes a silent yet powerful message:you can do
it, you can improve, you can choose to be
authentically well.

However, for sport to truly have this preventive
function, it must be intentionally educationalSimply
practicing sports isn't enough: we need a context in
which adults—coaches, instructors, youth
workers—know how to recognize and value the
educational potential of every gesture, every
relationship. Sport can become a place of growth or,
if poorly managed, a context that amplifies anxiety,
frustration, and feelings of inadequacy. Where the
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emphasis is solely on victory, results, or
performance, the risk of developing dysfunctional
behaviors increases. In such cases, young people
may experience sport not as a space of freedom,
but as another place of pressure and judgment.

For this, the model Play for Life promotes a vision of
sportinclusive, empathetic and oriented towards
the overall well-being of the personEducational
sport is one that forms citizens before athletes, and
recognizes the value of each participant, regardless
of their abilities or achievements. It's a sport that
welcomes, listens, and teaches them to fall and get
up again. When a young person finds an adult in the
gym, on the field, or in the pool who sees, supports,
and values them, the likelihood that they'll seek
refuge in drugs dramatically decreases.

Sport is also a space for emotional
expressionThrough movement, kids learn to give
form to emotions they often can't name: anger,
fear, frustration. A missed shot, a defeat, a difficult
workout become opportunities to work on
self-control and resilience. These emotional skills,
now called "life skills," are the most effective tools
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for preventing risky behavior. Those who know how
to manage their emotions, deal with
disappointment, and ask for help when needed are
much less likely to turn to substances to
compensate for distress.

Another crucial aspect concerns the sense of
belongingResearch shows that young people who
feel part of a stable and welcoming sports group
develop a stronger identity and higher self-esteem.
Feeling part of a team means feeling part of
something bigger than themselves, and this reduces
the need to seek validation or gratification
elsewhere. In a society where many adolescents
feel invisible, excluded, or disoriented, sports can
provide a community of reference, a place where
they are seen and valued for who they are, not for
what they own or consume.

Furthermore, sports practice promotes the
organization of time and habits, two fundamental
elements in building a balanced lifestyle. Regular
exercise involves sticking to a schedule, taking care
of your body, eating a healthy diet, and getting
enough sleep. These routines create order and
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stability, two protective factors against drifting
toward destructive behaviors.

It is important to underline that sport cannot and
should not replace treatment or specialist
intervention in cases of full-blown addiction.
However, it can act as apreventive barrierin the
initial stages of risk, intercepting those young
people who find themselves in vulnerable
situations. It can also represent an important part of
their integration paths for those trying to recover
from addiction, offering a new sense of structure,
belonging, and confidence.

In  Europe, many good practices already
demonstrate the effectiveness of sport as a tool for
prevention and rehabilitation. From social football
programs for young people at risk of exclusion to
community sports initiatives in  vulnerable
neighborhoods, to Erasmus+ Sport projects that
combine education, health, and inclusion, the
message is clear: sport can change lives. You don't
need to be a professional athlete to experience its
educational power; all it takes is a group, a coach, a
shared goal, and the awareness that every training
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session is also a step toward a freer and more
conscious life.

Sport is not just a means to “keep kids away from
drugs”, but away to teach them to feel good about
themselves and otherslt is a tool for empowerment,
a laboratory for personal and social growth that
allows young people to build a positive identity,
founded on respect, collaboration, and trust. In an
era when many adolescents feel disoriented, sport
can restore direction and meaning, reminding us
that the greatest strength is not that found in a
substance, but that which is built within oneself,
day after day, with commitment, passion, and
courage.
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Chapter 3 — The role of youth sports workers

In the world of youth sports, the coach, educator, or
sports youth worker isn't simply a technical figure.
They're a point of reference, a significant adult,
often one of the few consistently present in young
people's lives. Their role goes far beyond teaching
athletic skills or game tactics: it involves personal
training, building trust and creating an educational
environment that fosters the physical, psychological
and social well-being of children.

Being a sports youth worker means recognizing that
sport isn't just movement, but also language,
relationships, and identity. Every workout, every
word, every piece of feedback represents an
educational opportunity. Through sport, young
people learn to know themselves, manage fatigue,
respect the rules, and share goals. But, above all,
they learn to feel part of something. This is precisely
what it means to be part of something.experience
of belonging to make sport a powerful tool for
preventing addictions.

19



Drugs, in fact, appeal to the same needs that sport
can satisfy in a healthy way: the need for
recognition, belonging, to overcome limits, to calm
anxieties or insecurities. Many young people begin
to use substances not out of rebellion or curiosity,
but because compensate for a gapA lack of trust,
authentic relationships, and credible adult role
models. In this context, the sports youth worker can
become the figure who addresses this void and fills
it with meaning, offering concrete and positive
alternatives.

The connection between sports educators and
addiction prevention is profound. Drugs thrive
where meaningful relationships are lacking, where
young people feel invisible or unrecognized.
Conversely, a caring educator can make
relationships the primary means of protection.
When a young person feels seen, heard, and
accepted unconditionally, the need to turn to
substances to numb emotions or feel part of a
group is drastically reduced.

To perform this role effectively, the youth worker
must develop some fundamental skills.
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The first is the observation skills. Recognizing a
problem requires sensitivity and attention: a
sudden drop in performance, repeated absences,
irritability, or isolation can be signs that something
is wrong. Often, children don't ask for help directly,
but rather do so through behavior or silence. A
coach or educator who spends a lot of time with
them can pick up these signs before anyone else.
It's not about replacing specialists, but about being
the first point of contact, the first adult to notice
and act.

Another key skill is the empathic communication.
Talking about drugs with young people is difficult,
because it risks falling into moralism or judgment. A
trained youth worker knows that the key is
dialogue, not preaching. It means creating a space
where young people can express curiosity, doubts,
and experiences without fear of being labeled. Only
in this climate of trust is it possible to talk openly
about the risks, dismantle false myths, and guide
them toward more informed choices.

Furthermore, empathetic communication is what
allows educators to address even more complex
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situations with young people, such as suspicion or
awareness of drug use. In these cases, the reaction
should not be punitive but oriented towards
listening and empowerment. A rigid or accusatory
approach risks pushing the young person even
further away, reinforcing the isolation and sense of
loneliness that fuel addiction. The youth worker,
however, can propose a pact of trust, encourage
reflection on the consequences, and, when
necessary, facilitate contact with support figures or
community services.

Being a sports youth worker also meansset an
exampleYoung people learn primarily by observing.
A coach who shows respect, who faces difficulties
calmly, who manages stress without aggression or
self-destructive behavior, teaches children concrete
life lessons. It is through daily behavior, more than
through words, that we teach the difference
between strength and escape, between authentic
well-being and illusion.

At the same time, the sports educator must be able
to maintain firmness and clarity. Prevention doesn't
mean permissiveness, but presence. Children need
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clear rules, recognizable boundaries, and adults
who enforce them consistently and respectfully. A
young person who knows that the sports
environment is safe, that doesn't tolerate
dangerous behavior but embraces fragility, learns to
recognize responsibility as part of the game.

The sporting context, if well managed, can become
a privileged place for promoting awareness. Team
meetings, training sessions, or even simple
moments of discussion can be opportunities to talk
openly about addictions, stress, mental health, and
well-being. You don't need medical or complex
language; authentic questions, shared experiences,
and positive examples are enough. Prevention
works when it becomes part of daily life, not an
isolated conversation.

In this sense, the sports youth worker can also
collaborate with external experts— psychologists,
health workers, associations — to organize meetings
or workshops to help young people better
understand the risks associated with substance use.
Integrating  different  skills strengthens the
educational message and conveys to young people
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the idea that health is not an individual issue, but a
collective one.

The youth worker must also be aware of the role of
sport as a protective factor, but also its potential
risks. In some sports environments, in fact, a
subculture exists that normalizes the use of
substances to "enhance performance," reduce
fatigue, or manage competition anxiety. This is a
less visible but equally dangerous form of addiction,
which can develop even in seemingly healthy
contexts. Sports educators must be able to
recognize these dynamics and counteract them,
promoting a culture of sport based on well-being
and personal growth, not on performance at all
costs.

Being a sports youth worker, ultimately, means
believing in the transformative power of sport, but
also in the power of relationships to change people.
It means accompanying young people not only in
their successes, but also in their weaknesses,
helping them understand that asking for help is not
a sign of weakness, but of courage. It's a role that
requires sensitivity, training, and dedication, but
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one that can have a profound and lasting impact,
capable of helping not only their athletic journeys,
but also their lives.
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Chapter 4 — Effective communication,
collaboration, and motivation

Every educational relationship is born and
nourished by communication. In the sports context,
communication isn't just about giving instructions
or providing technical corrections: it's about
building a bond, instilling trust, fostering
motivation, and creating an emotional climate
where each young person feels welcomed and
valued. Communication is the invisible thread that
unites coaches, educators, youth workers, children,
and families. It's through words, gestures, and
attitudes that a group's culture is formed and that
risky behaviors like drug use can be prevented or,
conversely, fueled.

In an era in which young people live constantly
immersed in flows of contradictory messages - from
social networks, from the media, from their peer
group - the figure of the sports youth worker can
represent an alternative you, more authentic and
coherent. But for its communication to be effective,
it must be empathetic, clear and intentional.
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Communicating in an empathetic way means, first
of all,really listenActive listening is a powerful
educational tool: it allows kids to feel understood,
to express doubts, fears, and vulnerabilities. Often,
young people who use substances or engage in risky
behaviors do so because they feel alone, unheard,
and invisible. When they find an adult willing to
listen without judgment, a space of trust opens up
where they can finally share their experiences. A
coach or sports educator who knows how to stop
and ask, "How are you really feeling?" is carrying
out a more effective prevention effort than any
information campaign.

Empathy is not weakness, but emotional
awareness. It means recognizing that behind every
behavior lies a need. A young person who isolates
himself, who reacts angrily, who arrives distracted
or unmotivated to practice is often asking for
attention, not discipline. Youth workers must learn
to read these signals and respond with balance,
demonstrating firmness without closing the door to
dialogue. In this sense, empathetic communication
becomes a bridge between the adult and the young
person, between authority and understanding.
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The clarity, instead, concerns the way messages are
conveyed. Young people need adults who can
express things simply, directly, and coherently.
Half-truths, moralisms, or ambiguous messages
don't work. Talking about drugs, wellness, or life
choices requires sincerity. Young people
immediately sense when an adult is speaking
authentically or acting a part. It's crucial that youth
sports workers know how to address these issues
openly, acknowledging their complexity without
resorting to the language of prohibition. Saying
"don't do it" isn't enough; much more helpful is
saying "l understand why it may seem like a
solution, but there are better ways to deal with
what you're feeling." This type of communication
empowers, encourages reflection, and builds trust.

To be intentionalln communication, it means being
aware of the weight of every word, gesture, or
silence. Every piece of feedback given to a young
person, every way of handling defeat, every attitude
toward mistakes contributes to building their
self-image. Overly critical or ironic language can
undermine self-esteem, while authentic recognition
can spark motivation. Youth workers must
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remember that, especially in adolescence, adults'
words have a huge impact because they can
strengthen or hurt, open or close, inspire or
humiliate. Effective communication, therefore, is
not just technical but ethics: it is a daily choice of
respect and responsibility.

Alongside communication, another key element in
prevention iscollaborationNo one can address the
complex educational challenges related to addiction
alone. Coaches and sports educators must learn to
work collaboratively with families, schools,
community services, and other professionals. When
young people perceive that the adults around them
are communicating, collaborating, and sharing
common values, they feel more protected and less
alone. Conversely, when educational environments
are fragmented—sports on one side, school on the
other, family distant—the risk of disorientation and
self-destructive behavior increases.

Collaboration also serves to createeducational
coherencelf a young person receives conflicting
messages in different contexts of their life, they will
struggle to build an internal compass. A coach who
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promotes values of respect and health but then
ignores or downplays substance use sends a
confusing message. However, when all the adults
involved in the developmental journey convey the
same direction—self-care, balance,
responsibility—prevention becomes concrete and
lasting.

Finally, effective motivation represents the heart of
educational work in sport. Motivating does not
mean pushing, but turn onSomething within the
young person. It means helping them discover their
own reasons for making an effort, for believing in
themselves, for choosing a healthy lifestyle. The
strongest motivation comes from within, not from
without: it's what's built when a young person
understands that their value doesn't depend on
results, but on commitment and personal growth.

The youth worker can foster this motivation by
creating an environment where mistakes are not
punished but understood, where every progress,
even small, is recognized, and where hard work is
seen as a natural part of the journey.intrinsic
motivation—the kind that stems from the pleasure
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of self-improvement, not the desire for approval—is
the most resilient, and represents one of the most
effective protections against the pursuit of artificial
gratification, such as that offered by drugs. When a
young person finds in sports a genuine source of
satisfaction and belonging, the need to resort to
substances to "feel better" diminishes.

A cohesive sports group, led by attentive and
communicative  adults, thus becomes an
educational microcosmA place where young people
learn to manage their emotions, cooperate,
recognize their limitations, and turn them into
opportunities. It's in this space that addiction
prevention takes shape, not as a theoretical lesson,
but as a lived experience.

Sport, when combined with authentic
communication, a collaborative network, and deep
motivation, becomes much more than an activity: it
becomes a school of life. A place where we learn to
connect with others, to make informed choices, and
to believe in our own strength.

And it is precisely in this combination -
communication, collaboration, motivation - that the
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heart of the method is achieved. Play for Life using
sport not only to train the body, but to educate the
mind and protect oneself.
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Conclusion — Sport as a space of freedom

When we talk about addictions, we often think of
prohibition, punishment, and treatment after the
damage is done. But true prevention begins much
earlier, when a young person finds a place where
they feel free, supported, and recognized. And that
place is often sport.

Sport has the extraordinary ability to teach the
freedom to make mistakes and start over, to
challenge one's limits, to belong without losing
oneself. It's a language that unites, educates, and
builds self-esteem. For this reason, it can become
one of the most powerful weapons against the
loneliness, boredom, and emptiness that fuel
substance use.

The Play for Life Method aims to offer youth sports
workers a tool to recognize risk signals, strengthen
the educational relationship and promote
well-being and awarenessEvery word, every
gesture, every moment of listening can be an act of
prevention. A coach who encourages a child, who
helps them believe in themselves, who
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accompanies them through difficult times, plays a
role that goes far beyond sports: they become a
health resource, a point of reference, an ally in
building freedom.

In this sense, the fight against addiction is not just a
health issue, but an educational, relational, and
cultural one. And sport, with its ability to create
bonds, convey values, and give meaning, can be the
most fertile ground for -cultivating that inner
freedom that no substance can ever offer.
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