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Essay


 What Difference can a 
Basketball Make?

 “Sport can play a role in improving the lives of 
individuals, not only individuals, I might add, 
but whole communities.”1, said the former Se-
cretary General for the United Nations, Kofi An-
nan. A Danish organization, GAM3, has been 
testing this statement over the past three years, 
in their efforts in Lebanon and Egypt. GAM3 
uses street basketball and urban culture as tools 
for empowerment and encouraging tolerance 
and cross cultural dialogue between youth from 
different religious, cultural and social back-
grounds. The question remains whether it is pos-
sible to transpose a Danish project to the Midd-
le Eastern setting and what difference a 
basketball can make in this connection? This es-
say will not give definitive answers but will cast 
light on the field of sports and self-development, 
through first hand experiences of a Country Di-
rector at GAM3-Lebanon and the Managing Di-
rector at the GAM3 Headquarters office in Den-
mark.

Creating denser intersubjectivity in Den-
mark
GAM3 started as a Danish non-profit organizati-
on in 2002 and, despite its now refined program-

me, its methodology has remained a fusion of 
street basketball, urban dance and hip hop mu-
sic as tools to reach out to youth. 

By using basketball and hip hop, GAM3 now 
has a proven track record in Denmark of empo-
wering youngsters (mainly of non-Danish ethni-
city) in their own neighborhoods using these 
currently mainstream cultural activities. A the-
sis by Julie Cold and Katrine Stenild, from the 
University of Copenhagen’s Department of So-
ciology, used Axel Honneth’s ‘theory of recogni-
tion’ to investigate how self-confidence can be 
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raised among GAM3 participants. It concludes 
that many of the youth are at great risk of be-
coming involved with criminal activities becau-
se of the socially challenging environment in 
which they live. It also reveals how GAM3 offers 
the young individuals a humiliation free social 
stage that promotes their feelings of pride 
instead of marginalization. GAM3 is proving to 
be an essential building block on the road to 
denser inter-subjectivity among the teenagers.2

But does a proven Danish track record auto-
matically make GAM3’s methods relevant for 
dealing with the development and reform chal-
lenges facing youth in the Middle East? Challen-
ges in the region are well known and, over the 
last decades, various humanitarian organizati-
ons have targeted the Middle East with a wide 
variety of projects. Oddly enough, sports seem 
not to be among their approaches. As the chal-
lenges remain unresolved in the region, relati-
ons with the Western world have also seen set-
backs. So why not use sports as a strategic 
approach to empower the youth to move beyond 
some of the central challenges in the region. 

Middle East Street Basketball Project 
(MESBP)
In 2006, GAM3 identified Egypt and Lebanon as 
pilot-project countries for what is today known 
as the Middle East Street Basketball Project 
(MESBP). Just prior to the project’s launch, the 
Mohammad cartoon controversy stormed in, and 
protests from the Muslim world over the Jyl-
lands-Posten drawings developed into what 
turned out to be the worst foreign political crisis 
for Denmark since World War II. GAM3 decided 
to postpone the MESB project for a year.

Today, the project is in its third season and 
has seen continual improvement in both partici-
pation and goal achievements, allowing GAM3 

to make a positive impact in Lebanon. This suc-
cess was achieved through two parallel tracks 
necessitated by the dual challenges of running 
an NGO in a deeply divided Lebanese society 
and wildly turbulent political reality. First, 
GAM3 methods were adapted to regional and hi-
storical circumstances in order to maintain a 
consistent flow of activity. Second, GAM3-Leba-
non constantly reinforced a clear and consistent 
message of GAM3’s vision and strategy of using 
street basketball as a means to unite and empo-
wer the youth of Beirut’s splintered neighbor-
hoods as well as to raise the organization above 
any corruption with which other locally based 
organizations, clubs, and some aimless NGOs 
were labeled.

Securing the right people for the job was es-
sential. GAM3 staff and coaches, who often took 
a pay-cut to work for the organization, have 
high expectations of themselves. However, the 
turbulence of daily life in Lebanon forced some 
turnover amongst the staff, leaving a loyal and 
dedicated core team to deliver the GAM3 agen-
da. This turnover did result in expanding the 
group of coaches to include staff from all politi-
cal and religious backgrounds, who accom-
plished amazing results relative to Lebanese 
and global norms. Some examples include con-
tinuing practices during the armed clashes in 
April 2007 and May 2008; organizing the largest 
street-basketball tournaments in Lebanon (and 
the region) in 2008 and 2009 during a time of 
political crisis, protests and clashes between 
communities. In this troubled environment 
GAM3 activities were not only implemented 
but participation has expanded today from a 
single neighborhood ‘GAM3 Zone’ in 2007 to 
seven ‘GAM3 Zones’. 

The breadth of GAM3’s impact in Lebanon 
can be measured by the number of youth who 
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Building democracy. Through the drills in the GAM3 Compendium, the participants work with a series of training themes. In 
the shown drill they experience the difference between democracy and dictatorship (Illustration by Palle Schmidt).

participate in GAM3 activities, as well as by the 
geographic spread in which GAM3 is present 
and accessible. The number of participants has 
grown consistently and spans the entire cultural 
and political spectrum, i.e. from the Armenian 
Christian neighborhood of Bourj Hammoud to 
the Shiite Muslim enclave of Bourj al-Barajneh 
(the target of the heaviest bombardment in the 
2006 war with Israel) in 2009. The GAM3 coa-
ching staff has increased from 5 to 26 coaches, 
some of whom are currently completing their 
third year as GAM3 Coaches and Managers.

Breaking out of the comfort zone
The depth of GAM3’s impact, while much harder 
to measure than its participation rate and geo-
graphic presence in Beirut, has nonetheless be-
gun to produce noticeable results among the 
youth, community spaces and community orga-
nizations in contact with GAM3. 

Youth from every community and from every 
background in Beirut, have shown dedication, 
loyalty, the ability to team-build, and a willing-
ness to break out of the comfort zone of their 
home basketball court to excel and interact with 
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others on an equal footing provided by GAM3 
zones and tournaments. For the youth in the 
Greater Beirut area, “sports-for-all” is a foreign 
concept. In their view, sports exist for the privi-
leged few with money, political connections or 
who are lucky enough to live close to one of the 
three public playing areas that service Beirut’s 
1.5 million population. 

Public spaces have been changed by GAM3 in 
sustainable ways. Through basketball court re-
novations and thousands of attendances at 
weekly practices, the courts that were once dor-
mant or unusable are now teeming with youth; 
both GAM3 members and locals who sneak onto 
the courts outside of practice hours. Currently 
these courts host an average of 50 youth daily 
who did not previously have a place to play. Not 
least, GAM3 has impacted those organizations 
with which it works, i.e. over 25 schools and or-
ganizations dedicated to helping youth. These 
organizations have begun organizing more 
sports activities, including a full blown street-
basketball tournament based on the GAM3 mo-
del, rules and coaching techniques, and have 
even borrowed or hired GAM3 coaches for some 
of their own activities.

Providing an open or free opportunity to play 
basketball often provokes turf battles and en-
courages communitarian behavior. One of the 
lessons learned from the experience of GAM3 in 
Lebanon is that it takes time, repeated effort 
and consistency to build trust and become a ro-
le-model for youth. And only after winning this 
trusted position with both the players and staff 
can a difference be made.

$10.000 for a one-year membership
In Cairo, Egypt, the participants comprise either 
orphans or street children and who are unfami-
liar with participating in organized sports with 

professional coaches. In many Middle Eastern 
countries sports appear to be reserved for the 
elite and in Cairo this principal is taken to the 
extreme. Annual membership in one of the 
established sport clubs in Cairo costs approxi
mately $10.000, automatically excluding the 
poorer strata of Egyptian society. While time 
spent on studying, work/chores, religion, and fa-
mily is seen as honorable, semi-organized physi-
cal leisure activities is not. GAM3’s mission is to 
change this perception by providing professio-
nal coaches for the street children to show them 
the value of achievement on a basketball court. 
With a very simple tool – basketball – the pro-
ject focuses on reducing political, religious, and 
social distances between groups by creating 
physical interaction and dialogue between par-
ticipants on the court.

Girl power. A special fo-
cus of the MESBP has 
been help the girls claim 
their rights to equal par-
ticipation in the public 
sphere (Illustration by 
Palle Schmidt).
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Sports can be taught in many ways and didac-
tics can vary from one extreme to another even 
within the same sports discipline. The democra-
tic approach, highly valued among coaches in 
Scandinavia allows players to voice their opini-
ons during practice sessions. This approach can-
not be taken for granted in the Middle East. One 
example is an incident that GAM3 encountered 
during its first season in Egypt when a coach 
brought a stick to practice which he planned to 
use to keep the children in line. GAM3 immedia-
tely reacted by becoming more explicit about its 
intended methodology for coaching and inve-
sted in capacity building for the local staff in 
both Egypt and Lebanon.

An Empowering Basketball Compendium
As GAM3 efforts in the Middle East advanced, 
the capacity building process resulted in the de-
velopment of a new Basketball Compendium in 
English and Arabic which, in combination with a 
coaching seminar, introduced the coaches to 
GAM3 didactics and methodology. The compen-
dium introduces three levels of empowerment 
(individual, social, and community) that can be 
delivered through a series of 13 corresponding 
Training Themes (leadership, trust, democracy 
etc.). 

The new compendium has proven to be a via-
ble tool for capacity building of local coaches in 
Denmark, Egypt and Lebanon. Using an “open 
source” approach, the coaches have become co-
creators of the compendium, contributing drills 
and feedback during the 12 months leading up 
to printing of the second edition. This has 
strengthened the usability of the compendium 
and simultaneously has given the coaches ow-
nership of the methodology and consequently 
increased the sustainability of the project.

By creating a space where youth can meet and 

come together with a common focus – sports-, 
GAM3 project participants get a chance to re-
cognize their own potential both in sports as 
well as in other aspects of their lives. Sport has 
proven to be a great tool for achieving this with
in the immigrant community in Denmark as well 
as in the Middle East where many youth live in 
poverty and conflict. 

While challenges will continue, sports can pro-
vide hope to overcome them, through its unpre-
tentious and equal footing approach, leaving the 
beneficiaries as stronger individuals with the so-
cial skills necessary to make a positive differen-
ce in their communities.

notes
1.	 http://www.partners.net/partners/Sport_for_Develop-

ment_EN.asp?SnID=2
2.	 J. C. Cold & K. S. Petersen (2006). Anerkendelse gennem 

streetbasket – om anerkendelse af etniske minoritetsunge i 
socialt udsatte boligområder gennem streetbasketprojektet 
GAM3. Master thesis. Dept. of Sociology, University of Co-
penhagen.

Trust your teammates. By using simple drills trust is being 
built among diverse political, religious, and ethnic groups (Il-
lustration by Palle Schmidt).


