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If you have other inspiring stories of athletes, sports teams or organizations 
that are using sport as a vehicle for positive social change, we would love to 

hear from you! Please share your stories and photos with us at:

info@sportforhumanity.com

“I am proud to be part of this important 
initiative in favour of refugees and hope it 
will help change the dramatic situation that 
millions of refugee children around the 
world are currently experiencing. Sign and 
pass!” said LIONEL MESSI.

The “Sign and Pass” Campaign is inspired by Barcelona’s 
football philosophy where one-touch, short passing 
between players has been a hallmark of their recent 
success. Supporters can digitally sign a football online 
and then pass it to their friends via social media.
By signing the ball, supporters add their name to 
UNHCR’s #WithRefugees petition, which calls on world 
governments and fellow citizens to make sure all refugees 
can have a safe place to live, receive an education and are 
able to work so they can provide for their families.

As a result of their discussions at the 2016 SPORT AT THE 
SERVICE OF HUMANITY Conference on June 13, 2017, these 
organizations also held an international forum to raise 
awareness of the situation of refugees around the world, 
with special attention to refugee children and how sport 
can help their integration and be a tool of positive social 
transformation. 

AT THE CONCLUSION OF THE EVENT, CONFERENCE LEADERS COMMITTED TO 
ESTABLISHING A WORKING GROUP TO BUILD UPON THE SPORT AT THE SERVICE OF 
HUMANITY INITIATIVE AT THE COLLEGIATE LEVEL. IT WAS AGREED THAT THE 
FOLLOWING THEMES WOULD BE GIVEN FURTHER EXPLORATION:

There is always the opportunity to be better, do better and make 
things better for others. We are excited and encouraged by the 
organizations we see who are embracing the SPORT AT THE SERVICE OF 
HUMANITY principles and using them to inspire social transformation, 
whether it be abroad or close to home. 

It is our hope that over time, other organizations will follow the 
example set by UNHCR, FC Barcelona, Special Olympics, Big East 
Conference and Villanova University, and harness the power of the 
SSH movement to create positive social transformation within their 
own communities and constituencies.

•  Promoting athletic programs that must continue to support student-athletes in becoming their “whole  
    selves,” with greater attention placed on balancing the student-athlete experience. 

• Assure that institutions’ missions are present in its athletic programs.

• Build positive culture in athletic programs with a focus on inclusion.

• Break down silos that can exist for student-athletes, so they thrive as part of the larger campus
   community.

• Build a culture that nurtures all parts of the student-athlete, including faith and spirituality. 

• Provide a more balanced college athletics experience that will send graduates out into the world
   prepared to thrive in all aspects of their lives.

M O V I N G  
F O R W A R D

S P O R T  A T  T H E  S E R V I C E  
O F  H U M A N I T Y :
U S I N G  S P O R T  A S  A  T O O L  F O R  
S O C I A L  T R A N S F O R M A T I O N

The universal language of Sport provides us with the power to change, to transform people, attitudes and 
communities. This month we honour World Refugee Day, which took place on June 20th, by exploring sport 
and its ability to act as a positive tool for social transformation. At a time when the world is witnessing the 
highest levels of displaced people ever recorded, it is more important than ever that we harness the power of 
the SPORT AT THE SERVICE OF HUMANITY movement to create positive change in the world. 

A  P A R T N E R S H I P  
F O R  C H A N G E

At the 2016 SPORT AT THE SERVICE OF HUMANITY CONFERENCE, 
representatives from UNHCR and FC Barcelona had the opportunity 
to meet and discuss how the two organizations could work together 
to further the SSH movement. Inspired by the movement’s 6 Principles 
— joy, compassion, respect, enlightenment, love and balance — they 
have already taken action to make a difference to the lives of 

The role of sport as a catalyst for positive social 
transformation was also at the forefront of 
discussions at the SPORT AT THE SERVICE OF HUMANITY: 
A REGIONAL CONFERENCE ON FAITH AND COLLEGIATE 
SPORTS that took place earlier this month at 
VILLANOVA UNIVERSITY.

Eight months to the day the Vatican concluded its 
inaugural conference on Sport at the Service of 
Humanity, Big East Commissioner VAL  ACKERMAN 
stood before those assembled at Villanova University 

and asked a simple question: “What can we do 
to bring out the best in our young 
people?” Ackerman was leading the first conference 
to build on the October event in Rome, which 
centered on six core principles — compassion, respect, 
love, enlightenment, balance and joy — to enhance the 
greater good through sports. The two-day meeting, 
hosted by Villanova’s Office of Mission and Ministry in 
conjunction with the Big East Conference, focused 
solely on intercollegiate athletics. More than 100 
leaders representing 28 colleges and universities from 
Christian and Catholic schools gathered to tackle the 
broad but admirable goal of bringing out the best in 
today’s student athletes by harnessing the power of 
sport and the role it can play in the educational and 
personal development process.  (Excerpt from Abraham 

Madkour’s article “Villanova’s Gathering Builds On Vatican Event”, Sport 

Business Journal, June 19, 2017.)

BIG EAST Conference Commissioner Val Ackerman discussed the importance of delivering student-athletes a holistic college 
athletic experience during a keynote address. Ackerman, who was a delegate at the inaugural Vatican conference, stressed the 
importance that academics, spirituality and community, in addition to athletics should have in the personal development of 
young people in the university setting. 

“Athletics at the university level are a means to an end—one stepping stone on the path to a better 
self, capable of enriching the world,”  said ACKERMAN.  “If approached holistically, intercollegiate 
athletics programs are an ideal platform to build character and teach values, goals that can be 
subordinated amidst the quest to win championships or maximize commercial rewards.”

Ackerman added:  “If coaches and administrators could find new ways to restore fun and joy to sports 
activities, our student-athletes would only gain.”

Monsignor Melchor Sánchez de Toca y Alameda, Under-
secretary of the Pontifical Council for Culture, has been 
one of the driving forces behind “Sport at the Service of 
Humanity.” He sees the initiative as a growing move-
ment—a vehicle and median for changing the world. 
While the world of faith and sport rarely touch each 
other, he believes they can learn from each other and 
together can make a positive impact on society.

T A K I N G  S P O R T  A T  T H E  S E R V I C E  
O F  H U M A N I T Y  T O  C O L L E G E  

refugees, particularly children.
This month, UNHCR and FC BARCELONA announced the 
#SIGNANDPASS CAMPAIGN, launched with the support of key players 
of the football club, including LIONEL MESSI and NEYMAR JUNIOR.

Click here to watch the video

The event, which was chaired by the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees, Filippo Grandi, and the 
President of FC Barcelona, Josep Maria Bartomeu, aimed 
to rally support from civil society actors, including 
humanitarian and sport organizations, as well as members 
of the business, technology and culture sectors. 

“The love of sport brings people together in 
a unique way. The passion and acceptance 
that comes from playing and supporting 
teams can dissolve differences. I hope this 
strengthened relationship with the FC 
Barcelona Foundation, will pave the way for 
a significant improvement to the lives of 
millions of refugee children and bring 
communities together,” said the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees, FILIPPO GRANDI.

JOSEP MARIA BARTOMEU, President of the FC Barcelona 

Foundation, said: “This is one of the most 
serious problems that the world has had to 
face in recent decades. With over 21 million 
refugees, more than half of them being 
children, we feel it is our responsibility to 
contribute through sport, using it as a tool to 
achieve social change. With this alliance 
with UNHCR, we are not only launching a 
global campaign, in addition to projects on 
the ground, but we also aim to be a role 
model that encourages other entities and 
companies to get involved and participate in 
actions like this.”

The FC Barcelona Foundation also announced the 
roll-out of the FutbolNet programme in refugee reception 
centres in Greece, Italy and Lebanon starting from July. 
The program uses sport to improve social skills, conflict 
prevention and conflict resolution among refugee 
children and adolescents, to enhance their emotional 
well-being and to foster their social inclusion in host 
countries.  

A “Sports kit”, which was developed with the help of the 
FCB’s Innovation Hub, will also soon be tested in several 
field locations. It includes innovatively designed sports 
equipment and operating instructions that can be used in 
refugee sites all over the world, regardless of cultural, 
climatological and environmental considerations. 

R E V.  P E T E R  M .  D O N O H U E  
Villanova University President

“We welcome this chance to engage other 
higher education leaders on how faith and 
sports can bring people together,” said the 
REV. PETER M. DONOHUE, OSA, PhD, Villanova University 

President. “Few activities have the power to 
unite people from all walks of life like 
sports. At the end of the day, sports unite 
us. It cuts across race, ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status. Every one of us has 
the opportunity to be transformed by sport 
and to transform others through it.”

“Faith communities and sport organizations 
both share a common purpose in the 
promotion of human values, and both have 
vital, but different, roles to fulfill,” said 

MONSIGNOR MELCHOR SÁNCHEZ DE TOCA Y ALAMEDA. 
“Both are powerful platforms, both have 
strong messages, and both have their own 
set of challenges. However, usually, these 
two worlds rarely touch each other. Yet 
they have a lot to learn from each other; our 
communities can benefit from the many 
values sport embodies—sacrifice, 
discipline, team work. Sport is a medium to 
teach all people in every society to play 
together so that they can live together in 
peace and harmony.”

• 65.6 million people around the world have been forced from their homes. Of these 
people, there are nearly 22.5 million refugees, with more then 50% under the age of 18

• 10 million stateless people who have been denied a nationality and access to basic rights 
such as education, healthcare, employment and freedom of movement

• 28,300 people a day are forced to flee their homes because of conflict and persecution

• Nearly 20 people are forcibly displaced every minute as a result of conflict or persecution
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The UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR) reports that the number 
of refugees in the world are at the highest levels ever seen, 
specifically:

L I O N E L  M E S S I
In the #SignAndPass Campaign

T H E  I M P O R T A N C E  O F  A C T I O N

In an ever-fractured world, political refugees – 
especially youth and those with intellectual disabilities 
- face some of the strongest forms of discrimination, 
stigma, risk and vulnerability. Representing a 
population of more than 200 million worldwide, 
individuals with intellectual disabilities have- for too 
long- been last in line, condemned to exist in the 
shadows.  This exclusion and isolation has been 
countered, more and more, by the Special Olympics 
movement and the push for deeper, more sustained, 
community engagement.  Whether it be by using Special 
Olympics Unified Sports to invite refugee youth to play 
like what was done in Cyprus in May, or intervening in 
situations of neglect, Special Olympics is working to 
create inclusion and to use sport as a means to 
transform lives.

Special Olympics volunteers are on their way to a 
refugee camp in Western Tanzania this week to try to 
address the issue of yet another child with intellectual 
disabilities who is literally chained like an animal.  

As TIM SHRIVER, Chairman of Special Olympics shared, 

“To see this once is too much.  To recognize 
that the desperation it represents is all too 
common among the poorest of the poor is 
a pain that is too much to bear.  To 
recognize that sport can play a role in 
literally freeing children like this one—and 
his parents and siblings—is what gives us 
the passion to continue in this work.  Our 
commitment is simple:  in the days ahead, 
this child will get a new label: ‘Athlete!’”

Since the 2016 Sport at the Service of Humanity Conference, we have been 
excited and encouraged to see the ways in which conference delegates have 

embraced the SSH principles and brought them to life through initiatives 
within their communities. With this month’s focus on World Refugee Day, we 

celebrate the transformative partnership that was born out of this conference.

“The values we get out of Sport are the values we need in life, whoever 
we are. That is one of the key messages of Sport at the Service of 
Humanity,” said the BBC’s DAVID EADES, the forum’s closing speaker and Sport at the Service 

of Humanity Board Director.  “Initiatives such as those undertaken by the FC 
Barcelona Foundation and the UNHCR bring our principles to life and 
deliver positive social transformation. Sport is one of the most powerful 
tools in the world.   We’re just at the start of seeing what sport can do.”

https://youtu.be/CC7lKZAsKj4

