


Adolescent Sport Participation and Positive Youth Development of Life skills and Leadership in India

​
 

ABSTRACT
Sports participation serves as a vital medium for fostering comprehensive adolescent development within the Indian context, where social, cultural and educational changes significantly influence youth experiences. This review consolidates research on the relationship among sports involvement, life skills acquisition and leadership development, focusing on their combined contribution to Positive Youth Development in India. Through an analysis of empirical studies, policy frameworks and theoretical approaches, the paper explores how both organized and informal sports environments nurture essential life skills such as teamwork, discipline, communication, resilience and decision making. The review emphasizes that participation in sports extends beyond physical well-being to support experiential learning that cultivates leadership qualities and civic responsibility among adolescents. Furthermore, social factors including gender, socioeconomic background and institutional support shape the accessibility and developmental outcomes of sports-based programs. Although awareness of Positive Youth Development is increasing in Indian sports research, there remain limitations in longitudinal studies, program evaluation models and culturally relevant assessment tools. This review adopts a narrative approach to synthesise empirical studies, conceptual literature and Indian policy documents on adolescent sport, life skills and leadership. It proposes an integrated framework that links intentionally designed sport environments, explicit life skills and leadership instruction, and alignment with national youth policies and educational agendas to strengthen socio-emotional learning and leadership. Overall, the findings underscore the transformative potential of sport for enhancing adolescent development in India and call for inclusive, evidence-based and context-sensitive strategies to sustain positive youth outcomes.
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Introduction
Positive youth development offers a strengths-based way of understanding adolescence that fits closely with the educational and practical focus of physical education and school sport. It views young people as resources to be developed rather than problems to be controlled and emphasises building strengths through supportive relationships and meaningful participation (Lerner et al., 2005; Lerner et al., 2009). Within this perspective, development is understood as emerging from ongoing, bidirectional interactions between adolescents and their key social environments such as families, schools, communities and sport settings, where individual assets and contextual supports can be aligned to promote healthy growth (Lerner & Castellino, 2002). For teachers and coaches, this means that the quality of day-to-day experiences in physical education classes, school teams and community clubs is just as important as the amount of participation, because these experiences shape whether young people feel competent, connected and motivated to contribute. 
In the field of youth sport, positive youth development ideas have been used to examine how organised and adult supervised activities can foster personal and social skills, while also recognising that sport does not automatically produce positive outcomes (Tripathi, 2022a). Early work by Holt and colleagues reviewed how sport programmes can support confidence, self-regulation, teamwork and goal setting when coaches provide safe, caring and appropriately challenging environments (Holt & Neely, 2011). At the same time, Coakley argued that simple participation is not enough and that some young people may even experience stress, exclusion, or reinforced inequalities when sport contexts are poorly designed or overly focused on performance (Coakley, 2011). For practitioners in schools and community settings, this tension is important that sport can be a powerful developmental tool, but only when its structures, relationships, and learning goals are intentionally planned (Ghimire et al., 2025).
[bookmark: _Hlk218009059]Narrative and integrative analyses show that participation in well-structured sport and physical activity is associated with enhanced psychological well-being, social skills, school engagement and broader life skill development among children and adolescents (Hambali, Ma’mun, & Hidayat, 2022; Bano & Tripathi, 2013; Damon, 2004; Danish et al., 2004). A grounded theory model developed by Holt and colleagues, based on a qualitative meta study, explains how caring adult relationships, appropriate challenge and opportunities for meaningful involvement enable young people to acquire assets that can transfer into non sport domains such as school, family and community life (Holt et al., 2017). These assets include confidence, self-regulation, teamwork, goal setting, problem solving and leadership, all of which are central to the aims of physical education and youth sport programmes that seek to prepare students for life beyond the gym or playing field (Gould & Carson, 2008). 
Importantly, more recent work emphasises that the developmental benefits of sport are conditional rather than automatic, and depend heavily on the social and psychological quality of programmes rather than on mere participation. Reviews highlight that gains are most likely when the sporting environment offers psychological safety, supportive and autonomy encouraging coaching, genuine opportunities for shared decision making, and structured reflection that helps adolescents make sense of their experiences (Tripathi, 2024; Holt et al., 2018). Research drawing on the Life Skills Scale for Sport further shows that programmes which deliberately integrate life skills curricula and explicitly teach transfer for example, by discussing how teamwork, emotional control or problem solving can be used in class, at home or in the community produce stronger and more generalisable gains than programmes focused only on technical performance (Cronin & Allen, 2017; Gould & Carson, 2008). This combination of implicit learning through participation and explicit teaching through guided discussion and practice is particularly relevant for physical educators and coaches who want to make life skill and leadership outcomes more visible, intentional and assessable in their everyday lessons and training sessions.
Despite these advances, several authors have noted ongoing challenges that limit the full integration of positive youth development principles into sport and physical education. Building on qualitative and review work, scholars have emphasised the need for more research on the processes that underlie developmental outcomes, including how specific coaching behaviours, peer dynamics, and programme structures shape what young people actually learn in sport settings (Tripathi et al., 2022a; Holt, Deal, & Smyth, 2016; Holt & Jones, 2008). Other studies show that coach leadership style, communication, and the interpersonal climate are central to facilitating positive youth development, yet these relational competencies are not consistently embedded in coach education systems or everyday practice (Vella, Oades, & Crowe, 2011, 2013). Further work argues that effective coaching requires an integrated blend of technical, tactical, interpersonal, and intrapersonal skills, but notes that formal preparation often prioritises the technical and tactical at the expense of broader developmental competencies (Côté & Gilbert, 2009). Additional analyses point out that limited theoretical integration constrains practice and caution that in the absence of overarching frameworks, practitioners lack clear guidance for designing, implementing and evaluating life skills‑oriented sport interventions (Hodge, Danish, & Martin, 2012; Gould & Carson, 2008). For journals like the Journal of Physical Education, Recreation & Dance, which primarily serve educators and practitioners, these observations underscore the importance of translating theory into concrete, context‑sensitive strategies that teachers and coaches can apply in everyday lessons, training sessions and school or community programmes.
A significant share of Indian adolescents attends resource constrained government schools, live in rural areas, or grow up with norms that restrict girls’ mobility, limiting access to organised sport and creating both risks and opportunities for intervention (“Change the game of youth physical development”, 2019; “Are children better off avoiding sports?,” 2023; Race against declining sports interest, schools flag dip in stamina among students, 2025; “It is all in the mind,” 2023). At the same time, national coverage shows how state sports policies, residential sports schools and inclusive sports days are promoted as ways to “bring youth back to the ground,” build discipline and teamwork and link sport with social mobility (“Play to grow: CM urges youth to get associated with sports,” 2025; “Sports should get same importance as education and culture,” 2025; “CM unveils T sports policy, says will bring youth back to ground,” 2025; “Sports day brings joy and inclusion for specially abled,” 2025). At the same time, a large proportion of Indian adolescents, especially in rural areas, continue to rely on resource constrained government schools and have limited access to quality sports infrastructure and coaching, despite recent investments under schemes such as Khelo India and related initiatives of the Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports (Khelo India Scheme Operational Guidelines, 2021–2026; Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports, 2022). Official guidelines and policy documents describe sport as a vehicle for holistic youth development, highlighting its potential to build teamwork, discipline, perseverance, leadership, social integration and national unity (Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports, 2022; Press Information Bureau, 2025). Reviews and commissioned reports on the sport‑for‑development landscape in India similarly note that when programmes are intentionally designed and linked with education and life‑skills components, they can promote social inclusion and support outcomes such as improved school engagement for adolescents, including girls from marginalised communities who face intersecting barriers of gender, poverty and rural residence (UNESCO, 2021; khelo India Scheme (2021-22 to 2025-26 ).Yet participation in organised sport remains strongly patterned by gender, socioeconomic status, school type, and geography, with youth from higher income, urban, or private school backgrounds far more likely to access facilities, coaching and competition (Kumar et al., 2024; Tripathi, 2025; Vega-Ramírez, 2024). 
Ault, Blanton, and Pierce (2024) explored how high school athletes' ecosystems impact growth. They identified that while low-engagement or challenging relationships lead to superficial or forced development, transformative relationships facilitate meaningful, "anchored" learning. The findings emphasize that intentional adult engagement is crucial for positive developmental outcomes in youth sport. Empirical work on life skills and leadership through sport in India is still emerging but offers encouraging signals. Studies of student athletes report that adolescents who participate in organised sport for more years and who play in school teams tend to score higher on measures such as time management, leadership, teamwork and goal setting than peers not engaged in organised sport (Tripathi et al., 2022a; 2023a). Reports on school sports meets, inclusive festivals, and grassroots initiatives describe how well designed sessions that mix games with reflection and mentoring can nurture communication, problem solving and self-management among students (“Beautiful game, for the less fortunate,” 2017; “Schools Meet: More hype than substance?,” 2024; “Sports day brings joy and inclusion for specially abled,” 2025). Articles on sports days for students with disabilities and on “the games our children should play” stress that when organisers prioritise participation, fair play and enjoyment over medals, shy or marginalised children gain confidence and belonging, illustrating how everyday sport can foster life skills (“Are children better off avoiding sports?,” 2023;  “The games our children should play,” 2022). These narratives illustrate how youth can practise leadership by taking responsibility for team tasks, mediating conflicts, guiding younger children and representing their groups, thereby building confidence and a sense of agency. However, this practice based evidence has not yet been systematically synthesised with international positive youth development through sport literature in relation to Indian adolescents, a gap noted by recent narrative reviews (Hambali et al., 2022; Holt et al., 2017). 
Against this backdrop, there is a clear rationale for a review that brings together global and Indian work on sports participation, life skills and leadership through a positive youth development lens and that speaks directly to educators and practitioners. This paper addresses that need by, first, outlining key positive youth development frameworks that are most relevant for physical education and youth sport; second, summarising evidence on life skills and leadership outcomes associated with adolescent sport participation; third, examining Indian contextual factors, including gender norms, socioeconomic differences, school infrastructure and national policies such as Khelo India, that shape access and experiences; and fourth, drawing out implications for practice, policy and future research that can guide teachers, coaches and programme leaders (Tripathi, 2025; Tripathi, 2024; Yesudhas,  & PV, 2024; Cronin & Allen, 2017; Opstoel et al., 2029). Throughout, the review aims to translate theory into practical insights so that readers of the Journal of Physical Education, Recreation & Dance can better understand how to design, deliver, and evaluate sport and physical education activities that intentionally foster life skills and leadership among Indian adolescents, rather than leaving these outcomes to chance (Weiss, Bolter, & Kipp, 2014).
This review adopts a narrative design to synthesise empirical studies, conceptual literature and Indian policy documents on adolescent sport, life skills, leadership and Positive Youth Development. It draws primarily on work published between 2000 and 2025, identified through searches in major academic databases and targeted screening of key Indian policy and programme reports. Inclusion emphasised studies and reviews focusing on adolescents, sport or physical activity, and outcomes related to life skills, leadership or broader Positive Youth Development constructs, while excluding elite adult sport and purely biomedical training research. International scholarship was used to refine the theoretical framing, whereas Indian studies and grey literature informed contextual understanding and practice‑oriented insights

CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS OF POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT IN SPORT
Positive youth development is a strengths-oriented perspective in which adolescents are viewed as resources to be developed rather than problems to be controlled, as outlined in the work of Lerner and colleagues (Lerner et al., 2005). In this view, developmental progress depends on dynamic interactions between young people and their key social contexts such as family, school, community and sport, where alignment between individual strengths and contextual supports fosters healthy pathways of growth. 
Lerner’s Five Cs model describes positive youth development in terms of competence, confidence, connection, character and caring, each of which represents a core developmental asset (Lerner et al., 2005; Tripathi et al., 2022a; 2022b). Competence encompasses social, academic, cognitive and physical skills; confidence reflects a strong sense of self worth and perceived ability; connection centers on positive, mutual relationships with peers, family, teachers and the wider community; character involves respect for rules, moral standards and cultural norms; caring is shown through empathy and sympathy toward others (Tripathi et al., 2023a; Geldhof et al., 2013). When these five elements are present together, young people are more likely to demonstrate contribution to self, family, school, community and civil society, which Lerner and colleagues describe as a sixth C that emerges from the Five Cs (Lerner et al., 2005; Geldhof et al., 2013). 
In the context of adolescent sport in India, the Five Cs approach highlights how regular participation in thoughtfully designed programmes can help adolescents build skills, relationships, and values that extend beyond the playing field. International research on sport based positive youth development shows that quality sport experiences can enhance social competence, teamwork, and leadership while strengthening connection with peers and adults (Tripathi, 2022a; Kumar et al., 2024; Holt et al., 2017; Holt, 2025; Mossman, 2021). For Indian adolescents, school and community sports can create spaces where young people collaborate toward common goals, learn to manage success and failure, and internalize norms of fairness and respect, thereby reinforcing competence, confidence, character, and caring in culturally situated ways. 
Authors working within this tradition also emphasize that youth benefit most when they are encouraged to make constructive contributions in their everyday settings, for example by mentoring younger teammates, supporting classmates, or engaging in school and community initiatives (Bowers et al., 2010; Dvorsky et al., 2019). In India, where many adolescents navigate crowded classrooms, academic pressure, and social inequalities, sport-based opportunities to lead warm ups, coordinate team tasks, or represent their school can strengthen both their sense of agency and their capacity to contribute positively to others. In this way, the conceptual foundations of positive youth development, as articulated by Lerner and subsequent scholars, provide a useful framework for understanding how sports participation can support life skills and leadership development among Indian adolescents (Tripathi, 2025; Kumar et al., 2024; Yesudhas et al., 2024).
SPORTS PARTICIPATION AND POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT OUTCOMES
Sports participation is closely tied to the social and physical settings in which adolescents train, compete and interact. This context is highly diverse in India and includes government schools, private academies, community clubs and non-formal sport for development programs. In line with relational developmental systems theories, development emerges from dynamic two-way relations between the characteristics of individual adolescents and the features of their immediate sport environments. (Lerner et al., 2005; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007; Tripathi, 2025). This implies that studies of adolescent sport in India need to move beyond treating participation as a simple variable and instead examine how features such as coaching style, team norms, competitive structure, gender climate and resource availability interact with adolescents’ own motivations, backgrounds and goals to shape positive youth development outcomes. 
RELATIONAL FOCUS ON ATHLETE AND CONTEXT
A relational focus also responds to debates about whether youth sport is inherently beneficial. Coakley argued that sport participation by itself does not reliably produce positive developmental outcomes and that some adolescents may experience exclusion, stress, or inequity if contexts are poorly designed (Coakley, 2011). Similarly, work by Hansen, Larson, and Dworkin showed that organized activities, including sport, can offer both positive and negative developmental experiences depending on how they are structured and led (Hansen et al., 2003). Rather than assuming that sport is good for all youth, a relational positive youth development lens asks how particular adolescents, situated within specific social locations such as gender, caste, socioeconomic status and region, engage with particular sport settings to co create experiences that are growth promoting or constraining. This question is especially salient in India, where access, safety and quality of provision differ markedly between urban private schools and rural government institutions.
Within this framework, sport is one among several activity settings that can serve as learning and experimental environments for adolescents, alongside classrooms, youth clubs and neighbourhood organisations (Lerner et al., 2005; Holt et al., 2017). When indigenous sports activities and mainstream environments are intentionally structured to be safe, inclusive and developmentally oriented, they support outcomes that enhance health and wellbeing while aligning with the aims of this paper including life skills, peer relationships, leadership and contribution. Evidence from international and emerging Indian work indicates that such environments foster participatory citizenship, prosocial behavior, personal and social responsibility and community involvement by offering adolescents opportunities to take initiative, share decisions and experience the consequences of their choices within a supportive context. (Armour & Sandford, 2013; Camiré et al., 2014; Tripathi et al., 2022a Tripathi, 2025).
SOCIAL, MORAL, AND LEADERSHIP OPPORTUNITIES THROUGH SPORT
Sport based contexts are especially well suited for cultivating interpersonal and leadership capacities that are central to positive youth development. Team practices and competitions stimulate social interaction, communication, cooperation, and negotiation, while shared goals encourage adolescents to develop planning, goal setting and collaborative problem solving skills (Holt et al., 2020; Almeida et al., 2025; Koh et al., 2017). Exposure to diverse viewpoints within teams fosters perspective taking, reciprocity and social exchange, which underpin social and moral development and help adolescents understand fairness, equity and mutual respect (Hellison, 2025; van de Pol et al., 2020). When Indian adolescents take on roles such as captain, peer mentor or student leader within sport, they gain opportunities to practise leadership, conflict resolution and collective decision making, which can later be transferred to school, family and community settings.
Sport is governed not only by formal rules and norms but also by values such as fair play, justice, respect and social responsibility, which can reinforce both moral development and broader positive youth development outcomes (Hellison, 2011; Hellison & Wright, 2003; Petitpas et al., 2005). In Indian schools and community programmes where adults create safe, structured, and supportive environments, sport has been used as a vehicle to promote life skills, reduce antisocial behaviour, and strengthen links between youth, teachers, families, and local organisations (Tripathi, 2025; Kumar et al., 2024; Yesudhas et al., 2024; Bean & Forneris, 2016; Lee & Martinek, 2013). Taken together, these perspectives support the central argument of this paper that sports participation contributes to life skills and leadership as key dimensions of positive youth development among Indian adolescents, while also underscoring that such outcomes depend on the quality of engagement and context rather than participation alone.
LIFE SKILLS THROUGH SPORT
[bookmark: _Hlk218021646]Life skills are key psychological and social abilities that help adolescents manage challenges, build healthy relationships, and act responsibly across different areas of life, and sport offers a particularly rich context for their development. Within youth sport, life skills commonly highlighted include teamwork, goal setting, time management, leadership, communication, emotional regulation and problem solving, which adolescents can practise repeatedly in training and competition and then apply in school, family and community settings (Gould & Carson, 2008; Cronin & Allen, 2017). In India, where many young people experience strong academic demands and social inequalities, learning such skills through accessible school and community sport can support resilience, classroom engagement, and constructive peer interaction (Kumar et al., 2024; Yesudhas et al., 2024). 
Research with organised youth sport programmes shows that adolescents frequently perceive sport as a place where they learn to set goals, manage their time, control emotions, cooperate with others and take responsibility, alongside forming new friendships and relationships with supportive adults such as coaches and teachers (Gould & Carson, 2008). Building on this work, Cronin and Allen developed a Life Skills Scale for Sport that captures skills such as teamwork, leadership, social skills, communication, emotional skills, decision making and studies using this measure indicate that higher life skill scores are associated with better indicators of wellbeing, including self-esteem and life satisfaction (Tripathi, 2022a; Cronin & Allen, 2017). Evidence from school and club contexts further suggests that adolescents who participate regularly in organised traditional sport, especially team-based activities, tend to report stronger life skills such as leadership, teamwork and time management than peers who are not engaged in structured sport, including in recent work with student athletes in Indian settings (Tripathi, 2024; Yesudhas et al., 2024). For Indian adolescents, integrating deliberate life skills teaching and reflection into physical education and extracurricular sport, supported by trained educators and coaches, therefore represents a practical pathway for promoting transferable competencies that can enhance academic progress, future employability and positive contribution to community life (Tripathi, 2025; Kumar et al., 2024).
LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT IN YOUTH SPORT
Leadership development is a central aim of many positive youth development approaches and is increasingly recognised as an important outcome of adolescent sports participation. In the positive youth development and responsibility literature, youth leadership is described not only as directing others, but as a relational capacity to care, support and empower peers, particularly those with fewer opportunities (Hellison & Cutforth, 1997; Martinek et al., 2001). Influential youth development scholars argue that leadership represents a higher order developmental quality that cuts across programme content, whether the setting is art, drama, or sport and that effective youth programmes provide structured opportunities for young people to take responsibility, influence group processes and reflect on their impact (Benson, 2006; Lerner et al., 2005). 
Commentary on leadership through sport is often set against limited formal leadership roles for adolescents from disadvantaged communities, with school captaincies and visible positions tending to favour academically strong or socially prominent students (Schools see slump in after class sports, 2025; Race against declining sports interest, 2025; Pressure to excel kills joy of sports, 2023; Unlock the secrets of lifelong fitness with Milind Soman and family, 2024). In contrast, news on grassroots tournaments, residential sports schools, and state sports policies highlights how adolescents are asked to act as captains, peer leaders, or event organisers, handling equipment, safety, and group dynamics on school grounds and in neighbourhood clubs, thereby expanding who is seen as a “leader” (Play to grow, 2025; Dhami inaugurates sports fest in Almora, 2025; CM unveils T sports policy, 2025; From grassroots to glory, 2024; Change the game of youth physical development, 2019).
Research on responsibility-based models such as Teaching Personal and Social Responsibility shows that when adolescents are given explicit leadership roles that involve helping others, guiding activities, and modelling respect and effort, they report gains in personal and social responsibility, prosocial behaviour, and self-efficacy (Hellison, 2011; Carreres Ponsoda et al., 2021). Applied to Indian contexts, this suggests that structured youth sport programmes can intentionally cultivate leadership by asking adolescents to lead warm ups, organise small teams, mediate disputes and mentor beginners, while coaches emphasise moral intentions such as fairness, service and inclusion rather than only performance outcomes. 
From a positive youth development perspective, such leadership is not about imposing one’s will on others, but about “handing one another along” in everyday spaces such as school grounds, village fields and community centres, where adolescents can practise responsibility, empathy and initiative in real time. When Indian adolescents who have themselves faced social and economic barriers are trusted with meaningful leadership roles in sport, they often become powerful examples for peers, showing that leadership is possible regardless of caste, gender, or socioeconomic status. For this reason, the present review treats leadership development through sport in India both as a developmental outcome in its own right and as a mechanism through which life skills, social capital, and community level positive youth development can be advanced.
INDIAN CONTEXT AND CONTEXTUAL FACTORS
Yesudhas, R., and P. V., L. (2024) argue for the establishment of a national youth work association to collaborate with government and guide emerging positive youth development strategies in India. Their analysis shows that policy and practice are gradually shifting from deficit and risk focused approaches toward a strengths-based orientation that emphasises participation, supportive environments, and coordinated roles for families, schools, community organisations, and NGOs such as Anubhav Shiksha Kendra. In this context, social work educators and youth work experts are called to co design school and college programming aligned, while also building an intervention research culture that documents outcomes and ensures marginalised adolescents, including those in residential care, can equitably access sport and other developmental settings
Adolescent sport participation in India is marked by pronounced inequities linked to gender, socioeconomic status, and geography, as shown in recent empirical studies and government documents (Khelo India Scheme Operational Guidelines, 2021–2026; Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports (MYAS), 2021; Press Information Bureau (PIB), 2020; Kesselring, 2020; Tripathi, 2025; Tripathi et al., 2023a). Research on school and community sport participation consistently shows that boys are more likely than girls to engage in organised sport, with restrictive gender norms, safety concerns and limited parental encouragement constraining adolescent girls’ involvement, particularly in low income settings (Ljungmann et al., 2023). Socioeconomic status further operates as a gatekeeper for developmental opportunities: while youth from relatively affluent families benefit from better infrastructure, coaching and structured competition, financial precarity in rural regions like Bihar means that time spent training often competes directly with household labour and income generating work, undermining the potential of sport as a sustained developmental pathway (Bhan et al., 2020). In these marginalised contexts, empirical work indicates that unless intentional interventions are designed to remove such structural barriers, key benefits of sport participation, including gains in health, schooling, social participation, and marital outcomes, remain largely inaccessible to the most disadvantaged adolescents (Bhan et al., 2020; Ljungmann et al., 2023). Intersectional scholarship therefore highlights a “double disadvantage” for girls from low income households, who simultaneously face gendered expectations around domestic work and mobility and material constraints that limit regular engagement in sport, while rural adolescents more broadly continue to lack safe play spaces and trained coaches despite strong interest, deepening spatial inequities in who can realise the promise of sport based positive youth development (Bano &Tripathi, 2014; Tripathi et al., 2023a, 2023b).
Government of India schemes such as the Khelo India National Programme for Development of Sports seek to address these gaps by promoting mass participation and sporting excellence through funding for school and university competitions, development of local sports infrastructure, support for talent identification and long‑term athlete development, and provision of scholarships and coaching to promising youth, with official guidelines and PIB communications explicitly linking the scheme to outcomes like discipline, teamwork, leadership, fitness and national integration (Khelo India Scheme Operational Guidelines, 2021–2026; MYAS, 2021; PIB, 2020, 2024). At the same time, parliamentary replies, implementation notes, and independent analyses point to delays in operationalising centres, uneven infrastructure and programme quality across states, and continuing barriers for girls and marginalised communities, indicating that ambitious policy intentions do not automatically yield inclusive experiences for all adolescents (PIB, 2024, 2025; Department of Sports, 2024)
IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND POLICY
The integrated framework advanced in this paper extends existing Positive Youth Development and sport‑for‑development models by explicitly situating adolescent sport in India within a multi‑level system that links coach and programme practices, school and community partnerships, and national youth and sport policies. It suggests that developmental gains are most likely when autonomy‑supportive coaching, explicit life skills and leadership instruction, and structured opportunities for reflection are intentionally aligned with broader educational and policy agendas. This framework yields concrete propositions that can be tested in future research, such as whether programmes combining these design elements produce stronger gains in life skills, leadership and the Five Cs than participation‑only models, and whether such effects are especially pronounced for girls and adolescents from low‑income or rural backgrounds when gender‑ and equity‑focused features are embedded. 
Sport based positive youth development in India calls for programmes that deliberately target life skills and leadership rather than focusing only on fitness or performance. Coaches, physical education teachers and sport for development facilitators can embed structured opportunities for communication, teamwork, decision making and reflection into regular sessions, for example by rotating leadership roles, holding brief discussions before and after activities and explicitly linking on field experiences to challenges at school, in families and in communities (Gould & Carson, 2008; Bean & Forneris, 2016). Professional development for adults is essential; evidence from life skills and responsibility-based programmes shows that when coaches and teachers use autonomy supportive, respectful and values oriented approaches, adolescents report greater gains in responsibility, prosocial behaviour and life skills (Hellison, 2011; Carreres-Ponsoda et al., 2021). In the Indian context, practitioners should also ensure that sport environments are gender sensitive and culturally responsive by providing safe spaces and female facilitators for girls, involving parents and community leaders and addressing local priorities such as early marriage, school dropout and substance use through sport based activities and dialogue (Tripathi, 2025; Tripathi et al., 2022a).
​	National initiatives such as Khelo India and related youth schemes can be strengthened by integrating explicit positive youth development goals and indicators into programme design, monitoring, and evaluation. Current documents already associate sport with discipline, teamwork, and leadership, but routine data systems rarely capture outcomes such as life skills acquisition, school engagement, or youth leadership roles, which would demonstrate developmental impact beyond participation and medals (Khelo India – National Programme for Development of Sports, 2021-22; Press Information Bureau, 2025a). Closer collaboration between ministries responsible for youth affairs, education and sports, alongside partnerships with experienced sport for development organisations, could support national guidelines and toolkits that show how to embed life skills and leadership components into school sport, community clubs, and grassroots competitions, with special attention to girls and adolescents from low income or rural backgrounds (Tripathi, 2025; Tripathi, 2024; Kumar et al., 2024).
Broader youth policies also create openings for sport based positive youth development. The National Youth Policy and associated schemes of the Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports emphasise developing “productive and engaged” youth through education, skills, community service, and sports, framing young people as partners in nation building rather than passive beneficiaries (Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports, 2022). Programmes such as Nehru Yuva Kendra Sangathan (2025) and the National Service Scheme, though not sport specific, routinely include games and physical activities in village and campus level youth clubs, offering additional platforms where adolescents can practise teamwork, communication and leadership in roles such as club leaders, event organisers and peer educators. Recent campaigns including Sansad Khel Mahotsav, the Fit India Movement and Fitness Protocols and Guidelines for 5-18 Years (2020), provisions under Samagra Shiksha further signal political recognition of sport and physical activity as tools for youth engagement, cohesion, and holistic schooling (Press Information Bureau, 2025a; Press Information Bureau, 2025b; Empowering India Through Sports, 2024). Aligning these initiatives more explicitly with positive youth development principles, and investing in longitudinal and mixed methods evaluations, would help ensure that national spending on sports infrastructure and events is matched by investments in coach education, safeguarding, and inclusive programming that genuinely enhance life skills and leadership among India’s adolescents.
GAPS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
Although Indian policy and practice increasingly reference life skills, empowerment and Positive Youth Development, the evidence base on how sport contributes to these outcomes remains limited and uneven. Research on sport based positive youth development in India is still at an early stage, which creates both opportunities and constraints for understanding life skills and leadership outcomes among adolescents. Existing work shows promising associations between sports participation, social skills and wellbeing, but most studies are cross sectional, descriptive or based on small case samples, making it difficult to identify causal mechanisms or track long term developmental change. Positive youth development constructs such as the Five Cs and developmental assets are increasingly mentioned in Indian scholarship, yet they are rarely operationalised with culturally validated measures in sport contexts and much research continues to focus on risk and problem behaviours rather than systematically examining strengths and assets. Future work should therefore adopt theory driven designs that adapt and validate PYD and life skills instruments in Indian languages, follow adolescents over time and explicitly test theories of change about how specific programme features and coaching behaviours foster life skills and leadership within and beyond sport. 
There is also a substantial equity gap in the available evidence. Studies consistently show that gender and socioeconomic status influence access to organised sport, but rarely examine how intersecting factors such as caste, disability, rural location or migration status shape the quality of adolescents’ sport experiences and the developmental outcomes they derive from them. From a positive youth development perspective, this is a critical weakness, because a framework that claims to support all youth must be examined most carefully in contexts where opportunities are constrained, such as government schools, low-income rural communities and among out of school or working adolescents. Future research should deliberately focus on these underserved groups, use participatory and youth led methods to capture their perspectives, and explore how sport can be linked with education, livelihood and mental health supports in ways that address, rather than reproduce, structural barriers. 
A further gap concerns the weak integration of practice knowledge initiatives into peer reviewed literature. India has a rich landscape of sport for development organisations and national schemes that explicitly highlight discipline, teamwork and leadership, yet evaluations seldom measure life skills, leadership, or community engagement as primary outcomes, concentrating instead on participation numbers, events, or infrastructure. Detailed practice experience from organisations such as Magic Bus, OSCAR Foundation, Roots Foundation (2025) and similar programmes remains largely confined to internal and grey literature, limiting its contribution to cumulative knowledge and theory building. Future studies should build collaborative partnerships between universities, NGOs, and government agencies to co design mixed methods evaluations that embed positive youth development indicators into routine monitoring, examine what works, for whom and under what conditions and disseminate results in formats accessible to both practitioners and policymakers. 
Taken together, these gaps sharpen the central argument of this paper. In India, sport has considerable potential to cultivate life skills and leadership as key elements of positive youth development; however, this promise is conditional, shaped by context and only unevenly documented. Current support is strongest in young people’s aspirations, program narratives and isolated case studies, yet remains relatively weak in rigorous, equity-focused and theory-informed research that can meaningfully inform scaling. Future work should move beyond the broad question of whether sport benefits youth and instead ask how specific groups of Indian adolescents, located in diverse social and cultural settings, participate in particular sport environments to co-create developmental experiences and how school and community based programs can be intentionally designed so that these experiences consistently promote life skills, leadership and wider positive youth development. 
CONCLUSION
This review suggests that sport in India can be a powerful setting for developing life skills and leadership during adolescence, but only when programmes are intentionally designed with Positive Youth Development as an explicit goal. When physical education classes, school teams and community sport initiatives prioritise supportive relationships, active student voice, and structured reflection, adolescents are more likely to build competencies such as communication, teamwork, self-regulation, decision making and prosocial leadership that carry over into classroom, family and community life. 
At the same time, the findings emphasise that developmental benefits are not automatic and are shaped by pronounced inequalities in access related to gender, socioeconomic status and geography, which continue to limit opportunities for many girls and rural youth. Much of the existing Indian evidence remains cross sectional and descriptive and few programmes are evaluated using positive youth development constructs, longitudinal designs, or mixed methods that capture both outcomes and processes. 
For readers of the Journal of Physical Education, Recreation & Dance, the practical message is that sport and physical education can be leveraged more effectively by embedding life skills and leadership objectives into everyday teaching and coaching. This includes rotating student leadership roles, integrating brief life skills discussions into lessons, using autonomy supportive and values based pedagogies and partnering with families and communities to make programmes more inclusive, especially for girls and marginalised adolescents. Policy makers can reinforce these efforts by aligning school sport and national schemes such as Khelo India and Fit India with clear developmental indicators and by supporting rigorous evaluations that track changes in life skills, engagement, and leadership as well as participation. If educators, coaches, programme leaders  work together in this way, sport in India can move closer to fulfilling its promise as a deliberate pathway for fostering life skills, leadership, and holistic positive youth development for diverse adolescent learners. 
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