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The Youth Olympic Games, Their Programs, and Olympism

Cesar R. Torres

Abstract: The Youth Olympic Games were inaugurated by the International Olympic 
Committee in Singapore in 2010.  Their scale was nothing short of impressive.  
Focused around a vision to inspire young people to participate in sport and 
learn about the values of Olympism, the YOG implemented an extensive 
Cultural and Educational Program and an innovative Competitive Program.  
This paper evaluates both these programs and the extent to which they embody 
and advance Olympism.  It identifies strengths as well as potential areas of 
improvements.  This paper argues that the YOG demonstrate that alternate 
Olympic scenarios, ones that are more sensible to Olympism, are not only 
desirable but also possible.

Key words: Youth Olympic Games, Cultural and Education Program, Competitive 
Program, Olympism

The recently inaugurated Youth Olympic Games (YOG) constitute the International 

Olympic Committee’s (IOC) latest enterprise.  It could be argued that the YOG are the most 

significant Olympic undertaking in more than eight decades, since the inauguration of the 

Winter Olympic Games in 1924.  The scale of the first YOG, held in Singapore from 14 to 26 

August, 2010, was remarkable.  Indeed, the event gathered more than 3,500 athletes from all 

but one of the 205 National Olympic Committees (NOCs) that existed at the time of the 

Opening Ceremonies.1  In addition, the Singapore 2010 Youth Olympic Games, as the event 

was officially known, was attended by 1,800 accredited officials, covered by about 

1,900accredited media personnel, and organized with the assistance of 20,000 volunteers.2  

Another measure of the relevance the IOC gave to the inaugural YOG was the flame relay.  

In spite of the IOC’s decision after the 2008 Olympic Games that future flame relays be held 

within the host city’s country, an exception was made for the YOG.  Thus, after the lightning 

ceremony in Ancient Olympia, the flame travelled to one city in each of the five continents, 
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where community welcoming festivities were celebrated, before arriving in Singapore for the 

domestic leg of the relay.3

Given their scale as well as the consideration and importance given to their 

organization, the YOG are the largest multisport international event for young athletes.  

Although almost all International Sport Federations organize junior championships for 

different age brackets at the world, continental, or regional level, the YOG are much wider in 

scope and participation.  However, the motivation for the YOG was as much the athletic 

competition as the values that have inspired and framed the Olympic Games since their

inception in the late nineteenth century, a vision known as “Olympism.”  Thus, as IOC 

President Jacques Rogge articulated, “These Youth Olympic Games should not be seen as 

mini-Olympic Games.”4  Rather, Rogge explained, “There will be competition, of course, but 

the main goal . . . is not competition as such.  The main goal is to give the youngsters an 

education based on Olympic values.”5  In other words, the YOG were envisioned as a 

sizeable and unique Olympic pedagogical effort.  As the IOC put it, “the YOG would be true 

to the vision of educating young people through the values sport teaches.”6  This is at the 

center of the goal the Olympic Movement has professed for itself throughout its history.7  To 

accomplish their vision, the Cultural and Educational Program (CEP) and the Competitive 

Program (CP) of the YOG were given equal worth.  In doing so, the IOC thought it was “both 

breaking new ground and returning to its roots.”8

In addition to putting them on equal footing, which constitutes a novelty in itself, both 

the CEP and the CP of the YOG included a series of innovations.  For instance, while the 

former included more than 50 activities meant for athletes “to share the Olympic values,” the 

latter, albeit with fewer disciplines and events, featured some, such as the basketball three-on-

three tournament, that are not contested at the Olympic Games.  Another innovation of the 

CP was the inclusion of contests for mixed-gender and mixed-NOCs teams.  Yet, for all the 
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innovations, there was much continuity between the YOG’s and the Olympic Games’ CP as it 

comprised the 26 sports that will be contested at the 2012 Olympic Games to be held in 

London.  In light of these changes, this paper evaluates the CEP and the CP of the YOG, and 

analyzes whether they embody and advance the values of Olympism.  This also allows for a 

comparison between these programs at the YOG and the Olympic Games as well as the 

identification of potential areas of improvement.  I will begin by briefly characterizing 

Olympism.  Then, I will provide a historical overview of the YOG and a description of their 

CEP and CP.  This is necessary to examine said programs in the sense indicated above.

Olympism

Since the creation of the IOC in the late nineteenth century, Olympic officials have 

insisted that the Olympic Games are like no other sporting event in the world.  In 1908, 

discussing the difference between world championships and the Olympic Games, Pierre de 

Coubertin, the founder of the IOC, stressed that the uniqueness of the latter was that although 

including international competitions they “are ‘something else’ as well, and it is just this, 

‘something else’ that matters, as it is not to be found in any other variety of athletic 

competition.”9  This “something else” is captured by his notion of Olympism.  Arguably, this 

philosophical vision constitutes the driving force behind the universal charm of the Olympic 

Games, what sets them apart from any other sporting event.

Though Coubertin wrote several articles discussing Olympism and mentioned it in 

many more, he never articulated a concise and clear definition.  Historically, the complexity 

of the concept might reflect the fact that Coubertin was influenced by, and nurtured himself 

from, different worldviews raging from classic Hellenism to English muscular Christianity to 

French social reformism to classic nineteenth century liberalism.10  Coubertin thought that 

Olympism was a “philosophy of life” and “a state of mind” that could be approached as “the 
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religion of energy, the cult of intensive willpower developed through the practice of virile 

sports supported by hygiene and civism and surrounded with arts and thought.”11  He then 

said that the “religious sentiment [was] transformed and expanded by the internationalism 

and democracy that are distinguishing features of our day.”12  Notice the diversity of very 

complex elements mentioned in these quotes.  While Coubertin continued adding attributes 

to, and even reformulating, the concept of Olympism until later in his life, he consistently 

argued that it “refuses to make physical education a purely physiological thing.”13

Despite the challenges posed by Coubertin’s radical eclecticism, his writing along 

with the normative exegesis of Olympism proposed by Olympic authorities allows for the 

identification of a set of central values.  For instance, The Olympic Charter advances that

Olympism is a philosophy of life, exalting and combining in a balanced whole the 
qualities of body, will and mind.  Blending sport with culture and education, 
Olympism seeks to create a way of life based on the joy of effort, the educational 
value of good example and respect for universal fundamental ethical principles.14

It also pronounces that 

The goal of Olympism is to place sport at the service of the harmonious development 
of man, with a view to promoting a peaceful society concerned with the preservation 
of human dignity.15

Finally, it proposes that

The practice of sport is a human right.  Every individual must have the possibility of 
practicing sport, without discrimination of any kind and in the Olympic spirit, which 
requires mutual understanding with a spirit of friendship, solidarity and fair play.16

It is clear that Olympism makes the explicit pursuit of moral values through sport its 

distinguishing feature.  This is apparently the same conclusion reached by several scholars.17  

For instance, sport philosopher Jim Parry argues that Olympism “emphasizes the role of sport 

in global culture, international understanding, peaceful coexistence, and social and moral 

education.”18  Similarly, Nikolaos Nissiotis, a former president of the International Olympic 

Academy, advances that “The Olympic Ideal is what qualifies sport exercise in general as a 

means for educating the whole of man as a conscious citizen of the world.”19  Even sport 
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philosopher Lamartine P. DaCosta, who believes that Olympism is better understood as a 

protophilosophy marred with epistemological vagueness and contradictions, does not deny 

that it pretends to express and transmit moral values.20

Although its specific content and relevance are debatable and debated, that Olympism 

is a morally value laden concept is not disputed.  Even more, as sport philosopher Mike 

McNamee’s has recently defended, “Olympism is a contested concept [but] it is not an 

essentially contested one.  There does appear to be a fairly clear core of persisting and 

persistently shared features.”21 This is not the place to analyze competing views of the moral 

content of Olympism.  Nevertheless, it is possible to argue that in spite of the debate over its 

specificity, Olympism is understood as a secular, humanistic, egalitarian, and cosmopolitan 

vision emphasizing “values such as holistic human development, excellence, peace, fairness, 

equality, mutual respect, justice, and non-discrimination.”22  Under the precepts of 

Olympism, sport, and consequently the Olympic Games, there lies an educational rationality, 

a means to advance and materialize a set of moral values through sport.  Without these 

values, the Olympic Games would just be, to use Coubertin’s phraseology, world 

championships, or “simply games.”23  That is, devoid of Olympism, the Olympic Games, and 

sport, would be less than what they could be because they would lack a higher purpose.

Historical Overview of the YOG

The idea to establish a global multisport international event for young athletes seems 

to have gradually developed among Olympic officials in the last two decades.  Rogge was the 

driving force behind the initiative.  In this regard, he declared that “The Youth Olympic 

Games is a project I’ve had at the back of my mind since being elected IOC President in 

2001.”24  Rogge traced back his interest in the creation of this kind of international sport 

opportunity for youth back to the early 1990s.  Under his leadership, the European Olympic 
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Committees launched in 1991 the European Youth Olympic Festival, a biennial event for 

young athletes from European NOCs.25  Rogge eventually formalized his project to create the 

YOG, the IOC studied its feasibility, and on April 25, 2007, its Executive Board unanimously 

approved it during a meeting in Beijing.  Two months later, on July 5, the IOC approved the 

creation of the YOG during its 119th Session held in Guatemala City and decided that the 

first edition would take place in 2010.  In October, nine cities submitted their bids to host the 

inaugural YOG.  Early in 2008, Singapore was elected the host over Moscow by 53 to 44 

votes.26

Apparently, it took some time to conceptualize and garner support for the YOG.  

Gilbert Felli, IOC Executive Director of Olympic Games, provides insight into this process.  

Although “The IOC had been thinking about it for many years,” Felli said, “when we talked 

about a purely sporting event the response was pretty negative.” 27  It was only “when we 

talked about a different kind of event in which sport, culture and education were equal, an 

event based on Olympic values, people said, ‘Ah, maybe this is something we should 

explore.’”28  While partially modeled after the Olympic Games, in the course of exploring 

possibilities for the YOG it was decided to depart from this model in relevant ways.  Though

the event’s competitive element was retained, the YOG was infused with “culture and 

education at its core.”29  As such, the YOG were envisioned to materialize the values of 

Olympism.  Thus, the structure of the event created by the IOC for athletes between the ages 

of 14 and 18 seeks to maintain a balance among “sport, education and culture” as well as to 

“work as a catalyst in these fields throughout the Olympic Movement and to encourage 

young people to play an active role in their communities.”30 In accordance with this structure, 

the following goals were articulated for the YOG:

1. to bring together the world’s best young athletes and to celebrate them
2. to offer a unique and powerful introduction to Olympism
3. to innovate in educating and debating the Olympic values and challenges of 

society
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4. to share and celebrate the cultures of the world in a festive atmosphere
5. to reach youth communities throughout the world to promote Olympic values
6. to raise sports awareness and participation among young people
7. to act as a platform for initiatives within the Olympic Movement
8. to be an event of the highest international sporting standard for young people31

In order to accomplish these goals, the IOC developed two ambitious and 

complementary programs to be implemented during the YOG.  One of the programs was the

CEP, the other was the CP.

The YOG’s CEP and CP

At the very core of the YOG’s CEP was the attempt to familiarize athletes with 

Olympism and its values “in a fun and festive spirit and to raise awareness of important 

issues such as the benefits of a healthy lifestyle, the fight against doping, global challenges 

and their role as sports ambassadors in their communities.”32  The CEP was developed by the 

IOC with the assistance of international groups, such as the World Organization of the Scout 

Movement, known for their involvement and work with the youth.  In the end, the structure 

of the CEP was based on five themes:

1. Olympism.  This theme focused on the origin, philosophy, structure, and 

evolution of the modern Olympic Games.

2. Skills Development.  This theme reflected on various facets of a professional 

athlete’s career (including personal development and managing transitional phases in life).

3. Well-Being and Healthy Lifestyle.  This theme related to concerns such as 

healthy eating habits and the prevention of doping in sport.

4. Social Responsibility.  This theme revolved around the young Olympians’

responsibilities as members of their own communities as well as global citizens.

5. Expression.  The last theme included learning, interacting, and celebrating 

through the medium of digital media.33
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To accomplish its goal, and inspired by these five themes, the CEP offered activities 

in seven different formats:

1. Chat with Champions: The young Olympians had the opportunity to get up 
close with role models, and hear them share personal and inspirational stories 
about the Olympic values of excellence, friendship and respect.  Role models 
shared their personal experiences through dialogue sessions, conducted in an 
entertaining talk-show format.

2. Discovery Activity: Through interactive exhibitions and workshops, the young 
Olympians explored topics relevant to their journey towards becoming 
champions in life.

3. World Culture Village: The World Culture Village, located in the Village 
Square, was a focal point for international visitors to interact with one another.  
There were cultural booths, hosted by young Singaporeans, featuring each of 
the 205 participating NOCs.  Hosts at each booth invited visitors to explore 
different cultures and take part in fun activities and traditional games. […]

4. Community Project: The young Olympians and local community organisations 
came together to participate in fun activities like drumming and circus arts. 
Through these activities, the young Olympians got to make friends with the 
beneficiaries, learnt about social responsibility and were encouraged to give 
back to their own communities.

5. Arts and Culture: The young Olympians were treated to an exciting mix of 
musical performances, dance acts and inspirational Olympic-themed artwork 
during the evening festivals.  These activities aimed to bring out the 
celebration of youth, cultures and friendships forged at the Games.

6. Island Adventure: . . . [the young Olympians] worked together in teams to go 
through confidence-building courses, water activities and physical challenges, 
which brought out the values of teamwork, mutual respect and friendship.  
These activities were held at one of Singapore’s offshore islands – Pulau 
Ubin.

7. Exploration Journey: The young Olympians embarked on a green experience 
in the half-day Exploration Journeys to HortPark and Marina Barrage, two of 
Singapore’s newest environment-themed attractions. At HortPark, the young 
Olympians participated in a terrarium workshop and garden tour. The 
terrarium workshop taught the importance of our ecosystem by providing the 
young Olympians with materials to create a mini-garden in a glass bottle that 
mimics our ecosystem.  The young Olympians also learnt about environmental 
issues at two themed gardens, where they had the opportunity to reflect and 
discuss environmental issues and green initiatives in their home countries.  At 
Marina Barrage, the young Olympians learnt about sustainable water 
management through three different activities.34
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In total, the CEP offered the young Olympians more than 50 different activities meant 

to provide an exciting learning environment.  These activities included workshops, 

exhibitions, forums, artistic performances, community projects, and educational field trips 

through which they were stimulated to learn, embody, and share Olympism with fellow 

Olympians from all over the world.  In addition, according to Olympic officials, through the 

CEP’s activities the young Olympians were encouraged “to discuss important themes linked 

to the practice of sport as well as to global and societal challenges.”35  As the IOC put it, 

through the CEP young Olympians had the opportunity to:

 learn about important global and sports topics;
 contribute to the environment and society;
 interact and build friendships with other young people from around the world; 

and
 celebrate the Olympic Movement and the diverse cultures of the world.36

Most of the activities of the CEP were held within the Youth Olympic Village to 

facilitate athletes’ participation.  Similarly, such participation was also facilitated by 

coordinating the CEP with the CP.  Clearly, this coordinating effort was meant to materialize 

the IOC’s message that “The [Cultural and Education] programme is critical to the success of 

the Youth Olympic Games.”37  Moreover, the IOC tried to create a unique educational 

experience.  As Patrick Stalder, a member of the IOC’s YOG department, explained, “We 

tried to develop events and experiences that did not feel like a school or college environment” 

and commented that “We didn’t want this to be traditional education because we knew we 

had to engage athletes in a different way – learning by doing and sharing.”38  For the IOC, the 

CEP “turned out to be a huge success.”39  According to its own estimation, most of the more 

than 3,500 athletes participating in the YOG took part in one way or another in the CEP.  

Indeed, the majority seemed to have visited the World Anti-Doping Agency and the UNAIDS

(Joint United Nations Program on HIV/AIDS) exhibits in the Youth Olympic Village.  For 

journalist Michael Stoneman, “It was the manner in which all 50 CEP activities were 
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embraced by the athletes, however, that ensured that the programme was deemed a 

resounding success.”40  Even if an overstatement, there is no doubt that the organizers engage 

in a credible effort to highlight education at the YOG as well as to combine their CEP and CP 

to advance the idea that, as Rogge said, “The Youth Olympic Games are about much more 

than sport.”41

In the attempt to equip the YOG with “their own unique identity,” the IOC decided 

that the event’s CP would consist of the same 26 sports that will be included in the London 

2012 Olympics with fewer disciplines and events but with some innovative and significant 

modifications.  As Rogge admitted, “the creative approach to the sports competition at the 

YOG help to give the event its own identity.”42  Behind the innovative look at the YOG’s CP 

was both “the integration of youth-relevant sports and disciplines into the Olympic 

programme” and “making urban culture part of the cultural programmes of the OG.”43  The 

strategy seemed to have been to make the CP more amenable to young athletes and therefore 

“to keep the Olympic Games relevant for the younger generations.”44  Regardless of the 

motivations to provide the YOG’s CP with a character of their own within the confines, 

stability, and recognition of the CP of the Olympic Games, the IOC implemented bold 

changes to the layout of Olympic competition.  So, although the sports contested at the YOG 

were the same as those featured at the Olympic Games, the former initiated several new 

disciplines and competitive formats.

There were three prominent innovations introduced by the IOC to the YOG’s CP.  

Before the festival was held, Olympic officials deemed them “The most important 

particularity of the YOG.”45  The first innovation was mixed-gender events.  A number of 

sports included this kinds of events in their competitive format.  For instance, in swimming, 

the 4 x 100 meters medley relay and the 4 x 100 meters freestyle relay were events in which 

women and men came together to form a single team.  Similarly, in cycling, 32 national 
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teams consisting of three men and one woman participated in the sport’s only event.  A 

second innovation was the inclusion of events for mixed-NOCs teams.  The equestrian team 

event exemplifies this innovation.  Riders from different NOCs of the same continent formed 

a team and competed as such.  The final innovation featured events with both mixed-gender 

and mixed-NOCs teams.  In judo, the mixed team events encompassed both men and women 

from different NOCs competing on the same team.  Another example is that of the mixed 

team event in fencing in which nine continental teams consisting of three men and three 

women were formed for the competition.  Much in the same vein, in triathlon, the mixed 

relay included teams made up of two men and two women from different NOCs.46

While many of the events in the YOG’s CP were adapted to the young athletes’ 

developmental possibilities, others were modified to make them more appealing to them and 

supposedly satisfy their athletic interests.  Thus, for example, in athletics the men’s javelin 

weight was reduced from 800 to 700 grams.  Likewise, the longest race in athletics was the 

10,000 meters walk.  In some sports, new events were introduced.  Such was the case with 

basketball, cycling, and fencing.  Basketball used a 3 on 3 format which was contested on one 

half-court with one basket.  Games consisted of two periods of five minutes each.  The team 

leading after regulation time or the first team to reach 33 points was the winner.  If the score 

was tied, the game continued for as many extra periods (two minutes each) as needed to 

break the tie.  In cycling, the woman in each team had to compete in BMX, cross country, 

and time trial while the men in each team were required to compete in one of these 

disciplines.  In addition, all riders in a team had to compete in the road race.  The medals 

were awarded to those teams whose members accrued the most overall points.  Finally, in 

fencing, the mixed team event was also new and required the use of all weapons (epée, foil, 

and sabre).
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It is worth mentioning a novelty introduced to the YOGs CP related to the equipment 

used in some events.  Both in canoe/kayak and equestrian the Singapore Youth Olympic 

Games Organizing Committee provided the horses and the boats to all athletes, respectively.  

In the case of canoe/kayak, the same boats were distributed to all athletes for both categories 

of competition.  As for equestrian, the horses were carefully prepared in Australia and 

brought to Singapore for the YOG.  After being inspected, the horses were allocated to the 

rides by a draw.  Riders kept the allocated horse for both the individual and mixed-NOCs 

event.

Much like the YOG’s CEP, the CP was considered quite successful.  Stoneman wrote 

that the mixed-gender and mixed-NOCs events “added a completely new element to the 

sporting competition and proved particularly popular with the athletes.”47  The new events, he 

added, captured the imagination of athletes and spectators alike.  Speaking of the novel 

basketball competitive design, Rogge claimed that “It is a very exciting event” and explained, 

“I like the format very much, you know it’s an extrapolation of how basketball was played in 

the inner cities and backyards.  The rules are clear, there is suspense and obviously the 

players love it.”48  In the IOC president’s view, taken as whole, the CP and the CEP 

contributed to the full realization of the YOG.

The YOG’s CEP and CP, and Their Relation to Olympism

Replicating the relevance that Olympism places on the “blending [of] sport with 

culture and education” to accomplish its goals, the Olympic Charter stipulates that those in 

charge of organizing the Olympic Games must implement “a programme of cultural events”

that lasts at least the period during which the Olympic Village is open.49 That is, the Olympic 

Games’ Cultural Program must be combined with the sporting competition.  This aspiration 

can be traced back to Coubertin’s emphasis on the connection between sport and art.  
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However, in spite of Olympic regulations, lofty rhetoric, and admirable efforts, for the most 

part, the Cultural Program of the Olympic Games has been secondary to the event’s CP.  As 

Beatriz García, a researcher in cultural policy, explains, one of the problems is that while the 

Olympic Charter requires the staging of a Cultural Program during the Olympic Games, it is 

broadly defined and no performance indicators are detailed.50  This leads to extreme laxity in 

the interpretation of the significance and role of the Cultural Program as well as its 

conceptualization and implementation.  These ambiguities, in turn, have led to 

misunderstandings, lack of funding, and managerial troubles, which have rendered the 

Olympic Games’ Cultural Program relatively invisible.  This invisibility is obviously at odds 

with the tenets of Olympism.  In this regard, García contends that “despite the constant re-

invention and adaptation of the Cultural Olympiads . . . structure and themes to the demands 

of the environment, they have remained in the shadow as a marginal aspect of the Games.”51

The YOG’s CEP marks a radical departure from the long history of invisibility of the 

Olympic Games’ Cultural Program.  Unlike the latter, the former was conceptualized by the 

IOC not only as an important element of the YOG but as having as much worth as the event’s 

CP.  From their formulation to implantation, the YOG were presented as “much more than 

sport.”52  The “more” referred to the function that culture and education were meant to play 

in the YOG.   Before, during, and after the event, Olympic authorities underscored time and 

again that the YOG are a festival in which sport, culture, and education come together to 

form a meaningful unity.  Thus, it is no coincidence that the IOC thought that by giving equal 

worth to the YOG’s CEP and CP it was “returning to its roots.”53  This admission of returning 

is doubly telling.  On the one hand, it indicates that the Olympic Games have departed from 

its roots, at least in regards to its educational purpose.  Admittedly, by overly concentrating 

on its much vaunted CP, the festival has diminished the significance of its Cultural Program.  

On the other hand, it reminds the Olympic Movement that a better realization of Olympism is 
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possible.  Indeed, the intended balance between the YOG’s CEP and CP shows that these 

programs are not mutually exclusive and points to a direction to better realize Olympism at 

the Olympic Games.

There is no doubt that the IOC attempted to distinguish the YOG from the Olympic 

Games.  In doing so, it enhanced the value of the event’s educational potential and 

consequence by developing a well-defined, structured, and visible CEP.  As the IOC put it in 

2007, “The YOG would create a true community for young people to participate in sport, to 

learn, and to share experiences with their peers” and added that,

By creating a special occasion which places as much, if not more, emphasis on the 
manner in which things are achieved, rather than the sporting achievement itself, the 
YOG would be true to the vision of educating young people through the values sport 
teaches.54

The YOG’s integration of cultural, educational, and sporting activities are better 

aligned with Olympism than the Olympic Games.  If this is desirable and possible for the 

YOG, it is most probably desirable and possible for the Olympic Games.  Granted, the 

stakeholders and their interests differ in the two events but their goals, albeit with some 

admitted variance, are fundamentally the same.  The cultural and educational mission of the 

Olympic Games could be bolstered, and a new and more appropriate balance between their 

CP and Cultural Program could be found.  The YOG offer a path to follow.  Likewise, the 

YOG’s CEP should be reviewed to assess its goals, content, configuration, impact, and reach.  

However, the CEP’s role in the YOG should be preserved and Olympic authorities should 

insist both rhetorically and in practice that it is an integral and highly valued part of the event.  

In addition, it would be important for the IOC to develop well-defined policies to ensure the 

continuity of the YOG’s CEP as well as a wide and deep multicultural educational experience 

for the young Olympians.

However, even though the YOG are more in consonance with Olympism than the 

Olympic Games, their CEP and CP appear to run on separate, albeit parallel and seemingly 
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valued, courses.  Apparently, sport did not have a prominent place in the CEP while culture 

and education did not have a prominent role in the CP.  The paradox is not only that sport is a 

cultural artifact or product but also that the values so intimately connected with it are central 

to its practice and to Olympism.  The distancing between the two programs seems to be 

unwarranted.  It could be argued that the YOG’s CEP and CP were organized under an 

implicit policy that considers them equal in value but separates them.  As argued above, there 

is much to be praised about the efforts to make the two programs analogous in importance 

and therefore aligning the YOG with the goals of Olympism.  Yet, this policy carries some 

risks.  García identifies some of these risks when studying the Olympic Games’ Cultural 

Program.  She argues that

Although the Olympic Movement is supposed to be a humanistic project 
encompassing “sport, culture and education,” the reality of the existing Olympic 
Games’ staging process shows a total predominance of sporting issues over the rest.  
This fact is also reflected in the operational structure of the OCOG [Organizing 
Committees of the Olympic Games].  As a result, the team in charge of the cultural 
program tends to be structured almost independently with respect to the rest of the 
organization.  This does not only provoke an understandable separation from the 
departments in charge of sporting competitions but also from the departments in 
charge of Olympic ceremonies, marketing, communications, media and institutional 
relations.  This dissociation of programs and activities has led to an unnecessary 
duplicity of resources.55

One of the challenges for future YOG is to create a dynamic synergy among the 

different actors involved in the planning and organization of the event in order to fully 

integrate the CEP and the CP.  Moreover, the idea is to associate and make sustainable this 

integration into all activities related to the YOG.  In this way, Olympism’s blending of sport, 

culture, and education could be more fully realized in all aspects of the YOG, from their 

preparations to their staging.  Seen in this way, culture and education are neither additional 

nor complementary to sport but the three come to form a whole in Olympic programming.

The YOG were equipped with a distinctive character because of the significance 

given to their program of cultural and educational activities as much as for their innovations 
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in the competitive realm.  Several of the innovations to the CP highlight values that are in 

accordance with Olympism and are worth exploring at the Olympic Games.  One of such 

innovations was the introduction of mixed-gender events.  Traditionally, the Olympic Games 

have been organized along the lines of what is known as “sex pluralism.”  This ideal of 

gender equality in sport acknowledges “sex differences in an attempt to insure that members 

of each sex receive equivalent benefits.”56  Sex pluralism implies that “separate but equal” is 

an acceptable notion when it comes to sex equality.  Thus, it moves away from simple 

nondiscrimination and allows the institution of separate categories of competition for men 

and women.  This is what happens at the Olympic Games: regardless of whether the 

differences between the sexes are durable and/or relevant to the demands of the sports in the 

CP, Olympic competition strictly separates men from women.  The objective behind the 

implementation of sex pluralism at the Olympic Games might well have been to increase and 

insure women participation in the event while respecting sex differences.57

The introduction of mixed-gender events to the YOG is an innovation that shows an 

alternative competitive format to the “separate but equal” idea permitted by sex pluralism.  

Mixed-gender events still recognize durable and/or relevant sex differences but instead of 

simply creating one category of competition for each sex, it requires men and women to come 

together in their differences.  The point is that mixed-gender events show that “separate but 

equals” is not the only way to organize competition under sex pluralism.  Perhaps the most 

salient feature of these kinds of events is that both men and women compete in unison, not 

just against each other, to create interesting, exciting, and unique kinds of athletic drama.  

Whereas most mixed-gender events at the YOG favored “male” abilities and qualities, events 

favoring “female” assets could be implemented.  It is important to notice that by integrating 

men and women in competition, mixed-gender events promote a different way to implement 

sex pluralism in sport while avoiding the dangers of the ideal of “sex blindness” in sport.  
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This ideal requires ignoring durable and/or relevant differences between the sexes.  One such 

problem is that under a model of sport that assimilates competition and is sex-blind, women 

will probably be absent from elite competition in most sports.  Mixed-gender events seem to 

be a fair alternative that respect sex differences and present a great educational opportunity to 

understand these differences better.

A second innovation to the YOG’s CP was the introduction of mixed-NOCs events.  

This represents another departure from traditional practice at the Olympic Games.  The 

Olympic Games have favored a form of internationalism that pits competitors against each 

other.  This is suggested in the Olympic Charter, which states that the Olympic Movement 

“reaches its peak with the bringing together of the world’s athletes at the great sports festival, 

the Olympic Games.  Its symbol is five interlaced rings.”58  This view is reinforced in the 

following claim: “The Olympic Games are competitions between athletes in individual or 

team events and not between countries.”59  As the many displays of and problems with 

nationalism throughout Olympic history exemplify, it is disputable whether this is realized in 

practice or not.  What appears indisputable is that at the Olympic Games athletes or teams 

from individual NOCs compete against each other.  Of course, cooperation is central to 

competitive sport itself.  There is a sense in which contestants cooperate to make competition 

possible.  However, the cooperation fostered by the YOG’s mixed-NOCs events goes beyond 

this necessity.  These events favor a form of internationalism based on actual cooperation

among athletes from different NOCs.  Young Olympians from different NOCs come together 

to form teams, which opens up rich dialogical and competitive opportunities.  The “bringing 

together of the world’s athletes” the Olympic Charter talks about takes on a whole new 

dimension as young athletes form transnational teams to compete together.  In the process, 

nationalism is, at least momentarily, refocused and young athletes are required to engage in

meaningful conversation with other.  Once again, the educational potential of this kind of 
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event seem to embody not only the values of Olympism but also to help meet the goals of the 

YOG.

The final innovation introduced to the YOG’s CP deals with equipment.  It is well 

known that access to resources related to athletic performance can greatly increase the 

chances of an athlete to succeed in competition.  However, when it comes to access to these 

resources, such as equipment, medical care, training facilities, or coaching education, there 

are great inequalities among the athletes of the world.  Sport philosopher Sigmund Loland 

argues that in order to have equal competition, inequalities that are not relevant to athletic 

performance should be eliminated or compensated.  As a rule of thumb, these are inequalities 

for which individual athletes cannot be reasonably held responsible.  One such inequality is 

access to resources, including equipment.  When it comes to equipment, especially that which 

significantly influences the outcome of athletic competition, Loland believes that it should be 

standardized and that all athletes ought to receive the same equipment “based on a pure 

procedural justice via random lots.”60  The latter is precisely what the IOC did at the YOG’s 

canoe/kayak and equestrians events.  Unmistakably, when competitors use the same 

equipment, one source of inequality presumably irrelevant to competition is eliminated.  This 

not only levels the playing field among individual competitors but also between richer and 

poorer NOCs.  In other words, using the same equipment alleviates inequalities in access to 

resources, and fairness is fostered because the relative abilities of the contestants are 

measured and compared, not the resources to acquire better equipment.  This innovation 

represents a step forward in promoting fair play, another Olympic value. 

As much as there is a great deal to approve in the innovations introduced into the 

YOG’s CP, there are also areas of concern.  Two seem to stand out.  The first relates to the 

overall structure of the YOG’s CP.  Although Coubertin noted that since the beginning of the 

IOC, “it was understood that the modern Games would include all forms of exercise practiced 
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throughout the world today, to the greatest extent possible,”61 his inclusiveness and 

internationalism were restricted to “the best representatives of civilised nations.”62  Given the 

limitations of Coubertin’s, as well as future IOC presidents’, notions of inclusiveness and 

internationalism, the Olympic Games’ CP retained, even to this day, a distinctive Western 

connotation.  As Parry puts it, the IOC “tend[s] to produce a list of sports that have already 

attained world popularity, which means, in effect, those that reflect the earlier cultural 

hegemony of the West.”63  In its current form, the CP is overwhelmingly dominated by sports 

developed in the West and the very few that did not were adjusted to mimic typical Western 

ways of organizing and participating in sport.  Parry notes that the traditional policy 

regarding the CP has the undesirable effect of causing the underdevelopment of traditional 

and regional sport.64  In doing so, it undermines the purpose driving the Olympic Games and 

their foundational values.  By organizing their CP following the sports that will be contested 

at the 2012 Olympic Games to be held in London, the YOG reproduced this situation and 

ignored, to a large extent, the diversity of sports in the world.

The continuity between the YOG’s and the Olympic Games’ CP takes away the 

possibility to more completely educate young Olympians on the value of cultural diversity, 

extended multicultural dialogue, and comprehensive inclusiveness.  However, as the YOG’s 

CP already departed in significant ways with that of the Olympic Games, it could also be 

adjusted to offer the young Olympians such an education.  The IOC’s goal that “The YOG 

would create a true community for young people to participate in sport, to learn, and to share 

experiences with their peers”65 could be better accomplished through a CP that incorporates 

and values non-Western sports.  It goes without saying that this would be a challenging 

innovation but given the bold changes introduced to the YOG, this seems to be within their

aims and scope.  By all means, it is a splendid opportunity to integrate the CP and the CEP in 

the sense indicated above, not to mention that the incorporation of non-Western sports into 
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both programs would align the event even more with Olympism.  The CEP should not be 

seen as the main or only avenue to give “all participants the chance to interact with each other 

and learn more about different cultures.”66  Clearly, a more multicultural YOG’ CP “could 

also advance the more than a century old idea that the Olympic Games were created to 

recognize each other in our differences, which in no small part are expressed in and through 

the multiple sports practiced around the world.”67  A CP more sensitive to the variety of 

sports practiced by people all over the world would promote greater cultural equity, better 

serve the educational needs of young Olympians, and more fully embody the tenets of 

Olympism.68

A second area of concern in the YOG’ CP has to do with the event’s declared purpose 

to inspire young people to live healthy lifestyles.  This has been a constant in the IOC 

discourses regarding the YOG.69  For instance, Rogge exclaimed before the YOG, “Let us 

continue to work hard to ensure the Games –and the youth of the world– have a bright and 

healthy future ahead of them.”70  After the YOG, it was said that the CEP gave the young 

Olympians the opportunity to learn about topics such as health.71  In this regard, the IOC 

announced in a press release following its Executive Board approval of the YOG that “Sports 

events would be carefully chosen to protect the health of the young athletes.”72  Yet, the YOG 

included sports with a questionable impact on the health of young athletes.  The most 

notorious case is boxing.  With the well-documented risk of sustained brain injury as well as 

other ailments, boxing does not appear to be a sport that protects or furthers the health of 

young athletes.  Featuring boxing as one of the sports in the YOG’s CP flatly contradicts one 

of the event’s self-professed goals.73  Under the light of this contradiction and the fact that 

boxing was the only sport in the YOG’s CP that did not include female events, it is not 

difficult to make a case that the sport should be removed from the YOG.
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Conclusions

In this paper, I have evaluated the CEP and the CP of the YOG and analyzed them 

under the tenets of Olympism.  I have identified areas of strength and weakness in both 

programs, and argued that overall, the YOG partially embody and advance the values of 

Olympism.  One remarkable strength is the attempt to put the CEP and the CP on equal 

footing.  On the other hand, the innovations introduced should be deepened and the areas that 

show ambiguities or contradictions vis-à-vis the goals of the YOG should be reconsidered so 

the event fulfills those goals more fully.  The ideas presented here to address the ambiguities

and contardictions are complementary to the strengths of the CEP and the CP.  For example, 

mixed-gender events could easily coexist with gender-specific events.  The same goes for 

mixed-NOCs events, they could be held alongside events organized under the traditional 

format in which individual or teams from particular NOCs compete against each other.  The 

point is to make the YOG converge as much as possible with the unique character Olympic 

authorities profess for the event.  As discussed, the “more” that they wish for refers to the full 

implementation of the educational rationality that lies in Olympism.74

The comparison between the YOG and the Olympic Games seems inevitably.  Before 

the opening of the YOG, Rogge declared that “There is a lot we carry over from the Olympic 

Games to the YOG, Olympic symbols such as the podium, the flame, and the values, but the 

YOG have their own unique identity.”75  Perhaps, it is important to ask whether there is 

something to carry over from the YOG to the Olympic Games.  After all, both events are 

founded upon the same ideals.  If culture and education can be fruitfully integrated with sport 

at the YOG to materialize an educational experience that touches young Olympians beyond 

their competitive feats, the same can be attempted more forcefully at the Olympic Games.  

This, of course, does not mean that the two festivals should look alike.  It might be even 

appropriate that they retain distinctive, albeit corresponding, characters.  In the end, what the 
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YOG demonstrates is that alternate Olympic scenarios, ones that are more sensible to 

Olympism, are not only desirable but also possible.
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