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The analysis was led by Maya Leventer-Roberts, MD, MPH, a senior clinical specialist at
Google, and trained in medicine, public health, and pediatrics at Yale, Harvard, and Mount Sinai.
She maintains dual academic affiliations with Mount Sinai and The Ben Gurion University of the
Negev.

This study was conducted between Oct 22, 2022 and May 23, 2023. There were 419 program
alumni who were contacted to answer the survey, from whom we received 160 completed
responses (providing a 38.2% response rate).

The average age of the respondents was 20.4 years old, with half (48.8%) of them joining the
program at least 5 years ago. Overall, 58.1% of the respondents identified as male, and 40.6%
identified as female. There were 82.5% who identified as Jewish and 11.3% who identified as
Arab (either as Christian or as Muslim).

The vast majority of respondents wanted to volunteer at (73.8%) or be employed by (68.8%)
HaGal Sheli as an instructor for future cohorts.

There were 155 respondents (96.9% of the total) who were at least 18 years of age at the time
of the survey. In this group, 87.1% of them had completed 12 years of schooling (83.5% among
males and 91.9% among females; 87.5% among Jews and 82.4% among Arabs). There were
80.00% of those who had completed their full Bagrut. High rates were found among males and
females (77.6% and 84.2%, respectively). For comparison, this was higher than the national
rate per the Ministry of Education: 76.0% for those graduating in 2021 (75.3% among males and
76.6% among females). There were an additional 14.1% who had completed a partial Bagrut,
and 78.9% of them reported going on to additional education or certification. Among those who
were also Jewish, 85.7% had enlisted in military or social service.
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There were 128 respondents (80.0% of the total) who were eligible for military/social services (at
least 18 years of age and identifying as Jewish). Among this group, 19.5% (21.1% among males
and 16.4% among females) underwent a preparatory year for military service (Sh’nat Sheirut /
Mechina) and 79.7% enrolled in the military or in the equivalent social services (79.2% among
males and 78.2% among females).

Participants ranked HaGal Sheli’s impact on their life skills (self-confidence, ability to succeed,
ability to persist, effective study skills), as over 4 out of 5, on average. Specifically, Hagal Sheli
was most effective in self-confidence (4.54 attributed to HaGal Sheli and 4.46 today), and ability
to succeed (4.51 attributed to HaGal Sheli and 4.35 today).

Girls reported even higher scores than males (4.41 vs 4.28 attributed to HaGal Sheli, and 4.24
vs 4.05 today). Additionally, Arabs are performing as well as or better than Jews (4.31 vs 4.36
attributed to HaGal Sheli, and 4.17 vs 4.09 today).

Across all life skills, the impact due to HaGal Sheli strongly persists over 10 years: from 4.33 at
2 years from joining to 4.00 at 10 years.

Overall, respondents were in touch with someone from HaGal Sheli at the rate of 61.3%:
including counselors (28.8%), friends (34.2%), and mentees (12.3%). Over half (57.5%) have
visited since completing the program, and 38.1% are still active today in HaGal Sheli.

Theoretical Research Background on At-Risk Youth in Israel

A study conducted by the Brookdale Institute in 2004 found that the majority of students
classified as at-risk are between the ages of 14 and 18. Additionally, the research shows that
the rate of at-risk children in single-parent families is higher than in families with both parents
present. Furthermore, there is a positive correlation between the number of children in a
household and the likelihood of a child being classified as "at-risk." All of these, along with other
findings from this research, indicate a strong connection between the adolescent's situation and
their family's situation, often characterized by one or a combination of the following risk factors:
deficient parental functioning, a propensity for delinquency, substance abuse and/or alcoholism,
a tendency towards violence, poor economic conditions, or changes in the family structure,
including divorce, remarriage, prolonged hospitalization, or the death of a family member (Morr,
2010).

According to the estimations of the Knesset Research and Information Center a year before the
establishment of the "Hagal Sheli” Association (2012), approximately 400,000 children and
adolescents, constituting about 16% of the total youth population in Israel, were defined as
at-risk. Out of them, around 344,000 at-risk children and adolescents were indeed known to
welfare services, although less than half of the at-risk youth identified are actually served by the
relevant agencies (Etti Weissblai, 2012).
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At-Risk Youth in Israel: Definitions and Perceptions

There are various perceptions and definitions of the term "at-risk youth." The classic definition
by Merton is related to the fact that, due to certain life circumstances, these young people do
not have a sense of hope or a desire for a better future, which can lead to frustration and a
tendency to drift to the fringes of society (Merton, 1959).

Today, the term "at-risk youth" is commonly associated with four components: risk antecedents,
risk markers, risk behaviors, and risk outcomes (Resnick & Burt, 1996).

Risk antecedents factors that contribute to the risk and are categorized into six groups by
Rozman Wiseman (2007):

1. Family risk factors- characterized by difficult family relationships, lack of warmth,
violence, lack of parental involvement in the child's life, or unattended children. Patterns
of substance use, alcohol consumption, and physical or sexual abuse within the family
increase the risk.

2. School-related risk factors- include low motivation and engagement in studies, a sense
of meaninglessness and boredom, low academic achievement, irregular school
attendance, behavioral problems, and discipline issues.

3. Personal risk factors- encompass low self-esteem, lack of self-confidence, a sense of
incapability, and a belief that "I have nothing to lose."

4. Social risk factors- involve the inability to establish social connections, difficulties in fitting
in with peer groups, an inability to withstand social pressure, engaging in harmful leisure
activities such as excessive drinking or substance use, and more.

5. Community-related risk factors- include a lack of social activity after school hours and
poor economic conditions in the community, tendencies towards criminal behavior and
delinquency, and disconnection from the education system.

6. Employment-related risk factors- involve engaging in exploitative and harmful
workplaces, dissatisfaction with work conditions and pay, and economic hardship.

It is important to note that the presence of these factors does not necessarily lead to risky
behavior, but rather indicates a higher level of risk compared to the general population.

Risk markers are indicators that vary between boys and girls, as well as among the youth
themselves. A classic risk marker is truancy, whether overt or concealed, in "transparent" youth
from the school system. Identifying risk markers among girls is generally more complex, as their
behavior in society is often less stigmatized and categorized than that of boys.

Risk behaviors are behaviors with the potential to directly or indirectly harm the adolescent.
These behaviors are diverse and can be categorized into various groups, including absenteeism
from school, use of prohibited substances, early sexual activity, association with groups prone to
delinquency, and more.

Risk outcomes are the consequences of the previously mentioned risk behaviors. These
outcomes include early parenthood, homelessness, running away from home, involvement in
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prostitution, substance and alcohol abuse, drug trafficking, criminal and delinquent activities,
truancy, and detachment from the education system.

The assessment of at-risk situations among children and adolescents is usually done on a scale
of severity (Ben-Ravi and Cohen-Stravchinsky, 2004). The risk scale consists primarily of three
dimensions: the severity of the problem, the duration of the child's suffering from the problem,
and the complexity of the various areas in which the problem exists (Nathan, 2013). The risk
factors during adolescence are considered a critical point in ongoing development and
functioning in society. This period is characterized by biological, psychological, and social
changes that require significant adaptational effort. There is no doubt that this period is
perceived as important and decisive (Rueger, Malecki and Demaray, 2008).

In 2006, a public committee convened to assess the situation of children and adolescents at risk
and in distress in Israel, led by Professor Hillel Shmiedt. The committee established a definition
for children and adolescents at risk in Israel, stating:

"Children and adolescents at risk are children and adolescents living in conditions that endanger
them within their families and surroundings. These conditions impair their ability to exercise their
rights according to the international Convention on the Rights of the Child in the following areas:
physical development, belonging to a family, learning and acquiring skills, well-being and
emotional health, social belonging and participation, protection from harm by others, and
protection from their own risky behaviors." (Shmiedt, 2006, page 21).

In Israel, as in other Western countries, adolescents often find themselves socially disconnected
and may even leave formal educational frameworks before the legally required age. This
dropout often leaves them without an alternative educational framework, which can lead to
wandering the streets, involvement in criminal activities, and violent behavior (Ben Loulou and
Romy, 2002). The greater the socioeconomic disparities in society, as is the case in our society,
the higher the educational gaps (Adler, 2005).

Risk Factors vs. Protective Factors

In recent years, there has been a shift in the field towards focusing on "protective factors" rather
than "risk factors." After an in-depth analysis of accumulated research findings in the scientific
literature, four protective factors were identified. Positive protective factors are those that
increase resilience and normative functioning, reducing the risk of engaging in harmful
behaviors. This implies that the most effective way to reduce risky behaviors is to strengthen
protective factors, such as defense mechanisms, resilience, and stability, necessary for
normative functioning (Harel-Fisch, 2014).

1. The significant presence of a meaningful adult in a child's life—such as a parent,
caregiver, counselor, mentor, or educator—involved significantly in the child's life in a
consistent and caring manner on a day-to-day basis can be a significant protective factor
(Kremenitzer, 2004). Such a significant presence can have a high potential for improving
self-esteem, reducing feelings of depression, reducing the risk of substance use,
including smoking and alcohol consumption (Harel-Fisch et al., 2011).
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2. Positive daily experiences at school- including regular attendance, can create a sense of
belonging and security. A structured environment with clear boundaries allows the staff
to set internal boundaries that help prevent risky behaviors (Harel-Fisch et al., 2011).

3. A sense of self-worth- experiences of value, meaningful contribution, expression of skills,
and recognition through volunteering and involvement in community activities have
positive effects on both health and the development of positive self-perceptions.
Adolescents who volunteer in the community tend to form strong community ties,
demonstrate a work ethic, and are less likely to develop behavioral problems in their
adolescence (Harel-Fisch et al., 2011).

4. Experiencing positive social connections- close and supportive friendships, social
acceptance, and reducing feelings of loneliness and social rejection, along with avoiding
negative and harmful social connections, are crucial. It has been found that having a
high number of friends is associated with better social adaptation and higher social skills,
leading to higher self-esteem and life satisfaction (Harel-Fisch et al., 2011).

Using sports as a tool for personality development

Some argue that sports and physical fitness serve as a basis for moral and intellectual training,
and the motto "sports build character" was developed in English schools at the end of the 19th
century, following the educational philosophy of the English philosopher John Locke, who
argued that a child's mind at birth is like a "blank slate" (Tabula rasa) and does not contain any
innate ideas (Shahaf, 2009). In his book "Thoughts on Education," Locke explained that children
should be educated using three different methods: developing a healthy body through exposure
to challenging conditions to strengthen it, creating a good personality by imparting self-control
and reasoning skills, and making the right choice of a study program that awakens the child's
love and appreciation for knowledge. Following this philosophy, physical training and sports
were used to develop character traits such as endurance, determination, fairness, cooperation,
and self-discipline (Shahaf, 2009).

Returning to ancient Greece and Rome, we see the esteemed place that sports and physical
activity held in human history. The well-known ancient Roman poet Juvenal's saying, "a healthy
mind in a healthy body," which formed the basis of approaches in both Greek and Roman
societies, is still relevant today, indicating that there is a consensus in society about the
importance of sports and physical activity in various aspects of life.
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