Youth Subcultures and Street Sports: New Paradigms for

Urban Public Space Regeneration
Raffaella Lioce, Re-Gen Lead expert

In the dynamic interplay of culture, identity, and environment, youth subcultures have emerged
as vital forces shaping both social and urban landscapes. From the rebellious spirit of rock 'n’
roll in the 1950s, through Punk and Hip Hop movements, to today's eco-conscious digital
communities, youth subcultures have consistently influenced not only personal identities but
also the physical spaces they inhabit. These subcultures, often centred around music, fashion,
Street sports and, more recently, social media and environmental awareness, have shaped
lifestyles and transformed urban areas into pulsating sites of cultural expression and
resistance to the mainstream. This article explores impacts of youth subcultures and street
sports on cities and public spaces, as a significant facet of youth movements and their broader
implications for urban life.
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The Re-Gen project promotes the regeneration of public spaces through sports and co-design
participation by teenagers. One year into the Re-Gen project, participating cities are
encountering challenges in effectively engaging teenagers, even through school-based
initiatives.



This raises the question of how cities can respond to the needs of younger generations
without forcing participation, especially in a phase of life when teens feel the need to assert
themselves among peers and often go against the mainstream. This dynamic has existed for
many years, ever since so-called youth subcultures emerged, expressing themselves and
shaping spaces and trends.

Although these subcultures have evolved into a blend of digital and physical realities, they
continue to exist. Wherever young people gather, abandoned or underused spaces often
acquire new meaning. Their lifestyle and unconventional uses of these neglected areas
restore urban and social value. Instead of forcing participation, perhaps the answer lies in
observing and listening to young people. Paying attention to their music, their movements,
and how they use spaces can be insightful. Street sports often dominate these environments,
from street soccer to skateboarding, street dancing, and more.

Neighbourhood spaces become hubs where younger generations operate an organic form of
urban regeneration, which cities can then support. Imagery, soundscapes, and observational
methodologies offer a new perspective for city-makers seeking to create adolescent-friendly
cities. This shared need among Re-Gen cities reflects a challenge not in promoting urban
sports hubs, but in activating youth participation in design. A new methodology a new
perspective of understand teens and community needs. This is leaning key point for Re Gen
and resonates with URBACT principles emphasizing participatory approaches and end-user
engagement.

A Historical Overview of Youth Subcultures: From Rock 'n' Roll to the
Digital Age
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The concept of youth subculture began to take shape in the mid-20th century, a period
marked by profound societal changes in the post-war era. The rise of consumerism, greater
access to education, and an increase in leisure time provided young people with the means to
explore distinct identities outside of traditional norms.

The 1950s witnessed the birth of the "teenager" as a social category, characterized by a
burgeoning interest in rock 'n' roll music. This new genre, with its rebellious undertones and
appeal to the youth, became a symbol of resistance against the conformist values of the older
generation. Cities like Liverpool and London became epicentres of this cultural revolution,
with public spaces being transformed into vibrant hubs of youth activity. As the decades
progressed, youth subcultures continued to evolve, each new generation leaving its mark on
the urban landscape.

The punk movement of the late 1970s, for instance, introduced a raw, anti-establishment
ethos that was reflected not only in music but also in fashion and art. Punk rockers rejected
commercialism and embraced a DIY (do-it-yourself) approach to creativity, using city streets
as canvases for their expressions. Graffiti and street art became prevalent, particularly in
neglected neighbourhoods. These artistic endeavours shaped and gave new lifeblood to the
urban landscape and challenged conventional societal narratives.

The 1980s saw the rise of hip-hop, another movement deeply rooted in urban spaces.
Emerging from the marginalized neighbourhoods of New York City, hip-hop turned the city into
a platform for social commentary and artistic innovation. Through music, street dance, and
graffiti, young people in these communities found ways to express their frustrations and
aspirations, transforming urban landscapes into vibrant cultural zones.

Digital transformation, social media and youth subculture evolution
Today, youth subcultures have significantly expanded into the digital realm, with social media
platforms becoming crucial spaces for expression, identity formation, and community-
building. Contemporary youth engagement is increasingly characterized by multi-affiliation
across diverse subcultures, facilitated by social media ecosystems.

Social media platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube act as virtual gathering places
where these subcultures converge, allowing young people to explore various identities, find
role models (both positive and negative), and participate in global communities that
transcend geographic boundaries. These digital spaces are not just venues for online
interaction; they also influence the physical world. Social media acts as a stage for self-
representation and content creation, where young people curate and project their identities.
This need for authentic and visually compelling content often drives them to seek out real-
world locations that serve as backdrops for their digital personas.

Urban spaces, particularly those in peripheral or underappreciated areas, can gain new
significance and visibility simply by attracting influencers or content creators. For instance,
certain neighbourhoods, plazas, or even seemingly mundane urban areas may become
hotspots for "social media tourism," where the presence of influencers or viral trends draws
new visitors, sparking economic growth and revitalization.
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A striking example of this phenomenon can be seen in Choi Hung Estate in Hong Kong , where
photos taken among towering residential buildings have turned previously overlooked spaces
into sought-after destinations. Similarly, in Milan, a street in the city's "Quadrilatero" fashion
district has become the preferred backdrop for young aspiring trappers looking to establish
their presence online. This digital influence can lead to economic development in these
areas, with new businesses springing up to cater to the influx of visitors, content creators, and
their followers. However, this impact is not always purely positive or straightforward.

This raises new questions about authenticity, territorial identity, and the commodification of
urban spaces.

The digital world's influence on urban spaces can create tensions and dissonances between
local communities and those who visit these areas for media-driven purposes. In some cases,
this can lead to conflicts, as seen in Milan, where the popularity of certain neighbourhoods
among YouTubers and influencers has sparked clashes with residents.

The rise of "gangs" in some areas, driven by competition for online fame, has even contributed
to criminal activity. This complexity of digital relationships doesn't just reside in the virtual
world but manifests in the physical world, creating hybrid spaces where the impacts of digital
subcultures are felt deeply. The relationship between digital subcultures and urban
environments is multifaceted, generating new identities, opportunities, and conflicts. It
illustrates that the digital realm is not isolated from the real world but is instead deeply
interconnected, with tangible effects on the spaces where young people live, create, and
express themselves.

The Environmental Shift: New Generations, New Consciousness
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The digital age has also seen the emergence of eco-conscious movements among youth, with
environmental activism becoming a central theme in contemporary subcultures. These
movements have mobilized young people around the world to reclaim public spaces for
environmental initiatives, such as community gardens and clean-up projects. This shift
toward environmental consciousness reflects a growing awareness among youth of their role
in shaping the future of their cities and the planet.

As the world grapples with pressing environmental issues, the new wave of youth activism has
emerged, characterized by a strong emphasis on sustainability and green living. Today's youth
are acutely aware of the environmental challenges facing their generation, and this awareness
is driving significant changes in how they interact with urban spaces and how they promote
sustainable and greener environment and behaviours, even if sometimes those who
participate in the environmental demonstrations contradict themselves by making for
example online purchases of fast and low cost fashion whose effects on the environment and
health are well known.

Anyway, unlike the rebellious subcultures of the past, which often sought to challenge
societal norms through confrontation, today's eco-conscious youth are mobilizing for
collective action aimed at preserving the planet. This shift to environmental activism is not
just about raising awareness, but also encouraging people to take concrete steps to transform
urban environments.

Young activists are reclaiming public spaces for green and sustainable initiatives, planting
trees to reduce heat islands and absorb CO2, promoting community gardens and green roofs,
using sustainable energy, and organizing clean-ups of public spaces, including those
dedicated to informal sports. These efforts are part of a broader movement toward
sustainable urban planning, which prioritizes the health and well-being of both people and
the planet.
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The impact of this environmental consciousness on urban spaces is profound. Cities are
called to adapt to this new narrative, rethinking and regenerating public spaces as places
where nature and community coexist harmoniously.

Green infrastructures, such as parks, urban forests and green roofs, are becoming
increasingly important in urban design in a perspective in which these spaces are integrated
with human activities such as physical activity, informal sports, recreational and healthy
activities, moments of socialization, modes of transportation and sustainable mobility, and
much more; thus, reflecting the priorities of a generation that values sustainability and
environmental protection. This environmental shift highlights the evolving nature of youth
identity and activism. While the subcultures of the past were often rooted in rebellion against
societal norms, today's youth are more focused on collaboration and collective action. They
are not only advocating for change but also actively participating in the creation of sustainable
futures.

Such a new wave of activism is reshaping the relationship between young people and their
cities, as they work together to build environments that reflect their values and aspirations.

Street Sports: A Multifaceted and Relevant Aspect of Youth Expression
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Parallel to the evolution of youth subcultures is the rise of street sports, which have become
integral to the expression of youth identity and culture. Street sports, such as skateboarding,
parkour, street basketball, and breakdancing, offer young people an alternative to traditional,
organized sports, allowing them to engage in physical activities on their own terms. These
sports are often practiced in public spaces—streets, parks, plazas—turning urban
environments into playgrounds for creativity and physical prowess.



Skateboarding, which emerged in the 1970s, is perhaps the most iconic of these street sports.
It began as a subculture in California, where surfers sought a land-based alternative to riding
waves. Over time, skateboarding spread across the globe, transforming empty pools, vacant
lots, and city streets into venues for daring tricks and manoeuvres. Skateboarding culture,
with its distinctive fashion, music, and slang, has had a lasting impact on urban
environments, leading to the creation of skate parks and other dedicated spaces in cities
worldwide.

Similarly, parkour—a discipline that involves navigating urban obstacles with agility and
speed—has gained popularity as a form of street sport. Originating in France, parkour
encourages participants to view the city as a series of challenges to be overcome, turning
everyday environments into arenas for athletic performance. The philosophy behind parkour
emphasizes freedom of movement and the creative use of urban space, aligning closely with
the values of youth subcultures that resist conventional norms.

Street basketball and breakdancing are other examples of street sports that have become
deeply embedded in youth culture. Street basketball, with its fast-paced, improvisational
style, has its roots in urban neighborhoods, where it has fostered a sense of community and
camaraderie among players. Breakdancing, a key element of hip-hop culture, combines
athleticism with artistic expression, transforming public spaces into stages for competitive
dance battles. Both sports have contributed to the creation of vibrant street cultures that
celebrate diversity, resilience, and creativity.

The rise of social media has further amplified the reach of street sports, allowing young
people to showcase their skills and connect with like-minded individuals across the globe.
Viral videos of skateboarding tricks, parkour runs, and breakdancing battles have brought
these sports into the mainstream, increasing their visibility and legitimacy. As cities recognize
the importance of catering to the needs of young people, they are increasingly incorporating
spaces designed for street sports into urban planning efforts. These spaces not only provide
venues for physical activity but also serve as platforms for cultural exchange and social
interaction. However, the commercialization of street sports has sparked debates about
authenticity and the potential for commodification. As brands target young audiences through
sponsorships and marketing campaigns, there is a risk that the original spirit of rebellion and
individuality that defined these sports could be diluted. This tension reflects broader societal
issues, as youth navigate a landscape where their identities are constantly being shaped by
external forces.

Urban Sport Hub: Regenerating public spaces with young people at
the helm. The RE-GEN project

The intersection of youth subcultures, street sports, and environmental consciousness
presents unique opportunities for urban regeneration. Cities around the world are recognizing
the potential of engaging young people in the process of revitalizing public spaces,
particularly in marginalized neighborhoods. The RE-GEN network, a coalition of nine cities
committed to sustainable urban development, exemplifies this approach. Co-financed by the
URBACT IV program, RE-GEN is dedicated to regenerating urban spaces by centering the
needs and voices of young people. The project aims to involve them in the co-design, co-
construction, and co-management of public spaces, providing opportunities for youth to



emerge as active participants in society, counteracting youth discontent, and fostering urban
development dialogues.

Recognizing the power of youth to drive urban transformation, RE-GEN focuses on creating
spaces that resonate with young people, intertwining new forms of expression—musical,
athletic, and ecological. This approach not only nurtures young people's identities but also
seeks to secure the necessary funding for the long-term regeneration of public spaces. By
creating green spaces for sports and socialization, RE-GEN envisions a future where urban
environments are continually reshaped to meet the evolving needs of younger generations.

Towards Adolescent-Friendly Urban Regeneration

Urban public spaces are evolving ecosystems shaped by the cultural expressions, sports, and
digital interactions of younger generations. Observing, understanding, and involving teenagers
in urban regeneration processes is crucial for building sustainable, inclusive, and resilient
cities. Future urban strategies should prioritize youth-led placemaking and co-management
models to bridge the gap between cities and their younger citizens.
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