IN THIS CHAPTER

» Finding out what flag football
is all about

» Discovering what makes flag football
one of the fastest growing sports on
the planet

» Exploring how the game evolved from
backyard fun to international
competition and Olympic recognition

Chapter 1
Introducing Flag Football

lag football is one of the fastest-growing sports in the world right now, played

by more than 10 million people in over 100 countries. It’s a noncontact ver-

sion of American football that showcases speed, agility, and strategy, but
more than that, it’s an experience. A thrill. A rush. From the moment the ball is
snapped, it’s go time.

But this isn’t just a smaller version of tackle football. It’s its own game, and it’s
electric. Quarterbacks call out plays like field generals. Receivers sprint, cut, and
spin their way to open space. Defenders explode into action, eyes locked on the
flag, timing their pull just right. Every play feels like a puzzle, and every player
has a chance to be the difference-maker.

Flag football is all about fast decisions, sharp movements, and total focus. It’s a
game that rewards intelligence, creativity, and teamwork. Without the chaos of
contact, you get pure strategy and nonstop action. Every player has a role, every
move matters, and every game feels like a spark waiting to catch fire. Once you get
a taste of it, whether you’re playing or watching, it pulls you in. And good luck
trying to look away.

This chapter sets the foundation for you to know how to play, coach, train for, and
enjoy flag football. I describe what the sport is all about and who plays it, and I
introduce the levels of the game — from high school and college competition to
World Cups and the Olympics.
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Whether you’re totally new to the sport or looking to take your game to the next
level, what you’re about to discover is a sport that’s changing lives and redefining
what football can be. Take a breath, buckle in, and get ready. Because once you
step into the world of flag football, everything changes.

Discovering What Flag Football
Is — and Isn’t

8
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Some people assume flag football is just “touch football for kids.” Others think
it’s a soft version of tackle. Let’s shut that down right now.

Flag football is competitive, strategic, and intense. It’s a real sport with its own
identity and a growing global community behind it. It has elite athletes, pro-level
plays, world-class coaches, and a pathway to the Olympic Games. Flag football is
a playground for life. It won’t always be easy or fun. You'll fail, fall short, miss
flags, and sometimes lose in the final seconds. But just like in life, this game
teaches you to rise again, to show up after a loss, to believe in second chances, and
to keep pushing until the final whistle. Because sometimes, all it takes is one last
play, one Hail Mary with all your heart behind it, to change everything.

So if you’re picturing recess at school or a backyard barbecue game, that’s cool,
but what you’re about to discover is something way bigger.

Yes, flag football shares DNA with tackle football, but it evolved into something
different. It’s like how beach volleyball isn’t the same as indoor volleyball, or how
futsal isn’t just mini soccer. Flag has its own tempo, tactics, and rules.

What flag football keeps from tackle:

¥ The same objective: Move the ball, score touchdowns, and defend
your end zone.

¥ Awide range of positions and roles.

3 High-level skill, teamwork, and strategy.
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What flag football changes:

3 No tackling, no helmets, no heavy pads.
3 More passing, more movement, more action.
3 Everyone can contribute regardless of size or background.

¥ Flag strips down football to its most exciting core: skill, speed, and smart
decision making.

Understanding What Makes
Flag Football Great

Flag football is growing like crazy. Over 20 million players across 100-plus coun-
tries and counting. With the NFL (National Football League) and IFAF (Interna-
tional Federation of American Football) pushing the sport worldwide, the
momentum is real. Schools, federations, and entire countries are investing in
the sport.

Can you imagine yourself playing against someone from the other side of the
world? It’s already happening. China, Japan, Nigeria — countries you may not
immediately associate with football — are now proudly part of this global move-
ment. And when you step onto a field at a big international tournament, you’ll see
players from every continent bringing their own energy, passion, and style. That’s
the future of the game, and it’s already here.

Flag is already played at the World Games, World Cups, and soon . . . the Olympics.

In the following list, I highlight some basic facts about flag football:

¥ It's a simple game: You don't need a stadium, helmets, or a big squad to get
started. Grab a ball, belts, and a few friends, and you're ready! It's that simple.
Whether you're at a park, a beach, or a gym, flag football is one of the most
accessible sports out there.

¥ It's a noncontact sport: Safety is key. In flag, you don't need to worry about
tackles or collisions. That makes it ideal for youth development, coed games,
and high-level competition. You'll still find intensity, but that intensity is built
on technique, not force.
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3 Minimal equipment is needed: One of the characteristics that has helped
this sport to be one of the fastest growing sports in the world is the minimum
equipment needed to play the game. This makes flag football an amazing way
to introduce people to sports and encourage them to be active, especially for
young kids in any corner of the world. Here's what you need:

® Aball

Flag belts

Shorts without pockets

® Ajersey or shirt

® A mouthguard

That's it. No helmets. No pads. No excuse not to play.

¥ It's a dynamic and fun-to-watch game: Flag football is full of action. The ball
moves constantly, and big plays can happen in an instant. Because of the
smaller field and faster pace, fans are always close to the action. No play feels
wasted. Every second counts.

Seeing who's playing flag football:
A sport for everyone

Flag football breaks stereotypes. No matter who you are, no matter where you’re
from, or what your strengths are, anybody can find their place on the field. It
doesn’t matter if you’ve played sports before or not — flag football meets you
where you are and will take you as fast or as slow as you want to go.

The beauty of the game is how simple it is at its core. Because the rules are easy to
grasp, it’s common to see people who have never played before understanding
what’s happening within minutes of joining a game. That means the learning
curve is gentle, but the ceiling is sky high.

And because the game doesn’t rely on physicality or contact, it opens the door for
more inclusive formats, like coed teams. This isn’t limited to kids or beginners,
either. You'll find coed tournaments being played at the adult level, and they’re
just as competitive and passionate as any other. Personally, I find this part of flag
football very exciting and unique. It’s something you rarely, if ever, see in other
sports, and it shows how this game has the power to connect people beyond the
traditional barriers of age, gender, or experience.

It’s inclusive by design. Everyone can find their place on the field, and that’s part
of the magic.
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Flag football is for everyone. People of all ages are playing the game right now;
from kids in youth leagues to high school teams, college athletes, and adults rep-
resenting their countries on the international stage. The rising number of oppor-
tunities across all levels, as I explore in later chapters, is something truly special.
This moment in time is opening doors for athletes of every background to com-
pete, connect, and grow through flag football.

Starting young and growing with the game

More and more kids are picking up flags before they even learn to read plays.
Today, you can find flag football leagues for boys and girls as young as five years
old, something that would’ve sounded impossible just a few years back.

More than 10 years ago, when I started playing the game, [ never imagined I'd live
to see this moment. I started at the age of 8, at a time when youth leagues didn’t
exist. So I had to play with athletes almost twice my age. Of course, I was lucky;
my parents were crazy enough to let me do it, and my coach back then believed in
me. But many girls weren’t as fortunate.

That’s why seeing this generation step onto the field with their own age group is
so powerful. We’re living a special moment in the sport, where kids everywhere
are being invited to fall in love with the game from day one. And it’s only the
beginning.

It’s the perfect introduction to sports. It builds confidence, body awareness, and
discipline, all in a positive environment.

Nowadays, those same kids grow and can become national team players, college
champions, or coaches. But they can also keep playing on weekend leagues or with
friends after work. Some may compete at World Championships or make it to the
Olympic Games.

The sport has come a long way. The changes we’ve seen in the past 10 years are
almost unbelievable. What once was a casual backyard game is now part of struc-
tured leagues, sanctioned by federations, and even recognized by universities.
Today, young athletes are receiving scholarships to play flag football, something
that didn’t even seem possible just a decade ago.

This game is evolving fast, and it’s creating opportunities in every direction.
Whether your goal is to compete at the highest level or just get moving and have
fun, there’s a version of flag football waiting for you. The community is welcom-
ing, the games are exciting, and the energy is contagious.
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If you’ve never played before, this is the perfect time to jump in. All it takes is one
game to fall in love. Trust me, it may just change your life.

Tracking flag football’s history

Flag football wasn’t created in a boardroom. It came to life out of a real need, a
need to keep athletes active, engaged, and safe. During World War II, soldiers on
military bases craved a way to play football without the risk of injury that came
with full contact. So, they stripped the game down to its core. No tackles. No pads.
Just a ball, belts, and pure strategy. That was the beginning of what would even-
tually become flag football.

From those humble roots, the sport started to take hold. Soldiers brought it home.
Communities started playing it in parks. Recreational leagues popped up. College
intramurals adopted it. And as more people experienced its fast pace and inclusive
nature, it began to grow, quietly at first, then exponentially.

Rules got cleaner. Plays got sharper. And players? They got faster, more skilled,
more creative. Flag football wasn’t just surviving; it was evolving. What started as
a safer alternative had transformed into a competitive, strategic, and globally
respected sport.

That’s the official story of how flag football began. But the truth is, this game
found its way into life in different countries in different ways. In Mexico, for
example, it all started in the streets, literally. College students began organizing
games out of pure love and passion for football. There were no flags yet; it was
more like “touch football,” a way to play without tackling. It wasn’t formal, but it
was full of heart.

Slowly, that raw version evolved. The rules took shape. Influence from the United
States helped bring structure, and eventually, flag football became recognized as
a formal sport. It moved from the pavement to parks, from casual games to school
tournaments and federated leagues. And now, Mexico is one of the world leaders
in the game, both in performance and passion.

Today, flag football is no longer just a version of football. It’s its own game, one
that’s now played by millions around the world, with world championships, pro-
fessional tournaments, and a spot on the Olympic stage.

That journey, from dusty military fields and college sidewalks to the world’s big-
gest arenas, is still being written. And now you’re part of it.
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World Cups

Flag football’s competitive history is more exciting than many imagine. The first
IFAF Flag Football World Championship was held in 2002, marking the beginning
of an international era for the sport. It wasn’t flashy back then, just a small group
of passionate nations coming together to compete, with the dream of some-
thing greater.

Through the 2010s, the game steadily gained momentum. Countries like the
United States, Mexico, Canada, and Austria started to emerge as powerhouses.
Their rivalry helped elevate the level of play and inspired other nations to step up
and invest in the sport.

Then came the 2021 World Championship in Jerusalem. That tournament was a
turning point. It brought together a record number of teams, with fierce battles on
both the men’s and women’s sides. The energy was electric. New contenders
emerged. The sport had truly gone global.

In 2024, the World Championship made another leap forward. The competition
expanded, more countries reached the podium, and new nations like Japan (in the
women’s division) and Switzerland (in the men’s) made history. You could feel
the shift — flag football wasn’t just growing, it was thriving. Nations were no
longer just participating; they were contending.

Every World Cup has written a new chapter in this story. From the early days to
the latest editions, each tournament has showcased how far the sport has come
and how much further it can go. And now, as flag football continues to evolve, the
World Cup remains one of its brightest stages — a place where dreams are tested,
new stars are born, and the world comes together around the same ball.

I dive deeper into this journey in Chapters 17 and 18.

Perusing Various Levels of Play

One of the most beautiful things about flag football is that you can find a version
of the game for every stage of life. It doesn’t matter if you’re five years old, pick-
ing up a ball for the first time, or a seasoned athlete dreaming of representing
your country, there’s a place for you on the field.

Kids often start in recreational leagues in their communities or school programs.
These early experiences are built around fun, movement, and basic football skills.
In many countries, programs like NFL FLAG provide a structured way for youth to
play the sport in a safe, inclusive environment.

CHAPTER 1 Introducing Flag Football 13



14

As players get older, the game follows them. In many states across the United
States, flag football is now an official high school sport. That means real competi-
tion, regional championships, and even state titles. College campuses are buzzing
with club teams, varsity programs, and elite athletes who train year-round to
compete at a high level.

Then come the adult leagues, where former college stars, weekend warriors, and
national team hopefuls all meet on the same turf. These leagues aren’t just for fun
(though fun is definitely part of it). They’re fierce, strategic, and filled with talent.
What’s even more exciting is that in countries like Mexico, colleges have now
adopted flag football as an official sport, and they’re even offering scholarships to
student-athletes. This is a game-changer, opening doors for young talent to com-
pete, study, and dream bigger than ever before. At the top of that pyramid, elite
athletes represent their countries in IFAF competitions, World Games, and now,
the Olympic Games.

Wherever you are in your journey, flag football meets you there. And it’s ready to
take you further.

Flag football in the NFL

The NFL isn’t just a supporter; it’s a major driver of flag football’s explosion. In
fact, flag football has been closer to the NFL than most people think. For many
professional players, flag football was part of their foundation. It helped them
develop their agility, vision, and awareness of space long before they ever wore
shoulder pads. Some of their earliest experiences in the game came through flag,
and many of them have supported the sport through their own foundations and
community outreach programs.

I talk more about some of these players in Chapter 21, and trust me, you may be
surprised.

From funding youth leagues to hosting international flag tournaments, the NFL
sees the future of the sport and is investing heavily in it.

Since 2023, the NFL Pro Bowl Games have replaced traditional tackle with 5-on-5
flag. That year marked a major milestone, not just for the NFL, but for flag football
as a whole. The format made its debut in front of a massive audience, with over
6.2 million viewers watching across platforms. Digital highlights exploded online,
and fans everywhere started seeing flag football through a new lens: not as an
alternative, but as an exciting form of elite football.

But what made that moment even more special was the presence of two flag foot-
ball athletes stepping into the spotlight in a groundbreaking way. I had the honor
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of making my debut as the offensive coordinator for the AFC, alongside Vanita
Krouch, who took the reins for the NFC. Standing on the same sidelines as legends
like Peyton Manning and Ray Lewis was more than just an unforgettable experi-
ence, it was a powerful statement.

To have the opportunity to lead these teams alongside legends was a big blessing,
but also a clear signal of the moment we’re living in. Female flag football athletes
are leading worldwide, not just playing, but coaching, creating, and shaping the
future of the sport. The Pro Bowl Games were the biggest stage flag football had
ever seen, and to showcase the beauty and competitiveness of our game through
the talent of NFL stars was simply unforgettable.

I’ll never forget looking up at the packed stadium, feeling the excitement from
every corner, and watching fans get swept up in the energy of flag. That moment
proved what many of us already knew: Flag football is ready for the world stage.

International competitions

International flag football is intense, but it’s also incredibly inspiring. At the elite
level, nations compete through IFAF’s official structure: World Cups, Continental
Championships, World Games, and now Olympic qualifiers. These tournaments
are filled with energy, strategy, emotion, and national pride. I talk more in depth
about each of these competitions in later chapters: Chapter 17 (IFAF International
competitions), Chapter 18 (World Games), and Chapter 19 (the Olympic Games).
But international flag football goes beyond official medals and titles.

All over the world, a growing number of tournaments are bringing the flag foot-
ball community together, from youth athletes to adult competitors. These aren’t
just games; they’re experiences. It's common now to see players packing their
cleats and passports, traveling the world to compete in flag football.

You’ll find tournaments in Mexico City that light up entire neighborhoods, elite
championships in Panama where the crowd never stops cheering, competitive
festivals in the United States that attract hundreds of teams, and international
showdowns in places like Germany, France, and China. Athletes from every corner
of the world are crossing borders, building friendships, and sharing a deep love
for the game.

Some of these tournaments can host over 500 teams in a single weekend. Crazy,
right? Imagine being part of a weekend full of flag football where, everywhere you
walk, you see boys, girls, men, and women of all ages sharing the same passion,
playing the same game. This kind of energy is happening in almost every conti-
nent, and it’s a reminder of how universal this sport has become.
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This global energy is one of the most exciting things about flag football. No matter
where you go, someone is playing. And chances are, they’ll welcome you with
open arms, a fierce game, and maybe a plate of post-game tacos or pastries,
depending on the country.

That’s the spirit of flag. And it’s only getting bigger.

The road to the Olympics (LA 2028)

Everything changed with the announcement that in 2028, flag football will make
its Olympic debut in Los Angeles.

This isn’t just a dream. It’s real. And it’s historic.

For the first time ever, football will be played at the Olympic Games in a way that
welcomes the world. No helmets. No pads. Just speed, skill, and strategy. Flag
football represents the spirit of accessibility and inclusion, and it’s bringing a
fresh energy to one of the oldest and most prestigious stages in sport.

The road to this moment has been long and filled with dedication. The sport’s
inclusion is the result of years of collaboration between the NFL, IFAF, athletes,
and federations around the globe. It was built by grassroots players, passionate
coaches, and a global community that refused to stop growing.

As someone who watched the Olympic Games as a little girl, dreaming of one day
playing on that stage, this chapter of flag football history gives me chills. Knowing
that thousands of flag football athletes around the world will now have the chance
to chase Olympic gold makes all the effort, sacrifice, and heart poured into this
sport more meaningful than ever.

And now . . . it’s your turn to be part of it.

I share more about how this dream came true and what to expect from the sport’s
Olympic debut in Chapter 19.

Being part of the Olympic movement, representing athletes alongside the NFL and
IFAF through the process of making flag football an Olympic sport was one of the
biggest honors of my life. One thought echoed in my mind through it all: “This is
bigger than us. This is for every little girl who ever dreamed of being on that
stage.” It wasn’t just about flag football finally getting the spotlight. It was about
representation, legacy, and a sport that’s rewriting what’s possible. It’s more
than just a game. Now it’s a symbol of inclusion, progress, and possibility. And
I’m beyond proud to have been part of the journey that helped make this a reality.
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