
 

Understand where you are now

The starting point for any engagement with young 
people in your community is understanding who 
you are already engaging with, who is missing, and 
what the barriers to their engagement might be. 

What should  you do?

› Find out who else is working with young people in  
      your area 
      Building relationships in your community (as set out  
      in the next section) is a good starting point for  
      understanding what it is your local young people  
      want.

› Don’t assume cost is only barrier 
      Take time to think about what else young people 
      may be experiencing. Embarrassment, peer pressure     
      and previous negative experience of sport can also 
      prevent young people from getting involved.

 

Building Relationships with Young 
People and Communities
Find ways to build relationships with the young people 
you want to work with and with relevant partner 
agencies within your community

What should  you do?

› Work with partners to engage target communities 
      Build relationships with trusted and well respected  
      groups in the community (not just sporting ones) to  
      increase likelihood of engaging target groups.

› Recruit the right staff 
      Where possible, ensure that your organisation  
      understands and reflects the community you’re trying  
      to engage.

› Make young people, rather than the activity, the  
      focus of your attention 
      Design activities around young people’s interests, needs 
      and ambitions. This requires flexibility, as well as an  
      understanding of barriers they may be facing.

› Find an environment where young people feel  
      comfortable 
      Set up your activities in a location where young people  
      can gather and feel comfortable on their own terms. 

 CHANGING YOUNG PEOPLE’S LIVES THROUGH SPORT AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

What works?
Sport and physical activity can be transformative tools to engage with and bring about 
positive changes for young people in our communities. But how do you build lasting, 
positive relationships with young people and move beyond engaging the usual suspects?  
This best practice guide provides some suggestions about approaches that might 
help, based on learning from Youth Work in Sport, a partnership programme with 13 
community sports organisations across Scotland.

Youth Work in Sport partners:



Supporting Youth Leadership and 
Development Opportunities

Ensure you provide personalised progression and 
leadership opportunities for young people.

 
What should you do?

›    Offer opportunities for progression 
     Providing opportunities for young people to develop their  
     skills and confidence through sporting and non-sporting  
     pathways. This may include volunteering opportunities or  
     access to structured formal education and training. 
›    Create opportunities to contribute 
    Young people should be given opportunities to influence  
    the design and evolution of programmes.

  

Strong Governance and Organisational 
Buy-In

Create organisational commitment to adopting a youth 
work approach across your organisation.

 
What should you do?

›    Embed the approach in everything you do 
     There must be buy-in and commitment to adopting a  
     youth work approach across everything you do for it to  
    succeed. If it is viewed as an add-on, or a luxury, it is  
    unlikely to be continued in the longer term.

›    Make sure there are people on your board with the  
     right skills 
     Having someone on your board who understands  
    what a youth work approach involves and how it differs  
    from traditional sports delivery  can be beneficial

›   Adopt a learning approach 
    Encourage a culture of curiousity in your organisation  
    about what you want to achieve, what is working and  
    what you might want to change.

›   Only measure what you plan to use 
    When evaluating the success of activities, start small,  
    build your confidence and ensure that any information  
    you  gather is proportionate and useful to you, first  
    and foremost. There are lots of great resources online for  
   making evaluation simpler and more effective. 

 Further Reading 
  
 YWiS microsite Expands on the learning contained in    
  this summary guide, with case studies and examples  
  http://bit.ly/2mxDos6 

 Thrive Toolkit Toolkit for practitioners which brings  
  together learning about what does and doesn’t work  
  when helping the inactive become active.   
  http://bit.ly/2DjPdck 
 
  Sport for Change Research and resources related to  
  the Sport for Change approach and how it can be  
  developed within Scotland. http://bit.ly/2FVoQeO 
 
  Evaluation Support Scotland Advice and resources  
  for self-evaluation http://bit.ly/2mPCFme

“Youth Work in Sport 
reaffirmed to us that a 
person-centred approach is 
the only way to go. If sport is 
to help produce meaningful 
change, the service has to be 
designed around the people 
you are trying to help.” 
 
Grahame Paterson (Transition 
Extreme)

Why a youth work approach? 
 
Sports development approaches, where the 
focus tends to be on the activity and increasing 
participation and performance within it, have 
traditionally been the main way that young 
people have engaged with sports.
 
A youth work approach places the young person 
at the centre and enables the activities to be 
viewed from their perspective; to address their 
needs, ambitions and any barriers they may have 
to engaging in physical activity with the aim of 
supporting their development as an individual.
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