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Executive Summary 
 

Introduction, Aims and Method 
 
In early 2014 Substance was appointed by The Robertson Trust to provide an evaluation of the 
Youth Work in Sport (YWiS) Initiative, a partnership programme between The Robertson Trust, 
The Rank Foundation and YMCA George Williams College (‘the programme sponsors’).  
 
Off the back of growing interest in and commitment from the programme sponsors and an 
emergent Sport for Social Change sector to the role that sport might play in the achievement of 
a range of social improvements in Scotland, YWiS was originally launched in September 2011, 
with both The Robertson Trust and The Rank Foundation investing £750k into the programme.  
 
The first cohort of six community sport organisations from across Scotland included Atlantis 
Leisure, Reach for the Sky Basketball, Spartans Community Football Academy, Street Soccer 
Scotland, Youth Scotland and Transition Extreme. They were joined by Broxburn United which 
was also supported by the same programme but with funding coming exclusively from The 
Rank Foundation. Whilst Street Soccer Scotland and Youth Scotland subsequently left the 
programme, it was expanded to include a second cohort of organisations in September 2013. 
These were ACE, Active Communities, Drumchapel Table Tennis Club, Factory Skatepark, 
Forth Valley Disability Sport, High Life Highland and Inch Park Community Sports Club. 
 
The YWiS programme hypothesis was that by investing in youth work training for a staff 
member at community sports organisations, trainees would help those organisations adopt 
practices and embed learning that would encourage the broader take up of youth work 
approaches and a focus on wider social outcomes alongside the sporting offer.  
 
As such, the overall aims of the research were to assess programme achievements in terms of: 
 

• Increased skills, confidence and opportunities amongst trainees 
• Sports organisations’ ability to better engage, retain and develop young people who 

are regarded as ‘hard to reach’ 
• Improved outcomes for participants (and their communities) 

 
whilst also surfacing learning from these assessments to inform future practice within the sector. 
 
As with the development of the YWiS programme more generally, the evolution of the research 
approach was fluid and responsive to programme developments. This was reflective of an early 
learning point concerning the need to recognise the variable starting positions of delivery 
organisations, not just in terms of their capacity to embrace youth work approaches within their 
delivery but also to capture and reflect upon that delivery. This led to considerable early support 
being provided to help organisations define their own variable target outcomes and ways to 
monitor their achievement. These outcomes were then synthesized into common themes and 
aggregated to create a single programme wide outcome framework as presented at Appendix 1. 
 
Based on this framework, a scoring matrix was developed to enable assessment of delivery 
organisation progress towards these targets and goals relating to Trainee, Organisation and 
Community outcomes as well as the strength of the evidence being used to substantiate 
progress claims in the organisations’ annual reports. Whilst this reporting helped to highlight 
areas in which the programme has achieved the most success and the types of organisation 
and practices that have worked best, the capture of wider learning involved the use of a range 
of additional methods including online surveys, case study site visits, interviews, focus groups 
and workshops. 
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Impact  
 
At the programme level, final project reports revealed consistent progress towards achievement 
of the programme’s target outcomes as well as an even more pronounced improvement in the 
quality of evidence being presented compared to the initial baseline assessment in 2014. 
Overall, at the final reporting stage, the average improvement in outcomes and associated 
evidence over the course of the research was 31%. These improvements were also consistent 
across YWiS, with only two delivery organisations recording a rise of less than 10% and the 
majority recording improvements of more than 30%.  
 
Furthermore, positive movements were recorded in ALL three outcome areas by ALL delivery 
organisations. The most positive movements were typically recorded in relation to Community 
outcomes, followed by Organisation outcomes and then Trainee outcomes, although this 
pattern was far from uniform, with several delivery organisations from the second phase of the 
programme recording more progress amongst trainees than within the organisations. For all but 
one of the delivery organisations the largest contribution to these improvements in the overall 
scores came from the provision of better evidence to justify progress claims. Evidence improved 
the most for Community outcomes, followed by Trainee outcomes and then Organisation 
outcomes. 
 
In terms of Trainee outcomes there was evidence of progress at six of the ten organisations that 
originally sought to increase the trainees’ skills and knowledge to be a youth worker. Similarly, 
in relation to improved transferable skills, there was evidence of the programme contributing at 
five organisations. However, in terms of increased confidence to put the skills into practice, only 
two organisations provided evidence of a contribution to positive change.  
 
In terms of Organisation outcomes, all eight delivery organisations that targeted improvements 
in their engagement with hard to reach young people provided evidence of having done so but 
only four provided direct evidence of the contribution that the programme had made to this 
outcome. Seven of the eight organisations that aimed to embed a better understanding of the 
benefits of a youth work approach in their structures provided evidence of having done so, 
although only three of these evidenced the direct contribution of the programme to this 
outcome.  
 
In terms of Community outcomes, of those organisations that aimed to build participants’ 
confidence and self-esteem, all provided evidence of progress with six providing evidence of the 
contribution that the programme made. Evidence of progress was also provided by all six 
organisations aiming to increase access to high quality sports/physical activity programmes, 
with four providing evidence of the programme’s contribution. All five of those targeting the take 
up of further learning, training and personal development opportunities provided evidence of 
having done so with two providing evidence of YWiS’ direct contribution.  
 

What Works 
 
For the Trainee outcomes, delivery organisation reporting identified that the key drivers of 
progress were related to the promotion of the trainee’s level of responsibility on the job; 
relationship building with young people, staff and partners; and progress with their training and 
education.  
 
For Organisation outcomes, reporting identified that the key drivers of progress were related to 
internal recognition by the board and staff of the skills required to deliver quality youth work in 
sport; improvements in impact measurement and the sharing of wider programme learning; the 
quality of partnerships and external collaboration.  
 
For the Community outcomes, delivery organisation reporting identified that the key drivers of 
progress were related to the number of participants from target groups taking up the positive 
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activities on offer; levels of engagement with other wider forms of social, educational and 
developmental positive opportunities; and actions taken to improve participants’ ‘soft skills’ such 
as confidence, social skills and self-efficacy. 

More broadly we have little doubt that the YWiS programme has helped to re-align the extent to 
which host organisations focus on learning and embedding youth work practice in their delivery. 
The extent and reach of this re-balancing is however related to: 

• The pre-existing culture of the organisation and degree of commitment to
‘traditional’ sports models with an emphasis of sport development and participation
rates

• Time restraints and other organisational commitments and levels of resourcing
• Commitment to or resistance to change
• Managers receptiveness to learning about new ways of working
• Board level buy-in to a learning oriented approach.

All the evidence we have collected is unequivocal in its acknowledgement that the YWiS 
programme has improved both the individual trainees and the host organisations ability to 
engage, build and sustain relationships with young people with the key drivers of success in this 
area being: 

• A recognition that sport is a tool to engage people rather than an end in itself
• The development of better relationships with non-sports partners
• Pre-existing commitment to youth work approaches or willingness to adopt learning

from YWiS and youth work approaches across the organisation rather than sticking
to a sport first approach

• Recognition of young people’s wider social circumstances
• The creation of genuine progression routes based on this learning.

In terms of youth leadership development, we found that the most effective organisations saw a 
trend away from sports outcomes towards a personal development paradigm although we could 
not say with any certainty that an existing youth work orientation was a pre-requisite for 
organisations’ capacity to facilitate youth leadership. We also saw that well-structured but 
tailored volunteering and progression pathways provided the best route to personal 
development and the taking on of leadership roles. 

Shared Learning 

In order that learning can be shared and used to influence practice more widely, it is helpful to 
break down the elements of organisational structure and delivery practice that were found to be 
most effective and which might be adopted more widely. Following Professor Fred Coalter’s1 
consideration of the necessary and sufficient conditions for success in the sport for social 
change sector we identified a set of key features that emerged as necessary and key to the 
replication of the best elements of YWiS practice as well as a series of supplementary features 
we believe provide the ‘sufficient conditions’ for the desired outcomes to be achieved.  

1 Coalter, F. (2007) A Wider Social Role for Sport: Who’s Keeping the Score, Routledge: London 
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The necessary and sufficient conditions for effective youth oriented sport for change programmes 

Necessary Sufficient 

High degree of organisational 
commitment to pursuing a youth 
work/sport for change approach at 
Board and Senior Management levels 

Board members with a diversity of 
backgrounds and experience beyond 
sport 

Personal engagement with programme 
and key personnel within the Board 
and/or SMT 

Previous experience of use of and/or 
partnerships with youth work 
approaches within the organisation 

Clear alignment with organisational 
goals and target outcomes 

Development of logic model, theory of 
change or delivery plan 

Development of an outcome framework Identification of related indicators 

Strong commitment to being a 
learning organisation 

Understanding of how to utilise internal 
and external data sets and the benefits 
and limitations associated with different 
approaches 

Active use of insight and guidance 
to adapt and improve programmes of 
work and how they have shared this 
knowledge internally and externally 

Making time to share learning from 
programme in a structured way across 
the organisation to drive adoption of 
sport for change approaches 

Deep, long standing connections and 
engagement with target communities 

Staff who come from the areas being 
targeted and share aspects of the social 
and demographic biographies of those 
being worked with 

Organisations that have a track record of 
work with trusted partners and which are 
‘connected’, providing access to onward 
sporting, developmental and 
employment pathways  

Organisations that are well thought of 
and ‘respected’ by local people 

Participation in peer support 
networks by individuals at different 
levels of the organisation 

Having a cohort of organisations 
following the same programme at the 
same time 

Participation in open forum discussion 
and shared learning events 

Site visits and bi-lateral communication 
between organisations and trainee youth 
workers to observe and share practice 

Access to structured, detached, 
formal education and training 

Access to dedicated youth work courses 
and qualifications tailored to sports 
organisations and coaches 

Patient and sensitive recruitment of 
trainee youth workers who may well 
have had negative prior experiences of 
the educational system and sport 

Recognition of need to balance trainees 
work and study commitments to create 
the space for educational progress and 
application in practice 

Commitment to the use of long term, 
developmental youth work 
approaches 

Willingness to be flexible and innovative 
in the design and delivery of new 
programmes 

Adoption and development of tiered 
personal progression and youth 
leadership pathways 

Recruitment of resilient and persistent 
individuals to champion the cause of 
youth work approaches within 

Sponsorship by influential 
stakeholders able to provide funding, 
guidance and support 

Public promotion of initiatives to raise 
their profile and status 

Provision of financial and physical 
resources to facilitate development of 
learning events and resources 

Appropriate and proportionate reporting 
requirements geared to the generation 
of learning  




