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Workshop Summary 
Young people from marginalised communities often face intersecting challenges linked to health 
inequalities, social exclusion, limited access to positive opportunities and increased contact with 
youth justice systems. While sport-based positive youth development programmes have the 
potential to build trust, belonging, confidence, wellbeing and pathways away from crime, there 
remains a need to better understand how these programmes work, for whom, and under what 
conditions.  

Hosted by the University of Surrey on 28th July 2026, the Active Futures workshop was a full-day 
workshop focused on how sport-based positive youth development programmes can improve 
health, strengthen wellbeing and support desistance from crime among young people from 
marginalised communities. The event built on Dr Hammond’s Levelling the Playing Field research, 
conducted with the Alliance of Sport in Criminal Justice, the Youth Justice Board and partner 
organisations, and aimed to bring together research evidence, lived experience and professional 
practice to inform a future research and impact agenda. 

The workshop brought together a diverse group of participants, including young co-researchers, 
academics, practitioners, third sector organisations and statutory partners. Through this 
collaborative approach, the event explored how sport-based programmes can influence young 
people’s mental and social wellbeing, psychosocial development and pathways away from 
offending. A central focus was understanding what works to engage young people from diverse and 
marginalised backgrounds, particularly those who may face barriers to accessing traditional 
services or structured opportunities. 

Overall, the workshop highlighted that effective place-based sport and physical activity provision 
depends on more than access to activities. It requires trusted relationships, enjoyable and 
meaningful experiences, sensitivity to local context, investment in the workforce and stronger 
connections across systems. Together, the four research pillars provide a practical framework for 
designing, reviewing and improving provision so that sport and physical activity can play a more 
meaningful role in helping young people thrive. 

 



Workshop aims 
The Active Futures workshop aimed to bring together evidence, lived experience and practice to 
explore how sport-based positive youth development programmes can support young people from 
marginalised communities. Specific aims included: 

 Examine the role of sport in improving health and wellbeing, including mental wellbeing, 
social connection, confidence, identity and belonging. 

 Identify what works to engage diverse and marginalised young people, particularly those 
who may experience exclusion, disadvantage or barriers to accessing support. 

 Create a collaborative space for young co-researchers, academics, practitioners, third 
sector organisations and statutory partners to exchange knowledge and perspectives. 

 Place young people’s voices at the centre of agenda-setting, ensuring future priorities are 
shaped by those with lived experience. 

 Develop a forward-looking research and impact agenda that can inform future studies, 
partnerships, funding applications, practice development and policy discussions. 

 Strengthen cross-sector collaboration between youth justice, sport, health, education, 
community and voluntary sector stakeholders. 

Emerging themes 
Across the papers and discussions, a clear message emerged: effective, place-based sport and 
physical activity for young people is not simply about increasing participation; it is about building the 
right conditions for young people to thrive. Five cross-cutting themes stand out: 

 First, trust is the core infrastructure. Rather than being a “soft” or secondary outcome, trust 
functions as a central mechanism that enables engagement, change and sustained participation. 
Young people’s willingness to attend sessions, disclose challenges, and try new activities depends 
on whether they trust coaches, organisations, statutory services and their wider community. Where 
trust is weak – for example, due to previous negative experiences with schools, police or services – 
programmes struggle to reach those with the greatest need. Trust must therefore be intentionally 
built and maintained through consistent, relational practice and safe, predictable environments. 

 Second, there is a strong emphasis on “keeping the fun in sport” while recognising its deeper 
psychological meaning. Enjoyment is not trivial; it is closely linked to autonomy, competence, 
relatedness, identity and belonging. When young people feel they have choice, can develop skills, 
connect with others and see sport as part of “who they are”, engagement is more likely to be 
sustained. Fun is the doorway through which more complex developmental processes occur. 
Programmes that focus only on outcomes (e.g. reduced offending, improved health) without 
protecting enjoyment and agency risk losing young people’s interest and undermining the very 
mechanisms that drive change. 



Third, place matters. What works in one community may not translate directly to another. Urban 
and rural areas present different challenges around transport, access to facilities and perceptions 
of safety. Levels of deprivation, school exclusion, existing sport provision and local assets all shape 
what is possible. Effective interventions therefore need to be tailored to local context, co-designed 
with communities, and responsive to practical barriers such as cost, travel time and competing 
responsibilities. A place-based approach recognises that young people’s opportunities and 
constraints are embedded in their neighbourhoods and local systems. 

Fourth, the workforce is itself a critical intervention mechanism. Relational, skilled coaches are 
often the primary point of contact for young people, particularly those with complex needs. The 
quality of these relationships can be as important as the activity itself. However, workforce 
retention, training and support are recurring challenges. Coaches need preparation to work with 
trauma, behaviour issues and diverse needs, as well as supervision and time to build trust. Without 
investment in the workforce, even well-designed programmes struggle to deliver consistently. 

Fifth, the system surrounding young people is fragmented, with gaps between identification, 
referral and sustained engagement. Multiple actors – including National Governing Bodies, 
StreetGames, Access Sport, Youth Justice, the NHS, schools and local authorities – are involved, 
but pathways are often inconsistent or unclear. Young people may be identified as “in need” but not 
connected to appropriate provision, or they may attend briefly and then drop out without follow-up. 
Data sharing, joint planning and long-term tracking of engagement and outcomes are frequently 
weak. 

Participant perspectives 
Participants valued the opportunity to bring together diverse perspectives from young co-
researchers, academics, practitioners, third sector organisations and statutory partners, creating a 
rich space for shared learning and critical reflection. There was particular appreciation for the 
emphasis on youth voice, ensuring that discussions about sport-based positive youth development 
were shaped by the experiences and priorities of young people themselves. The focus 
on Surrey helped ground the conversation in local context, highlighting both opportunities and 
practical challenges around delivery, access, engagement and partnership working. Participants 
also valued the chance to challenge assumptions about how sport for development is designed and 
delivered, recognising the complexities of translating evidence into meaningful practice. Overall, the 
day generated a strong sense of energy, collaboration and excitement about what comes next. 

“I just wanted to say how impressed I was with the Active Futures Event. It 
was really well organised, engaging and clearly provided a great 

experience for everyone involved. It was fantastic to see the level of effort 
that had gone into bringing everything together, and the positive 

atmosphere throughout the event was a real credit to you and everyone 
involved.” - Luke Bennet, Head of Sport, Physical Activity & Wellbeing, 

Surrey Sports Park 



 “It was a great workshop, really enjoyed chatting with young coaches. 

They were bright and I wish them success in their career” - Saber 
Sotoodeh, Postdoctoral Research Fellow, University of Sussex 

“Thank you, Dr Hannah Hammond for a thought provoking and 

challenging participatory workshop examining how youth engagement, 

sport and health intersect to support young people from marginalised 
communities in abstaining from crime. I was proud to open the day 

leaning into what I had learnt as Chair of the Youth Justice Board for 
England and Wales (YJB) and Police Officer for 32 years in Metropolitan 

Police and West Midlands Police , etc. Positive Change can and does 

happen” Keith Fraser, former Chair of the Youth Justice Board 

 

Next steps – outcomes  
The workshop produced clear outcomes and laid the groundwork for an ongoing collaborative 
network: 

 Strengthened strategic connections between local government, national sport-for-
development organisations, national governing bodies and community delivery partners, 
creating a foundation for future collaboration around shared priorities for research, policy 
and practice. 

 The next step is to host a webinar to share the key themes emerging from the workshop and 
present the developing research and impact agenda. Insights and feedback from the 
webinar will inform future priorities and shape the next phase of research collaboration. 
 

 An academic publication on the co-created research and impact agenda, with a focus on 
the relationship between youth sport, youth clubs, health outcomes, and justice outcomes, 
to be submitted in the coming months. 
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