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Foreword
Gamechangers was a ﬂagship youth volunteering project delivered by ourselves, Active Communities Network, with
the key aims of:
•
•

•

Increasing the number of young people from BME communities taking part in volunteering initiatives
Increasing the number of volunteers accessing training opportunities to enhance their skills and improve
their volunteering experience and signpost potential progression pathways onto careers, apprenticeships
and further training for volunteers
Inspiring more young volunteers from BME communities to lead, plan and deliver their own projects and
opportunities that will beneﬁt their wider community.

Delivered across London and the West Midlands, we utilised culturally familiar activities in youth and community
development programmes to engage marginalised communities and individuals and as a result, we built relationships,
raised aspirations and confronted a range of social and economic issues within our communities.
Our experienced staﬀ, combined with those throughout our considerable and trusted network partners developed
and facilitated a range of volunteering opportunities for young people through referrals and provided training and
development alongside placement opportunities for trained Gamechangers volunteers.
The young people we engaged between 14–25 years old became volunteers and developed their skills to develop and
lead projects of activity which were then delivered across a variety of settings for the beneﬁt of their local community.
A key emphasis of our approach is ‘peer-led’ and this report captures this in its true essence, evidencing how, given
the right guidance, our young people can deliver high quality and meaningful work within their communities.
The research, conducted over an 18-month period, ending in mid-2012 and then rigorously assessed and evaluated,
before being published now, in 2014, provides clear evidence that localised action and speciﬁc knowledge of local
communities is the most important factor in engaging young people into sport and volunteering and sees the best
results.
This grassroots approach is something that we at Active Communities Network champion. However, working with a
multi-national and recognisable brand like Nike was integral as an initial engagement tool.
I would like to place on record our thanks to Nike and vInspired for supporting the programme both ﬁnancially and
with kit and equipment to support young people carry out their volunteering.
All those who volunteered gained valuable experience for their CV, and could access a range of training opportunities
to enhance their volunteering experience.
Gamechangers themselves cited training and mentoring as being critical factors in their
development
as another key reason to become involved with the programme and this, combined
with their sense of civic responsibility and ‘duty’ that also came across reinforces our
belief that most young people can enact positive change in their communities, just
some need that extra motivation than others.
John Hadley,
Chair of Trustees, Active Communities Network
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Vinspired (v) is one of approximately 30 government funded initiatives which, since 1997, have been tasked
with promoting and enabling volunteering. As an organisation, its aim is to make volunteering diverse, attractive
and accessible to a wide range of young people aged 14-25. Since its official launch in March 2006, v has
worked collaboratively with more than 500 charities and public, private and community organisations to create
over a million youth volunteering opportunities. Projects have sought to tackle a whole range of social issues
affecting young people by adhering to a ‘Positive for Youth’ philosophy, which sees programme leaders, youth
workers, and agency partners working to provide fun, exciting and positive life-changing experiences that are
meaningful to both individual volunteers and participants as well as local communities where specific ‘cause
campaigns’ are delivered.
In 2010 Nike and v teamed up with ‘Sport Action Zones’ and ‘London Active Communities’ to give young
Londoners the chance to change their communities through sport. Over 2500 opportunities were provided
for young people across London to volunteer at major sporting events. Within a Vinspired context, volunteers
worked in a range of local boroughs and communities delivering a diverse programme of activities for a range of
people. The delivery of Gamechangers sits within a series of wider project aims and objectives concerning the
impact of creative placement opportunities upon young people (aged 14-25) and the communities in which they
work. Gamechangers also recognises increasing competitiveness within employment contexts and, in response,
provides appropriate training and accreditation for volunteers to develop their skills profiles with the ultimate
aim of enhancing employability. Although the project is primarily London-based, this research examined
the impact of the delivery of the Gamechangers initiative across four specific hub sites in London (Croydon,
Lambeth and Sutton) and the West Midlands (Coventry). These hubs were selected as a consequence of their
central role in the on-going facilitation of the YLVP programme.
The Research
This independent research investigation sought to explore the opinions, attitudes and perceptions of young
people, project leaders/workers and community stakeholders towards the Gamechangers initiative. The aim was
to gain an in-depth understanding of the experiences and interpretations of these respondent groups within the
context of the geographical locations under consideration.
Primary data was collected via the following methods:
•

Questionnaire survey of 200 Gamechangers volunteers engaged as active participants and leaders?
Two surveys were designed to better explore the potential of the Gamechangers initiative and its ‘youth
leadership training’ campaign in championing positive social change in the lives of young volunteers. The
first survey explored both the motivations for young people’s engagement in volunteer campaigns and
the types of challenges and barriers faced by individual participants. The second explored in more detail
the range of positive impacts young people felt they had accrued from volunteering. It was particularly
important to explore the impact of volunteering on young people’s personal and social development, as
well as the impact it had on their employability, and their ability to include themselves in a range of social
and community activities. Within this aspect of the survey volunteer leaders and participants were asked
to indicate whether their volunteering experiences had increased, decreased or not impacted a range of
personal, social and civic skills deemed necessary for active participation in local communities and the ‘Big
Society’.
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•

Placement observations with Gamechangers volunteers and leaders 				
Placement observations were carried out with Gamechangers volunteers and leaders (ambassadors) across
selected campaigns, residential sites and training placements within London and Coventry. The aim of the
observations was to better understand the context of volunteer campaigns, the number of community
participants and local residents engaged, volunteer interactions, leadership and management of various
roles and responsibilities whilst on placements, and volunteer reflections of their experiences. Focusing on
the latter highlighted any immediate positive experiences as well as any challenges and difficulties faced
whilst also uncovering volunteer perceptions of how well they did or did not manage their placement roles,
including the extent to which they felt ‘prepared enough’ to deal with the context with which they were
presented with. Volunteers were asked to write-up and submit their personal experiences of placement
opportunities as online diaries via a protected social media site which was managed and monitored by
members of the research team.

•

One-to-one interviews											
One-to-one interviews were conducted with observed volunteers to provide depth and insight to their
personalised experiences (and perceived impacts) of engaging with the Gamechangers initiative. Interviews
were geared towards better identifying the longitudinal impact of Gamechangers on young leaders and
volunteers. Observed leaders/ambassadors were asked to talk about their entry route into Gamechangers,
their individual motivations for volunteering, and whether they could identify any role models that had
actively encouraged them to participate. In addition, participants were asked about their individualised ‘peak’
and ‘nadir’ experiences of volunteering and the wider impact of these experiences on their personal and
social development, their educational and employability skills, and their ability to engage in a range of other
social, political, environmental and community-based campaigns. Participants were also asked to comment
on their understanding of the ‘big society’ and how and where they viewed Gamechangers fitting into the
wider political agenda.

•

Evaluation reports

											

Observed volunteers were also asked to conduct a short (informal) feedback questionnaire with a trusted
adult with whom they had built a connection as a result of volunteering on various campaigns. The purpose
of this questionnaire was to better evaluate not only the kinds of intergenerational relationships and
friendships that were being constructed in and through active volunteer placements, but to assess the
extent to which: 													
(i) Gamechangers placements were actively and positively impacting the young people concerned, and
(ii) ‘cause campaigns’ were positively impacting various targeted groups. Volunteers were asked to write-up
and submit the feedback from these interactions as self-evaluation reports. These data collection methods
were specifically designed to draw out the community and individualised impacts of volunteering.
•

Focus group with leaders, and voluntary, statutory and community-based stakeholder partners
and stakeholders											
Focus groups were carried out with Gamechangers project leads across London and Coventry to better
assess the operationalisation of the initiative as a whole, its aims and objectives, and its project reach.
Voluntary, statutory and community-based partners and stakeholders were asked to discuss the impact
which they perceived young volunteers to have had/be having with regards to aspects of social inclusion,
community cohesion and inter-generational relationships.
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•

Focus group interviews with parents and local residents, and YNC	

				

Focus group interviews also took place with parents, local residents and YNC’s in order to assess the social
value or social return on investment (SROI) of the various ‘cause campaigns’ which were organised as part
of the Gamechangers initiative.
•

Documentary analysis of existing quantitative and qualitative data (local, regional, national)
and published reports (including policy) on this and similar initiatives					
Relevant literature and documentation was reviewed and analysed in order to contextualise and underpin
both the rationale for the research and the evaluation of the programme. This analysis included an overview
of academic literature relating to volunteering as well as wider social and political commentary that places
volunteering at the forefront of current government agendas aimed at fostering social inclusion, community
cohesion and intergenerational bridging and bonding.

2.3	Data analysis
Quantitative (descriptive) statistical analysis was performed whereby trends and patterns were identified
across key data categories. Quantifiable measurements are expressed and illustrated in the form of graphs.
All qualitative interviews were audio taped and transcribed verbatim. Thematic and axial coding was used in
relation to the analysis of qualitative data and the research team adopted a cyclical process of examination and
interpretation to draw out themes and meanings from all of the data in response to the primary aims of the
research. In turn, data was summarised, patterns, clusters and relationships between respondent experiences
and perceptions were developed and explanations formulated. From this process, a series of key themes
emerged, and it is in line with these that the resultant findings are based. At a broader level, the report aims to
develop an understanding of: (i) the personal impacts of youth volunteering on those individuals who engage
in related initiatives; (ii) the impacts of youth volunteering on the communities with whom volunteers engage;
(iii) how, why and to what extent sport operates as an effective mechanism for recruiting youth volunteers
especially those from Black and Minority Ethnic communities and neighbourhoods with high levels of socioeconomic deprivation. Ethical approval for this research was gained from the University of Gloucestershire
Research Ethics Committee.
Grounded in first-person opinions, perspectives, perceptions and subjective experiences of volunteer
engagement, the report aims to build upon and extend previous evaluative work on youth volunteering in order
to: (i) enhance the existing evidence base in this area; (ii) consider various negative perceptions surrounding
young people’s engagement in social, occupational and community life; and (iii) address the question of youth
volunteering and community impact. At the micro level, the report seeks to assess the impact of the leadership
opportunities presented to young people who take part in Gamechangers in particular: the extent to which
volunteer participants: (i) enhanced their existing skill-sets; (ii) developed a more positive perception of their
role within the community, and (iii) developed a clearer idea of their future goals and aspirations as a result of
programme involvement.

07

Key findings
There are several findings in this report that are of significance. These are summarised as follows:
•

Localism was a key focus of the project. Locally focused action presented the strongest findings and
outcomes for Gamechangers volunteers.

•

Engagement strategies were strongest when local approaches were evident.

•

Motivations for young people to become involved in Gamechangers varied. The research team observed
both altruism and non altruism motivations across the cohort of volunteers

•

Brand association was an important as an initial engagement tool. Nike branding and awareness of their
involvement in the programme was a noteworthy finding. It also became apparent that this waned over time
as local role models had an increasing influence.

•

Peer role modelling

•

Young volunteers (Gamechangers) cited training and mentoring as being critical factors in their development
and another key reason to become involved.

•

Civic responsibility amongst young people was a strong theme. Young volunteers had a clear understanding
of ‘duty’ and how this contributes to an improved community as well as support them in their future .

•

Volunteering is a key mechanism used by Active Communities Network and its partners to provide onward
pathways into education, employment or further training. There are examples of using the Gamechangers
model as part of a wider level of youth programming focused on employability and NEET young people.

•

There is evidence supporting an improved perception of young people in communities where Gamechangers
operates. Work delivered by Gamechangers on the intergenerational inclusion agenda is an example of
where this has been achieved.

•

Gamechangers has found processes and mechanisms to reduce administrative bureaucracy around vetting
and barring through the CRB process, ensuring young people were able to undertake

Conclusions
Based on the findings and observations of the programme by the research team our conclusions are:
•

Active Communities Network’s approach of developing young people using a peer led approach should be
taken as a model of practice to be replicated by programmes designed using volunteering as a mechanism
for personal development and delivery of citizenship related outcomes.

•

Gamechangers had a raft of successful outcomes which were strongest when local approaches and
solutions were developed by young people.

•

There is also extremely strong evidence in support of investing in mentors and role models to support
young people in delivering their placements.

Implications for research
This research has explored the Gamechangers initiative across specific geographical sites and locations
within the UK. As the activities of v expand across additional volunteering programmes and locations, further
research will be required to investigate the experiences and perceptions of alternative volunteer and population
groups. In addition, there is an on-going need to investigate the impact of such initiatives over time. These
investigations would present opportunities for in-depth, comparative analysis.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION
1.1	The project
This research stems from 18-months of data collection and analysis (October 2010-March 2012) to explore
the delivery and operationalisation of the Gamechangers programme which is administered by the independent
charity Vinspired (v). Gamechangers is set within the context of v’s broader Youth Leadership Volunteering
Placements (YLVP), the aim of which is to assess the impact of volunteer placement opportunities upon young
people (aged 14-19) and the communities in which they work. YLVP specifically targets young people from
Black and Minority Ethnic communities and those from neighbourhoods with high levels of socio-economic
deprivation. This evaluative report stems from v’s commitment to measure the overall impact of its work upon
the individuals and communities with which it engages (NatCen, 2010). The evaluation adopts a youth-based
methodology to better highlight the many ways in which YLVP supports positive transitions and progression
routes for participants and volunteers.
Vinspired (v)
Vinspired is one of approximately 30 government funded initiatives which, since 1997, have been tasked with
promoting and enabling volunteering. As an organisation, its aim is to make volunteering diverse, attractive and
accessible to a wide range of young people aged 14-25. Since its official launch in March 2006, v has worked
collaboratively with more than 500 charities and public, private and community organisations to create over a
million youth volunteering opportunities. Projects have sought to tackle a whole range of social issues affecting
young people by adhering to a ‘Positive for Youth’ philosophy, which sees programme leaders, youth workers,
and agency partners working to provide fun, exciting and positive life-changing experiences that are meaningful
to both individual volunteers and participants as well as local communities where specific ‘cause campaigns’ are
delivered.
Gamechangers
In 2010 Nike and v teamed up with the ‘Sport Action Zone’ and ‘London Active Communities’ to give young
Londoners the chance to change their communities through sport. Over 2500 opportunities were provided
for young people across London to volunteer at major sporting events. Within a Vinspired context, volunteers
worked in a range of local boroughs and communities delivering a diverse programme of activities for a range of
people.
The delivery of Gamechangers sits within a series of wider project aims and objectives concerning the impact
of creative placement opportunities upon young people (aged 14-25) and the communities in which they work.
Gamechangers also recognises increasing competitiveness within employment contexts and, in response,
provides appropriate training and accreditation for volunteers to develop their skills profiles with the ultimate
aim of enhancing employability. Although the project is primarily London-based, this research examined
the impact of the delivery of the Gamechangers initiative across four specific hub sites in London (Croydon,
Lambeth and Sutton) and the West Midlands (Coventry). These hubs were selected as a consequence of their
central role in the on-going facilitation of the YLVP programme.
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1.2	Gamechangers London
As capital city of the UK, London is home to a diversity of ethnicities. Over a third of London’s population
emanate from BME groups with 36% of the working population being borne outside of the UK. In recent years
London has cemented its position as a global economic centre, however, with increasing prosperity comes
increasing deprivation. Throughout the ages London has been a melting pot of socio-economic issues and
with a population of more than 7.83 million people (some of whom experience aspects of poor housing, low
educational achievement and sustained high levels of unemployment, a problem that more often than not
transcends generations) this continues. Compounding this, 30% of the working adult population is unemployed
and 44% of the capital’s children live in poverty.1 In response to this a myriad of government and nongovernment projects within the employment, arts, cultural and sporting arenas have been introduced.2 A number
of these projects have focussed upon engaging young people in overcoming issues of poverty, concentrating
on aspects of opportunity to voice their views and concerns and increase their skills base. Wider provision is
coupled with increasing investment within the sport and cultural contexts with pan-London initiatives, such as
the London Youth Offer, Culture Card, Making Music Matter and London United, all of which seek to provide
access to developmental provision of activities and services. In light of London’s hosting of the 2012 Olympics
increasing emphasis was placed upon the legacy of the Games and how this may impact young people. The
introduction of the London 2012 Legacy witnessed an investment of £30 million into grassroots sporting
provision. In a more localised context, project delivery within specific communities has been diverse, drawing on
a number of partners and agencies to provide programs ranging from community boxing sessions, IT education
through intergenerational education to youth led and run youth clubs. Potential Gamechangers participants
were recruited onto a number of cause campaigns through the central offices of the Active Communities
Network (ACN) in Elephant and Castle.
1.3	Gamechangers Coventry
In Coventry, Gamechangers recruitment focused on the city-centre location of Hillfields where young people
are actively recruited onto a range of campaigns organised by the Hillfields Young People’s Centre. Located
north of Coventry city centre, Hillfields has experienced significant social and urban regeneration over the last
50 years. Today it is renowned for its high population of immigrants with almost 13% of the city’s 300,848
population estimated to be born outside of the UK, and 42% declaring themselves Muslim; 11.3% of the
population is said to be of Asian origin, this juxtaposing an 84% white populace (see Hickin, 2006). According
to Local Authority sources, Hillfields is listed as one of the top ten most dangerous areas in the UK and is home
to Sidney Stringer School – one of two co-educational state secondary schools located within the inner-city.
Hillfields also hosts a high number of youth centres and community based organisations including: the ‘Fun
Factory youth club’, ‘Coventry boys club’, ‘Holyhead Youth Centre’, ‘Stoke Heath Youth Centre’, ‘Eagle Street
Youth Centre’, the ‘Jubilee Youth Centre’, ‘Whoberley Youth and Community Centre’, and the ‘African Caribbean
Centre’, all of which provide ample opportunities for young people to be actively involved in community life.

Taken from www.London.gov.uk
For an extensive list of the programs introduced to overcome specific aspects of social and economic deprivation please
see: www.London.gov.uk
1
2
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2.0 the research
2.1	Aims and objectives
This research aims to build upon and extend previous evaluative work on youth volunteering in order to:
(i) enhance the existing evidence base in this area; (ii) consider various negative perceptions surrounding
young people’s engagement in social, occupational and community life; and (iii) address the question of
youth volunteering and community impact. At the micro level, the research seeks to assess the impact of the
leadership opportunities presented to young people who take part in Gamechangers. At the same time, the
research also explores the extent to which volunteer participants: (i) enhanced their existing skill-sets; (ii)
developed a more positive perception of their role within the community, and (iii) developed a clearer idea
of their future goals and aspirations as a result of programme involvement. The overall impact of volunteer
participation in Gamechangers is explored. With these issues at its core, the research sits comfortably amidst
broader social and political agendas surrounding social inclusion, social cohesion and community development,
whilst at the same time informing recent debate on the mobilization of marginalized youth (Hill et al., 2009;
NatCen, 2010).
2.2	The research approach
A mixed method, youth-based research model was deployed in order to investigate the impact of YLVP on
the young people concerned and on the communities with which they were engaged. To this end, the research
comprised both quantitative and qualitative elements. The quantitative aspect of the study involved young
people in the investigation of the experiences and perceptions of programme participants and leaders (via a
large scale survey) whilst considering local, regional and national statistical data on young people’s engagement
with the Gamechangers programme. The qualitative aspect of the research comprised: observations of young
people in placement settings, the generation of on-line diaries by programme participants, the production of
evaluation reports by young people surrounding their experiences on the programme, one-to-one interviews
with past programme participants, focus group interviews with young people/youth leaders, and community
partners and stakeholders, and documentary analysis of existing statistical data (local, regional, national) and
published reports on this and similar initiatives.
The research was managed and coordinated by Prof Andrew Parker and Dr Andy Pitchford. Dr Samaya Farooq
and Benjamin Moreland were appointed researchers for the project; they alongside Andrew Parker, handled
data collection and the analysis and write-up of the findings. At the time of the research, all were members of
staff in the Faculty of Applied Sciences at the University of Gloucestershire (UoG).
As we have seen, the research plan comprised data collection at the following project sites:
•

London (Croydon, Lambeth and Sutton), and;

•

Coventry (Hillfields).
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Primary data was collected via the following methods:
•

Questionnaire survey of 200 Gamechangers volunteers engaged as active participants and leaders
Two surveys were designed to better explore the potential of the Gamechangers initiative and its ‘youth
leadership training’ campaign in championing positive social change in the lives of young volunteers. The
first survey explored both the motivations for young people’s engagement in volunteer campaigns and
the types of challenges and barriers faced by individual participants. The second explored in more detail
the range of positive impacts young people felt they had accrued from volunteering. It was particularly
important to explore the impact of volunteering on young people’s personal and social development, as
well as the impact it had on their employability, and their ability to include themselves in a range of social
and community activities. Within this aspect of the survey volunteer leaders and participants were asked
to indicate whether their volunteering experiences had increased, decreased or not impacted a range of
personal, social and civic skills deemed necessary for active participation in local communities and the ‘Big
Society’.

•

Placement observations with Gamechangers volunteers and leaders 			
Placement observations were carried out with Gamechangers volunteers and leaders (ambassadors) across
selected campaigns, residential sites and training placements within London and Coventry. The aim of the
observations was to better understand the context of volunteer campaigns, the number of community
participants and local residents engaged, volunteer interactions, leadership and management of various
roles and responsibilities whilst on placements, and volunteer reflections of their experiences. Focusing on
the latter highlighted any immediate positive experiences as well as any challenges and difficulties faced
whilst also uncovering volunteer perceptions of how well they did or did not manage their placement roles,
including the extent to which they felt ‘prepared enough’ to deal with the context with which they were
presented with. Volunteers were asked to write-up and submit their personal experiences of placement
opportunities as online diaries via a protected social media site which was managed and monitored by
members of the research team.

•

One-to-one interviews											
One-to-one interviews were conducted with observed volunteers to provide depth and insight to their
personalised experiences (and perceived impacts) of engaging with the Gamechangers initiative. Interviews
were geared towards better identifying the longitudinal impact of Gamechangers on young leaders and
volunteers. Observed leaders/ambassadors were asked to talk about their entry route into Gamechangers,
their individual motivations for volunteering, and whether they could identify any role models that had
actively encouraged them to participate. In addition, participants were asked about their individualised ‘peak’
and ‘nadir’ experiences of volunteering and the wider impact of these experiences on their personal and
social development, their educational and employability skills, and their ability to engage in a range of other
social, political, environmental and community-based campaigns. Participants were also asked to comment
on their understanding of the ‘big society’ and how and where they viewed Gamechangers fitting into the
wider political agenda.
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•

Evaluation reports 											
Observed volunteers were also asked to conduct a short (informal) feedback questionnaire with a trusted
adult with whom they had built a connection as a result of volunteering on various campaigns. The purpose
of this questionnaire was to better evaluate not only the kinds of intergenerational relationships and
friendships that were being constructed in and through active volunteer placements, but to assess the
extent to which: 													
(i) Gamechangers placements were actively and positively impacting the young people concerned, and 		
(ii) ‘cause campaigns’ were positively impacting various targeted groups. Volunteers were asked to write-up
and submit the feedback from these interactions as self-evaluation reports. These data collection methods
were specifically designed to draw out the community and individualised impacts of volunteering.

•

Focus group with leaders, and voluntary, statutory and community-based stakeholder partners
and stakeholders											
Focus groups were carried out with Gamechangers project leads across London and Coventry to better
assess the operationalisation of the initiative as a whole, its aims and objectives, and its project reach.
Voluntary, statutory and community-based partners and stakeholders were asked to discuss the impact
which they perceived young volunteers to have had/be having with regards to aspects of social inclusion,
community cohesion and inter-generational relationships.

•

Focus group interviews with parents and local residents, and YNCs				
Focus group interviews also took place with parents, local residents and YNC’s in order to assess the social
value or social return on investment (SROI) of the various ‘cause campaigns’ which were organised as part
of the Gamechangers initiative.

•

Documentary analysis of existing quantitative and qualitative data (local, regional, national)
and published reports (including policy) on this and similar initiatives					
Relevant literature and documentation was reviewed and analysed in order to contextualise and underpin
both the rationale for the research and the evaluation of the programme. This analysis included an overview
of academic literature relating to volunteering as well as wider social and political commentary that places
volunteering at the forefront of current government agendas aimed at fostering social inclusion, community
cohesion and intergenerational bridging and bonding.
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2.3	Data analysis
Quantitative (descriptive) statistical analysis was performed whereby trends and patterns were identified
across key data categories. Quantifiable measurements are expressed and illustrated in the form of graphs.
All qualitative interviews were audio taped and transcribed verbatim. Thematic and axial coding was used in
relation to the analysis of qualitative data and the research team adopted a cyclical process of examination and
interpretation to draw out themes and meanings from all of the data in response to the primary aims of the
research. In turn, data was summarised, patterns, clusters and relationships between respondent experiences
and perceptions were developed and explanations formulated. From this process, a series of key themes
emerged, and it is in line with these that the resultant findings are based. At a broader level, the report aims to
develop an understanding of: (i) the personal impacts of youth volunteering on those individuals who engage
in related initiatives; (ii) the impacts of youth volunteering on the communities with whom volunteers engage;
(iii) how, why and to what extent sport operates as an effective mechanism for recruiting youth volunteers
especially those from Black and Minority Ethnic communities and neighbourhoods with high levels of socioeconomic deprivation. Ethical approval for this research was gained from the University of Gloucestershire
Research Ethics Committee.
We pre-empt an exploration of the empirical findings with two further sections. The first provides background
and context on the overall scope and remit of the Gamechangers initiative and its associated projects (Project
Reach), whilst the second provides an overview of the related literature.
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3.0 PROJECT REACH
The success of v to reach out to young people and create volunteering opportunities is evident in the 2010
NatCen formative evaluation of the organisation. This report confirms that within the evaluation period, v
exceeded the desired targets set out by the 2004 Russell Commission in a number of ways, including:
a)
Establishing 930,000 volunteering opportunities compared to the 412,160 they were expected to have
setup by 2011. This figure indicates an approximately 150% increase in the number of opportunities
established since its inception in 2006;
b)
Attracting 637,000 volunteers to take up and participate in these activities and offering accreditation to
volunteers involved in the majority of projects to nurture the development of work and life skills as well as
fostering an increased confidence and self-esteem, a sense of enjoyment and belonging to a community;
c)
More importantly, those recruited are from diverse socio-cultural backgrounds and include those young
people who experience various dimensions of social exclusion. This is evident in the extent to which
proportions of volunteers who are or have been homeless, in the care system, lone parents have a low
income, offenders, and refugees are significantly higher than would be expected.
(NatCen, 2010: 1-3)
These figures bear testament to v’s ability to cascade volunteering opportunities to young people who are less/
least likely to volunteer. The present report aims to build upon these findings by exploring in more detail the
kinds of volunteers specifically engaged in the Gamechangers initiative and seeks to make sense of the ‘new
generation’ of volunteers recruited. The impact of the Gamechangers programme and youth training on leaders
and volunteers is also investigated, as is the community impact of various Gamechangers cause campaigns with
regards to social inclusion, community cohesion and intergenerational relationship.
3.1	Gamechangers London
Gamechangers London has delivered in a variety of cause campaign locations. As we have seen, this report
focuses on Croydon, Lambeth and Sutton. Within Croydon volunteer activity largely takes place within the
South Norwood area in the form of multisport delivery. South Norwood is an identified area of high deprivation
and is exposed to a number of social problems such as youth crime, gang/postcode rivalries and violence. The
result of this is that the communities in the surrounding area are fragmented and lacking cohesion and unity.
In this context Gamechangers seeks to utilise volunteering capabilities to provide a neutral setting for young
people to attend and participate in physical activities.
Like South Norwood, Lambeth currently faces issues of community fragmentation which are, at least in part,
due to the diverse range of ethnicities and cultures in the surrounding areas. As a result, postcode rivalries
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and youth violence are a common occurrence and the area was heavily impacted by the riots of 2011. To
help overcome these social issues Gamechangers utilises its partnership with ACN to access Lilian Baylis
Old School, a community focal point for most young people providing physical activity and arts volunteering
opportunities within this setting to engage those individuals who are most hard to reach.
The third London-based cause campaign sees Gamechangers work in partnership with the London Borough
of Sutton Council through the Sutton Life Centre (SLC). Surrounding communities face issues of generational
division and the negative labelling of young people which create a sense of social instability. In response
Gamechangers works in parallel to existing volunteering through SLC providing sporting and media volunteering
opportunities for young people to increase citizenship, break down stereotypes and increase cohesion.
3.2	Gamechangers Coventry
The delivery of Gamechangers in and through the Hillfields Young People’s Centre (HYPC) was a strategic
decision taken in light of the Centre’s ethos as an activity hub for young people who are actively seeking to
work with and for the local community. The Centre also has a longstanding and fruitful relationship with
‘Sporting Futures’ Coventry’s Positive Futures initiative. Since its inception in 1994, Sporting Futures has
worked in some of the most disadvantaged urban neighbourhoods to positively engage vulnerable young people
through sport, develop their confidence and teamwork skills, provide opportunities to participate in regular
physical activity, and empower local youth to participate in events that can change their local communities
(Positive Futures, 2003a, 2003b, 2004, 2006, 2007).
Sports-based volunteering has long since been a central feature of the Sporting Futures programme.3 Due to
the strong belief that volunteering has the capacity to foster positive social development, mentoring, coaching
and leadership are also key aspects of the Sporting Futures initiative. They are offered as a way for young
people to understand the importance of peer-based one-to-one guidance, and for those actively seeking
additional qualifications to better position themselves in a society that places increasing value on professional
expertise.
In Hillfields, the Gamechangers-Sporting Futures partnership has enabled HYPC to actively use sport, the arts
and culture, and a range of wider community development agendas to tackle the social exclusion of vulnerable
and at-risk young people. The overall reach of Gamechangers in Coventry was overseen by Rashid Bhayat.
He assisted in co-ordinating access and strategic partnerships with a range of local agencies. The day-today, year-long grassroots delivery of the initiative was led by a number of youth workers, sports coaches and
community development workers including Singh, Shoaib, Abdal, Thuhel, Suleman, Krishan, Ashley, Eizzy,
Leroy, Neil, Richard, Olly and Alex. Volunteering opportunities were created across a range of local voluntary
and statutory agencies in and around the Hillfields region. Speaking of the ethos of HYPC’s workers, Rashid
stated: “We (have) always (seen) ourselves as workers with young people using sport, rather than sports
workers”. As a consequence of its commitment to Sporting Futures, establishing volunteer opportunities
has been at the forefront of the Centre’s initiatives seeking to create safer communities through sport. These
objectives were further reinforced through the introduction of Gamechangers which provided additional
opportunities for young people to engage in sports-based volunteering, mentoring, coaching and leadership.

See:http://www.sporting-futures.org.uk/index.
php?option=com_content&view=article&id=163:weare-sporting-futues&catid=39:about-us&Itemid=55

3
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4.0 YOUNG PEOPLE, VOLUNTEERING AND SPORT: AN OVERVIEW
4.1	Young people and volunteering
Volunteering is generally understood to be formal or informal non-compulsory, unpaid activity that is usually
carried out for the benefit of others in the volunteer’s community (excluding their relatives) or in their local
environment (Gaskin, 2004; Hill et al. 2009). Research has also revealed the potential financial rewards from
long term volunteering, as well as the altruistic incentives driving volunteer engagement, such as participation
to gain accreditation, employability skills and experience, and to boost personal records of achievement (i.e.
CVs) (see CASE, 2011; Ellis Paine et al. 2010).
In more recent years, volunteering has become a ‘hot topic’ with an increasingly public and profile having been
thrust to the forefront of political debate, intervention and policy making within the context of the ‘Big Society’.
Despite widespread confusion and criticisms over what the ‘Big Society’ actually is and what it aims to achieve
the idea rests, it seems, on the notion of promoting the empowerment of individuals to help themselves (Stott,
2011; McAll, 2011). Public campaigning for the idea has framed volunteering as an innovative approach to
dealing with issues affecting local communities, i.e. ‘devolving power’ at a local level to better enable local
people to have a voice in the decisions that affect their lives and the services which they access. Despite these
claims it would be naive to attribute the veneration of volunteering with Conservative political ideals especially
given the raft of government interventions over the last decade which have embraced the merits of volunteering
as a positive civic engagement activity.
Nevertheless it is the Russell Commission report of 2005 (Russell, 2005) that is seen by many as the key
catalyst in this area, mainly as a consequence of its promotion of volunteering as both a “meaningful and
exciting” medium through which young people could feel “connected to their communities ... develop new
friendships, gain new skills” and “give greater expression to their altruism” (p. 6). With regards to grassroots
opportunities for volunteering the report proposed “a step change in the diversity, quality, and quantity” of
young people’s volunteering through the following:
a)
A series of campaigns to both promote awareness of volunteering, and foster a culture of volunteerism
across the educational system (particularly secondary schools);
b)
The establishment of a national portal to ensure that young people had greater access to information about
volunteering opportunities, and also that more opportunities were offered to enhance volunteer skills and
support/reward volunteer commitments; and;
c)
The setting up of a firm funding basis, from both private and public sources to support the growth and
spread of volunteering across the UK.
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Perhaps more importantly, the report outlined and embraced the need for volunteering as a youth-targeting
intervention that needed to be in touch with the ‘youth voice’ - a point echoed earlier in the 2005 Green Paper
Youth Matters (Department for Education and Skills (DfES), 2005) and the 2005 Labour Party Manifesto
which called for a ‘national framework for youth volunteering, action and engagement’ to provide young people
with ‘better alternatives’ and ‘offers’ to improve their personal and social development.
It was out of these initial recommendations that the Russell Commission devised steps to develop innovative
ways to foster change in how volunteering was to be understood as a positive enriching experience through
which young people could better themselves and the people around them (Russell, 2005). The latter focus
contributed to an understanding of volunteering as a cementing force between young people and their
wider communities and in 2006 resulted in the establishment of the youth charity ‘v’ which was tasked
with implementing 12 of the Russell Commission’s 16 recommendations. Certainly the repositioning and
championing of volunteering as a ‘youth-focused’ intervention in Russell (2005) was later expanded and
developed by the 2008 Morgan Inquiry - an independent report that focused on increasing the formal
recognition of volunteering, providing flexible volunteering opportunities and connecting volunteering with
routes into employment for young adult volunteers between ages of 18 and 24.
Perhaps somewhat understandably, there has been a concomitant increase in research conducted in the area of
volunteering; this has largely been taken up by ‘arm’s length’ government organisations, with Vinspired taking
the leading role. V have lead numerous research projects uncovering the complex dynamics of volunteering,
most notably: Brewis et al. (2010) which investigates the contribution that student volunteers might make to
their local communities; Newton et al. (2011) which explores the relationship between volunteering and its
potential to enhance employability through increasing attributes, networks and contacts, qualifications and
accreditation, and to the deconstruction of the negative consequences of unemployment or inactivity; and
NatCen (2011) which evidences the varying achievements of v to deliver a coherent inclusive national youth
service that positively engages young volunteers from a range of socially excluded groups whilst actively
supporting accrediting opportunities. Aside from research publications, v has also produced scoping studies and
literature reviews that have provided important context and background information for future developments in
the field.
4.2	Who volunteers?
The last decade has also witnessed a surge in academic interest pertaining to youth volunteering (Hill and
Stevens, 2010). This has contributed to debate in the following areas: (i) what kinds of people volunteer, (ii)
why different people engage in volunteering; and
(iii) the impact/effect of volunteering on both active volunteers and the wider community/society. It is to the
general findings of this literature that we now turn.
Traditionally empirical research indicated that volunteering was more popular amongst relatively affluent
sections of the population, i.e. amongst white male communities and/or amongst older people who had
greater amounts of spare time, skills and experience to share, and amongst certain individuals with a vested
interest in the voluntary sector (CASE, 2011; Ockenden 2008; Russell 2009; Measham and Barnett, 2007).
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The gender specific patterns of volunteering were exposed in Russell’s (2009) research about volunteer
activity in the heritage sector which revealed the extent to which men dominated management and habitat
restoration volunteer roles, when compared to women who generally undertook the biological monitoring
of wildlife, and helped to organise or run specific events (see also CASE, 2011: 8). Low et al. (2007) found
that individuals experiencing greater levels of social deprivation, and those at risk of social exclusion through
persistent unemployment, long term physical disabilities and ethnic minorities were less likely to participate in
volunteering when compared to other social groups.
Some of these results were echoed in CASE (2011) which focused on the key drivers for volunteering. Here
various trends were highlighted with regards to the overall demographic of volunteers. For example, younger
people were identified as being statistically more likely to participate in volunteering than older people, and the
exclusive nature of volunteering across all sectors was exposed with men, single individuals, and white people
being identified as being more actively engaged in volunteering than women, married people and those from
Black and minority ethnic communities (p. 12). CASE (2011) concluded that overall participation trends and
patterns in volunteering activities varied from sector to sector.
4.3	Sports-based volunteering trends
Sport in England has always relied heavily on volunteers. According to Davis-Smith et al. (2002), at the turn
of the millennium sports volunteering accounted for approximately 26% of all volunteer activity in England (see
also CCPR, 2003). Likewise, in 2002 Sport England estimated that there were 5.4 million adults volunteering
in the sport sector (Taylor, 2004). This figure compares to eight million members of voluntary sports clubs
affiliated to National Governing Bodies (NGBs) of sport. Nevertheless, it is well documented that voluntary
sports clubs continue to have on-going difficulties in recruiting and retaining sports volunteers (see CASE,
2011; Davis Smith, 1998; Nichols and King, 1998; Nichols, Taylor, James, King, Holmes and Garrett, 2004;
Mawson and Parker, 2013; Taylor et al. 2003).
Evidence has also come to light of the overall disproportionate and rather ‘exclusive’ nature of volunteering in
sport, this despite legislative and organisational interventions pushing for increased diversity and inclusivity
of volunteer opportunities (see Deane et al. 2010). Related research persistently indicates higher levels of
volunteering for men and those of white ethnicity (CASE, 2011; David Smith et al., 2002; Eley and Kirk, 2002;
Institute for Volunteering Research, 2004; Marsh et al., 2010).5 With regards to gender, Low et al. (2007)
confirmed not only that men’s engagement in sports and exercise volunteering was 14% higher than that of
women, but that there exists a gendered stereotyping of the kinds of roles that men and women are expected
to fulfil. On average, men were more likely to volunteer as coaches (lead role positions), and women as
administrators in sport (as subordinate subsidiaries) (see also Sport Wales 2010).
Evidence regarding the age of sports volunteers appears slightly more ambiguous. On the one hand, reports
suggest that younger people are less inclined to engage in volunteering. Taylor et al. (2003) concluded that
the average age of volunteers was increasing significantly. Meanwhile, Kay and Bradbury (2009) reported an
overall decrease in the rate of young people volunteering from 55% in 1991, to 40% in 2001, and a significant
reduction in formal volunteering during the move from youth into adulthood. More recent findings from CASE
(2001) confirm that those aged 35-44 years are more likely than others to volunteer in sports (28% compared
with 22% overall) and that this is linked to volunteers having off-spring involved in sports clubs. The declining
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rates of young volunteers are of some concern given the increased call for young people to be prioritised
and actively recruited in volunteer opportunities as outlined by DfES (2005), Russell (2005), and the 2008
Morgan Enquiry, and the alleged initial reliance of the UK’s 151,000 voluntary sports clubs to assist in the
recruitment of an additional one million new sports participants by 2012-2013 (see Harris et al., 2009; Deane
et al., 2010). Currently declining rates also appear problematic when considered alongside previous claims of a
154% increase in club usage across 1,831 Sport England funded projects (Sport England, 2004-2005). Such
rates are, however, unsurprising when one considers the evidence of an overall decrease in the percentage of
young people aged 16-19 participating in sport as a club member from 26.5% in 1996 to 23.9% in 2002 (Sport
England, 2004-2005).
4.4

Positive changes in sports-based youth volunteering

There is, however, some evidence of positive change. Deane et al’s (2010) findings from their study of Sports
Leaders UK allude to a fairly even gender split in volunteering rates amongst men (47.4%) and women (52.6%)
and increased participation amongst young people (see also Davis Smith et al., 2002; Gaskin, 2004; Institute
for Volunteering Research, 2004). These changing patterns are attributed to the type of volunteering initiatives
being researched and reviewed. Clearly those targeting young people will (or, at least, should) yield evidence
of higher than normal rates of participation amongst young people. Changes in sports policy, education and
society coupled with an increasing focus on youth volunteering have also resulted in the promotion of sports
leadership, especially for young people. This is certainly evident in the work of organisations such as Sports
Leaders UK whose programmes are offered as part of existing volunteer schemes, and which aim to embed
both educational and vocational options for young people (DCMS, 2000) and impact positively on a wide range
of social and educational outcomes (Deane et al. 2010).5

CASE’s 2011 exploration of the key drivers for volunteering confirmed that participating in sport was associated with
volunteering in the sport sector. The report also illustrated that participants in the sports volunteer group were more likely
not to volunteer in other voluntary sectors, such as arts, heritage and museums, libraries and archives (see CASE, 2011).
5
Sports Leaders UK is offered as part of the ‘Millennium Volunteers’ (Eley and Kirk, 2002) and ‘Step into Sport’ initiatives
(Kay and Bradbury, 2009).
1
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Although research alludes to an under-representation of ethnic minority groups in volunteering activities
(Deane et al. 2010; Gaskin, 2004), it should be noted that participation is largely dependent upon the number
of volunteer opportunities available and that these are believed to be geographically disproportionate. For
example, evidence suggests that the vast majority of Britain’s minority ethnic groups live in areas of higher than
average social deprivation, yet volunteering opportunities are said to be greater in non-deprived areas. It may
well be, therefore, that BME groups are simply not present in locations where volunteer activities are routinely
organised and promoted. Notwithstanding these observations, the 2008 Russell Commission Report provides
insight into the attitudes and experiences of young male volunteers from diverse ethnic minority groups living in
Wales. The report highlights that:
•

Ethnic minority young males in Wales do volunteer and are engaged in community initiatives, and have a
strong sense of civic and community duty which they express in their daily activities;

•

Ethnic minority young males are also more likely to be involved in volunteering which is linked to sports
activities – such as coaching, than other types of volunteer work. There are also examples of ethnic minority
young males getting involved in mainstream volunteering organisations, but this is less common, and usually
organised via school;.

•

The type of volunteering ethnic minority young males are engaged in are often - but not always - closely
linked to their ethnic, religious or faith communities, and this volunteering is often motivated by a sense of
‘wanting to help’ a group in need;

•

A marked difference in reasons for volunteering between different age groups was evident with younger
(school age) volunteers pursuing volunteer opportunities for its perceived advantages in helping them
find work or career progression. For older ethnic minority young males, particularly those in university,
volunteering was pursued more for its altruistic benefits;

•

Those from religious communities offered ample opportunities for young ethnic minority males to
volunteer, and that these activities are often grounded in the notion of helping out especially in close-knit
ethnic minority communities.6
(Russell Commission, 2008: 3-6)

Alongside these positive findings a number of notable barriers were identified, especially with regards to ethnic
minority young males volunteering in mainstream organisations. These included young people not being aware
of available opportunities and not having any personal contacts with volunteering organisations.
Alongside these positive findings a number of notable barriers were identified, especially with regards to ethnic
minority young males volunteering in mainstream organisations. These included young people not being aware
of available opportunities and not having any personal contacts with volunteering organisations.
4.5	Motivations and drivers for volunteering
Academic research has sought to uncover the various motivations of volunteer participants and, in so doing,
has revealed two key but often contradictory features of volunteering activity namely, philanthropic altruism
and individualised, self-help-driven participation (Davis-Smith, 2000).7 Whilst the former views volunteering
as being stimulated by a desire to care and provide an unpaid service to others (Ellis Paine et al. 2010; NatCen,
2011), the latter is underpinned by a belief that volunteering entails some form of ‘contractual’ exchange
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whereby volunteers offer or ‘input’ their time, labour or expertise in return for some kind of personal gain (i.e.
‘outputs’) (Stebbins 1996; Taylor 2004).8
There is a consensus that over the last decade or so, youth volunteering has sought to combine both of these
aspects in the opportunities that are created and offered to volunteers.
CASE (2011), however, alludes to the extent to which formalised youth volunteering opportunities are
increasingly centred on what an individual volunteer might derive from a volunteering experience as opposed
to what positives others might gain from their engagement when compared to adult volunteering.9 Jones
(2004) investigated motivations for individuals to initiate volunteering in the context of gap years, concluding
that breaking away from formal education, acquisition of skills (leadership) and altruism are key drivers for
participation. The identification of such motivations is supplemented by the work of Low et al. (2007) who
found that over 50% of volunteers participated for altruistic reasons with the notion of ‘increased employability’
being located amongst the least likely of reasons behind their involvement. These results are reinforced by
Deane et al’s (2010: 32) research which found that “altruistic elements” of volunteering that contributed
greatly to “community development and social capital” (i.e. making friends) were often regarded as “byproducts” of youth leadership volunteer schemes such as Sports Leaders. Such findings reinforce previous work
which places great emphasis on the acquisition of formal qualifications and accreditation through volunteering
(see V, 2008).10

6
This specific finding is echoed by CASE (2011: 11-16) with claims that those practising a religion are more likely to
volunteer, compared with those not affiliated with or practising a religion.
7
Brodie et al. (2011) offers a detailed look at how and why people participate in volunteering, how their involvement
changes over time, and what pathways, if any, exist between different volunteering activities.
8
Of course, drivers for volunteer engagement are fluid and dynamic and change as individuals develop (see Locke, 2006;
Reynolds 2000).
9
Similar claims have been made about ethnic minorities and people receiving welfare (see CASE, 2011).
10
It needs to be borne in mind however that due to recent economic changes the need to acquire new skills (especially
those relating to employability) through a variety of channels has increased dramatically.
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4.6	The impacts of volunteering
At an academic level at least volunteering has been regarded as a positive activity for individuals to engage
in (Jones, 2005; Stanley 2004). Amidst such debates the personal or social effects of volunteering are often
explored in terms of the ‘impact’ that volunteering has and these are usually framed around specific categories,
i.e. ‘expected’ or ‘obvious’ impacts; ‘less well-known’ impacts; and more ‘controversial’ or ‘potentially negative’
impacts (Gaskin, 2008). In terms of existing research surrounding sport-based volunteering, ‘obvious’ impacts
tend to be associated with improving health and fitness, providing enjoyment and fun for participants, bringing
people together socially, and developing skills and confidence whilst ‘less well-known’ impacts include:
building a sense of community, building trust among people, mutual understanding and breaking down barriers,
participation in other activities, and employability and performance. ‘Negative’ impacts, on the other hand,
consist mainly of organizational problems; volunteer management, volunteer training, volunteer overload,
succession planning, and shortages of volunteers.
Emphasis has traditionally been placed on the fact that volunteering has the potential to increase the skill
development of participants (V, 2008).11 The ability of volunteers to utilise these skills within numerous
contexts both during and after the volunteering phase is an essential aim of the experience with many
programmes specifically being designed to enhance certain skills, attributes and qualities. In this view, a variety
of authors have provided commentary on specific skills, in particular, ‘leadership’. Ward and Ellis (2009) argue
that leadership is essential within the context of employment and within the lives of volunteers for a number
of reasons such as task completion, synergy, collaboration and fellowship. Martinek et al. (2006) reiterate the
necessity of leadership within society, investigating the development of adolescent, compassionate leaders
through youth leader programs.12 These findings present positive examples of the relationship between
volunteering and leadership capabilities, however the personal circumstances of volunteers are seen to be a key
underlying factor in the success of this process.
With regards to impact on volunteers, Low et al. (2007) found that the vast proportion of volunteers in their
study indicated a greater sense of personal achievement, with some 65% claiming that the experience gave them
more self-confidence.13 The personal development benefits for individual’s participating in volunteering are
not isolated. Keaney (2003) alludes to the opportunity for volunteers to accrue a multitude of social benefits,
with 71% of participants in his research recognising an increase in social skills (see also National Youth Agency
(NYA), 2010). Volunteering is also said to provide an opportunity for participants to overcome aspects of
exclusion (DCMS, 2002; Collins et al. 1999) and realise their own worth (NYA, 2010; Keaney, 2003), and
for bonding and bridging to increase community cohesion (IVR, 2004; Putnam, 2001). These social benefits
are reiterated by Low et al. (2007) who report that 86% of their respondents suggested that volunteering
allowed then to meet new people and make friends, with 83% highlighting that it gave them something to do
that they were good at and 71% stating that it made them less selfish as people; only 23% of respondents saw
volunteering as a potential route into employment and 13% as route into training. However, in an increasingly
consumer-led society that places great emphasis on education, training and employment, it is perhaps
unsurprising that volunteering has not only come to be viewed in an altruistic and civic light but also as a more
instrumental and functional means to personal gain (NYA, 2010).14 Formal sports volunteering is no exception
in this respect and is regarded as a mechanism to increase volunteers’ wider skill development and employability
potential through an intrinsic desire to better oneself (Rochester, et al., 2009; Wang, 2004). Benefits within
this and wider volunteering arenas include an increase in communication skills, opportunities for training
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and accreditation and routes into employment (NYA, 2010). Over half of the volunteer respondents sampled
by NYA suggested that they expected volunteering to provide practical work experience (61%), and training
opportunities (53%) with 49% recognising that volunteering would serve as a beneficial addition to their career
profiles.
The broader impact of volunteering on local residents and communities remains a highly contested issue.
On the one hand there are anecdotal claims which suggest that volunteering can impact positively on local
communities (see Rochester et al., 2009). According to the NYA (2010), the latter is certainly possible because
of the altruistic motives and ethos around which the activity of volunteering itself is framed, and that evident
in the vast proportion of volunteer ambitions is the desire to “make a difference” within one’s community, “help
others”, and fulfil “civic duties”. There is also evidence of volunteering increasing community cohesion, social
inclusion and political awareness (Dekker and Dalman, 2003) because of its potential to facilitate and foster
connections and intergenerational relations between local people (National Youth Agency, 2008). Rochester
et al. (2009) suggest that ultimately these wider impacts can provide communities with a stronger sense of
belonging which increase unity and safety. On the other hand are claims that since volunteering is aimed at
developing the individual, community impact is likely to be minimal (Jones, 2005; Stoecker and Tryon, 2009;
Ofsted, 2011). There is also a lack of empirical research directed towards better understanding the potential
effects of volunteering, especially sports-based volunteering, on facilitating the formations of networks and
friendships between diverse social groups.
It is against this backdrop that we position this research. Our overarching aim was to explore the role of one
sports-based volunteer agency in drawing in and nurturing a new generation of male and female volunteers
aged 14-19 from predominantly BME communities who were living in neighbourhoods with higher-thanaverage levels of socio-economic deprivation, crime and unemployment. The research findings themselves
are framed around the following themes: (i) to identify the kinds of volunteers that were engaging or being
engaged; (ii) to identify key motivations, barriers, enablers and support networks that might encourage or
discourage young people (especially those from BME communities) to actively volunteer; (iii) to unpack
the impact of sports-based volunteering placements on these individuals personal aspirations, their skill
development, their overall engagement with their local communities and their awareness of wider social issues;
and (iv) to further explore the impact of these newly trained youth volunteers/leaders on existing issues of
community cohesion, social inclusion and intergenerational-relations.
Although there appears to be a significant amount of research on sports volunteering, the effectiveness of more
formal leadership programmes that include a volunteering role is not well documented, especially where young
people are concerned. Hence, this is an issue which this research seeks to address. In turn, we remain mindful
of being able to map out the extent to which sport itself acts as an effective means to engage young people.

11
These skills include: communication, team work, taking responsibility, self management, knowing how to plan work,
problem solving, self-confidence, self-awareness /reflection, understanding of social and cultural issues, and leadership.
12
This research initially touches on areas of perception and barriers to leadership and then moves into a comparative
analysis of two leadership development programs that utilise youth leaders (volunteers) to assess the impact of this
experience of their leadership capabilities.
13
Further personal benefits can be accrued by volunteers. For a systemic overview see Low et al. (2007).
14
For further analysis of models of volunteering and the changing face of contemporary volunteering see Wang (2004).

25

5.0 PROJECT FINDINGS
Despite much previous research claiming that volunteering is a pastime primarily associated with the elderly
and/or retired, or linked to those living in privileged socio-economic circumstances who may be in a position to
give up their time to provide a service to others (without payment or tangible reward), over the past decade the
volunteering landscape has changed significantly. In light of Russell (2005), greater efforts have been made to
re-frame the nature and context of volunteering to make it more inclusive and attractive to a new generation of
young people from diverse socio-economic and social, cultural and ethnic backgrounds. Despite these efforts,
little research has been conducted to identify and understand who this new generation of volunteers might
be. The following discussion unpacks the socio-cultural and ethnic positioning and demographic details of
the ‘new generation’ of volunteers being engaged through v’s Gamechangers initiative. Where necessary, data
are stratified according to geographical region (i.e. London or Coventry) to provide further insight into how
the initiative was working at a grassroots level, and the types of young people project leaders were seeking to
target. Discussion of the underlying drivers for young people’s engagement in Gamechangers across London
and Coventry is also included.
5.1	Gamechangers London: The new generation of volunteers
In London, young people were targeted for recruitment because of the lack of formal volunteering opportunities
that were available to them given their location in areas of high social deprivation, unemployment and crime.
Despite increasing government efforts to fund volunteer opportunities since 2006, existing programmes
such as ‘Volunteering for All’, Platform2, ‘Millennium Volunteers’ and ‘Diaspora Volunteer Scheme’ had failed
to capture the interest of many of volunteers who subsequently enrolled onto the Gamechangers initiative.
Discussions with one partner agency revealed that where other initiatives had failed, Gamechangers saw itself
as providing a unique opportunity to “catch” young people:
Gamechangers is program that allows really marginalised and disenfranchised young people to be part of a wider
volunteering program...Our focus on sport is what attracted many of the volunteers in the first place.
The emphasis on targeting the “marginalised and disenfranchised” highlights the initiative’s desire to foster
the active social and civic inclusion of young people living in vulnerable circumstances that placed them at
greater risk of being isolated and alienated from mainstream society. In many cases, project leaders adopted
a ‘preventative’ yardstick whereby youth volunteering was seen as a mechanism via which impressionable
young people (on the ‘fringes’ of society) could be guided into some form of meaningful spare time activity.
To this end, London’s Gamechangers volunteers comprised young males and females from diverse educational
contexts, ranging from those with no recognised qualifications through to those with university degrees. Figure
1 (below) illustrates the varying educational and employability positioning of 14-25 year olds recruited as
volunteers as part of the Gamechangers London. It illustrates that the highest proportion of Gamechangers
volunteers were females in secondary schools (30%). This finding is attributed to the number of ‘cause
campaigns’ organised in partnerships with local secondary schools across the inner-city London boroughs.
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Figure 1. Educational and employability status of Gamechangers London volunteers (%)

The second highest group of volunteers were young males at college (12%). During interviews, many of these
volunteers expressed that their volunteering engagement was driven by a desire to secure UCAS points for
university entry. Trends in gender were significant with 35% of females still in formal education as opposed
to only 25% of males. The majority of the 9% of working male volunteers claimed that they had found work
through their engagement with Gamechangers illustrating the success of the initiative to help young people find
paid full time, part time or temporary employment.
However, given project organiser’s ambitions to target those on the ‘fringes’ of society it was surprising to
note that unemployed young people looking for work, those out of school and college and looking for work,
and those seeking work-related training were least likely to volunteer. There were revelations that many of
these young people had become involved in Gamechangers either “entirely by chance”, as a consequence of
knowing a friend who was already involved, or from hearing about the initiative through a project worker. One
volunteer noted that further efforts needed to be made by Gamechangers to market its opportunities and cause
campaigns through a range of statutory, voluntary and private agencies and local services working to support
the development of vulnerable young people: e.g., job centres, Connexions, employability centres, youth and
community centres, local colleges and careers centres and so on.
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Figure 2 (below) illustrates that participation amongst various BME communities across London was high.
Although, at face value, it would appear that the highest proportions of volunteers were White British males
(13%), a closer examination of these data reveals that males and females from various Black communities were,
in fact, the most active comprising almost half of all volunteers recruited (45%). This group was stratified with
participants further defining themselves as Black British Caribbean (19%), Black British African (13%), and
‘other’ Black (13%). Significantly more females from the ‘other Black’ category volunteered their time (11%)
when compared to males (2%). Participation of mixed-race ‘Black Caribbean and White’ (9%) and black African
and White male and female volunteers in London (10%) was far greater when compared to the total number
of ‘Asian’ male and female volunteers (4%). During one-to-one interviews it became apparent that there was
a clear link between the ethnicity of volunteers and the regions where cause campaigns were offered, with
a number of Asian volunteers noting that there appeared to be fewer Gamechangers opportunities in the
areas where they lived and socialised. In many cases, their recruitment as volunteers had occurred through
“non-Asian friends” who were already enrolled or via “Asian youth workers” who had signposted them to
Gamechangers campaigns.
These data also indicate that participation amongst ‘Asian’ females was relatively low with only 1% actively
engaged in Gamechangers. In light of more recent evidence asserting that Asian Muslim women’s involvement
in sport is gathering momentum, the lagging participation of Asian females as sports volunteers is noteworthy
and may be reflective of the lack of confidence which many young Asian women have with regards to sporting
involvement of various kinds.15
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The diversity of active Gamechangers volunteers across London is further highlighted in Figure 3 which reflects
the varying religious affiliations of young male and female volunteers. These data suggest that almost half of
all male and female volunteers identified themselves as Christian (47%). The second largest group were young
people who declared that they had no religious affiliation (21% of males and 19% of females). Male and female
Muslim volunteers comprised 4% of all volunteers (respectively). 2% of male and female volunteers declared
themselves as Hindu (respectively), and 1% of female volunteers identified themselves as Jewish.
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Increasing grassroots participation and training for young Asian Muslim women as sports coaches, referees and umpires
is high on the agenda for London-based organisations such as the Muslim Women’s Sports Foundation
(see: http://www.mwsf.org.uk/). See also Farooq (2010).
16
The term ‘old migrant’ is used here to denote those who had been born in Britain and were fluent English language
speakers. ‘New migrants’, on the other hand, were young people who were newly arrived in the UK and for whom English
was still a second language.
15

29

5.2	Gamechangers Coventry: The new generation of volunteers
In Coventry, the ‘new generation’ of volunteers included both ‘old’ and ‘new’ migrant teenagers from diverse
minority ethnic communities.16 Despite the generational differences between this particular cohort of young
people, what united them was their sense of marginalisation from their local communities. Not only were they
living in areas facing higher than average measures of social deprivation, unemployment and crime, but they
were positioned as ‘outsiders’ within the contours of their local environments. Since its inception in April 2010,
the Coventry-based Gamechangers initiative has worked to actively recruit these young people from a number
of local statutory and voluntary youth and community-based services established across the Hillfields region of
the city. Figure 4 (below) details the proportion of active volunteers from these different project sites.
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Figure 4. Gamechangers Coventry: Volunteer project sites

As can be seen, the largest proportion of volunteers recruited for Gamechangers Coventry came from Minority
Group Support Services (MGSS) – a statutory-based working in partnership with local schools to provide
additional educational support for those for who English was not their first language. A wider objective of the
service was to raise standards and achievement levels amongst clientele and to facilitate the social inclusion
of new migrants into local communities. Volunteers recruited through MGSS were often regarded by service
staff as vulnerable and at-risk, and comprised amongst their number young people from Central and Eastern
Europe (including those from the Czech Roma traveller communities), and asylum seekers and/or those living as
refugees in Britain. Although all of these new migrants felt isolated and marginalised within Britain, some were
clearly more disadvantaged than others. This is illustrated in Figure 5 which shows a larger proportion of young
people on asylum and refugee status living in foster care and being out of school and formal training when
compared to young people from Eastern Europe who were living with their parents, enrolled at school and were
receiving some form of training.
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Figure 5. Social position/status of volunteers from MGSS Coventry

Young people from Eastern Europe spoke positively about their experiences in their home countries of Poland,
Lithuania, Ukraine and Slovakia. Many had travelled to Britain with their parents who were in search of work
and believed that a move to Britain would help them provide a better quality of life for their families. Although
a number of volunteers were enrolled in local schools and had made friends with other Eastern European
children, they claimed that they had struggled to relate to local British children as well as with migrant
children from Black British and Asian communities. To this end, many felt ‘out-of-place’ socially and spoke of
harassment from local school children and from other people living in their neighbourhood. Those from the
Czech Roma community frequently articulated feeling victimised by other Eastern European children. Young
people on asylum and teenage refugees, however, uncovered a very different narrative. Many had travelled or
fled from war-torn countries such as Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya; others spoke of tribal violence and civil war
that had ousted their families from their homes in Somalia, Sudan and Sierra Leone. Whilst the latter group
were living in Britain with their families, many Afghani, Iraqi and Libyan teenagers were living in care with local
foster families.
In terms of recruitment patterns across the Coventry project sites, Figure 6 (below) illustrates how volunteers
from Stringer Academy comprised both boys and girls, whereas those from Eagle Street Youth Centre were
all male. Certainly more males than females were, on the whole, recruited across the Coventry projects. The
exception to this trend is Sidney Stringer Academy where a higher proportion of female volunteers were
actively engaged as coaches, umpires and referees for sports-based sessions organised during lunch-time and
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after school. Minority Group Support Services (MGSS) also helped to recruit a similar number of boys and girls
for volunteering opportunities despite a higher percentage of male volunteers.
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Figure 6. Percentages of active volunteers engaged in Gamechangers Coventry

Although boys of various ethnicities were recruited across Coventry, it was young Asian males (predominantly
from the third or fourth generation) of Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Indian ethnic heritage who made up the
majority of male volunteers at all of the project sites except for MGSS. Most of these recruits were Muslim
(64%), had fewer than 5 GCSEs (73%) and were still in school and living with both parents (83%).
5.3	What motivates this new generation?
The research sought to explore the changing nature and context of volunteering and the extent to which
volunteer roles encompassed both formal and informal, non-compulsory, unpaid activities that were undertaken
for the benefit of others (see Gaskin, 2004; Hill et al. 2009) as well as the personal gain that might be accrued
from long-term volunteering such as accreditations, employability skills and experiences to “bulk up the CV”
(CASE, 2011: 6; Ellis Paine et al. 2010). According to previous studies, youth volunteering may be viewed as
a “magic bullet” for addressing a range of social problems because of its power to facilitate youth citizenship,
develop young people’s skills and employability, and reduce anti-social/offending behaviours (see Youth Music,
2011; Hill et al. 2009; Hill and Stevens, 2010). The present findings conclude that volunteers across London
and Coventry engaged in the Gamechangers initiative for a number of different altruistic and non-altruistic
reasons. The following discussion unpacks these various drivers and explores the perceived challenges which
participants faced when initially engaging in volunteer opportunities.
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5.3.1	Corporate allure: How Nike ‘just does it’...
In London, the partnership between Vinspired and Nike provided both organisations with a series of benefits,
helping to fulfil the corporate social responsibilities of Nike and the desires of v to engage young people in
valuable and effective volunteering. In terms of engaging members of hard-to-reach communities who may
not normally consider volunteering (or be aware of such opportunities), the pull of a commercial superpower
such as Nike provided much needed kudos for the Gamechangers initiative. As one project leader openly noted:
“Nike definitely gets us in the door”. Another stated that Nike’s involvement with the initiative re-branded
volunteering as “something cool and in” which appealed greatly to young people:
Nike makes volunteering more appealing to those who wouldn’t otherwise see it as a cool thing … so [they] see
it as an urban, new and trendy thing to do, because it’s got Nike!
Such sentiments were reinforced by other program leaders who felt that Nike was the “carrot” that “helped
volunteers roll in”. One added: “kids don’t always know they like something until they try it so they say why
bother. So if they get a t-shirt after two sessions then they will and might realise they really enjoy it”. Added to
these “free goodies” was the opportunity for young people to participate in “once in a lifetime … really unique
… opportunities” such as “supporting at NBA games … [and] meeting players like LeBron James” – all of which
served to incentivise volunteering to a generation of young people deemed to be uninterested in such activities
purely for altruistic reasons. Speaking about her own involvement in Gamechangers cause campaigns, one
participant articulated the extent to which the Nike connection had motivated and drawn her into volunteering,
despite initially being apprehensive about it:
I was sitting on the computer, looking to do loads of things for the summer, and I was looking across it and I
saw Nike: ‘What’s Nike got to do with Vinspired, I thought’. So, I clicked on it and I ended up finding out about
Gamechangers and coming to an induction day that was it really.
Another participant stated how the Nike brand had not only motivated him to sign up for Gamechangers but
many of his friends also. Not all young people, however, were entirely “blown away” by the Nike ‘hook’. A
number talked about the importance of role models in encouraging them to volunteer and to learn about the
social and civic responsibilities involved with helping others.
5.3.2	Role models
The importance of role models within the context of youth sport participation is well established (see Parker
et al., 2012; Parker and Meek, 2013). Indeed, it this issue was acknowledged by a number of Gamechangers
participants who highlighted that role models had been the ones who had initially introduced them to the whole
notion of volunteering. Across both London and Coventry, role models helped divert young people away from
the streets and into youth centres, into community clubs and into volunteer campaigns that positively engaged
them in meaningful activities. For many participants, Gamechangers also provided a setting where young
people were able to identify and ‘look up to’ others who they considered role models. In London, one female
volunteer spoke of how she had met her sporting heroes and idols as a consequence of her involvement in
Gamechangers and this had further motivated her friends to join the programme. Other participants identified
role models closer to home, indicating that they had family members who had volunteered in the past and had
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witnessed at first hand the benefits of their involvement. One volunteer stated that: “I see where they are now
and I’m thinking that they’re like role models to me and I look up to them”. Similar experiences were recounted
by a female volunteer who identified her Godmother as her volunteer role model: “… because she loves to give
back … I’ve been doing volunteering things with her since I was … 8 years old”. Family was identified as one
of many ‘local’ situations through which volunteer recruiting networks were established. Likewise, youth work
environments proved effective recruiting grounds:
…My coach, she does, like, a lot of community based stuff … every time they used to hold an event famous
people would come and I would be, like, ‘Oh my god this is wicked I want a job like this because she gets to meet
famous people”. So, at the time she was my role model and I was like ‘I just wanna be like her’.
In one sense, such comments demonstrate a somewhat self-centred approach on the part of these participants
in terms of their overall view of volunteering roles. Yet in many ways such instances were simply initial points
of engagement with the Gamechangers initiative; gateways through which volunteering ultimately came to be
seen as a feasible and worthwhile pursuit. In turn, they were a point at which young people came to think more
insightfully about what volunteering might offer them at a personal level, what it might offer others, and the
connections between to two.
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5.3.3 Personal development as a motivator
In addition to the extrinsic motivations of corporate branding and role model relations, questionnaire data
confirmed that personal development was a key motivator for young people across London and Coventry to
take up volunteer roles. The belief that participation in Gamechangers cause campaigns could or would increase
levels of self-confidence (83%), self-esteem (78%) and the ability to recognise the impact of one’s actions
on others (70%) was central to volunteer engagement in London. These findings are illustrated in Figure 7
(below). Equally important was the opportunity which youth volunteering presented to engage in something
fun and enjoyable (86%). It is possible that the latter was deemed important given that the vast majority of
young people envisioned volunteering as a meaningful and constructive venture: 74% confirmed that they were
interested in taking part because it would keep them busy. This was confirmed during focus group discussions
when many 15-16 year olds admitted that volunteering gave them something “more positive to do” when they
were unemployed and struggling to find real opportunities to develop themselves out of school.
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Figure 7. Gamechangers London: Personal development as a motivator to volunteer (%)
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Similar trends were evident in Coventry with the vast majority of volunteers across different project sites
identifying improvements in self confidence and self-esteem as drivers behind their engagement (see Figure 8
below).
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Figure 8. Gamechangers Coventry: Personal development as a motivator to volunteer (%)

These data also highlight that a much larger proportion of non-MGSS volunteers appeared to disagree that
self-confidence and self-esteem were essential conditions impacting their involvement. Instead, the majority
of non-MGSS volunteers identified the development of their own sense of altruism as a key factor driving
their motivations to volunteer: approximately 73% of non-MGSS volunteers claimed that ‘increasing their
awareness of their actions on others’ motivated them to volunteer compared with 33% of MGSS volunteers.
Similarly, the use of volunteering to ‘keep busy’ was something that interested more non-MGSS volunteers
(82%) than MGSS volunteers (54%). Of course, one cannot ignore the extent to which these differences are, in
themselves, dependent upon the diverse social situations of these different volunteer groups. Given that the
majority of MGSS volunteers were ‘new’ migrants who reported having few friends and experiencing a degree
of stigmatisation and personal harassment, the need to participate in local events that increased their selfworth was important. Certainly, self-confidence and self-esteem can be envisioned as one of the many residual
elements needed to foster positive youth development in the lives of marginalised and disadvantaged young
people.
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Nevertheless, young people did speak about the personal gain that was drawn from the altruistic context of
volunteering. In London, one young male shared his experience of joining Gamechangers to learn more about
how to help others. He stated:
Gamechangers is more than just volunteering, it’s about helping people. That’s my motivation. It’s actually about
giving your time to help other people; giving my time and trying to enjoy myself and use sports to help people …
In Coventry, Nazrul (a third generation Bengali male) talked of his troubled adolescence and having been
arrested for driving an uninsured vehicle. For him, volunteering was more than a medium for self-actualisation,
rather it was something through which he could become a “better person”. During interview, he stated: “I just
wanted to be a better person ... I didn’t want my parents looking at me and feeling disappointed ... I had to be
good and do something good and volunteering helped me to do that”. Many others talked passionately about
how they wanted to be involved in Gamechangers simply “to inspire other young people”. Certainly, these
testimonies challenge wider claims about the glorified, self-indulgent and individualistic attitudes of ‘generation
Y’. For those troubled young men in Coventry who felt that the local community (and even their own parents)
had “given up” on them, volunteering was a vehicle through which they believed they could reform and re-cast
themselves as more contributory local citizens, an issue to which we return in due course.
5.3.4	Skill development as a motivator
An overwhelming majority of young people across both London and Coventry ‘strongly agreed’ that their
motivations for volunteering in Gamechangers were underpinned by a desire to increase, improve or further
broaden their existing skill-sets. What was clear from questionnaire data and focus group discussions was that
young people who engaged in various cause campaigns felt that, despite their differing social backgrounds,
what united them was their sense of marginalisation from society. Many felt that they were in a ‘disadvantaged’
position and looked to volunteering to help them gain skills that they believed carried a certain amount of kudos
in wider society, and/or which they saw as facilitating upward social mobility. In this sense, volunteering was
seen to better enable young people to “get out” of “difficult” circumstances such as “living on the estates” or
growing up in regions of high unemployment and crime, poor housing, and few realistic opportunities. Those
from the MGSS in Coventry group valued volunteering because it was almost an alternative to formal education
enabling them to gain skills and qualifications through active participation in local events.
Figure 9 (below) highlights more clearly the similarities and differences in skills that young people from various
social positions saw as being valuable and potentially life-altering enough to motivate them to volunteer.
Categorising young people as ‘London respondents’, ‘MGSS Coventry respondents’ and ‘non-MGSS Coventry
respondents’ better illustrates the types of motivations that were most appealing to those who experienced life
as ‘young people in Britain’ in a very different sort of way.
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Figure 9. Types of skills that motivated young people to volunteer (%)

What these data illustrate is an overwhelming similarity in the types of skills that were revered amongst London
and non-MGSS Coventry based volunteers. Volunteering was pursued by these young people because of
its perceived benefits in relation to the enhancement of their communication skills, their ability to work well
with others, and the chance to learn about the importance of being organised and punctual. For one London
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participant, volunteering was seen as an essential part of his overall life plan. Speaking of how he had been
signposted to Gamechangers by his school Careers Advisor he stated that:
...nowadays to get into uni’ you need more than grades, so developing communication and teamwork skills...all
that stuff is important. Gamechangers was a way of getting me these skills; helping me with my life’s plan.
A number of volunteers alluded to this and similar issues. Josh, for example, highlighted how his motivation
to sign-up was based on obtaining “new skills”; after hearing that Gamechangers would “enable (him) to gain
a new qualification ... and contacts by meeting new people” he was “hooked”. For others still skill development
was accompanied by a further motivation to “give something back”. One volunteer who participated in a range
of Gamechangers cause campaigns told how his initial motivations were to “change my life … through learning
new skills … such as communication and vision” which, in turn, helped him to “give back to the community”.
Whilst communication and team working skills motivated more than half of MGSS Coventry-based volunteers,
the opportunity to improve or enhance their reading, writing and spoken English skills and gaining industryrecognised qualifications motivated many more volunteers from this social group, when compared to other
young people who were born and living in Britain (e.g., London and Coventry-based volunteers). The pursuit of
volunteering to improve one’s CV, identify a career, and be recognised as suitable for paid work was common
to the vast majority of respondents. These drivers were important because of their association with facilitating
upward social mobility and financial independence. Speaking on this latter issue, one Afghani MGSS volunteer
alluded to the empowerment and freedom that came from being able to finance his own lifestyle:
Money is important ..it make life better...I no ask people to give me money...I work ...I have own money...I buy
own clothes...I go where I like...I do what I want to do with friends...freedom.
For this particular respondent, volunteering was a way in which he could gain work-related skills which he
could not accrue in his home country or through formal, school-based education in the UK. His desire to
improve his own circumstances through skill-acquisition and task-mastery cannot be under-estimated here:
for those whose lives might be placed in the hands of others, being able to do things for oneself, having
recognised skills and qualifications, having “things to put on a CV” are life-altering forces that better place such
individuals in terms of social inclusion. Neither was the significance of Gamechangers to act as a vehicle for the
development of young people lost on project leaders, as one London respondent stated:
Gamechangers helps develop a variety of social skills for the volunteers and due to the breadth of opportunities
that we offer; potential participants may be motivated to participate in order to enhance skills needed within
these arenas.
Parents of respondents also highlighted how volunteering opportunities opened doors for young people
to want to start thinking about their careers and the rest of their lives. During the course of a discussion
concerning youth unemployment, one parent from London stated:
Young people seem to be involved in crime these days and they don’t have a lot of ambition so I think the
opportunity to see how important education is and to be part of programs like this and the work Gamechangers

39

is doing is imperative to help young people develop the skills they’re lacking to find decent opportunities to make
something of themselves ...
These qualitative findings illustrate the strategic motivations of some Gamechangers participants to use the
initiative as a springboard or platform to enhance their wider skills base. Of course, it would be naive to ignore
the extent to which such motives are driven and shaped by the current financial climate and the increasingly
competitive labour market which makes it imperative for young people to position themselves as employable.
In this sense, the changing nature and landscape of volunteering appears itself to be driven by a broader
fiscal instability which recognises young people as a ‘problem’ within the wider social structure, and whilst
acknowledging a lack of money to invest in grassroots development, also understands that one of the solutions
to addressing the growing unemployment figures in the UK is to invest in the up-skilling of young people.
Having explored at some length the extrinsic and intrinsic motivations behind Gamechangers enrolment and
the potential of the initiative to include young people from a diverse range of social groups, we now turn to
a further exploration of the potential for v’s youth volunteering and training programmes to foster personal
development and social change. To this end, the following discussion comprises two main elements. It begins
by exploring the longitudinal impact of volunteering on participants themselves. It then goes on to unpack the
social value (impact) of volunteer activities at the wider community level.
5.4

Personal impacts of volunteering

The use of volunteering as a vehicle to up skill and (re)train young people gathered momentum in the UK
during the post-1997 period in accordance with New Labour’s attempts to reduce unemployment and reconceptualise full-time education (14-19). Over the past decade, the expectations that youth volunteering
could “remedy social ills” and “address unemployment and skills gaps” have been at the forefront of political
and third sector campaigns to market and incentivise volunteering as something which is beneficial and positive
for young people.
In this section we explore the longitudinal impacts of Gamechangers on young volunteers across London
and Coventry. The potential for YLVP training and induction events to champion positive social change and
development in the lives of active volunteers and v ambassadors is also discussed. Evidence is drawn from a
range of different sources including quantitative data from volunteer responses to the second questionnaire and
evaluation reports, qualitative data from focus group discussions with active volunteers, one-to-one interviews
with Gamechangers ambassadors, and observations undertaken whilst volunteers were leading volunteering
sessions or participating in training. We utilise responses from both London and Coventry participants to
present a more contextual discussion of the perceived impacts of volunteering.
5.4.1	Volunteering and positive youth development
In recent years, increasing emphasis has been placed on developing and marketing volunteering programs that
seek to develop the essential personal skills of participants so as to better equip them to overcome exclusionary
barriers and to be confident and comfortable in handling the potential challenges they may face postparticipation. The ‘Helping Out Survey’ (Low et al., 2007) identified a number of key personal development
characteristics that were either gained or enhanced through volunteering such as: having fun (95%),
personal achievement (88%) and increases in confidence (65%). Whilst the Gamechangers initiative works
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to foster positive youth development, it does so by targeting those who have previously been excluded from
volunteering. Speaking on this topic, one project leader articulated how difficult it had been to engage potential
participants from the London estates:
... in the communities and the young people that we are working with they would never go out and volunteer …
especially young boys from the communities like the Aylesbury [estate] they would never volunteer. You might
get one or two girls, but you would never get boys that are at risk or hard to reach.
Figure 10 (below) illustrates more clearly the capacity of Gamechangers to nurture a range of personal skills in
young volunteers, including their ability to work as part of a team (91%), develop new skills (91%), and develop,
enhance and broaden existing sport and non-sport related skills (88% respectively).
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Figure 10. Gamechangers’ capacity to nurture personal development: Volunteer responses
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The empowering potential of volunteering was realised across the project sites with the vast majority of
participants strongly/agreeing that Gamechangers enabled young people from a range of social backgrounds
to work independently (78%), take responsibility (71%) and evoke a sense of purpose in their lives (63%).
In turn, 67% stated that volunteering helped them to take their life more seriously, with 88% claiming that
it helped them to become more goal-orientated and motivated. Similarly, the capacity of volunteering to
help young people develop skills to further help others was recognised with 80% agreeing that participation
in Gamechangers cause campaigns assisted them in developing their mentoring capacities, improving their
character (59%) and engaging in more volunteering (88%). Volunteers were also asked to assess the extent
to which they felt a range of personal skills had increased, decreased or stayed the same. The responses are
illustrated below in Figure 11.
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Figure 11. Gamechangers’ capacity to impinge upon a range of personal skills: Volunteer responses
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Participant responses in Figure 12 highlight a noticeable increase and improvement in several key skills,
including self-enhancing characteristics such as self-motivation (83%), making decisions competently and
confidently (86%), organising time and knowing how to prioritise things (83%), leading and encouraging others
(91%) as well as working as part of a team (86%). The desire of young people to want to invest positively in
their own lives also increased with 66% agreeing that their ability to stay on the right path increased, and 66%
confessing that their ability to walk away from (or avoid) joining gangs and forming friendships with dangerous
social groups increased. Likewise, focus group discussion and one-to-one interviews alluded to the social
benefits accrued from volunteering and, in addition, yielded a series of further responses concerning the effects
of volunteering on the personal lives of participants.
5.4.2	Self-reform and volunteering: personal testimonies
Through the course of the data collection process, it became apparent that, for some participants at least,
engaging with the Gamechangers initiative had marked a turning point in their lives around which processes of
self-reform had taken place. In Coventry, Ali, a young boy from the local Pakistani community, talked of how
his troubled experiences of schooling, of attaining poor GCSE grades, of not gaining entry into (FE) college,
and of not finding employment had left him feeling “worthless”. His parents often expressed their related
disappointments by comparing him to his more successful siblings who had managed to obtain university
degrees or access stable employment. Ali felt excluded from his own family and from the social networks and
the local community settings where he lived. Despite participating in a range of reformative social programs,
including anger-management, and various religious-based courses, it was volunteering for his local community
that “changed (his) life”, despite his family initially questioning “what good it would do for (him)”:
...when I started volunteering I didn’t know it would change my life, the guys here (Rashid, Shoaib, Krishan and
Abdal in particular) helped me out so much. They did things for me when most other people had just given up on
me and washed their hands of me...it opened my eyes...made me want to be a better man...a better person...so I
could have a better life for myself and give my parents better things...they didn’t need my grief.
Ali’s story highlights the transformative potential of volunteering. For him it was an activity through which he
was able to reform himself in a way that meant he could accrue respect from his family and from the wider
community.
Nazrul, (a young Bengali boy from Coventry), spoke of similar experiences acknowledging the way that
volunteering had helped him to “open up” and initiate a more constructive and positive dialogue with his
parents. Whilst he admitted that they did not always understand how participating in unpaid work could change
their son for the better, Nazrul spoke of how both parents came to recognise and appreciate the positive
transformation that organised and structured volunteering placements were having on him. When asked what
volunteering had enabled him to achieve, Nazrul said that it had given him back his family: something which he
felt he had lost because of previous lifestyle choices. Over time, his continued involvement in volunteering and
his many accomplishments in and through cause campaigns gave him a social standing within his own family
that he had never experienced before. He described this as a great “breakthrough”, and this mattered because it
enabled him to be seen as a “credible and successful son” in his parents’ eyes.
Illustrating the power of structured and frequent volunteering placements to re/socialise young people into
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positive moral contributory citizens, stories of self-reform through participation in Gamechangers were
commonplace and not limited to young Asian boys in Coventry. In London, a female participant who did not
achieve her personal goals in drama and performing arts talked about how sad and disappointed she had felt
with herself, but how participation in Gamechangers had helped her to “grow” and recognise that “mistakes
were part of life” and a way in which young people could “learn to improve”. She insisted that volunteering with
Gamechangers had helped her to continue pursuing her ambitions patiently, without having a “hissy fit”:
I learnt not to give up ... even if it means taking a break and learning about what went wrong and fixing it. So, by
next year I will be perfect’.
For this participant, volunteering had provided an environment that was more conducive to helping her realise
that when obstacles and challenges appeared she should not give up. In many instances the confidence levels
of volunteers grew when they witnessed their social standing in their families and their communities increasing.
Indeed, although many were initially sceptical of how (or indeed whether) volunteering would help them, the
vast majority agreed that it had resulted in numerous positive outcomes. In Coventry, this was evident in the
number of self-reformed volunteers now participating as youth leaders to help other young people “stay on the
right path”. All sited youth leaders and mentors such as Rashid, Krishan, Abdal and Shoaib as helping them to
realise (and unleash) their own potential. Speaking on this issue, Krishan stated:
When our volunteers join us, they won’t always know what benefits volunteering can have on them both in
a short term or long term perspective ... but once they’re engaged and they participate in the Sports Leaders
course, and the various other training that we provide them and they start getting recognised qualifications
and use those skills to set up sessions in their own community, in their local schools, at the youth centre, that’s
when they’ll tell you they’ve learned a lot.
The notion that volunteering ‘unlocked skills and potentials’ that young people themselves did not believe they
possessed or could develop was something which one project leader in London also highlighted:
...on a more individual level I think aspirations, self-confidence...communication skills and public speaking
abilities of young people have all been raised significantly...A lot of these kids thought they wouldn’t be able
to go and do the things they have…We have a number of very good examples of people who would never have
dreamed of volunteering and then going on to do stuff afterwards ...
What both of these project workers highlight is not necessarily a culture of apathy amongst young people, but
a lack of confidence and self-belief to want to try new things. Many young people talked of how they did not
feel they had anything to give back to the community. One participant highlighted the extent to which mediated
discussion of young people as “lazy, uninterested... yobs” did little to remedy their lack of confidence:
How can you expect young people to have self-confidence and self-esteem...to be motivated...when all you do
as a society is belittle everything they are...by making out like we’re all gunna’ rob you...or that we’re all out to
mug you, or stab you, or wear hoodies and hang out in street corners. I think society makes young people believe
that we’ll amount to nothing...but the people here [at Gamechangers] are not like that...They see some potential
in us and they help us to help ourselves and give us the confidence to help others...
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For this participant, volunteering became a way for her to be taken seriously, to be treated like an adult, and to
help out at a local youth and community centre. The “help” from Gamechangers came in many forms, and was
not simply focused around improving skills or increasing personal characteristics that were more conducive
to the self-reform processes. A key aim of the Gamechangers initiatives across London and Coventry was to
provide young people with training, qualifications and real options for paid employment, a topic which we now
explore.
5.4.3	Employment, skills and training: From volunteering to paid work
Volunteering has long since been recognised by government officials and academics as an effective vehicle to
harbour and enhance vital skills required to succeed in an increasingly competitive neo-liberalist world of work
(Rochester et al., 2009; Low et al., 2007). Although providing employment preparation and skill development
opportunities is not at the forefront of what Gamechangers seeks to do, it is, nevertheless, an important
component of what is offered in terms of volunteer cause campaigns. Much of this delivery is built around
the ethos of developing young people and begins with the view that enabling participants to access the paid
employment arena requires them to be equipped with a range of necessary and desirable skills. Rochester et
al. (2009) provide substantial evidence of the ways in which volunteering can (and has) served as a social and
physical space through which skills can be acquired to better equip young people in the longer term.
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Quantitative data from this research not only supports existing findings about the effect and impact that
volunteering can have on young people’s skill acquisition, but broadens and diversifies these debates. Figure
12 (below) illustrates this, with the majority of respondents indicating that volunteering across Gamechangers
benefited their employability; 95% strongly/agreeing that volunteering had helped them to develop skills and
improve their CVs.
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Figure 12. Gamechangers’ capacity to help foster employability and educational skill: Volunteer responses
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This finding is unsurprising given the emphasis that was placed by projects leaders on “CV development and
creation”. Speaking about his own experiences, one volunteer in London talked of the ‘snowball’ effect of
participating in Gamechangers placements, stating how volunteering had helped him to boost his CV and better
prepared him to carve out a career path:
Gamechangers helped me form my CV and that helped me form a career I wanted...I thought if I came to one
session and just played football, it wouldn’t do much for me, so I came to more and started helping others,
and then I enrolled on some of the courses at our sessions and I started thinking that I could use these to go
to college and do sport and nutrition and stuff like that…So I started building a path for myself and it was an
endless tree of branches.
Many of the respondents featured above also indicated that they had been able to gain relevant work
experience (80%) as a consequence of their engagement with Gamechangers which better prepared them
not only for the world of work in general (75%) but for their chosen career paths (68%). As a consequence, a
significant proportion indicated that they either felt more employable (78%) or believed that they would now be
recognised or promoted in future paid work (76%). More than half of active volunteers (55%) claimed to have
found some kind of paid work as a direct result of being involved with Gamechangers. For many volunteers in
London, paid employment was made possible through a sign-posting partnership which was in place whereby
volunteers on Gamechangers would be given opportunities to work for Nike. In Coventry, young people who
were not on asylum or living in Britain as refugees were sign-posted to local schools and youth centres to
work as assistants. For one young volunteer, the placement at a local mainstream school materialised into an
opportunity to do a BA degree supported by the school itself. For him, this was a life-changing experience.
These findings highlight the ability of Gamechangers to hone in on participants’ specific interests and careers
paths so as to provide tangible experiences that better meet their needs and motivations for volunteering. In
turn, having access to such effective training opportunities appeared to better prepare young people for the
21st century workplace. These findings sit in stark contrast to previous research on volunteering. Low et al.
(2007), for example, found that the potential to become employed through volunteer roles was not recognised
as an allure for participants, with only 23% indicating that volunteering activities were a mechanism through
which to gain employment. In the present research, project leaders identified employability as a key driver for
recruitment and as a central objective of the overall initiative, as Dave explained:
...employability is definitely one of the main reasons why young people want to volunteer today. They need
jobs and they should have access to work to better themselves...Our role is to set up volunteer placements that
will help to prepare participants for employment in some way. It might not be the first thing on our mind when
we set up a placement, but it’s certainly something we take into consideration ... Workforce development and
bridging the gap between the young people and the workforce, giving them true tangible experiences…that’s
what Gamechangers is to young people.
In addition to employability, volunteers talked of the educational benefits of their engagement with
Gamechangers. Many had been helped to identify or enrol onto a vocational course (55%), a degree program
(53%) and gain a range of both sport and non-sport related qualifications (70% and 80% respectively).
Volunteers appeared to benefit as much (if not more) in terms of employability skills than in developing or
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nurturing their educational capacity. Nevertheless, volunteer testimonies highlighted the educational allure of
Gamechangers citing in particular the usefulness of training and induction.
5.4.4	Gamechangers induction and training
Training comprises an integral part of some formal youth volunteering processes providing volunteers with an
invaluable repertoire of skills and industry recognised qualifications to access when volunteering, entering the
workplace or in social situations. Project leaders at Gamechangers in London recognised the importance of both
formal and informal training:
It’s a good way of putting them through that formal process, inducting them, getting them CRB’d and then
obviously offering them the courses and extending it so they can use their skills while volunteering and when out
in the community...
Youth workers who were part of the project across Coventry and London recognised the instrumentality of
their roles stipulating how important appropriate training was for young people’s sense of self.
Gamechangers is more than just playing football … it’s like you go out and show that sport isn’t just about
playing but it’s something that you can take and use to help people try and support themselves … you can take
qualifications … like your CSLA [Community Sports Leaders Award] and other qualifications … For us, it’s
about getting individuals work experience, getting them coaching experiences and qualifications throughout the
project.
Community coaches working with Gamechangers reiterated this viewpoint, claiming that the initiative had
enormous ability to provide effective accreditation that was suited to participants’ needs and future lives. This
was reinforced by one volunteer who stated that his love for football was nurtured in the form of recognised
coaching awards which helped him “get one step closer” to using football as a development tool in local
communities:
I love football... Gamechangers sent us on courses ... I did the FA Level 1 Coaching Award as well as the First
Aid course and stuff like that to just help me out in later life.
Another volunteer stated that the training which she had received through Gamechangers had inadvertently
helped her to discover an aptitude which she did not realise she possessed. She spoke of this in interview,
stating how she entered Gamechangers with a view to developing only herself, but soon realised it was “so
much more than just (her)”:
I thought I’d do some voluntary work to get some experience and that … so I had my own agenda when I first
stepped in. But then I started mentoring and it sort of opened my eyes cos’ mentoring people, well... I never
thought I could do that...
As a result of these experiences, this participant was pursuing various other education and training courses
including ‘Peer Mentoring’ and ‘Introduction to Youth Work’. Another respondent spoke of how the training
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and support that she had acquired through her involvement in Gamechangers enabled her to believe in herself,
follow her dreams and set up her own project:
Gamechangers offers the PACT course and one of the leaders teaches you about setting up your own
volunteering, your own projects and stuff like that and through him [Rubel] I was able to create my own
volunteer program whereby I delivered and mentored a drama group and I brought loads of people in … It was
wicked. I never thought I could do something like that but with the courses and stuff I was then able to create
something out of nothing and devote my time to it. It was really good because it was a challenge but I was able
to overcome it and that’s what I think Gamechangers does, it gives you challenges but they also give you the
skills to help you overcome challenges you might face.
Focus group discussions with project leaders and various community, statutory and voluntary stakeholder
agencies reinforced much of this evidence. In London, a social inclusion partner working with participants on
the ‘cusp’ of criminal activity, stated that Gamechangers was an “ideal forum” to give young people a range of
basic skills and concepts because it helped them understand the importance of being organised, self-disciplined
and motivated:
...volunteer placements make sure young people turn up on time, make sure they are appropriately attired…
It’s about up-skilling them...When they have opportunities to referee sports fixtures, design leaflets and set up
events and tournaments…it’s giving them a chance to be involved in something new and creative and it’s up to
them whether they want to make a success out of it or a mess
Reinforcing such a view, one project volunteer stated how participating in volunteer campaigns had helped him
to foster a self-starter aptitude, goal-directed practise, and self-perseverance that, in turn, had enabled him to
feel like he “could achieve anything in the world” if he “put (his) mind to it”: “I learned how to organise events
... how to get everything sorted out in a set time … If I didn’t keep to the time everything would have been
chaotic”.
By recognising that responsibility for the project’s success or failure lay with him and his abilities to manage
things on the day, this young person was able to learn about the importance of being meticulously organised
and focused in what he was planning and trying to achieve. As we have seen, once engaged, participants
quickly became aware of the kinds of employability/educational skills and benefits which Gamechangers could
facilitate. In addition, volunteers also came to recognise the effects of volunteer cause campaigns on their
social and civic engagement skills and it is to this issue that we now turn.
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5.4.5	Social and civic engagement skills
Volunteers indicated that their active engagement in Gamechangers helped to increase a range of social skills
including, for instance, their ability to network and socialise with local people in their community, to widen their
friendship groups, to approach people who could help them, to try new things, and make other people see their
self-worth (see Figure 13 below).

Greatly Increase/Increased

Stayed the same

Decreased/DecreasedGreatly

100

80

60

40

20

To make other people
see their worth

My ability to make friends and
approach people I don’t know

To meet (new) people
from my local community

My knowledge of organisations I can
call upon for support and information

My participation in
social gatherings

The number of contacts
that I can call upon

My range of friends

My social and
communication skills

The feeling that I have things
to look forward to in my life

My willingness to
try new things

0

Figure 13. Gamechangers’ capacity to nurture social skills: Volunteer responses
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These skills were particularly important for Coventry MGSS volunteers who expressed feeling isolated from
their local communities and other young people of their age. Certainly the ability to approach people, and to
identify and call upon organisations for help cannot be underestimated. For those vulnerable and young people
marginalised from their local communities, having access to local services, or indeed knowing who to approach,
is a central part of their inclusion and integration into mainstream society.
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Many MGSS participants spoke of how, as a consequence of their involvement in Gamechangers, they had
been able to make friends with people from different cultures and different geographical communities in and
around Coventry. For Mohammed and Farshid, two young Libyan boys on asylum, this was important because
it increased their sense of self-worth making both feel as if they were “important” enough for other young
people to befriend. Mehreen, a young Afghani girl, claimed that having friends made her feel protected. During
interview she stated:
“I like my friends ... they make me happy ... they look after me, make me smile when I cry ... I miss my family”.
For Mehreen, friends were a central part of her existence in Britain. Having the confidence to approach young
people and to initiate dialogue when she was not as competent in spoken English as some of her British
counterparts was a monumental achievement that improved her quality of life. With regards to the impact of
Gamechangers (across all project sites) on young people’s civic skills, these data are illustrated below in
Figure 14.
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Figure 14. Gamechangers’ capacity to foster civic skills: Volunteer responses.
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It is clear from the evidence presented here that young people did, on the whole, feel that they benefited from
active involvement in Gamechangers cause campaigns. Their responses indicate that the vast majority had
learned to think about their role in the community (83%) and their role as citizens (80%), as well as helping
young people to think about the various contributions that they could make to society on a day-to-day basis
(82%). These are beneficial skills which the current government seeks to promote in order to make young
people feel connected to and a valued part of their local communities. Participants tended to strongly/agree that
volunteering had: enabled them to meet people from different cultures and backgrounds (87%), opened their
eyes to how other people lived and experienced the world (88%) and this made them more conscious about
the needs of others and the importance of helping them (78%). More volunteers from Coventry MGSS claimed
that they had made friends across cultural groups than those from the other project sites in both Coventry
and London. However, the majority of these friends were other non-British MGSS volunteers, as opposed to
British-born citizens. This was, in part due, to the specialist way in which volunteer placements were set up
in Coventry for MGSS participants. The partnership approach to volunteering meant that youth workers and
project leaders worked in consultation with MGSS teachers and learning mentors to establish particular types
of activities that would meet the particular needs of these young people, as Krishan stated:
... these kids can change so much in their own communities, when they get their qualifications from us and learn
how to organise and manage a volunteer event, they can become ambassadors within their own communities and
work to change things at a grassroots level
Hence, whilst volunteering was being used to foster empowering and transformative skills in MGSS volunteers,
there were few opportunities to use these skills to stimulate inter-and cross-generational dialogues between
local British and non-British citizens. Given the hostile experiences that some of these young people had
encountered, having opportunities to initiate and nurture such experiences would have been highly valuable
for the cohesion of the ever-changing local demographic. Despite this the majority of MGSS and non-MGSS
volunteers, (93% in fact), did express that they were able to feel part of something special as a result of
volunteering. However, 77% of all of the young people surveyed concurred that their volunteering experiences
had not enabled them to learn more about the ‘Big Society’, and a 75% expressed that their volunteering had
not allowed them to see society from a different perspective. When asked why they felt this way, responses
were varied. The vast majority of young people claimed that they did not know what the ‘Big Society’ was; a
further 87% stated that they were unclear what the term stood for, and 93% claimed to have never heard the
term being used by youth workers, local residents and/or volunteer leaders involved in their placements. With
regards to the potential of volunteer placements to enable young people to see something of society beyond
their own perspectives, it seemed that participants were rarely given the opportunity to ‘step outside’ their own
social positioning, i.e. the majority of young people confirmed that they volunteered on projects that were set
up either in their own local communities or in other disadvantaged communities. Of course, this meant that
participants were rarely given the chance to meet, socialise and network with young people living in regions
where a different set of social factors impinged upon their livelihoods and day-to-day experiences.
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Self-reported improvements in volunteer’s skill development were also compared to feedback from evaluation
reports that were completed by a range of people with whom participants had formed friendships as a result
of their volunteering (see Figure 15 below). Within the research these people are defined as ‘significant
others’ and include youth workers, teachers and coaches, neighbours and local residents, parents, relatives and
siblings, family friends and a range of community leaders.
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Figure 15. The views of ‘significant others’ about the impact of Gamechangers on active volunteers.

These data illustrate that a greater proportion of young people indicated the positive effects of Gamechangers
volunteering on their moral and ethical consciousness and their sense of civic responsibility/duty, than did the
‘significant others’ in question. Although, on the one hand, this difference could simply indicate that adults
are more reluctant to recognise and reward ‘good conduct’ amongst young people; on the other, it could
denote that young people are either more likely to over-estimate their capacity for social good, or that they
are less critical of the effectiveness of development programs to initiative positive effects. Nevertheless, the
results do indicate that a number of significant others recognised that Gamechangers cause campaigns were
effective (to some degree at least) in empowering young people to voice their concerns or to participate in local
environmental and political activities and other local community campaigns and actions. This is noteworthy
given the wealth of emerging literature that highlights the extent to which young people lack not only political
representation and assertiveness, but that they are also more likely to be apathetic to a range of social issues
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unless they are made to feel a part of the fabric of the local community (Communities and Local Government,
2008).
Having explored the potential for Gamechangers cause campaigns to draw in a new generation of volunteers
and the longitudinal impact of various youth volunteering opportunities on young people from a range of
different social backgrounds across London and Coventry, we now turn to investigate the community impact
of Gamechangers. By examining the impact on social inclusion, community cohesion and intergenerational
relationships, the following discussion seeks to provide more detailed insight into the ‘social value’ of
volunteering in disadvantaged communities.
5.5	Community impacts of volunteering
The social value or impact of volunteering on community stakeholders is highly contested and with an increase
in the number of sport and non-sports-based volunteer programs placing heavy emphasis on developing the
individual, there is concern that the instrumental benefits of volunteering are being prioritised. There are also
concerns that increasingly incentivised approaches to volunteering have resulted in fewer people committing
to volunteering to fulfil civic duties and responsibilities. It is argued that volunteering should meet the needs
of the communities within which it takes place. More contemporary approaches to volunteering still rely on
traditional ‘altruistic’ principles which are revered as a ‘cornerstone of civil society’. Against this backdrop,
there is evidence to suggest that shifting political trends that have sought to place increased importance on
development concepts such as ‘community cohesion’ and ‘social inclusion’, which has, in turn, contributed to
an emerging body of research that has begun to unpack the community impacts of volunteering (see Rochester
et al. 2009). Keaney’s (2003) work for instance talks of increased cohesion and social capital amongst local
people, of lower crime rates, and a stronger sense of citizenship amongst volunteer communities.
The present discussion seeks to broaden and diversify these emerging debates by exploring the impact of
Gamechangers on local communities where active volunteers delivered cause campaigns and engaged local
people. The discussion itself is based around two key themes: (i) community cohesion and (ii) inter-generational
relationships. Discussion concerning various challenges to social inclusion is also presented.
5.5.1	Community cohesion
A wider benefit associated with volunteering is an increase in community cohesion not only amongst those
who volunteer, but within communities where volunteering has or continues to occur (see Dekker and Halman,
2003). Keaney (2003) argues that volunteering has the potential to contribute to a more cohesive and
connected society suggesting that its potential to foster social relationships and increase social capital can act
as a platform for increased social cohesion (see also Putnam, 2001; IVR, 2004).
The need to create/capitalise on opportunities to enhance community cohesion has been identified within
government policy and has been at the forefront of a number of projects and organisations over the last decade.
In the aftermath of the 2011 riots in the UK, calls have been made to improve youth-centred community
initiatives in order to foster a greater sense of social and civic responsibility amongst disenfranchised youth. In
addition, the potential for youth volunteering to act as mechanism for social change and positive development
has frequently been recognised and acknowledged by politicians and youth workers alike. In terms of the
present research, there was a consensus amongst stakeholders across London and Coventry that the type of
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cause campaigns which volunteers had participated in would, to some extent at least, determine the nature of
change initiated in the lives of young people concerned. In part this was because the aims and underpinning
goals of individual campaigns were often diverse despite the over-arching objectives to, for instance, encourage
leadership, enable young people to work together, build friendships, and broaden and diversify skill-sets and
so on. In particular, programme leaders talked about a range of positive impacts on communities. These are
explored in more detail below.
5.5.2	Community matters
There was a strong sense amongst Gamechangers project workers that helping young people to see the
potential of self-expression and of knowing how to voice their concerns about local issues was not only
empowering for them, but that it was central to their sense of community affiliation. Indeed, one project worker
argued that it was an integral part of incentivising young people to not only care for the places where they
grew up and where they socialised and “hung out”, but to be mindful of how their actions impacted “everyone
else” and how “everyone else impacted young people”. In this sense, community cohesion was underpinned
by a broader articulation of ‘people networks’ and the idea that the state of any place or area was determined
by the kind of contribution that inhabitants chose to make to that ‘local community’. For young people, local
community could be understood as their immediate families, their relatives, their group of friends and the
families of their friends. But as this particular project worker went on to explain, community was also more than
just ‘kinship’ structures and affiliations with ‘known’ others, it was also about “the place itself” and “everything
in that place … including the park, the library, the shops, the houses, the schools …” and where the young
person was positioned (or not) amidst that overall landscape.
The importance of volunteer self-expression emerged in a discussion with one London-based partner whose
organisation worked to promote the Big Society agenda and was tasked with the aim of increasing young
people’s sense of citizenship and overall political assertiveness. The organisation partnered with Gamechangers
to set up a media-based project that would enable young people to work together to raise awareness of a
local issue that affected them about their community, their neighbourhood or society in general. The principal
objective of this localised cause campaign was to nurture in participants a sense of compassion for their
local area, and for them to then use the medium of film to express their voice. Volunteers explored the local
community, conversed with local residents and produced moving short stories and captured testimonies of
young and old residents. One local volunteer produced a film containing images taken of the 2011 Riots which
was subsequently shown to community residents to not only highlight the scale of the damage and loss that
occurred, but to demonstrate the unity and compassion of those who worked together to “clean up the mess”.
The volunteer felt that the film was about bringing people in the local area together, and it became a platform
for local discussion. It was used to enhance local understandings about the consequences of the riots on
innocent people. Local residents were highly appreciative of the film and talked about “how wonderful” it was
to see young people “caring about their area” – something which, one woman stated: “young people are rarely
known for”. In fact the project was so successful that the partner organisation envisaged accessing further ‘Big
Society’ funding to be able to encourage more:
...young people to create documentaries about the local boroughs to raise awareness about issues like health,
transport and sustainable urban environment…the intention for us is to make young people and the local
community more aware of the issues that affect them and how they might go about changing these.
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The merits of this particular partnership highlight the ability of Gamechangers to further increase aspects
of community cohesion by utilising the previously untapped skills of young people to heighten awareness of
the micro-politics of local issues. As one project worker noted, in many cases, the overarching objective of
community cohesion was tackled via a “smaller steps” approach whereby people were not “bedazzled with
big fancy terms they did not understand”, but with “real accounts, real relationships and real people” (Project
worker, London). Indeed, as a follow-on from this approach, and in an attempt to prioritise cohesion amongst
local people, a focus was placed on the young people themselves and their position within the community.
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5.5.3	Changing perceptions of young people
Gamechangers participants were of the view that the de-stigmatisation of young people rested on a range of
issues not least that they had to be seen to be loyal, caring, law-abiding, contributory citizens. To this end,
anxieties and fears surrounding “hoodies” and “ASBO ridden yob estates” had to be challenged and eroded.
Whilst discussing such viewpoints, one participant alluded to how volunteering could contribute to changing
“older people’s” perceptions about young people’s “attitude and abilities”:
Yeah, I reckon volunteering is a good thing … you get a lot of kids that have this stigma about what they’re like
and what they get up to, and you get them to do something positive for other people. Obviously, this shows
people that we can kind of embrace the whole community feel … and to be honest, in London, there isn’t a
whole big community feel in some areas …
This young person went on to express how, at times, communities were divided and fragmented not because
of young people’s attitudes and actions, but because of how people, and “adults”, were living. His testimony
implied that people inhabiting the same area, on the same road, were often living parallel lives. Contrary to
popular opinion, he felt that this kind of social division in the London boroughs was not entirely racialised.
Instead, he argued that people who shared similar value systems and attended the same places appeared to
have no affiliations or allegiances to each other: “it’s every man for themselves, innit?”:
…people just seem to do their own thing and it’s not about young people you know…it’s the older people…
they won’t chat to you just because you live down the road or because your kids go to the same school…They’ll
sit next to each other on the bus and won’t speak…They’ll go to parents evening, or their kids assemblies and
hardly say a word…That’s not what communities are like, and it’s not what young people have done either…It’s in
certain areas, and it’s not about ‘colour’ either…We have loads of Black families in the same area that don’t speak
even when they go to the same church…White families don’t speak to each other even though their kids might
be on the same football team…It’s madness, you know. And yet young people are being frowned at but all we’re
doing is living in the society that our elders have left behind for us…
What emerges from this lucid testimony is a political assertiveness and an ability to identify and understand
complex histories of dysfunctional relationships that had made the community where he lived “what it is today”.
More importantly, he argued that he was only able to understand this perspective having volunteered as part
of various cause campaigns because such opportunities allowed him to explore the community in a new and
different way; that is, they allowed him to understand something about community relations that he had been
unable to discern previously. Being more aware of how a community was not working enabled him to better
identify what he needed to do and say to make a difference – implying his understanding of a needs-based,
bottom-up approach to volunteering and community impact.
5.5.4	Developing empathy
Observational data provided evidence of the ability of Gamechangers to both develop and enhance skills and
a moral consciousness which enabled young people to work in ways that was more conducive to fostering
community cohesion. This was reflected on a Friday night football session in London where 25 participants
from a range of backgrounds and ‘rival’ post-code areas arrived and asked to sign-up. Young volunteers
assisting with the refereeing and general upkeep of the football session allowed this group to join but in
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post-observational discussion stated how hesitant they would initially have been to welcome some of these
participants had they not developed an altruistic sense of compassion for other people through volunteering.
One volunteer complained about the kinds of comments that local people regularly made about “these kids”
stating how many were seen as anti-social “trouble makers” and how she might have “refused to let them join”
had she allowed herself to be influenced by the opinions of young people and adults within her own postcode area. Exposure to volunteering certainly developed a degree of empathy in some participants whereby
they were more reluctant to deny opportunities to others on the basis of “stereotypes and labels”. This ability
to focus on the needs of others and be willing to work with them provided an environment for successful
community cohesion and a platform from which friendships across rival groups were formed - and old tensions
laid to rest. According to one volunteer, cohesive behaviour of this nature did not “just magically happen”, but
had to be worked for by the people who occupied certain places where cohesion was needed. She argued that
having a place, or a “special space for volunteers to come together” acted as a catalyst for increasing young
people’s sense of awareness of what good community cohesion “would look and feel like”. In interview she
cited the Lillian Bayliss school as an example of community cohesion, claiming that it catered for “people from
different walks of life” and let them “work together like one big happy family”:
… at Lillian Baylis the amount of kids that go there its’ just like a whole, other school, the people that are
coming come because they want to be there, they enjoy it. And you can see it, everyone goes there and does
their sports and there is never any conflict ... So, when you see something like Lillian Baylis you think ‘Wow,
they’ve made a big progression’ and the fact that they all get on, it’s like my drama group. I have 30 people
coming every Monday night and that is a big thing: we’re all one big happy group … no one fights and no one
argues.
What this volunteer understood and tried to articulate was the importance of real people “getting along”
to make cohesion happen, as opposed to a top-down, government led strategy designed to manufacture
similar outcomes. Coupled with this was a strong belief that volunteering could also help to build stronger
communities, with many volunteers commenting on how Gamechangers provision could “definitely help” young
people in their local area. As one young boy stated:
It would have such an impact…There are some young children out there that just need something to believe in…
events need to come to their community so they can have something to do. Without the event children don’t have
anything to do.
Such sentiment was reinforced by evidence of actual impacts:
There was one kid who was probably quite difficult, but I could see if there was someone there just helping
him it would be positive for him…and you also don’t see people hanging around as much…they are using all the
facilities…going on courses, attending sessions and they have Michael Jordan, Kobe Bryant and Ashley Cole
come down.
Another participant spoke of a “World Cup style” football event where young people from different schools
took part. What he recalled as being the most positive aspect of this event was how “young people were
concentrating, getting along with each other, and not being rude or anything like that”, issues which were
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similarly articulated by many parents and local residents who commented on how “surprisingly successful”
the event had been had been. After witnessing the positive impact which this had had on local views of young
people, the participant had decided to volunteer to make a “positive contribution to his area”.
…the reason why I got involved was because I wanted to make a positive change on my community…My
community ain’t got no positive role models and I wanted to make a change> I wanted to become a strong role
model for people to look up to.
Comments made by relevant Gamechangers stakeholders coupled with observational data, illustrate the ability
of the initiative to create comfortable settings where young people can communicate openly and effectively.
This interaction is stimulated through the provision of activities that are conducive to fostering togetherness
and a collective spirit. These benefits may come in the form of enhanced social capital, the breaking of
stereotypes, or in the prevention of altercations, all of which help to foster a sense of community which can
overcome issues of fear of crime and isolation.
5.5.5	Building bonds between people
I went through Croydon the other day and there was this group of guys … they were together and I was quite
intimidated myself because I‘m not from around that area … They weren’t going to shuffle, so I thought to
myself jus’ keep walking and I wanted to walk straight passed them … But then as I started to do that, one of
them turned around and he was like “Oi, I know you, you’re the guy that plays football”… I’d been volunteered
as a ref for a game of football they’d played, and they were a man down so I joined them … He turned to the
other guys and said ‘He’s my fast bruv’. When I look back now, who knows like that situation could have been
turned into a whole different situation, like someone could have been like ‘He’s not from around here’, and
anything could have happened to me.
In Coventry, many Asian boys talked about the reformative potential of volunteering to not only transform their
lives and identities, but to unite them with their peers, families, parents and to challenge local perceptions of
their character and demeanour. Speaking of his troubled adolescence, one Pakistani boy talked about how his
parents questioned what he would have to offer local young people besides a “life behind bars”. His parents’
view of him was shaped by his previous actions: petty crime, being excluded from school, and so on. The
concern aired by local people was whether as a volunteer he could be considered as a role model for other
young people. The local view was that either adults or qualified professionals with degrees and other traditional
academic credentials had the authority to ‘give something back’ to the community but that young people did
not, especially those who had ‘fallen short’ of their parents’ expectations. In this sense, prevalent community
beliefs and attitudes determined that altruistic philanthropy was a privilege denied to young people who had yet
to establish themselves as credible and worthy citizens.
5.5.6 Friendship and intergenerational connections
According to the report of the National Youth Agency (2008: 2), intergenerational relationships can be
defined as networks, bonds and/or reciprocal connections whereby “members of one generation support
those of the other” or when “two generations come together” or are reconnected in some way. The potential
for intergenerational interaction to help overcome a multitude of social problems both within and beyond
community level has also been recognised with claims that it can play a significant role in reducing youth crime
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and enhance the educational attainment of low achievers (National Youth Agency, 2008). Its ability to foster
social cohesion has also been recognised with research indicating that the lack of bonding and intra, inter and
cross-generational interactions amongst people from diverse social groups has often served to thwart local and
national community cohesion efforts. This was evidenced by one London-based Gamechangers youth worker
who talked of the overwhelming intergenerational tensions between young people which, he believed, at times,
prevented them not only from bonding with each other but from initiating dialogues with other people. During
interview he went on to talk about the negative impact of poor interactions between younger people stating
how “older kids might join new projects and cause campaigns”, but “younger kids don’t because they’re scared
or have low confidence levels”. That said, this particular youth worker was of the opinion that volunteering was
a unique and effective mechanism through which to increase relations both within and beyond young people’s
“normal friendship circles”.
5.5.7 Peer-to-peer bonding
Many respondents discussed the important role that specific Gamechangers cause campaigns had played in
enhancing cohesion between young people of different ages. The focus on the “each one, teach one” ethos,
whereby each young person was encouraged to learn about and bond with another young person, was a central
contributory factor to this. Similarly, the focus on peer-education and peer-mentoring enabled younger people
to not only work with each other, but to form lasting relational connections. Recounting some of the successes
which he had witnessed in this respect, one project worker stated that:
… projects where young people have worked with others have been great … they’ve had a real knock on effect
as each one of the young people has taught another young person something valuable … be it a skill or some
information ...
In Lambeth and Coventry, coaches and youth workers recognised the impact of peer-to-peer mentoring in
creating “real, local role models” for young people. Many argued that this could help to reduce the stigma
attached to current youth, with one youth worker suggesting:
…volunteering is good for building role models…but more importantly for showing people how to coach and
mentor, and guide others through life...it can build bridges between kids; they start to appreciate each other and
see that each one has something unique to offer...everyone has a role to play
As we have seen, the existence of visible role models represents a motivational recruitment tool for the
Gamechangers initiative. What these data reveal is how these role models are established on the ground.
Speaking more specifically about the role of volunteering in creating legitimate role models, another project
worker alluded to volunteering’s potential to nurture a greater sense of purpose in young people:
When you bring young and older volunteers together, I mean like 12 and 16 year olds for instance, it’s not just
about them working together but about them seeing that the other gives something different. It’s about helping
them see what contribution each has to make … A lot of the older kids sometimes don’t know what they have to
offer or don’t have a sense of purpose in their spare time, but when they volunteer on projects where they are
mentoring or leading projects for more younger children, that’s when you see a real difference in their confidence
levels … That’s when we take a few of them under out own wing, just look out for them and get them through
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the course. It’s good for both ages. The gap doesn’t really matter anymore once they can see for themselves the
value they bring to a project.
In certain areas such as South Norwood in London which are known more widely for their intergenerational
conflicts, project workers described the strategic merits of ensuring opportunities were provided to enable
“different generations of people to mingle” as opposed to “letting them work only within their own age groups”.
Participants too acknowledged the benefits of this, with one volunteer from Croydon talking about the positive
impact of volunteering on his ability to “get along with older kids” whom he would have otherwise avoided:
I would definitely say that working with older kids has been a good thing because it increased my confidence
...I saw them doing stuff and I thought, if they can do it, so can I...Plus, I wasn’t really playing with older boys
before, I just avoided them. But when you can give as much as they can and you’re younger than them, that
makes you see how much more you could achieve if you carried on trying...
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5.5.8	Young-to-old relations
The friendships or networks that were being formed between young and old people as a result of volunteer
placements were mapped during the research. Young people were asked to give an evaluation form to a ‘trusted
individual’ whom they had come to know as a result of volunteering. As researchers, we were keen to know
more about the kinds of people that volunteers were engaging with. The nature of the relationships that were
formed is illustrated in Figure 16 below which highlights how a significant proportion of young people across
London and Coventry identified ‘trusted individuals’ as people outside of their immediate families who were
working professionally with and for young people.
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Figure 16. ‘Trusted individuals’: Mapping cross-generational relations in London and Coventry

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the majority of the trusted individuals identified here are youth workers and
Gamechangers staff which, to some extent, illustrates the lack of bonds formed by participants with people
outside of their immediate programme settings. Nevertheless, young and old people were frequently working
together across projects in South Norwood which attracted volunteers as young as 10, and as old as 38 from
a range of social, cultural and ethnic backgrounds. In areas such as Sutton volunteering projects were better
enabling young people to both recognise and appreciate the different skill-sets possessed by different people.
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Often they began from the starting point that the elderly could contribute very little to society. Few recognised
how volunteering could serve as a positive force in the life of the elderly until they engaged with them. In some
instances, this enabled young people to not only appreciate the contributions made by the elderly, but also to
enhance their own sense of self-worth. One project leader commented:
Young people may have the technical knowledge and capacities, like knowing how to make films and upload them
onto the Internet...but older people bring the knowledge and experience that actually informs these activities...By
letting them work together, we can help them see how valuable each one is to society, to communities to the real
day-to-day aspects of living.
In Coventry, Asian boys were beginning to coach and mentor younger generations of people as they too had
been mentored by the likes of Rashid and Krishan and Shoaib. This highlights the effectiveness of volunteer
campaigns to better enable a diversely aged cohort to work together. This type of mentoring helps to ensure
that a suitable foundation is in place to further enhance the development of young people and the cohesion
within local communities, but more needed to be done to involve and engage parents and local residents. On a
similar note the next section, turns to explore the challenges that working with different social groups posed
and what needed to be done to tackle this issue in relation to the development of future projects.
5.6	Challenges to social inclusion
The issue of social inclusion has been high on the social justice and equality agenda for some time and has,
in more recent years, been used as a lever to increase the holistic well-being and positive development of
excluded groups in and through the use of sport (see Parker et al. 2012; Collins, 2008). Emphasis has also
been placed on using volunteering as a vehicle to remedy a range of ‘social ills’ amongst socially excluded
groups (Teasdale, 2008). Having already unpacked the potential of v’s Gamechangers programme to attract a
diverse range of volunteers, here we explore its potential to: (i) foster the wider principles of social inclusion
to make volunteering opportunities both more diverse and more attractive to diverse communities, and (ii) to
better enable young volunteers to feel included as part of their local communities.
5.6.1	White working class volunteers
In our earlier discussion of the ‘new generation of volunteers’, we alluded to the diversity of young people
engaged with Gamechangers. Speaking on this subject, one project leader inadvertently stumbled across the
programme’s ‘exclusive’ marketing strategies that had initially focused on engaging only young people from
BME communities because of a “perception that people from these communities weren’t volunteering as much”.
Although one might reasonably assume that targeting such groups could provide one way of restoring a sense
of balance to the overall numbers (and demographic) of volunteer participants, one cannot ignore the limitations
that such approaches may have on wider community relations. The lack of engagement of girls and boys from
white working class British/English communities is notable especially given recent claims surrounding the
extent to which the concept of multiculturalism has itself not only exoticised and essentialised ‘visible’ minority
ethnic groups, but “devalued and alienated the white working class” (Alibhai-Brown, 2000: 49; Wood, et
al. 2006). These issues surfaced during a conversation with one London-based project leader who, whilst
recognising the success of Gamechangers in being “diverse” acknowledged the fact that there was work to be
done in respect of engaging young people from non-BME white, working class, British/English communities:
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Today 80-85% of Gamechangers volunteers come from BME communities … And, yeah, that’s great, but we
don’t have a lot of kids from local White British neighbourhoods … They live on the estates where we work and
some of them know about what we do … I think you’re always going to get under-represented groups in any
project because you can’t target everybody.
Although London represents a “unique kind of (cultural, ethnic and religious) diversity” with “more than
300 languages being spoken” and “50 non-indigenous communities with populations of 10,000 or more”,
the white British population still comprises a large majority with approximately 59.8% of London-based
residents identifying themselves as ‘White British’ (Wood et al. 2006: 1). The absence of the white working
class volunteer was also evident in Coventry with 100% of volunteers coming from minority groups. Amidst
more recent claims that Britain’s urban, inner city areas are faced with a paradoxical situation where, on the
one hand they have an ever more diverse cultural mix of people, and yet on the other, are confronted with
increasing inter-racial tensions, efforts to recruit and engage young people from the White British population
could facilitate and contribute to inter-and intra-racial relations in a more equitable way. In part, this is
because such strategies can help to overcome the exclusivity and essentialism through which ‘minorities’ are
currently understood. By recognising that in itself ‘white British/English’ comprises an ethnicity (and racialised
identity), and by involving young white British/English people as part of broader social inclusion agendas, youth
volunteering campaigns can nurture a greater sense of equilibrium, which is important when tackling inclusion/
exclusion issues.
5.6.2	Young female volunteers
It has already been noted that, overall, Gamechangers was recruiting fewer female volunteers than males. This
was particularly evident in Coventry where 100% of non-MGSS volunteers recruited from local youth clubs
were young Asian males. Notwithstanding the cultural and domestic factors that may be in play here, there was
further work to be done in attracting young Asian girls to local youth centres. Speaking to one of the youth
workers in Coventry, it was clear that this would involve working with local parents to redefine youth centres as
“a safe place for all young people” and not just as “a local boys club”. Such processes also require cooperation
from local parents to consider local youth centres as important places for the socialisation and educational
development of their children.
There was also evidence of fractured relations between young girls and boys who were already engaged on
volunteer campaigns across London and Coventry. The stigmatising of female sports skills was evident during
observations of volunteer placements. On several occasions it was noted that young male participants who
were being officiated by young female volunteers undermined the leadership skills of the female concerned. It
was not uncommon for young boys to question the female volunteer’s knowledge of football and to refuse to
accept their decisions. On one occasion, a young male refused to play on the same team as three other girls on
account of what he saw as their sporting incompetence. This behaviour went unchallenged by the young male
volunteer overseeing this particular activity.
Even when other male volunteers assisted the female volunteer or “stood up” for them by encouraging local
participants “to accept the referee’s decision or leave the game”, post-observational discussions with these
females revealed that their sense of self-confidence and leadership abilities were negatively impacted during
and immediately after the event. That said, girl volunteers excelled when refereeing girls-only games or when
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leading non-sport based volunteering. Many talked positively about these experiences and were engaging as
leaders, especially when they were co-ordinating an activity where they had a mastery of the requisite skills
for (e.g., leading a dance session, preparing a children’s art work session). In these settings, females were
confident and assertive, and motivated others to get involved.
Despite wider evidence of the gendered stereotyping of volunteers (Russell, 2009), it seemed that the problem
here was not volunteering per se, but the vehicle that was being used by volunteers to foster social good,
namely sport. In Coventry, Larna, an MGSS female volunteer of Latvian heritage, talked of the chauvinism of
the male volunteers with whom she had worked:
I don’t need boy to tell if I good sports leader (or not)…or if I make good decision … I play better football than he
do…Stupid boys think they own football…They are jus’ scared a girl play better or make better decision.
Although claims regarding the male dominated nature of football (and, indeed, sport in its entirety) are long
standing (see, for example, Messner and Sabo, 1990) it is important (in line with the principles of fairness,
respect, equality and inclusion) that young people are provided with role models who police and challenge such
behaviour. The youth worker overseeing Larna argued that while she and other young volunteers were often
put in difficult and challenging situations, he was convinced that this was an important part of their placements
because it provided them with opportunities to better apply and develop their leadership skills. However,
observations of volunteer training concluded that volunteers did not always receive concrete information on
how to lead in difficult circumstances where participants are not willing to listen or engage, or where male
participants might rely on sexist jargon to undermine the authority of female volunteers.
The prevalence of homophobic banter was equally rife during observations with little evidence of this sort
of behaviour being policed. When young people are being enrolled onto programs that have an underlying
development agenda to foster social good and social change, tackling xenophobic discourses should be at the
forefront of project leader’s policies and initiatives. When sexism and other discriminatory attitudes are not
challenged, young female volunteers and participants (and, indeed, other young males) can be made to feel
excluded in an environment which (paradoxically) seeks (and is designed) to include them.
5.6.3 ‘Red tape’ and ‘Hard-to-reach’ volunteers
We’ve recently started working with refugee asylum seeker communities and we didn’t realise at first but you
come across a big hurdle there because you have CRB’s ... We don’t have proof of their age, where they are
from, what background they are from and it is very difficult to get them into our sessions
(Gamechangers Project Leader, London)

Speaking about the recruitment of young people from asylum and refugee communities, one project worker
described how a lot of “red tape” made it difficult for program leaders to “include” and foster the integration
of these disadvantaged groups into mainstream society. In Coventry the initiative was working effectively on
a partnership basis through MGSS, but as already noted, this did little to expose these volunteers to other
communities. It is important to reiterate that providing young people with an opportunity to work with “other
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communities” was a central part of the Gamechangers social inclusion agenda, but a series of practical barriers
and constraints made inclusion an extremely challenging prospect. These barriers included: a lack of supporting
evidence around the young person’s identification; “no passport”, “no formal documents”, “no permanent
address”, “no legal guardians on record” etc. All of which made it difficult to: (a) enrol certain volunteers, (b)
complete relevant paperwork for induction and training, (c) initiate CRB checks, (d) sign-post these volunteers
to community-based cause campaigns, (e) induct these volunteers on accredited courses, and (f) identify work
placements for these volunteers. Alluding to these difficulties, one project worker frustratingly confessed how
“red tape” meant that these “already disadvantaged groups” were “then further marginalized” by being isolated
from the “wider community context”. He continued:
The more specific targeted work with them has worked (e.g., the MGSS-based Coventry volunteering) but only
within their own communities…We can give them the same kinds of rewards like freebies etc…and deliver non
accredited training, but when it comes to the actual accredited training and putting them through employment
avenues that’s when the problems arise, with police checks...CRB’s, documentations, schooling…So, we decided
to only work internally with the groups…
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As we have noted previously, these volunteers certainly gained many positive skills via their experiences with
Gamechangers. However, one might reasonably question the extent to which these young people were made
to feel ‘included’ when (a) they were given limited exposure to non-asylum communities, and (b) they were not
granted access to the same kinds of opportunities and services as British-born young people. As a consequence
of the barriers and constraints in place their sense of being under-privileged and isolated increased, as did
their sense of alienation from other British children. In some cases, this made young people feel even more
‘different’, and even more excluded. One Afghani boy commented: “I have many friends…no British…they
no like me…but lots of brothers…”, thus implying that he made friends with other Afghani boys, whom he
called ‘Brothers’ but had no ‘real’ British friends. For Gamechangers to create more cross-cultural and crossgenerational placements would serve to challenge the stigmatisation and stereotyping of asylum and refugee
communities.
There was, however, some positive evidence at a grass-roots level of the way in which greater efforts were
being made in Coventry to facilitate the further inclusion of excluded groups, with several Gamechangers
ambassadors talking about an attempt to engage a local group of Afghani refugees with local young
Gamechangers volunteers. The project leader, for example, described the step-by-step process which had been
devised in order to initiate dialogues between “communities of young people who’d never met each other faceto-face before”. He went on:
We had to first get everyone to sign up to Gamechangers and that was a challenge in itself (because of red tape
issues) ... Then we got young people from the locality to work with the refugee kids. So basically managed to
get some cohesion going … and it resulted in two communities of young people … that would not necessarily
ever kind of meet each other, to come together … They were reffing, playing football together and working with
each other … working each other out as well … just to understand where each other was placed in society … It
was amazing.
What this testimony illustrates is the ability of sports volunteering to facilitate mutual dialogue, initiate
networking and friendship building, and to foster more positive transformations in the lives of young people and
their understanding of each other. Those individuals who were engaged talked about how volunteer activities
had been a positive means by which they had been able to extend their social networks and tried to better
establish themselves as moral individuals within a majority community that they felt increasingly alienated them.
Making friends with majority groups - not necessarily of White British ethnicity - was not just about feeling
like they belonged, but it led many to genuinely believe they had a place in their local neighbourhood. For some
young people, building friendships with majority groups was another avenue through which to improve their
English because they would have the opportunity to meet people who were fluent in English. Learning the
language was about socialising with others and building friendship networks. One Afghani boy explained that
volunteering enabled him to meet his polish girlfriend. This better enabled all his Afghani friends to extend their
friendship to a cultural group that they would not otherwise have encountered.
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6.0 CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Set within the context of v’s broader Youth Leadership Volunteering Placements (YLVP), the aim of
Gamechangers is to assess the impact of volunteer placement opportunities upon young people (aged 1419) and the communities in which they work. YLVP specifically targets young people from Black and Minority
Ethnic communities and those from neighbourhoods with high levels of socio-economic deprivation. The
purpose of this report has been to provide evidence of the extent to which the Gamechangers programme
is achieving this aim in four geographical locations in London (Croydon, Lambeth and Sutton) and the West
Midlands (Coventry). In so doing, the report has sought to build upon and extend previous evaluative work
on youth volunteering in order to: (i) enhance the existing evidence base in this area; (ii) consider various
negative perceptions surrounding young people’s engagement in social, occupational and community life;
and (iii) address the question of youth volunteering and community impact. At the micro level, the report has
also sought to assess the impact of the leadership opportunities presented to young people who take part in
Gamechangers, in particular: the extent to which volunteer participants:
(i) enhanced their existing skill-sets; (ii) developed a more positive perception of their role within the
community, and (iii) developed a clearer idea of their future goals and aspirations as a result of programme
involvement. In this section we provide a series of conclusions and recommendations that have emerged from
our research. These are presented as a template of ‘best practice’ in relation to the future establishment of
initiatives utilising sport as a means to engage young people in volunteer roles.
Recommendations
•

Active Communities Network and other agencies working in the youth development / community sport
sectors focus on utilising peer led approaches within their programming. This process should be nurtured by
specialist staff and project workers.

•

Policy makers and commissioners should be mindful that Gamechangers has proven that peer led
volunteering contributes to personal and social development of young people.

•

The Gamechangers approach centred largely on matching mentors with young people. Agencies should be
mindful that provision of youth based volunteering initiatives should be

•

Accrediting young people is critical in supporting young people to access onward employment, education
or further training. It is recommended that ACN and its partners develop appropriate awards in citizenship
and employability to bridge a gap between citizenship delivery and hard employment and education related
outcomes.
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