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execUtive 
SUmmarY

Strive was a United Youth 
pilot programme involving a 
consortium of organisations 
including, Include Youth as 
lead partner and Newstart 
Education Centre, NI 
Alternatives, YMCA Lisburn 
and Youth Initiatives as 
community-based partners.  
Strive met or exceeded all 
the objectives it set out to 
achieve.

All young people involved 
in the programme were 
not in education, training 
or employment and many 
had a range of complex 
needs including mental 
health issues, drugs and 
alcohol misuse and essential 
skills difficulties.  Young 
people identified increased 
confidence, a greater sense 
of belonging, the opportunity 
to meet new people, gain 
a routine and improve 
motivation as the main 
impacts of their participation 
in Strive.

From the outset Strive worked from 
the principle that young people are 
experts in their own lives and through 
their personal experiences have 
much to contribute to a programme. 
A young person who had previously 
been involved in and received support 
from each partner organisation were 
approached and invited to participate 
in the design and development of 
the programme.  This group of young 
people were known as the founding 
‘Expert by Experience’ (EBE) group, 
which increased to 21 members as 
the programme ran.  The EBE has 
been found to be one of the greatest 
successes of the programme.  

The four components of the programme: 
good relations, citizenship, personal 
development and employability have 
broadened young people’s knowledge 
and experience.  In particular, young 
people appreciated meeting new 
people, who they felt were different 
to them, learning about other cultures, 
gaining qualifications and engaging in 
activity days.

The partner organisations developed 
an effective partnership approach with 
mutual respect reflected among the 
organisations and staff shared best 
practice for working with vulnerable 
young people.  Many of the young 
people made a positive move-on to 
other employability schemes when the 
programme ended.  The duration of the 
programme was found to be too short 
and would benefit from being extended 
in any future roll out.

introdUction

The United Youth Programme was one of the headline actions 
committed to within the Together: Building a United Community 
Strategy. United Youth was aimed at young people aged 16 – 24 
who were not in education, training or employment to build their 
capacity, prepare them for leadership and improve community 
relations.  The programme had three overarching objectives:

United YoUth Programme

Building better community relations;

Creating better citizens;

Giving employment experience and structured 
volunteering opportunities.

It was based on a number of delivery principles: 

Young person centred; 

Values and behaviours; 

Engagement with  
young people; 

The importance of a  
central positive  
relationship; 

Voice; 

Respect for difference; 

Safe and stimulating 
environments; 

Partnership.
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United Youth supported achievement 
across four outcome areas, 
expressed as capabilities that young 
people had the opportunity to 
develop or enhance.  The outcome 
areas are:

Social and emotional 
capabilities, personal 
development;

Citizenship: towards positive 
participation in family,  
community and society;

Good relations: capabilities 
contributing to community 
relations, to good relations, to 
addressing community division, 
sectarianism, racism and 
contributing to reconciliation;

Capabilities relevant to 
employment.

United Youth was funded through 
the Northern Ireland Executive and 
managed by the Department for 
Employment and Learning.  In 2014, 
organisations were invited to come 
forward with concept pilot proposals 
to test different approaches that 
could achieve the best outcomes for 
United Youth. More than 150 concept 
proposals were received and 50 
organisations invited to move onto 
the development phase.  13 pilots 
were commissioned to work with 
approximately 365 young people. 
Include Youth in partnership with 
Newstart Education Centre, NI 
Alternatives, YMCA Lisburn, and 
Youth Initiatives were successful in 
their proposal to deliver Strive United 
Youth Pilot.

Strive,  
United YoUth Pilot

Strive was established as a youth-
led programme from the outset, 
using an ‘Expert by Experience’ (EBE) 
model. It was directed by a steering 
group consisting of senior managers 
from each partner organisation and 
initially four ‘EBE’ young people.  The 
programme focused on the four main 
United Youth themes: good relations, 
citizenship, personal development and 
employability.  Strive ran from August 
2015 to March 2016 and worked with 
more than 50 young people during the 
8 month programme

newStart
edUcation centre

Newstart Education Centre, 
established in 1998, is a community 
organisation based in the Lower 
Falls area of West Belfast providing 
alternative education to young people 
who are excluded or disengaged 
from mainstream education, as 
well as running classes for adult 
learners. The organisation aims to re-
engage learners in a positive working 
environment to realise their potential.  

They engaged with 13 young people 
from across West Belfast through the 
Strive programme.

inclUde YoUth

Include Youth was established in 1979 
and is an independent non-governmental 
organisation that actively promotes the 
rights, best interests of and best practice 
with disadvantaged and vulnerable 
children and young people. The 
organisation undertakes activities aimed 
at influencing public policy and policy 
awareness in the areas of youth justice 
and education, employment and training 
of young people.  Include Youth works 
directly with young people in or leaving 
care or from the community to improve 
their employability and has built up 
significant expertise in this area through a 
number of employability projects including 
Youth Works, Give and Take: Core, Give 
and Take: Start, and Aiming Higher.

A United YoUth Pilot - AN INDEPENDENT EvALUATIoN

ni alternativeS

NI Alternatives is a government 
accredited community-based 
restorative justice programme that 
aims to promote and develop non-
violent community responses to the 
issues of low-level crime and anti-
social behaviour in areas across 
Northern Ireland. It began in 2000 
and has grown to deliver a wide range 
of services within local communities 
based in North Belfast, Greater 
Shankill, East Belfast, South Belfast and 
North Down.  

Strive operated from East Belfast 
Alternatives and worked with 14 young 
people from across East Belfast and 
further afield.  

Ymca 
liSbUrn

YMCA Lisburn was established in 1989 
and specialises in a range of needs 
led interventions and diversionary 
programmes for the benefit of those 
who may be at risk, marginalized, 
disadvantaged or excluded from 
everyday society. The projects they 
deliver provide health advice and 
support, education and employment 
services, youth work provision and 
family work.  

YMCA Lisburn worked with 12 young 
people.

YoUth 
initiativeS

Youth Initiatives was established in 
1991, it is a cross community youth 
work organisation which aims to 
awaken hope, inspire initiative 
and mobilise youth to make a vital 
contribution to their community and to 
reconciliation in Northern Ireland They 
work within five areas across Northern 
Ireland: West Belfast, East Belfast, 
Downpatrick, Banbridge and Derry.  

Strive was based in their Poleglass 
centre and worked with 13 young 
people from across the Colin area. 

06



08A United YoUth Pilot - An independent evAluAtion

ProFile oF YoUng PeoPle

The Strive pilot recruited young 
people aged 16 – 24 who were 
not in education, training or 
employment, had few or no 
qualifications, faced multiple 
barriers to participation and 
were furthest away from the 
labour market.

The young people faced 
challenges, including: lack 
of support networks; social 
isolation; poor health - physical, 

mental and emotional; feeling 
unsafe in their communities; drug 
and alcohol misuse; unsettled 
accommodation; caring duties; 
difficulty managing behaviours; 
underdeveloped social skills; 
low educational attainment; lack 
of self-esteem and motivation; 
communication and/or essential 
skills difficulties; lack of structure 
and routine; difficulty accessing 
the labour market, housing or 
health care.

evalUation

Lorraine Thompson, an independent evaluation 
consultant, was appointed to undertake the evaluation 
which was commissioned to examine the following 
areas to assess their effectiveness and identify 
development for the future:

PUrPoSe

Effectiveness of the EBE model;

Challenges and success of the 
recruitment process;

Effectiveness and impact of the 
core components and activities;

Success of move on and
transition from Strive;

Learning from the 
partnership model.
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  Unemployed
  Economic and Social Deprivation
  Early School Leaver
  Experience of Mental/Emotional Health Problems
  Essential Skills Difficulties
  Alcohol and Substance Misuse
  Unsettled Accomodation
  At Risk of Involvement/Threats from Paramilitaries

  At Risk from Suicide/Self Harm
  Caring Duties
  Young Parents
  Experienced Abuse/Neglect
  Learning/Physical Disabilities
  offending Background
  In Care/Care Background

ProFileS oF YoUng PeoPle: 
AUGUST 2015 To MARCH 2016
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The evaluation began with an initial concept meeting 
and agreement on process and timescale.  Desk 
research involved reviewing all relevant documents 
including personal records, minutes, programme 
development plans, residential evaluations and video 
footage of young people’s interviews and taking 
part in activities were also viewed.  The following 
qualitative focus groups were conducted:

methodologY

Two focus groups involving 
18 young people in total, 
representing all the 
partner sites;

One focus 
group with 
staff.

The following individual interviews were conducted:

Four young people;

Two young people who were 
‘Expert by Experience’;

One part-time staff member

The cross-site worker;

The coordinator;

One external provider.

The evaluator also attended one Implementation 
Review and Planning Record meeting, a Strive 
celebration event and residential review meeting.  

evalUation 
FindingS

Participation and empowerment is a key youth 
work principle and was central to the Strive 
programme. A youth-led approach is a concept 
that challenges the commonly held perceptions 
of young people that they are passive recipients 
of services and products, disengaged from 
policy development.  The youth-led approach 
has been one of Strive’s greatest strengths.

“It’s different because the youth-led approach 
has just been really genuine – it has been 
right from the beginning.  Strive was slow to 
get started because of the youth-led approach 
because we took the time to meet with our 4 
EBEs, to get their recruitment plans and get 
their ideas on cross-site plans.  They designed 
the logos, the leaflets; decided they wanted to 
keep Strive as the name.  It’s all of those really 
small details.  I think it was actually having 
that management committee role was more, a 
real success, whereas a lot of other projects 
you might have a youth forum group where 
it’s brought to them you can do this and this or 
where would you like to go on residential, like 
almost censored.  Whereas with us we really got 
into the fine details of the programme.” 

       Staff Member

The evaluation found that Strive 
was genuine and not tokenistic in 
establishing a youth-led provision 
as young people shaped the 
direction and decided on the 
content of the programme.

“Youth-led organisations…are not 
those that tokenistically put young 
people on their management 
committees and Boards.  They are 
the organisations that organically 
and on a day to day basis allow 
both their internal and external 
affairs to be run and scrutinised by 
young people.” 

From the outset Strive worked from 
the principle that young people 
are experts in their own lives and 
through their personal experiences 
have much to contribute to a 
programme like Strive.  They did 
this by approaching and engaging 
young people who had previously 
been involved in similar projects 
to Strive and had received support 
from the different partners. 

Initially a young person from each 
site was appointed to take up 
the role of ‘Expert by Experience’ 
and form the founding EBE group.  
This group of young people were 
instrumental in the design and 
delivery of a recruitment plan and 
the programme.  They also steered 
the direction of the pilot by sitting 
on the steering group alongside 
a senior manager from each of 
the sites and Include Youth.  The 
EBEs who were involved in this 
felt listened to and equal in the 
process of decision-making.  

eFFectiveneSS oF 
the ebe model
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The EBE group was supported by the 
Good Relations & Participation Youth 
Worker (referred to as the cross-site 
worker) to work through a series of 
development plans relating to the 
four main United Youth themes of 
good relations, citizenship, personal 
development and employability. 
Initially the founding group planned for 
recruitment, good relations and cross-
site activities and the cross-site worker 
provided invaluable support and ensured 
their implementation.   The EBE generated 
ideas around methods for advertising and 
publicising the programme and identified 
community hotspots and community 
groups they could communicate messages 
to.  There was a bespoke plan for each 
site area and a lot of young people found 
out about the programme through word of 
mouth.  

“It’s about investing in those young people 
first and building their capacity and their 
thinking about what works for them, you 
could just ask but all you’re going to get is 
a list of activities, but the work that Cherith 
(the cross-site worker) did at the start was 
really to get them to think about the quality 
of how the work should be done, got into 
the ‘nitty gritty’ of where young people are, 
parks, streets, alleys, we were able to help 
the young people have their own local 
expertise as well as the expertise of the 
organisation.  The community based stuff 
was really great, useful for us to then use 
to build a base to work from.” 

       Staff Member

“I think having a cross-site worker allowed 
the time for those meetings to take place, 
because I know if that responsibility had 
been put on other staff out on the sites it 
would have really difficult to that on top of 
what they had to do.” 

       Staff Member

Initially some of the young people and 
even staff took a while to understand 
the role, however the coordinator 
worked hard to embed the ethos of 
taking the EBE seriously and acting on 
their recommendations.  It would be the 
coordinator’s view that a larger group of 
EBEs, three or four from each organisation, 
in the first instance would ensure greater 
consistency if an EBE member had 
to move on to full-time education or 
employment.  

once Strive was up and running other 
young people participating on Strive 
were elected to join the EBE group, which 
increased from four founding members 
to 21.  This larger group developed 
plans for citizenship, personal and 
social development, employability and 
transitions.  These plans formed the 
content of the programme.  

Strive developed a resource which 
captured the voices and insight of the EBE 
young people and outlined the process of 
developing the Strive programme.   The 
EBEs have benefited greatly from being in 
that role.  They have valued having their 
voices heard and being treated as an 
equal on the steering group.

“The first four I think they’ve really 
benefited because they had a bit of youth 
work experience behind them or they’ve 
been on programmes similar before so 
for them it’s given them a different insight 
or area of expertise that they’ve now built 
up to say they’ve acted in the committee 
role, and behind the scenes planning and 
managerial side – they’ve gained a lot of 
experience in I would hope it would really 
help them with future employment.  For the 
EBEs who joined in at a later stage on the 
programme who are on Strive themselves 
they have really gained from having their 
voice heard and being listened to and 

seeing what they’ve said being put into 
action, everything they have asked for 
and plans they’ve made up have been 
followed through.  That sense of being 
listened to has been really empowering for 
those young people who have joined to 
see a bigger picture of Strive.” 

       Staff Member

“I had just finished the Start programme 
and wanted to get my OCN in Youth Work.  
Dearbhla contacted me to ask if I wanted 
to be an EBE, she explained the role and I 
decided to give it a go.  There were 3 other 
EBEs and we planned the programme, said 
what we thought would and wouldn’t work 
and we were actually listened to.”

“I built a good relationship with young 
people on my site and in the others.  I 
could relate to them ‘cos I’ve been there.  
It was important to be involved as much as 
possible.”

“With me wanting to do youth work I 
hadn’t much experience of leading in 
group settings, I was able to plan and 
help deliver sessions, engage with 
young people and learn how to deal with 
challenging behaviour, how to diffuse a 
situation and how to build relationships 
with young people.  My confidence has 
grown, I was sorry Strive ended and I wish 
it was still going.  It is a good programme 
and I’d recommend any young person 
goes on it.”

x4

Next time four young 
people should be 
recruited as EBE 
per site from the 
outset.

recommendationS

#1

Strive should continue to recruit young 
people who are EBE and ensure that 
an appropriate level of supervision and 
support is in place to allow them to 
make the most of the opportunity. 

#2
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challengeS and 
SUcceSS oF the 
recrUitment 
ProceSS

One aim of the programme 
was to recruit ‘stretch to 
reach’ young people who 
potentially had never been 
engaged in a programme 
such as Strive before or 
hadn’t engaged on one 
recently. 

The complex needs of these 
young people meant that for 
some attendance could be 
sporadic.   The short duration 
of the programme also 
presented some challenges 
and one staff member 
commented that a longer 
programme would have 
given them time to provide 
a greater degree of one-to-
one support to young people 
who did not engage easily in 
groups.

“I think that issue comes back to being 
such a short programme as well you 
know if you knew you had a year with 
that young person you could have 
referred them to like counselling, to 
the right services and kept them in say 
one day a week involved but just when 
you knew it was ending soon and you 
know you’re going to lose them it’s 
difficult to engage those other services 
and keep that support really.” 

       Staff Member

‘Steps to Success’, the Department 
of Employment & Learning’s 
Employment Programme, presented 
as a major challenge for recruitment 
in some areas, as young people were 
not able to engage on Strive if they 
were on Steps to Success. There were 
also a number of young people who 
didn’t know they were on Steps to 
Success.  United Youth was supportive 
in helping Strive to address some of 
the issues with the Jobs and Benefits 
Centres and Steps to Success.  

Young people were asked if there 
were any other ways to recruit young 
people, they suggested using social 
media platforms like facebook, and 
producing leaflets, radio adverts and 
posters.

Young people who were recruited 
onto the programme said they felt 
welcomed from the minute they 
joined and were given help and 
support during their induction to help 
ease them into the activities and get 
to know others in the group.  Young 
people who found participating in 
groups difficult were supported to 
integrate through one-to-ones with 
staff.

eFFectiveneSS and imPact oF 
the core comPonentS and activitieS

GOOd RELATIONS

CITIzENShIP

PERSONAL ANd SOCIAL dEVELOPMENT 

EMPLOYABILITY

The programme was 
made up of individual 
site activities and 
cross-site activities, 
all addressing 
the four core 
components:

Young people had the opportunity 
to achieve oCNs and essential skills 
qualifications, take part in activity days, 
diversity days, volunteering, trips and 
group work.

The EBE group were facilitated to create 
a definition for good relations taking 
into account sectarianism and racism 
but also other issues that they felt were 
important such as gender, disability, sexual 
orientation, ageism etc.  They developed 
plans specific to their site taking into 
account local community need, including a 
study of local history, the Troubles, culture 
days and trips to Crumlin Road jail and 
Belfast tours.  Young people also had the 
opportunity to gain an oCN qualification in 
Good Relations. 

The cross-site worker facilitated group 
sessions within each of the pilot sites 
on themes related to good relations 
as requested by the EBE group.  She 
also facilitated cross-site activities to 
complement this and build on learning 
gained from these sessions.

Young people involved in the focus groups 

stated the Indian cultural days, workshops 
on refugees and learning about the peace 
walls were their main highlights.  

“You’re scared of it because you don’t 
understand but once you understand 
more about that side of the culture, like 
the Indian day was really good and about 
asylum seekers, like I was clueless I 
thought I knew loads about it turned out 
I didn’t have a clue. I didn’t even know 
the difference between a refugee and an 
asylum seeker” 

       Young Person

“LGBT, really liked that day, it was fun, 
really good to learn about gender.” 

       Young Person

“Learnt about people from different 
backgrounds and stuff, people you wouldn’t 
normally get the opportunity to talk to, out 
in the streets like ones who would just walk 
past you but then in a group environment 
you know like this you talk to them without 
fear of people judging you.” 

       Young Person
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IN TOTAL, 
YOUNG 
PEOPLE 
ON STRIVE 
AChIEVEd:

An interview with an external facilitator 
found that the young people on Strive had 
“respectful engagement with the topic” 
and were given support throughout by 
staff.  Workers were on hand and engaged 
actively and contributed positively to the 
session.

Citizenship aimed to increase young 
people’s sense of belonging and 
connection to their local community, 
develop their employability skills 
and open up potential for community 
participation or volunteering as a life-long 
activity.  The EBEs were supported to 
explore what they regarded as the role 
of citizenship in the programme and did 
this by considering how young people 
are viewed in the community, what the 
term citizenship was and how each group 
could make a difference within their own 
community.  

Young people volunteered with homeless 
charities and a foodbank.  Many really 
valued this experience and came across 
as very motivated by it; they enhanced 
their communication skills through this 
experience and felt good about giving 
back to their community.  

“We did a volunteering day, you know for 
food bank.  We stood outside Tescos for 
donations of food.  We got everybody’s life 
story.” 

       Young Person

“It was good doing something good for the 
community.” 
       Young Person

“There were people who were very 
generous as well.” 

       Young Person

“We’re wanting to give blood.” 

       Young Person

Some young people found it difficult to 
see the difference between good relations 
and citizenship and staff found that there 
was a lot of overlap between the two.   If 
these two elements were collapsed into 
one element it could make programme 
planning easier.  

Personal development was seen as a vital 
strand to the programme.  The EBEs were 
facilitated to identify the main capabilities 
that should be addressed through the 
programme and consider specific issues 
young people from their site might be 
facing.  They identified the best way to 
address these issues with the group and 
provide support.  The young people were 
supported to gain an oCN qualification in 
personal development and many feel able 
to think about their future and what might 
be next for them.  

“It has given me the push to think about if 
I want to go on with education and stuff, 
helped me decide what I want to do.” 

       Young Person

“Young people have been indoctrinated 
into thinking they have to get qualifications.  
Whereas sometimes accreditation dilutes 
the impact, the personal development is 
the most important thing.” 

       Staff Member

one-to-one mentoring was introduced 
to run alongside the group work young 
people engaged in.  This gave space for 
young people to be listened to, identify 
the issues holding them back and consider 
practical ways of addressing individual 
issues.

“The relationship building through one to 
one work has been really strong.  United 
Youth allowing young people to come in 
for a 30 minute to one hour one to one 
session which counted as them attending 
was really good for those who needed 
gradual introduction to Strive or had issues 
going on at home or wherever they’re 
living just to feel they could come and 
their youth worker meet up with them and 
you don’t have to be in say 10 to 4, that 
was a real big reason we could maintain 
some young people whereas on other 
programmes we would have lost them.” 

       Staff Member

Gerry* attended the Newstart Strive site; 
he suffered from severe social anxiety.  
The worker identified this early on and 
worked with him on a one-to-one basis to 
help build up his confidence and fear of 
groups.  With a lot of support from staff, 
Gerry was introduced to the group and 
eventually able to go on a bus tour and 
visit other sites.  Although Gerry attended 
some of the trips, he often did not speak 
during them, however he was amazed at 
how far he had come and couldn’t believe 
what he had achieved.

The EBEs considered what employability 
skills and behaviours were important to 

focus on for young people and how could 
this be facilitated through Strive.  Through 
this element young people engaged in 
essential skills training, work tours, Cv 
development, oCN qualifications and 
interview skills.   

Strive was very careful to ensure that the 
programme did not develop into a solely 
employability programme.  Staff were clear 
that they were working with young people 
who lacked confidence and many young 
people had never engaged on a programme 
such as this. Therefore, gaining qualifications 
was not the main emphasis of the 
programme. Young people commented that 
they enjoyed the food hygiene course, first 
aid, essential skills and world host training. 
They also enjoyed interview training. 

“Young people can feel defeated if they 
don’t get a qualification.” 

       Staff Member

The following shows the variety, numbers 
and levels of qualifications gained while 
participating in Strive. Some pilot sites 
chose to put a greater emphasis on 
accredited qualifications and training than 
others.  Given the short duration of the 
programme this is a huge credit to the 
young people and staff.  

   OCNNI Level 1 Award in Personal & Social Development

   OCNNI Level 1 Award in Personal & Social Development

   World Host Principles of Customer Service

   TQUK Level 2 Award in Emergency First Aid at Work

   Level 2 Award in Food Safety in Catering

   CSR

   CCEA Essential Skills Level 2 Application of Number

   CCEA Essential Skills Level 2 Communication

x 32

x 19

x 9

x 8

x 4

x 1

x 4

x 9
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Young people in the focus groups 
and through individual interviews all 
expressed that meeting new people 
was one of the most beneficial aspects 
of Strive.  The cross-site days supported 
some young people for the first time to 
meet others from beyond their own areas 
or from a different religious community.  
Staff were initially concerned about 
issues such as, sectarianism or potential 
conflict however for the most part this 
concern was misplaced and did not 
materialise as a problem.  

“My anxieties about cross site working 
were holy shit we’re throwing these 4 
groups together, are they going to get 
on, is there going to be scraps, you know 
because people from our group I know 
hadn’t been further than Lisburn before 
and the fact that there was none of that 
and the biggest takeaway from a negative 
point of view is the logistics of the activity 
days is a big plus.” 

       Staff Member

“There were issues in terms of cross site 
stuff I suppose from my young people’s 
point of view in terms of other young 
people and their behaviour but it gave us 
the opportunity to help them build their 
understanding of others and their empathy 
and their ability to help other people.  
As much as yes there was frustration in 
terms of for them about other people I just 
thought it was really useful, I think it sort of 
helped them in the long run.” 

       Staff Member

“I was surprised at how little sectarianism 
there was, there were maybe a few silly 
comments made in jest but there was 
nothing much, that was a real pleasant 
surprise” 

       Staff Member

Young people in the focus groups, individual 
interviews and personal records all stated 
that Strive had increased their confidence; 
in particular, young people attributed this 
to the support given by staff, opportunities 
to take part in group discussions and by 
gaining qualifications.  

“I feel more confident and don’t doubt myself 
as much.  I am able to start again and again if 
something sets me back.” 

       Young Person

“Having to use different skills, 
communication skills to get to know the 
other groups, to come out of yourself.” 

       Young Person

Mental health issues, including depression, 
anxiety and personality disorders, which 
many of the young people presented with 
meant they had withdrawn from society or 
stayed indoors.  Many lacked social skills 
and experienced anxiety, which prevented 
them from meeting other people and 
seeking out employment.  Many young 
people said they didn’t have a routine, 
lacked motivation and some used drink, 
drugs or self-harm as coping mechanisms.  
Strive provided them with an alternative to 
this.  Strive staff motivated them and being 
on the programme gave them a reason to 
get out of the house, provided them with a 
routine and gave their day more structure.

“It’s been really good for support and stuff, it 
you go in and you’re having a bad day you can 
go and talk to one of your youth workers for 
support and guidance.  Whereas in mainstream 
education you wouldn’t really have that.  You 
wouldn’t go into tech and say to your tutor oh 
I don’t feel too good, they’d just look at you 
and say well tough just work.  You’ve got that 
support you wouldn’t get elsewhere.” 

       Young Person

“It gives people 
something to do other 
than drink and drugs” 

       Young Person

“It will stop depression, like you 
get stuck in a rut, like you’d just be 
staying in the house doing nothing.” 

       Young Person

“It gives 
you hope.” 

       Young Person

“Especially when you find out 
that the next week you’re doing 
something you like you’re 
actually looking forward to it all 
week.” 

       Young Person

“Something to look forward to, structured, you 
need a bit of structure in your life, when you’re 
feeling like that.  The support that’s there too, 
one to ones were really good, you could get 
things off your chest.” 

       Young Person

Young people developed a sense of 
belonging; something many young 
people said hadn’t been the case 
before or for a long time.  Strive 
invested in hoodies and t-shirts for both 
staff and young people, which although 
a minor gesture, served to help young 
people feel a part of a wider group.

“It really helped me socially, I was really 
socially awkward, anxious, it helped bring 
me out of my shell.  I had an anxiety 
disorder so find it really difficult to talk to 
people I don’t know.  Because this was 
a controlled environment and very well 
structured it was easier to talk to people.  
Once I talked to them it wasn’t as bad” 

       Young Person
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Future funders should put 
in place a baseline and 
subsequent tracking tool 
from the outset.

recommendation

#3

United Youth produced a baseline and tracking form 
but unfortunately this wasn’t available until the last few 
weeks of the programme. Strive did design their own 
and each young person was supported to complete a 
personal record which has been efficient in recording 
the distance travelled for each young person.  

SUcceSS oF 
move-on and 
tranSition 
From Strive

Young people were supported to think 
about what they would like to do next 
however the duration of the programme 
did not allow much time for transitional 
support services.  However, Strive took 
the opportunity to utilise the resources 
available in Include Youth and the majority 
of young people were able to access 
transitional support services through a 
move on to programmes including Give 
and Take: outreach and Give and Take: 
Start.  

Six of the young people moved straight 
into employment and a number of 
additional young people have moved 
into employment since the end of the 
programme.  The timing of the end of 
Strive has been problematic for those who 
wanted to move into full-time education 
as applications for this were not due until 
after Strive finished, so workers were 
unable to fully support this process.  The 
space between the March finish date 

and September, when full-time courses 
commence, means the young people 
are at risk of demotivation or losing 
confidence.  The evaluator spoke to two 
young people two months after Strive who 
both found it difficult to stay motivated 
after the programme ended.  

“That’s my real concern for some of them 
we’ve got them to this point, they’re 
motivated and they’re ready to go and 
if we just had another couple of months 
the risk now is that they’re going to revert 
and it’s going to rely on worker and the 
organisation’s discretion to keep them 
engaged in something.” 

       Staff Member

“Especially with tech not starting till 
September, there’s very few things for 
them to tap into, it’s bad timing.” 

       Staff Member

Future funding calls should consider 
transitional support either by 
extending worker’s contracts or 
by buying in transitional support 
services from Include Youth or a 
similar organisation.

recommendation

#4
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learning From the 
PartnerShiP model

Include Youth, as lead partner, 
appointed a Programme 
Coordinator who had overall 
responsibility for ensuring the 
management and operation 
of the programme. A Good 
Relations and Participation 
youth worker, who acted as 
cross-site worker, was also 
employed by Include Youth.  This 
person was responsible for the 
coordination and delivery of 
cross-site activities, participation, 
good relations, diversity and 
employability and led on 
support and facilitation of the 
Expert by Experience panel.  
Include Youth also provided 
financial administration for the 
programme.

Each partner organisation 
employed a full-time Youth 

Worker who was responsible for 
the implementation of Strive within 
their local site and a part-time Youth 
Support Worker to work alongside the 
full-time worker to provide a support 
role to young people.  This role was 
aimed at people who were beginning 
a career in youth work, who perhaps 
had never been paid for a youth work 
role before.

The partnership between all the 
organisations involved in Strive, in 
particular the frontline staff, developed 
into a very positive cohesive one.  
The focus group with the full-time 
workers and the cross-site worker 
highlighted a mutual respect and 
commonality in working towards 
achieving positive outcomes for the 
young people engaged on Strive.  
The staff commented that it felt like 
they had worked together longer than 
six months.  The partnership relied 
on all levels of each organisation 
understanding the purpose of Strive 
and the role each person had.  Staff 
in each organisation were well 
supported to carry out their role when 
this was the case.   It was important 
that managers understood what Strive 
was about, especially if they were 
managing someone on it

“I think our team meetings weekly have 
been really important to talk about 
issues going on.  I think that’s been 
really good for cross partner support 
for each other.” 

       Staff Member

Team meetings occurred on a weekly 
basis and ensured the smooth running 
of Strive; these were chaired by the 
Programme Coordinator and allowed 
for any issues to be resolved either 

  Training 

  Employment

  Parenting 

  Applying for Jobs
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     health Issues
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     Left Early
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The Cross-Site Worker and Programme 
Coordinator roles were vital for ensuring 
the smooth running of Strive, effective 
communication between partners and 
overseeing accountability with funders, 
ensuring paperwork and administration was 
completed and up to date within all sites.   
It took some time for staff to get their head 
around the administration and paperwork 
of the programme.  Some of the paperwork 
was repetitive and there was some 
duplication and while staff understood to a 
certain extent the need for this, it was time 
consuming.  Staff based in the community 
appreciated the expertise that Include 
Youth brought to the administration and 
management of the programme.  

“In terms of if I had any issues or concerns 
I was able to phone them [Include Youth], 
they knew the funding inside out and how it 
worked and if they didn’t they go away and 
come back to you.  In terms of the support 
there that was great, even with the finances 
I was doing that element of it as well.  Fiona 
has been great, it was a complete and utter 
blank space for me doing the finances, 
doing the returns, Fiona has really helped 
me with all of that.”        Staff Member

The co-design approach used to develop 
the United Youth programmes was a very 
positive process for those involved in Strive.  
The funders were found to be very helpful 
and sought to ensure that young people’s 
needs were kept central to the delivery of 
the programme.  The funders embraced 
the youth work approach and weren’t just 
concerned with numbers.  They took an 
interest in the programme content and how 
the programme was delivered.  

United Youth as a funder clearly adopted 
an attitude of support for young people 
to succeed, which was demonstrated, for 
example, by providing financial support 
for childcare, permission to use a taxi 

service when a young person couldn’t get 
public transport.  United Youth personnel 
were keen to visit and see the work on the 
ground and young people were aware of 
who the funders were.  

“There seemed to be an emphasis on the 
process.  They were encouraging us to look 
at the process.  You don’t see that from most 
funders.”        Staff Member

All participants involved in the evaluation, 
both staff and young people, held the view 
that the programme was too short from 
start-up to completion.  This impacted on 
aspects of the pilot and limited the work 
that could have been achieved.

“Young people’s issues are coming to 
light as the programme is ending.  The 
programme being so short you have to 
build a relationship with the young person 
before some issues come apparent, with 
some that happens really easy and with 
others it doesn’t and there’s some young 
people where issues have come to light and 
you’re going we want to offer you support 
for this but can’t now.”        Staff Member

“The length of the programme should be up 
to a year.”        Young Person

“It should be longer, yes spend the first 
6 months doing what we did but then the 
last 6 months then focusing on getting 
qualifications.”        Young Person

The duration of the 
programme should 
be extended from 9 
months to 1 year for 
young people.

recommendation

#6

within the team or at managerial level.  
The staff involved moved beyond working 
separately to sharing ideas, best practice 
and developing an effective support 
mechanism thus providing an excellent 
service to young people.

“Even though there are big ranges of 
experience it’s been really nice to bounce 
off each other and share experiences of 
what you would do.” 

       Staff Member

“One of the best things about this 
programme was that we did, we sat down 
together and shared ideas.  Without that 
model in place it can be pretty competitive, 
you might not be as forthcoming with a lot 
of stuff.  To me that was just really good.” 

       Staff Member

Strive was delivered using a youth work 
approach which recognises the needs 
of young people and their possibility for 
growth and values voluntary engagement.  
Group work was valued as a resource 
to help young people develop new 
skills and discover individual qualities.  
Relationships are central to the youth 
work process; these relationships are 
developed between a young person and 
the adult workers but also between young 
people themselves.  Youth workers have 
a fundamentally positive attitude to young 
people – ‘young people are not a problem 
to be solved.’  

It was evident from the focus groups and 
individual interviews with young people 
that participants on Strive positively 
engaged with and benefited from this 
youth work approach.  The staff held 
strongly to their youth work principles 
and kept the needs of the young people 
central to their work.

The youth work 
approach and 
youth work 
principles should 
remain core to 
further delivery.

recommendation

#5

“There’s one young person who’s now 
volunteering in Newstart, she wouldn’t 
come across the door before hand, then 
the next thing she’s in here, up mountains, 
taking part and it’s all down to that 
investment in her not down to getting 3 
certificates in something.” 

       Staff Member

“Youth work is becoming training 
and young people think they’re only 
worthwhile if they get a qualification.” 

       Staff Member

Consistently young people fed back their 
appreciation for the staff and it was their 
support and approach that made them 
engage fully with the programme. The 
staff believed in the young people and 
their availability, approachability and 
non-judgmental approach contributed to 
the young people’s positive development 
while on Strive.

“They were always available, if you just 
wanted a chat, didn’t have to be full on 
formal, you could just call in to see him, 
they’d talk to you and you could say 
what was bothering you and help you get 
through it.” 

       Young Person
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Nicole found out about Strive through 
a friend and they both went together to 
meet the workers. Nicole said she would 
not have had the courage to meet with 
the workers had her friend not have 
went with her, but found the workers very 
approachable and able to put her at 
ease about the programme.  For Nicole, 
Strive was not like an education setting; it 
was more relaxed and laid back. Nicole’s 
highlight of her time on Strive was meeting 
new people;

“With not leaving the house it was 
something I never done, it was one of the 
hardest things but one of the best things 
I’ve done.  I’m not very good at the whole 
talking to people business, especially in 
groups, I’m really not good in groups at all 
and then obviously when we were meeting 
the ones from YMCA Lisburn it was bigger 
groups so it was even worse.  But I was 
glad I done it though.”  

Nicole enjoyed the diversity workshops, 
culture days and hearing about refugees 
and immigration.  Nicole had rarely met 
anyone from outside of her community and 
Strive gave her the opportunity to do this.  

“I think I definitely have more respect for 
other cultures and religions.”  

Nicole really embraced the citizenship 
element of the programme and along 
with a founding EBE member for her 
group volunteered at the Welcome Centre 
to help clear out their store.  She feels 
she has a better relationship with the 
community, having volunteered to help the 
homeless she now hopes to do this again 
in the future.

Nicole regards personal development as 
one of the main benefits of the programme.  
She feels more confident and that her 
resilience has increased as a result of 

Strive.  She enjoyed the adventure and 
experiential learning with Journey Free 
and meeting new people through these 
cross-site days, she said they helped her 
to improve her communication skills.

“[Communication skills] especially in the 
other groups, I’d have judged people, 
learnt to keep my first impressions at bay 
for a while.  It helped me to come out of 
my shell a good bit.”  

Nicole has gained a number of 
qualifications including, Maths, English 
and oCNs.  Nicole doesn’t think she 
would have been able to achieve these 
qualifications anywhere else, especially at 
a college where she feels she would never 
have had the confidence to enrol again.

overall Strive had a huge impact on 
Nicole’s life.  She described how Strive 
helped improve her mental health:  

“With my mental health, before Strive I 
was constantly relying on medication and 
obviously I still have to take my medication 
either way but I would have been ringing 
the doctor every day before Strive ‘cos 
there’d always have been something.  But 
when I was on Strive I think I only rang the 
doctors about twice in the entire time about 
my medication. With the doctor even if you 
just need to talk they’ll palm you off with 
more tablets; that’s the last thing I needed 
or wanted.  Coming to Strive meant I had 
people like Rosy and Ashleigh to talk to.” 

Nicole felt accepted for who she was while 
on the programme and valued the support 
given to her by staff and EBEs. She believes 
the positive experience of Strive was down 
to the workers, she described them as:

“Someone who can relate to our age 
group, had a sense of humour, got where 
you were coming from and were relaxed.”  

caSe 
StUdieS

Nicole* is 22 years old and wasn’t 
engaged in any programmes or 
groups in the years before she joined 
Strive.  Nicole stayed in her house 
and rarely went out due to her anxiety 
and depression.  She describes her 
education in the following statement:

caSe StUdY 1
“I was terrible when it came 
to education. School, I got 
expelled; first year of tech I got 
kicked out; second year of tech 
I completed a different course 
and then from there I ended up 
on a drug fuelled lifestyle until 
I was about 18 or 19 and that’s 
when my mental health started 
getting worse, so I just didn’t 
bother with anything anymore.” 

The following case studies outline the 
experiences of four young people involved in 
Strive and impact the programme had on them.

*Names of the young people have been changed
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Jenny* is 22 years old and is quiet and 
reserved.  She hadn’t been involved in 
education for six years but had attended 
a number of short-term training courses 
with the Prince’s Trust and Extern, where 
she trained to be a peer mentor.  Jenny 
finds it difficult to speak in groups and 
found it difficult to engage for longer 
than two weeks on other courses 
and schemes.  Jenny maintained her 
participation on Strive throughout 
the programme and attributed this to 
the encouragement she got from the 
workers.

Jenny’s highlight of the programme was 
the residential.  She explained that up 
until that point she was very shy and 
didn’t talk very much in the groups, by 
being in a different environment and 
getting away from Belfast helped her 
to get to know other people better and 
have the confidence to talk to them. 
There was one person she didn’t get on 
well with but the residential helped them 
to get along better. 

overall Strive helped Jenny to grow in 
self-esteem and gain the confidence 
to be part of a group.  It has inspired 
her to get a job rather than do another 
programme.

caSe StUdY 2
“Normally when 
I get onto a 
programme I last 
two weeks but I 
just kept coming.” 

She felt Strive was a genuinely youth-
led programme and even if a worker 
had an idea the way it was developed 
and implemented came from the young 
people.  She felt that all the young people 
involved had a say on how things were 
done.  Nicole also felt that Strive helped 
her with family relationships: 

“I was definitely happier on Strive.  My 
relationship with my family was better when 
I was on Strive, I wasn’t stuck in the house 
24/7 and even though I was living on my 
own, I would have snapped at everyone 
when they came to my house. Strive helped 
the relationship between me and my mum.”  

Nicole has not accessed any further 
programmes or training course since Strive 
ended and has reverted back to staying 
in the house.  However her Strive worker 
recently started a new job in the same site 
where Strive had operated and Nicole is 
meeting with her two mornings a week.  

The worker hopes to help build up her 
confidence again so that she can engage 
with another programme.  Reflecting on 
having left Strive two months ago, Nicole 
says:

“If it hadn’t have been for Ashleigh and 
Rosy I wouldn’t have got anywhere.  I think 
I got more used to being around people.  I 
think it was more helpful with my mental 
health than anything, it was just when it 
stopped it completely stopped – it was too 
sudden, I got used to being in the house 
again but I’m up here every Tuesday and 
Thursday with Rosy and once I get used 
to that then I could do Give & Take: Start 
or something.  At the time I became more 
confident, but once it stopped it sent me 
back downhill.”  

Nicole would like to see more funding 
for Strive and wished it could have 
been longer to prepare for going on to 
something else.

“It would really 
benefit a lot of people 
if they could get more 
funding.  It’s not like 

the rest or any course 
I’ve ever heard of 

or been to.”
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scared talking to people, especially 
new ones, but it helped me have the 
confidence.”

Through Strive Karen learnt about the 
community she lived in and the history of 
Lisburn.  She also enjoyed a photography 
activity where they got to take photos 
of the good and bad things about their 
community. one of Karen’s highlights 
was volunteering for a foodbank. Karen 
appreciated being able to help those who 
cannot afford food and could relate to 
their situation. It made her feel good to 
help others. 

“It was an experience I didn’t think I’d 
have.  Getting to see all different sorts of 
people, their reaction to giving – some 
people were so bitter towards us.  It 
did feel good, even after I’d finished 
volunteering I actually bought some food 
myself and donated it to the foodbank.  
It made me feel even better to be able 
to do that extra bit. You wouldn’t like to 
be in a situation where you didn’t have 
anything, so it’s better to help.  I know 
how it feels cos I’ve been in that sort of 
place before.”

Karen didn’t feel employability was one of 
her main needs.  She wants to go back to 
full time education and had gained quite 
a few qualifications when she was on 

the Start Programme.  The main benefit 
of the programme for her was gaining 
the confidence to apply for a college 
course in September. She had proved 
through the support of the workers that 
she was able to meet new people and 
not withdraw because of her fear of what 
they think of her. 

“That was my biggest thing about going 
into full-time education was being able to 
talk to people, I was too scared, I would 
have needed to find out who they are, 
search them on Facebook, know I could 
trust them, but Strive has helped me 
know how to just talk to people and just 
take part… at least I’ll not have the same 
problems with confidence.”

Karen said the support of the workers 
kept her coming to Strive.  It was really 
important for her that it was held at the 
YMCA, a community setting which she 
was familiar with and a place she felt 
comfortable in.  Having someone to talk 
to and to listen to her was most beneficial.  
Strive helped her to establish routine and 
the workers gradually encouraged her to 
change her normal bedtime so that she 
could cope with the day. Karen said she 
felt happier because she got more sleep.  
She also appreciated the support she got 
for childcare and with lunch while on the 
programme, as she felt she didn’t often 
get a chance to eat properly.  The main 
positive about Strive for Karen was the 
support and positive reinforcement from 
the workers. 

“Whenever you make a mistake they don’t 
bring you down, but whenever you get it 
right they bring you up.”

Karen would recommend to other young 
people that they should join Strive to help 
build their confidence, get a routine and 
meet new people. 

Karen* is 21 years old.  When 
she was younger she went 
to a grammar school, gained 
GCSE qualifications and was 
studying for an NvQ until 
she was made homeless 
and had to leave. Karen got 
involved in the youth club at 
YMCA Lisburn and engaged 
in the Start Programme based 
there at the time.  Karen’s 
experience of the Start 
Programme was extremely 
positive as it introduced her 
to new friends and supported 
her through “some very bad 
times.”  

Two years passed between her 
involvement in the Start Programme 
and engagement with Strive, during 
that time she had become a full-time 
mum and was involved in community 
based-programmes with Sure Start and 
Mums and Tots.  Karen was told about 
Strive by the worker based at YMCA 
Lisburn and was keen to get involved 
as she felt it would be right for her. 

“I really needed something to do; 
I’d have come in here looking to do 
reception or something, just something 
to do with my day.” 

Karen engaged well with the Strive 
programme and participated in every 
aspect.  Karen had experience of 
good relations through the Start 
Programme and had already built 
good relationships with Catholics.  She 
said:

“I was kind of biased before Strive, 
not that I was like racist or anything 
like that, I just didn’t understand, the 
Catholic and Protestant stuff didn’t 
faze me, it isn’t an issue for me.  I just 
more understood other things, finding 
out about different things like the 
difference between asylum seekers 
and  refugees.  I don’t think that’s 
publicised that well.  That is something 
people should be speaking about.”   

Karen felt the personal development 
element was extremely beneficial 
to her.  She especially liked meeting 
new people and grew in confidence 
throughout the course of Strive.: 

“It kind of threw my worst fears at me 
but in a good way…. I’d have been 

caSe StUdY 3
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recommendationS

x4

Next time four young 
people should be 
recruited as EBE 
per site from the 
outset.

#1

Strive should continue to 
recruit young people who 
are EBE and ensure that 
an appropriate level of 
supervision and support is in 
place to allow them to make 
the most of the opportunity. 

#2

Future funders should put 
in place a baseline and 
subsequent tracking tool 
from the outset.

#3

Future funding calls should 
consider transitional support 
either by extending worker’s 
contracts or by buying in 
transitional support services 
from Include Youth or a 
similar organisation.

#4

The youth work approach 
and youth work principles 
should remain core to 
further delivery.

#5

The duration of the 
programme should be 
extended from 9 months to 
1 year for young people.

#6

Julia* is 22 years old and is a full-time 
mum.  Before joining Strive she wasn’t 
involved in any community provision 
and had left school without gaining any 
qualifications.  She found out about Strive 
through one of the workers.

Julia has suffered from mental health 
issues including anxiety and has 
experience of self-harming.  She attended 
Strive four days a week and has benefited 
greatly from being involved.  

“I’m at a point in my life where coming to 
Strive made me realise I just want to get 
my life together now, ‘cos then when I’m 
30 I could be sitting with a full-time job 
once I get all my qualifications.” 

Julia enjoyed all aspects of Strive however 
due to childcare arrangements was 
not able to attend some of the outings, 
despite receiving financial support towards 
childcare.  She had been unable to attend 
other courses due to lack of childcare 
support.  Julia particularly appreciated 
discussions around mental health issues 
and helped get her out of the house, gave 
her day routine and diverted her mind 
towards more positive things. 

“For me it wasn’t about the outings, it was 
about getting qualifications and learning 
about mental health.  I liked doing the 
World Host training.”

Julia enjoyed gaining an oCN in good 
relations and personal development.  She 
particularly appreciated learning about 

diversity and culture and enjoyed the 
Indian culture day where she got to meet 
Indian people, try their food, clothes and 
dancing.  She commented that she began 
to see them as just normal people.  She 
also felt her view of Catholics changed 
too by being able to mix more with people 
who she saw as different.  Julia was also 
proud to gain her Level 2 qualifications 
in maths and English, which has given 
her greater confidence to pursue more 
education opportunities.

“I got my maths and English level 2 which 
means I can go to tech in September to 
do health and social care and then I want 
to do my counselling and then I want to 
do an access course to get into university 
and that’s all from going to Strive.  It just 
made me know what I wanted to do with 
my life, before coming to Strive I was doing 
nothing, sitting in the house day in day out 
but since coming here I want to get a job, 
I used to think I was stupid, I couldn’t learn 
but now I know I can.”

Julia found the staff to be very supportive 
and always there for her to have a chat if 
she needed to.  She felt her opinions were 
listened to and would like to become a 
volunteer with Strive if it is delivered again. 
She appreciated Strive for being more than 
just about employability but wished it had 
have been a longer programme.

“Strive was just fun… entertaining… you 
got more out of it.  Other programmes are 
just about getting you into work, Strive 
wasn’t, you still had to do work and loads 
of writing and stuff but you just had a good 
time while you were doing it which made 
you want to keep doing it.  You did so 
many different things as a group.  It looked 
at everything around your life not just 
employability.  I thought it was brilliant.  I 
wish it was still going… the length of time 
should have been longer.”
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conclUSion
Strive has been an extremely successful programme, 
meeting all its objectives.  Young people increased 
their confidence, met new people, gained qualifications 
and experienced a range of different activities and 
learned about good relations, citizenship, personal 
development and employability.  

Strive’s greatest asset was its youth-led approach 
and involvement of the Expert by Experience group of 
young people who helped develop and implement the 
programme.  The staff use of a youth work approach 
and support received by the coordinator was also 
central to Strive’s success.
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