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▪ Introducing the research team

➢ Rachel Sandford

➢ Thomas Quarmby

➢ Oliver Hooper

➢ Rebecca Duncombe 

▪ Many thanks for coming today

▪ Thank you to Carnegie School of Sport

▪ Start with a brief introduction to the research…

Welcome



▪ Looked-After Children

➢ Legislative term for children/young people removed from their natural 
family setting & cared for by a local authority

➢ Care contexts – residential, foster, kinship, home

▪ Some difference in terminology 

➢ Children in care, children looked after, youth in care, care experienced 
young people (CEYP)

▪ At 31st March 2019, there were 78,150 CEYP in England

➢ ~72% in foster care, 12% in residential care (DfE, 2019)

Background



▪ One of most disadvantaged groups (Mannay et al., 2017)

▪ ‘At risk’ of a range of adverse outcomes:

➢ Systematic under-achievement

➢ Involvement in crime/criminal justice system

➢ Poor health and weight issues

➢ Mental health issues

➢ Higher measure of social exclusion

▪ Effort directed at narrowing the ‘outcomes gap’

▪ Activities to support physical, social and psychological development 

➢ Includes sport, physical activities, recreation and leisure

Research Overview



▪ Claimed benefits of participation include:

➢ Health, behaviour management, social skills, confidence, leadership, 
citizenship…

▪ Particular benefits for CEYP

➢ Development of social capital

➢ Foster resilience and develop friendships

➢ Boost physical, emotional & mental health

▪ Should have access ‘equal to peers’ (DfES, 2010)

▪ Difficulties with resources, access & provision

▪ A ‘hidden group’ in sport/PA research (Quarmby, 2014)

Potential of Sport/PA



▪ Funded by a British Academy grant (Jan 2016-July 2018)

▪ Project objective:

➢ Examine the strategies in place to support CEYP’s engagements with sport/PA 
& explore their lived experiences

▪ Aims:

➢ Map the context of provision; examine current practice (adult/youth 
perspectives); identify implications for future policy & practice

▪ Focus on youth voice:

➢ Lack of research engaging CEYP in discussions on sport/PA

➢ Recognising capacity of youth to meaningfully contribute

‘Right to Be Active’ (R2BA) Project



Research Framework

Phase 1 Rapid review of relevant policy documents making reference to 

CEYP and their access to sport/PA (health, education…)

Phase 2 National online surveys:

1. Adult stakeholders (e.g. Directors of Children’s Services, 

local authority staff, youth workers, educators)

2. CEYP (n=48, 7-22 years, even M:F ratio, all regions)

Phase 3 Interviews with adults; task-based semi-structured focus group 

discussions with CEYP (n=63, in 6 contexts); narrative 

interviews with care leavers (n=4)

Phase 4 Repeat focus groups with CEYP to check/refine interpretations 

of data (n=40, in 4 contexts)



▪ The next three sessions will seek to share findings, but 
also make space for discussion

▪ We would like to see what you think of the research and 
ask:

➢ What important questions does it raise?

➢ If/how might it be useful to you/your work?

➢ What implications does it have for practice?

➢ What collectively might we be able to DO to enhance 
CEYP’s experiences?
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Space for Discussion
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▪ General findings from R2BA

▪ Generated via various approaches:
➢ Rapid review of policy documents

➢ Online surveys (adults and young people)

➢ Adult interviews

➢ CEYP focus groups

➢ Care leaver narrative interviews

▪ Discussion time

▪ ‘Take home’ messages

Overview



▪ Rapid review of relevant policy documents

➢ Broadly related to either Education or Health (or both)

➢ How care experienced young people’s access to sport/PA was 
situated within them

▪ Online surveys (Adult and Young People)

➢ Contextual information about care experienced youths’ 
perspectives on, experiences of, and access to sport/PA

▪ Adult interviews

➢ Built on key findings from the adult surveys; policy and practice

▪ Care leaver interviews

➢ Narrative approach; reflective perspectives and experiences

Generating Data



▪ 63 care experienced youth aged 9 – 20 
were involved in Phase 3 focus groups

▪ Participatory focus

1. Perceptions of Sport/PA (included 
drawing, mapping)

2. Ranking quotes (drawn from 
surveys)

3. Character creation (‘imagined 
experiences’ – positive and 
negative)

Youth Focus Groups



▪ Quantitative data analysed to generate descriptive 
statistics

➢ Frequencies, percentages etc.

▪ Qualitative/visual data analysed thematically

➢ Data read and re-read

➢ Coded to draw out key themes, ideas and issues (Charmaz, 
2014)

▪ Three key factors:

➢ Activities; Places; People

Data Analysis



▪ Limited number of specific policy documents

➢ Recognition of additional local policy

▪ Few references to sport/PA 

➢ Often focused more on leisure & recreation

▪ Linked to health and well-being

➢ ‘Positive youth development’

▪ Shifting ideas about ‘responsibility’

➢ Carers play a key role but need more support

Policy

Role of schools?

92% of adult 

respondents viewed 

sport/PA as primarily 

the responsibility of 
education contexts…



▪ 85% of adult respondents considered sport/PA to be important for 

CEYP

▪ 38% felt that CEYP had access to sport/PA that was ‘equal to their 

peers’

▪ Benefits: included positive health outcomes (including mental 

health) and social connections

▪ Challenges: included access, placement instability and connecting 

elements of ‘the system’

▪ Lack of clarity around ‘whose responsibility’

Adult Perspectives

“I think that PA is 
important for looked 
after young people in 
particular due to the 

high incidence of mental 
health problems in this 

cohort, PA has a positive 
impact on this”

“I think the barriers of access to 
sport that manifest particularly 
for children in care (are) to do 
with a lack of stability in their 

life”



▪ 83% of CEYP considered sport/PA to be important to them

▪ 40% felt they had access that was ‘equal to their peers’ 

▪ Some positive experiences – alignment with broader youth 

population 

▪ CEYP are ‘not that different’

▪ But also notable challenges - often specific to the care 

experience

Young People Perspectives



BENEFITS

Health and fitness (70%)

Fun and enjoyment (70%)

Skill acquisition (51%)

To see friends (43%)

To see family (15%)

“(Sport/PA) keeps me physically/mentally fit, learn new skills, socialise… 
(I) get to know my own mental and physical ability” (female, 15 years, FC)

“You feel good when you achieve something or do it for the first time and 
get better” (female, 10 years, FC/KC)

“It keeps me healthy and is a great stress reliever” (male, 15 years, CH)

“Playing football, I made so many friends and that made me feel so much 
more important than what I felt before” (male, 22 years, FC)

CHALLENGES

Low self-confidence (72%)

Difficult to travel (63%)

Costs too much (56%)

Lack of interest (47%)

Lack of peer support (42%)

Lack of adult support (35%)

“I’m not looking (for sport/PA opportunities). Don’t have the money” 
(Male, 22, FC)

“Grew more conscious as a girl although I wish I had stayed doing sports 
as I’d be much healthier and confident right now!” (Female, 22, FC)

“There is nothing around where I live” (Male, 10, KC)

“In residential there isn’t always enough staffing for young people to take 
part in these activities (and) not enough encouragement” (female, 19 
years, CH)



▪ Three key factors that shape CEYP’s participation in 

sport/PA

➢ Activities: Structured/unstructured, organised/free, 

traditional/alternative…

➢ Places: Home, school, parks, leisure centres, gyms, 

clubs…

➢ People: Carers, social workers, teachers, friends, 

family…

▪ Influence the perceived benefits and challenges for 

CEYP

▪ All mediated by the care context

Key Factors



ACTIVITIES
• Recreational activities (cycling, 

walking, parks)

• Mainstream sports – for 

younger CEYP

• Organised activities 

(citizenship, life skills)

• ‘Productive busyness’

• Access/opportunity varied by 

context

“I think the reason there’s such 

disparity… is because although there is 

money available for sport, it differs 

hugely how it’s distributed (from) 

borough to borough” (youth worker)

PLACES
• Home, school, playgrounds 

(across numerous fields)

• Gyms, leisure centres

• ‘Missing’ spaces (clubs, after-

school sport, wild spaces)

• Stigma - struggle to find sense 

of belonging

“They may not have had the 

opportunity to take part in any sport or 

may never have had anyone to take 

them, or they may feel embarrassed if 

their social worker or foster carers took 

them” (CEYP, female, 21, FC)

PEOPLE
• Relationships as key to CEYP 

experiences

• Sport/PA companions: peers 

(68%); carers (40%); siblings 

(24%)

• Provision of support (travel, 

funding, kit - relevant capital)

• Can be a major barrier to 

participation

“What might have been positive is if I 

had a social worker telling me all the 

time to ‘go and exercise’… (but) I had so 

many changes of social worker that 

none of the information was being 

passed on” (CEYP, female, 11, FC)



▪ Variance in experience

➢ “All kids (in care) should have the same, basically”

➢ “I don’t think it’s right to say that everyone (in 

care) gets enough support, because not everyone 

does” 

▪ Alignment between key factors needed for 

‘good’ experience

▪ Need to be in the ‘right’ place, with the ‘right’ 

people & knowledge of the ‘right’ activities 

Interconnected Experiences



As a group, consider the ‘map’ of 

CEYP’s sport/PA landscapes… 

1. Does this reflect what you might 

have expected? 

2. (How) could it usefully inform 

practice – including your own 

work?

Discussion

Some guiding questions…

❖ What (for you) are the key components 
of each factor?

❖ Where are the ‘gaps’ or challenges?
❖ Where does your organization ‘sit’ in 

this landscape?
❖ Where could you influence change?



▪ Shifting landscape for CEYP

➢ Placement moves, changes in relationships

▪ Sports clubs as a ‘missing space’ 

➢ Including extra-curricular school clubs

▪ Who has responsibility for CEYP’s sport/PA 

experiences?

➢ Are we ‘passing the buck’?

▪ Focusing on connections

➢ Facilitates an understanding of ‘journey’

Some of our thoughts…

Complex social 

landscapes



▪ Continue the conversations 
over refreshments

Take a Break!



‘Right to Be Active’ Project

Dissemination Event

SESSION 2: Let me tell you a story…

@DrRASandford

@DrTomQ

@DrORHooper

@DuncombeRebecca

#R2BA



▪ Focus on youth voice

▪ Highlight participatory approaches used

▪ Identify significance of stories

▪ Concept cartoons

▪ Narratives

▪ Discussion time

Overview



Research Framework

Phase 1 Rapid review of relevant policy documents making reference to 

CEYP and their access to sport/PA (health, education…)

Phase 2 National online surveys:

1. Adult stakeholders (e.g. Directors of Children’s Services, 

local authority staff, youth workers, educators)

2. CEYP (n=48, 7-22 years, even M:F ratio, all regions)

Phase 3 Interviews with adults; task-based semi-structured focus group 

discussions with CEYP (n=63, in 6 contexts); narrative 

interviews with care leavers (n=4)

Phase 4 Repeat focus groups with CEYP to check/refine interpretations 

of data (n=40, in 4 contexts)



▪ Qualitative participatory approach

➢ Multiple methods - views of different groups 
(carers, local authority staff, teachers & 
CEYP)

▪ Research design took note of:

➢ Value of making space for youth voice

➢ Challenge of accessing authentic voice

➢ Dominance of adult voices

➢ Tendency for CEYP & adults to hold different 
views

Participatory Approach



Research with children and young 
people is a creative endeavour and 
generating data with children and 
young people challenges researchers 
to be creative

After Graue and Walsh (1998)

Participatory Research Methods



▪ Rich data generated in conversation with 

young people

▪ Stories were important to share experience

▪ Similar stories being told – common themes

▪ Wanted to find a way to communicate 

these

1. Cartoons – standalone/series

2. Narratives – composite and individual

Storifying the Data

“… storytelling is a 
meaning-making activity, 
an act of interpreting and 

infusing life with meaning”

(Smith & Sparkes, 2008)



▪ An innovative participatory research method

▪ Help explore complex concepts and experiences

➢ E.g. exploring conceptions of ‘health’ (Hooper, 2018)

▪ Data drawn on to produce a ‘brief’ - used by a graphic 

designer to develop cartoons

▪ Images underwent a significant period of drafting, 

piloting, and re-drafting 

➢ CEYP involved throughout this process

Concept Cartoons



▪ Cartoons shared with CEYP during Phase 4

▪ Purpose was two-fold:

1. Check cartoons represented the thoughts, 

feelings and experiences previously shared

2. Generate further data related to these 

thoughts, feelings and experiences

▪ Now it’s your turn!

Cartoons in Action



In your groups, you have a stand-alone 

image and a cartoon series

Take a minute or two to consider the images yourself 

and then discuss them as a group. Use the following 

questions to guide you:

1. What stories might be being told here?

2. What ‘issues’ are highlighted?

3. What can we learn from these stories?

Group Task



Sharing the Stories: Standalone



Sharing the Stories: Cartoon Series



▪ In narrative analysis, the story becomes the 

focus

➢ We adopt the standpoint of a storyteller 

▪ Aim to tell a story from the research data

➢ Fictional in form but ‘factual’ in content

➢ Grounded in CEYP’s lived experiences

▪ Story being told is ‘real’ and not ‘imagined’

▪ Care leaver narratives developed through R2BA

Narratives



CEYP Data

▪ Dislike being ‘checked 
up on’, feel ‘over-
protected’

▪ Limits ‘normal’ time 
with friends (park, free 
time, sleepovers)

▪ Can restrict access to 
activities such as 
sport/PA

▪ Recognise safeguarding 
needs but frustrated by 
processes

‘Checking-Up’

“Our foster carers want to 
know where we are, what 
we’re doing and who we’re 
with every five minutes! It’s 
not like we can just go to the 
park with our friends after 
school. We have to get the 
taxi home otherwise our 
carers are texting to ask when 
we’ll be back. You could just 
turn your phone off I suppose, 
but that would get you into 
trouble. We just want to be 
normal, you miss out on 
things sometimes because 
you’re in care”



Meg: 25 years old, with two sisters and one brother; 25 

placement moves before the age of 4; football was her ‘thing’

‘It’s such a big part of my life’: Meg’s story



▪ We need to continue the stories

➢ Concept cartoons/narratives represent a novel way of 
engaging/researching with CEYP

▪ Potential of stories as a learning tool 

➢ Useful for initiating discussion, fostering empathy and 
facilitating understanding 

▪ Stories might help to facilitate new approaches?

➢ Implications for practice

▪ Will come back to this…

Some of our thoughts…



▪ Take time to meet new people

▪ Look through the other 

resources available

▪ Please remember to eat!

Time for Lunch
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▪ Build on sessions 1 and 2 

▪ Summarise key points

▪ Consider how we apply learning from 
R2BA

▪ Discussion to make connections, share 
good practice & identify action points

Overview



▪ CEYP can benefit greatly from participation in sport/PA

▪ Many do have positive experiences but generally don’t have access 
‘equal to peers’

▪ Some key challenges are shaped by the care system

➢ Complex social landscapes

▪ Key factors of Activities, Places & People

➢ Need intersection of these to have good experiences

▪ Whose responsibility?

What Have we Learnt?



▪ Concept cartoons were a useful innovation

➢ Helped articulate complex experiences

▪ Stories help to share ‘lived experiences’

➢ Great way to engage with young people 
and facilitate voice

▪ Valuable learning tool (for adults and 
youth)

➢ Also helpful to generate new (contextual) 
stories

What Have we Learnt?

“…(stories) might usefully help 
those working with or for care-
experienced young people … to 
better understand their 
dynamic and lived experiences
in relation to sport and physical 
activity. Moreover, these stories 
may also be of value to other 
care-experienced young people 
who may recognise certain 
elements of the narratives 
and/or have experiences that 
resonate with the stories”

(Quarmby et al., forthcoming)



1. Further clarity is needed from a policy perspective concerning the 
provision of sport/PA opportunities for care experienced youth

2. A ‘joined-up’ approach, supported by such policy, is also required to 
clarify ‘whose responsibility’ sport/PA provision is for care experienced 
youth 

3. The role of schools in providing sport/PA opportunities for care 
experienced youth warrants further consideration 

4. There is potential for sport/PA participation to be a valuable 
‘constant’ for care experienced youth if sustained engagement can be 
supported

5. Participatory approaches to research with care experienced young 
people can be most valuable in enabling their stories to be shared

44

Key Recommendations



▪ Moving research into action

▪ Want to have a practical impact

➢ How best do we do that?

▪ Some concluding discussion around:

1. What impact might this research have and 
how can we best realise it? 

2. What further research might be needed?

3. How do we further these conversations? 

What Next?

ACTION POINTS

For you - how 

might you use this 

research to bring 

about impact?

For us – how might 

we bring about 

impact from this 

research?



TASK 1: Reflections on recommendations 

➢ In your tables, discuss the recommendations

➢ Use the post-its to note key points or 

comments and attach to relevant flip chart 

sheets around the room

Discussion



TASK 2: Discussion around key areas 

➢ Move around the room and contribute to 

debates around three key areas: HEALTH, 

SPORT, EDUCATION 

➢ Identify key challenges and opportunities

for research, policy & practice in these areas

Discussion



TASK 3: Personal pledge 

➢Take some time to consider what action 

point you can set for yourself and/or 

your organisation related to the previous 

discussions

Discussion



▪ Thank you again for your attendance and contributions

▪ Thank you again to:

➢ Carnegie School of Sport

➢ Jamie Kirkland (cartoon designer)

➢ Andy Kay (report designer)

▪ Important to keep these conversations going, so please 
do keep in touch

▪ Please take some time to complete our short survey

Closing Comments 



▪ R2BA reports

➢ Adult report (overview of full project)

➢ Young people’s report (condensed version)

▪ Academic papers
➢ Sandford, R., Quarmby, T., Hooper, O. & Duncombe, R. (2019) Navigating complex social landscapes: examining care 

experienced young people’s engagements with sport and physical activity, Sport, Education and Society, DOI: 
10.1080/13573322.2019.1699523 

➢ O’Donnell, C., Sandford, R. & Parker, A. (2019) Physical Education, School Sport and Looked-After-Children: Health, 
wellbeing and educational engagement. Sport, Education and Society, DOI: 10.1080/13573322.2019.1628731

➢ Quarmby, T., Sandford, R. & Elliot, E. (2018) 'I actually used to like PE, but not now': Understanding care-
experienced young people’s (dis)engagement with physical education, Sport, Education and Society, DOI: 
10.1080/13573322.2018.1456418

➢ Quarmby, T., Sandford, R. & Pickering, K. (2018) Care-experienced youth and positive development: an exploratory 
study into the value and use of leisure-time activities, Leisure Studies, DOI: 10.1080/02614367.2018.1535614

Useful Resources

https://doi.org/10.1080/02614367.2018.1535614


Thank you

Contact Details:

Dr Rachel Sandford

R.A.Sandford@lboro.ac.uk

Dr Tom Quarmby

T.Quarmby@leedsbeckett.ac.uk
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