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Breakthrough Britain: Harnessing the power of sport to transform the lives of 

disadvantaged young people 

Too many young people from disadvantaged backgrounds are not achieving their potential. The 
challenges they face – such as family breakdown, poor educational experiences, low aspirations 
and negative peer influence – reduce their life chances, often resulting in negative and destructive 
behaviour. As the unemployment, NEET, substance abuse and offending rates amongst young 
people show, such a failure to engage with our most disadvantaged young people comes with a 
huge human and financial cost.  
 

• In 2009, the number of 16-24 year olds who were unemployed rose above a million for the 
first time.i  

• The average weekly consumption of alcohol by young people has doubled over the last 20 
years. ii 

• 15% of young people reported taking drugs at some point in the last year, 8% in the last 
month.iii 

• In 2008-9, 77,800 young people aged 10-17 entered the criminal justice system for the first 
time.iv 

• In 2007-8, more than 8,000 pupils were excluded from English schools.v 

• Less than a third of children on free school meals attained 5 A*-C grade GCSEs in 2009 – 
compared to more than half of pupils not eligible for free school meals.vi   

• A Government-commissioned survey by pollsters MORI published last summer showed 
that a staggering one in four children are not taking part in any organised sport. This rises 
to nearly 60 per cent among 16-19-year-olds.vii 

• An Ofsted report in late 2008 found that one in three 14-16-year-olds are failing to reach 
the government’s benchmark of two hours of school sporting activity a week.viii 
 

The Centre for Social Justice (CSJ) believes that all young people should be supported to achieve 
their potential, and that sport can act as a key tool for engaging disadvantaged young people and 
helping them to follow a positive path in life. 
 
Work in the voluntary sector has focused on the impact that sport can have upon pupil behaviour 
in schools, with improved attendance, concentration, goal-setting and even academic performance. 
Sport clubs can serve as a means through which young people at risk of falling into crime, drug 
addiction or economic dependency can be engaged and steered into educational or vocational 
schemes.  
 
The possibilities for achievement and development contained within organised, structured 
recreational programmes are especially valuable when applied to young people whose exclusion 
from education or involvement in drug use or pretty criminal activity has left them with no 
comparable experiences.  
 
We also wish to look at the efforts of the voluntary sector to divert young people from crime and 
rehabilitate young offenders. The dynamic within sport which enables it to do these things is the 
presence of a responsible, caring adult – a role model. In many cases, sport provides the only 
stable male role model in a child’s life. However, many sports clubs are hamstrung by funding 
issues or problems relating to their dependence on volunteers. 
 
 
 
 



Key Areas for Review 
Defining the areas in which sport programmes can make the biggest impact against youth 
offending, drug addiction, educational failure and long-term unemployment. 

• Ways in which sport can enable disadvantaged people to develop attributes and skills which 
they can apply to other areas of life, such as discipline, punctuality, teamwork, time 
management, individual responsibility and improved self-esteem. 

•  The provision of sport to young people of all ages, especially the very young and recent 
school-leavers. 

• This review will cover provision of sport both in schools and in sports clubs 

• Evaluating the effectiveness of various approaches, particular programmes and forms of 
intervention.  
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