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This research was designed and implemented to support the holistic program
development for youth sports and physical activity addressing health and well-being
and promoting Positive Youth Development in Australia for children and young people
up to 25 years.

Positive Youth Development (PYD) promotes well-being, inclusion, education, and
career readiness through intentional programs in schools, communities, and sports. It
focuses on creating opportunities, fostering growth, building strengths, and
supporting relationships that help youth thrive and reach their full potential.

INITIAL FINDINGS:

Based on the desk-based research the following needs were identified to be explored
further in this phase of the research.

Intentionally designed programs to retain youth, especially adolescent girls and young
women, in sports and physical activity, focusing on health, well-being, and PYD.
Despite community-based programs, participation remains low, particularly as
children age. Only 7.9%" of adolescents meet physical activity guidelines, with a
further decline after Year 10, highlighting the need for retention strategies to keep
young people, especially girls, engaged.

Programs targeting underserved groups, such as Indigenous youth, marginalized
communities, and Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer and Gender Expansive
Identities (LGBTQI+), are limited and regionally confined. Opportunities exist to
strengthen collaborations between schools, community groups, and sporting
organizations to extend their reach and inclusivity, especially for low-income families
and displaced persons. There is a particular gap in LGBTQI+ youth sports programs,
offering an opportunity to create more inclusive spaces. Youth sports programs to
address the physical, social, and emotional well-being of youth with disabilities were
also found to be limited.

Multi-sectoral collaborations, integrating physical and mental health, education, and
employability, are crucial for maximizing the impact and sustainability of youth sports
initiatives. Additionally, there is a need to develop sports programs that help youth
build career readiness and transferable skills, filling the gap in sustainable education
and employment pathways. While youth programs for mental health exist? there is
limited integration with sports and exercise. Collaborating with mental health experts
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and focusing on long-term impact measurement will ensure that sports programs
effectively link to mental health and result in sustained outcomes for youth.

METHODS

The research has used a mixed-methods design combining quantitative and
qualitative data with a purposive sample of participants. This included a specifically
designed online survey for Australia with one online semi-structured focus group
discussion (FGD). The FGD and interviews investigated key findings following the
quantitative surveys to provide further qualitative insights.

SAMPLING STRATEGY

A purposive sample of 36 organizations in Australia were invited to complete the
online survey. This was conducted by scoping and mapping of organizations, experts
and locations gathered from Beyond Sport's and associated consultants’ existing
networks and contacts in the youth and sports sectors in Australia.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS:

The data collection approaches and tools were uniquely developed to best address the
research aims.

SURVEY

The survey was created to collect primary quantitative data, with one secondary focus
in qualitative data. Questions were designed from the findings identified in the desk-
based research with a needs-focused lens. The survey consisted of 21 questions, which
included open text and predominantly multiple-choice questions designed with a
selection of the three most prevalent defined options and an open text ‘other’ option.

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION AND INDIVIDUAL INTERUIEWS

The FGD and individual interviews were designed to collect primary qualitative data
and further investigate the findings from specific recommendations identified within
the survey results. The FGD and interviews were structured to address four key topics
and capture additional data from experts in youth sports relating to:

Intersectionality of context-specific issues for youth.

Challenges and needs at the programmatic and organizational level for those working
in youth health, well-being and PYD through sports.

Support structures to enable youth empowerment.



Strengthening the wider youth and sports sector through connected and diverse
networks.

DISCUSSION ON SURVEY FINDINGS
YOUTH GROUPS IN THE MOST NEED IN AUSTRALIA

The survey results highlight that organizations prioritize working with underserved
and diverse youth groups who often face systemic barriers and inequities. Among
these groups, women and girls stand out as a significant focus, where 100% of the
survey respondents target women and girls due to persistent gender-based
disparities. In many contexts, girls are less likely to have access to sports, education,
and extracurricular activities, often due to cultural expectations, safety concerns, or
prioritization of male peers. These barriers hinder their physical health, social
development, and self-esteem.

Indigenous communities addressed by 93% of respondents also face unique
challenges, such as geographic isolation, historical marginalization, and
underinvestment in infrastructure, including educational and recreational facilities.
These factors limit their access to resources and opportunities, perpetuating cycles
of exclusion and inequality. Similarly, racial and ethnic minorities of which 86% of
organisations target, experience systemic discrimination that affects their ability to
participate fully in social and economic activities, often leaving them with fewer
opportunities for development and growth.

CHALLENGES FAGING YOUTH IN AUSTRALIA

Young Australians are grappling with challenges exacerbated by intersectionality,
societal volatility, and the uncertainties of a rapidly globalizing world. These dynamics
negatively affect their well-being and hinder positive development. Poor mental
health identified as one of the most significant issues by 50% of respondents,
compounded by career uncertainty and increasing disengagement from education
noted by 43% of organisations. As found within the qualitative survey results,
systemic social and cultural barriers, including rigid gender norms, cultural exclusion,
and generational trauma, disproportionately affect marginalized groups such as
Indigenous youth and young women. For youth from low-income families, financial
constraints and a lack of access to recreational and educational resources further
restrict opportunities for growth and engagement.

The COVID-19 pandemic has amplified existing inequalities, particularly among
marginalized groups, including refugees. Educational disruptions and limited
employment prospects have led to higher rates of NEET (Not in Education,
Employment, or Training) status among youth under 25, placing them at greater risk
of long-term unemployment and perpetuating cycles of poverty. Compounding these
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issues are family instability, housing insecurity, and social isolation, all of which
contribute to mental health struggles and increase interactions with the justice
system.

The digital environment poses additional challenges, particularly for young women
who face heightened self-image and social validation pressures. Meanwhile, the lack
of safe community spaces and accessible transportation options, especially in rural
and low-income urban areas, inhibits youth engagement. These barriers have lasting
effects on participation, confidence, and the ability to build social connections.

ENABLERS AND BARRIERS TO HEALTH. UWELL BEING AND PYD IN RUSTRALIA

Key enablers for improving health, well-being, and PYD in Australia include the
presence of well-trained practitioners and role models, such as coaches and mentors
as indicated by 86% of respondents. These individuals play a vital role in fostering
consistent and supportive relationships with young people, helping them build trust
and resilience. Regularly scheduled programs and partnerships between
organizations also stand out as critical by 50% of organizations, showcasing the
importance of sustained and collaborative efforts in encouraging youth engagement
and physical activity.

However, as identified by 86% of organizations, financial constraints remain a
significant barrier to physical health and PYD. For many young Australians as outlined
by 50% of respondents, the lack of safe and accessible facilities or active spaces in
rural and underserved areas limits their opportunities to participate in physical
activities. Additionally, a shortage of well-trained youth practitioners was identified
by 43% of organizations, highlighting a gap in the availability of skilled adult role
models essential for effective PYD. This shortage hampers efforts to create nurturing
and supportive environments where youth can thrive.

BEST APPROAGHES AND SUPPORT NEEDED TO ENHANGE PHYSICAL HEALTH AND PYD IN AUSTRALIA

To address these challenges, 71% of respondents reported that intentionally designed
programs integrating physical activity with leadership, life skills, and social-emotional
learning are highly effective. Sports-based initiatives and youth-specific training
emerged as preferred approaches by 43%, emphasizing the importance of holistic
development through engagement in structured activities. 36% of respondents also
highlighted the need for inclusive and adaptable community-centred solutions that
cater to the diverse needs of Australian youth, ensuring equitable access for all
groups.



Promoting physical health and PYD within communities has resulted in multiple
benefits, including improved self-confidence by 64%, greater identity development,
and reduced risky behaviors or criminal activity by 50%. Enhanced physical and
mental health outcomes also underscore the transformative potential of PYD
interventions, which positively impact individuals and their broader communities.

Capacity-building initiatives are essential to maximize impact. Respondents stressed
the value of youth-to-youth learning, where peer mentorship fosters stronger
connections and mutual growth. Organizational training on youth empowerment and
knowledge-sharing among organizations were also highlighted as critical strategies.
These elements reflect a broader desire for collaborative learning, peer support, and
skill development to effectively strengthen the sector’s ability to address young
Australians' complex and evolving needs.

In conclusion, the survey findings reveal the challenges and opportunities in
promoting physical health and PYD for Australian youth. Addressing financial
and systemic barriers, expanding the availability of safe spaces and accessible
programs and enhancing youth-specific training are essential steps forward.
Also, fostering networks enabling shared learning and robust role modelling
will further empower youth and their communities. Targeted interventions and
strong community partnerships are crucial to ensuring all young Australians
can thrive physically, mentally, and socially.

INGLUSIVITY AND REPRESENTATION IN PROGRAMMING

Creating inclusive programming that provides opportunities for the intersectional
representation of youth was paramount. It was noted that supporting and fostering
a space for youth that is accepting and tailored to their needs increases engagement
and positive outcomes.

ENGAGEMENT AND EMPOVVERMENT OF YOUTH

All focus group participants addressed the theme of youth engagement and
empowerment. Participants linked engagement to pathways for development and
leadership, both within sports programming and beyond. Additionally, providing
opportunities for youth to be decision-makers and thought leaders was identified as
an important component for capacity building and creating relevant programming.

Effective measurement techniques were identified as a challenge that affects
sustained programming, particularly over extended periods of time. One participant
identified that most programs are short-term, primarily due to funding constraints,
and focused on specific implementation timelines, making it challenging to see the
long-term impact.



Funding was identified as a limitation in current sports programs and offerings
tailored to youth. Participants spoke about how short-term funding significantly
contributes to program longevity and accessibility, as cost can be a significant barrier.
Additionally, consideration of program life cycles and their long-term impact is
necessary, as identifying the desired outcomes and funding streams can promote
sustainable impact and future involvement from program users.

COMMUNITY INVESTMENT AND COLLABORATION

Community investment and collaboration were emphasized when discussing the
challenges and needs faced at the community organization and program level. This
exists both within sports organizations and within the commmunity, as having support
for initiatives from communities can greatly influence the success of the
programming. Information sharing through collaboration can also help to address the
skills gap and human resourcing constraints that participants identified.

FOGUS GROUP REUIEVY OF FINDINGS

One of the key insights is the ongoing challenge of sustainable funding and program
models, which was reflected in the participants' emphasis on the limitations of short-
term funding cycles. This highlights the need for diversified and multi-year funding
mechanisms.

“In terms of the funding, it might come for a particular period of time, and it's not
sustainable. And we start to roll out a program around, inclusion or targeting indigenous
youth, or all abilities for example. And then, once that funding is gone, the program seems to
go, and it doesn't necessarily translate from a national sporting level to a state sporting level
and then down into grassroots. | mean, the funding only gets it so far, and you can generally
throw a blanket around where that funding goes - to a lot of metro-centric sort of areas
rather than regional.”

This connects to the questions about barriers to sustaining programs, the strategies
to overcome them and the distribution of funding across regions and diverse areas.
Innovative funding approaches and regenerative models could be a solution to
ensuring the long-term viability of these initiatives.

Another significant finding relates to inclusivity and accessibility in SFD programs. As
many participants stated, "you can’t be what you can't see," which highlights the need for
inclusive programming that is representative of the target youth and fosters a sense of
belonging and community. Mentoring in programming and seeing oneself in sport,
beyond an athlete and in adjacent roles necessary for operation, is essential. Tying into
how the sport and youth development sector can better support youth, leadership and
understanding the communities of interest is key.



“that's addressing the intersectional approach. Understanding the different models and
what that looks like within different communities. And then developing a leadership pathway
for youth to undertake within the wider sports sector.”

Furthermore, building capacity within community organizations and amongst young
people was identified as a successful approach to youth empowerment. According to
the participants, this approach should be embedded into the majority, if not all,
programs related to PYD through sport.

“"You know, you would need to have resources or funding, or some type of financial capacity.
But the more potential training and pathways there are, whether it's getting involved in
coaching or getting involved in mentorship or getting involved in specific spaces, whether it's
Indigenous rights or obesity issues. | just think that should become part of the package for a
lot of these community or sport development initiatives is that we're designing more than
just 'kick a ball around’ programs. Have some fun play with some mates. It's okay. And then
what's next? What are we setting you up for? And how are we getting you there?”

The focus on life-cycle programming and youth leadership pathways demonstrated a
commitment to empowering young participants to evolve into mentors and re-
engaged leaders for youth generations which follow.

“The current generation is not like how it used to be. They want to be needed. They want to
be embraced as well. So, you need to bring them in as decision-makers. You need to enable
them to take on a leadership role - build their confidence. And in turn they will continue
creating these ripples. And then hopefully, that creates that long-term sustainability of that
ongoing role modelling and intergenerational leadership too”

Lastly, the role of collaboration and community engagement was continuously
mentioned. Community consultation allows individuals and organizations with
different skills and experiences to create meaningful change because it is thoughtful.
In answering how best to create and sustain change through partnerships, willingness
to collaborate and build trust was a key factor.

“It's around that community consultation and working together, and actually sort of knowing
that as the foundation we can bring this. We can bring this, and everybody has their own skill
set. So it's about valuing and recognizing in terms of that partnership. So | think it's really
hard to sort of get that. You're always going to have failed ones. And | think it's around just
developing that trust.”

In conclusion, the emerging themes highlight the importance of adopting holistic
approaches that integrate innovative and longer-term financial strategies with
inclusive program designs to address funding and accessibility challenges. Actively
involving community organizations, providing funding platforms and equipping them
with the knowledge and resources to identify and secure additional funding
opportunities is vital for ensuring the longevity of programs. With additional
community organization capacity-building support structures, this approach develops
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sustainable and impactful youth SFD programs, enhancing local ownership and
alleviating pressure on program creators by decentralizing expertise and resource
access. Moving forward, decentralization and widespread resource and learning
access should be key considerations for new initiatives as they can enhance the
number of programs available.

Moreover, fostering youth leadership and implementing tailored engagement
strategies are critical for program longevity and community resilience, positioning
sport as a powerful catalyst for social development in Australia. Youth voice and
leadership are needed to help inform design and delivery within the program and with
community youth sports organizations. This would provide agency and insight from
the youth that not only provides insight and relevancy but also gives participants a
platform to meaningfully contribute and develop their leadership and communication
skills.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Prioritize Underserved Youth Groups and Their Needs

Address low participation and opportunities in sports by focusing on girls, Indigenous
communities, LGBTQI+ youth, and youth with disabilities to address systemic barriers
and inequities. Tailor programs to enhance access, inclusion, and engagement for
these groups and target critical gaps in career readiness and employability by
incorporating transferable skill-building.

Adopt Longer-Term Funding Models

Implement multi-year funding and promote innovative financing strategies, including
key partnerships and social enterprises, to reduce dependency on short-term grants.
Enhance Accessibility and Promote Inclusivity

Support through equipment-sharing programs, affordable venues, and
transportation solutions to minimize participation costs for underserved families.
Design culturally sensitive programs and resources in collaboration with communities

and youth leaders. Include training and tools for organizations to engage
marginalized groups effectively.

Foster Youth Leadership Pathways and Empowerment



Develop structured programs to upskill youth into mentoring and coaching roles.
Incorporate leadership workshops and peer-to-peer support initiatives to empower
young pdrticipants.

Strengthen Organizational Capacity

Train community organizations in strategic planning, safeguarding, and program
delivery to address youth health, well-being and PYD outcomes. Develop resources
that support developing robust, sustainable and impactful PYD-focused sports
organizations. Facilitate networking opportunities to share knowledge and best
practices within the sector. Enable effective collaboration across experts in sports
and PYD program design and implementation, research and organizations with
established infrastructure and facilities.

Build and Integrate Evidence-Based Impact Approaches

Develop robust monitoring and evaluation frameworks to measure program success,
inform design, and enhance accountability. Embed approaches to evaluate the
effectiveness of integrated sports program design that addresses physical and
mental health, education, and employability.

Leverage Digital Engagement

Utilize mobile-friendly and culturally relevant digital platforms to produce relevant
content, engage communities and increase youth participation, retention and
development outcomes through sports-based initiatives. Collaborate with youth to
ensure content relevance and accessibility.

CONGLUSION

The research concludes that Australia's community youth sports and SFD sectors are
well-placed to support, promote, and impact youth health, well-being, and PYD.

There is a clear need to strengthen the sector holistically and equip organizations,
programs, and their practitioners with key skills, tools, resources, and financial backing
to develop impact and sustainability in youth and sports offerings. This includes
driving collaborations and a culture of shared resources, learning, and development
across lateral networks of organizations and key stakeholders across the sector.

Culturally relevant, context-specific and intentionally designed outcome-focused
programs are required to foster inclusion and engage hard-to-reach and marginalized
youth groups. Further effective evaluation and monitoring strategies are needed to
inform ongoing design and implementation.

Understanding relevant engagement opportunities, whether through digital means,
promotional campaigns, or activations, including storytelling and developing
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community ownership, will further advance youth sports' growth, impact, participant
retention, and sustainability.

Lastly, to support authentic youth development, it is important to create supportive
structures to empower youth leaders. This includes decision-making across programs,
organizations, and within the community. Pathways for youth, either in the sports
sector or through developing transferable skills, will support career readiness and
continue generations of youth who thrive in a world faced with complexity and
uncertainty.

For further programmatic development, implementation, and measurement, it is
recommended that diverse representatives continue to be included to inform and
design strategies and approaches that reflect best practices in PYD through sports in
Australia.

NOTE FOR INTERPRETATION

This Executive Summary highlights key challenges and opportunities for advancing
youth development through sport in Australia. However, the scope of the study was
necessarily limited by the resources available. The findings are based on a targeted
survey and a single focus group discussion involving a purposive selection of
organizations and experts engaged in work with young people. While care was taken
to include a range of perspectives, the study does not aim to represent all types of
organizations or the full diversity of regional contexts across Australia. The themes
and recormnmendations presented here should therefore be viewed as indicative rather
than exhaustive. To build on these insights and inform wider policy and programmatic
initiatives, further large-scale, representative research is recommended.

10



