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Lancashire Youth Challenge (LYC) is a small 
but integral cog in the youth and community 
sector within Lancashire, working across 
several districts and with a multitude of 
partners across education, health, social care, 
and the Voluntary Community Faith Sector. 
LYC operates programmes funded through 
grant making bodies, charitable trusts, and 
commissioned activities. 

LYC operates on a referral-based access system with each young person 
who is referred being ‘triaged’ into one or more appropriate intervention 
programmes. The method of engagement utilised by LYC is one of multiple 
interventions delivered through 1-2-1 sessions and group-based activities 
including an annual challenge, consisting of several outdoor adventure 
activities. Previous challenges have included cycling from Lancaster to 
Edinburgh, rowing the Caledonian Canal and Hiking the 3 highest peaks in the 
UK. 

EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY
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This report provides a thematic analysis of LYC’s impact on a young 
person’s social, emotional, and physical wellbeing. Specifically, their 
ability to build confidence to access opportunities, maintain positive 
social relationships and develop self-efficacy enabling them to engage in 
positive activities.  The aim of this research study is to collaborate with 
practitioners within LYC, young people, families, referral agencies and 
partners from the wider sector to uncover the impacts and contribute to 
the planning of its future development. 

The methodology included multiple data collection strategies including 
interviews with recipients, referral agencies and staff, reviewing case 
studies, use of qualitative data, annual reports, and observations. 

The data analysis showed the key themes which emerged as being 
particularly important to participants and their families

•	 The presence of enthusiasm for the project, its staff, and the 
feelings of belonging it engenders in all participants. 

•	 A sense of safety.
•	 The continued opportunity for children and young people to engage 

with ‘challenging activity’ through a long-term programme of 
incremental personal development projects and events. 

More specifically these themes can be underpinned in relation to the 
development of activities and project strategies that engender:

•	 Feelings of safety, including the promotion of inclusivity and a safe 
space to express personal identity.

•	 Promotion of social interaction and development of support 
networks
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•	 Development of physical wellness as a tool to increase awareness of 
mental and emotional wellness.

•	 Engaging in ‘once in a lifetime’ challenges and events.

This report highlights 3 specific sets of findings in regard to the impact LYC 
makes:

•	 The importance of a ‘safe’ space, supporting young people to develop 
strong positive relationships and both personal and collective identities.

•	 Asset based skills and attitude growth, focus on strengths as opposed to 
remedying problem behaviour or skill and/or knowledge gaps.

•	 The recognition of the value of young people’s voice, knowledge, and 
experience. Responsive to the changing needs of young people and all 
activities are designed using young people’s view of the world around 
them. 

In summary the report concludes that LYC is a highly effective and successful 
provision both in terms of supporting young people to achieve positive 
outcomes and delivering long lasting impact for the participants, families, and 
communities. We believe the recommendations made will enable the charity 
to further deepen its connection with recipients and continue to deliver 
meaningful impact and lasting change.



The study of LYC sets out to achieve an understanding of the impact that the 
charity has on its participants, families and wider communities that young people 
are part of be that school, community groups or where they live. LYC is a highly 
regarded and successful charity, this is highlighted by the awards of grants from 
high profile funders and the accolades and awards received. Annual reports 
highlight the success in terms of supporting young people to achieve positive 
outcomes, showing a clear journey of travel forward for their young people. This 
study seeks to understand the ‘impact’ that LYC makes, the difficult to measure 
feelings of young people and the effect that the activities have on them and their 
families.

The study investigates the ability of LYC to empower young people to develop 
self-efficacy, create lasting change and increase their skills and knowledge to take 
advantage of opportunities available to them. 
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INTRODUCTION



I have spent several months attending sessions and taking part in activities 
with LYC to understand the nature of their work, engagement methodology 
and the data capture and evaluation that takes place as part of their 
quantitative monitoring process. In order to inform my understanding of 
LYC practise I have consulted the works of Margaret Ledwith and Kate Sapin 
who led in the academic sphere of youth and community development, in 
particular participatory practise and the critical approach to community 
engagement. 

The LYC offer revolves around the preparation and participation in an annual 
challenge/expedition. The challenges have taken place each year since 2013 
and consist of multi-day physical challenges in one or more disciplines such 
as cycling, rowing or hiking. LYC engagement methodology is a participatory 
model that encourages and supports participants to take part in sessions 
that identify their assets and mobilise these to enable them to complete the 
‘challenge’. Much of this work is centred around the young people gaining a 
greater understanding of themselves, increasing their confidence and self-
belief in order to take part in the challenge. The activities they take part 
in can be clearly split into physical and emotional development activities. 
The physical aspect works on their strength, endurance, and fitness, whilst 
exploring topics like personal development, resilience, and confidence. The 
social and emotional development activities support young people to develop 
their understanding of emotions, the impact this has on their lives, strategies 
to self-regulate and overcome barriers they may face.

RESEARCHING 
LYC
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During the course of my time researching LYC, I have enjoyed taking part 
in activities and working with a truly inspiring group of staff, trustees and 
young people. The methodology I have used in this study aims to collaborate 
in a shared, participative manner with the staff, trustees, young people, and 
families of LYC.

Data collection activities included 9 one-to-one dialogic interviews with 
participants and family members, which were recorded. Interviews were 
subsequently transcribed and analysed. 8 observational visits have taken 
place in a range of settings. Quantitative data has also been analysed from 
annual reports and the personal development logs completed by participants. 

We managed a process of informed consent for participation through the 
strategies recommended by ESRC and set out indicative questions for the 
interviews and focus groups which we hoped would be an enjoyable and 
beneficial experience. The research outline was available to practitioners prior 
to participation along with the opportunity to ask questions at every stage 
of data collection. Practitioners were positioned so that they could supervise 
and manage the observation without having to leave any young person 
unattended or alone with researchers. The researcher has taken on the 
responsibility for explaining the research to the parents/carers making use of 
verbal consent recorded in interviews. Research participants were guaranteed 
anonymity and confidentiality. Consequently, individuals who participated 
and are quoted in this report have been given fictional names to satisfy 
confidentiality and data protection requirements.



The importance 
of a ‘safe’ space, 
supporting young 
people to develop 
strong positive 
relationships and 
both personal 
and collective 
identities.

KEY 
FINDING 1
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Safety (a sense of) was the most common word used across all interviews 
when asked to describe LYC, this raised a particularly interesting point about 
whether the external environment felt ‘unsafe’. Young people and parents 
explained that safety was more of an all-encompassing adjective to describe 
the way in which LYC provides wraparound support. 

When broken down into the various intended or implied meanings, safety 
related to several key elements

“LYC sort of feels like a family.”

One young person talked at length about the way in which LYC its participants, 
and staff form to make a strong cohesive unit much like the way a nuclear 
family is imagined. The way in which that LYC facilitates the building of a 
group which replicates the support functions within a family is laudable. 
An important facet is the relationship forged by staff members, who are 
approachable, friendly and show genuine care and affection for the young 
people whilst establishing and maintaining extremely clear boundaries 
and expectations of behaviour and conduct. This clear articulation and 
maintenance of boundaries I believe to play a key role in the sense of safety, 
one parent remarked

“Guy was so reassuring from the start, he explained exactly what the 
sessions would be like and who would be there. He was friendly and really 
supportive, but he made it really clear he wasn’t there to be a mate; there 
are rules and consequences if you don’t stick to them, I loved that.”

Encouraging positive relationships and social interaction is a key facet in LYC’s 
delivery model. Group work, collective problem solving and open discussion 
play integral roles to the development of the ‘unit’ that is LYC. Many of the 

young people are initially referred due to ‘social, emotional, mental health’ 
(SEMH) issues, with social interaction, forming friendships and engaging in a 
group activity can therefore be challenging. The clear setting of boundaries, 
anti-oppressive practise and the commitment to both the individual and 
the group foster the development of positive social relations. The increased 
confidence in communicating and engaging with a group or individual is 
marked, having observed participants who were reticent to join in small 
sessions delivering public speeches to over 50 people. One parent remarked

“Before joining LYC x was quite shy, he really lacked confidence and he 
didn’t know how to express himself and found social situations quite 
difficult. It was quite a challenge for me and his dad as all parents want to 
see their children having lots of friends and being popular. We have seen 
him change so much through the projects, especially after the expedition, 
he’s like a different lad now and has developed this massive circle of friends 
both at LYC and in our community. The boys where we live couldn’t believe 

he is the same lad.”

The setting of clear behaviour and conduct guidelines appear to have a clear 
impact on the way that participants interact with each other, again adding 
to the fostering of a family atmosphere. Anti-oppressive practise is deeply 
ingrained in the work of LYC, each young person is openly encouraged to 
be their self and feel safe and supported in doing so. The principles of anti-
discriminatory practice are clear at each of the sessions and young people 
treat each other with respect. The young people are challenging toward each 
other and question each other’s choices and beliefs; however, this is managed 
in a positive way with very clear reference made to the expectations of 
conduct.
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“I know at LYC I can be myself; I’ve really struggled to trust people and been 
hurt by people I thought were my friends. At LYC I can be totally honest and 
who I am without worrying what people might say.”

The impact of providing a key foundation such as safety and feelings 
of acceptance and support cannot be underestimated. This foundation 
provides the platform for participants to engage fully with their own personal 
development safe in the knowledge that they are accepted, supported and 
ultimately empowered to be themselves.

“When I come to LYC I don’t really think about anything else, I’m just here, 
the things I worry about in school and at home, stuff like that, they kinda, 
just, you know, fade away. Gives me time to properly think about stuff and 
get some advice.”

A minor but valid concern of parents and referral agencies was that ability 
to maintain the relatively small group sizes as the charity grows. One of the 
beauties of LYC is that it offers individual sessions that lead to small group 
sessions, a carefully constructed pathway with proven benefits. Remarks were 
made about a fear that could change because of LYC’s success.



Asset-based skills 
and attitudes to 
growth, focus 
on strengths 
as opposed 
to remedying 
problem 
behaviour or skill 
and/or knowledge 
gaps.

KEY 
FINDING 2
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One of the base principles of youth engagement is a strength-based approach, 
the commitment to delivering the pillars of youth work practise is again 
evident throughout interviews. Across several interviews, parents talked of 
how their young people had experienced what they (young person) considered 
failure but very little in the way of success. This had a damaging impact on 
self-esteem, self-worth, and willingness to try new activities. It was put forward 
that LYC was very different in this respect as they focussed on the assets they 
bring, using those to identify strengths that can be applied across a multitude 
of activities and settings. Most importantly the way that this approach was 
used to develop new skills and acquire knowledge was the most striking.

“X isn’t of those kids that’s used to getting praise, we do it at home but at 
school it’s been a bit of a negative ride. X will often say that he’s rubbish at 
things or doesn’t want to try because he will just be crap. Sam especially 
has been amazing at highlighting things that X does well and how what’s 
done there can be applied in other places, sort of using his way of doing 
things in all areas of his life.”

Using strengths as an anchor is an extremely successful tactic in the case of 
LYC, many young people talked about how they used a skill they’d learnt they 
had and put it to good use later down the line. This topic came up repeatedly 
when talking about the annual expeditions, young people describing how 
they used some of their mindfulness, resilience, and self-confidence skills to 
overcome physical obstacles.

“I was dead scared when I did the abseil, I hate heights, but I remember 
doing stuff about using breathing to clear my head and think things 
through. I did that and it cleared my head and then I could think about 
having all the safety ropes and stuff, plus I knew Sam and Phil weren’t going 

to let me fall.”

Strength based approaches in peer learning and the development of mentors 
was a key theme and described emotionally in a number of cases. Whilst the 
support of staff is described as being imperative, the ability to be supported 
by peers who have similar experiences was described in some cases as life 
changing. One peer mentor describing the impact on her as

“I struggled massively with my mental health when I was younger and was 
referred by CAMHS to LYC. I tried to kill myself a few times and just thought 
the world was better off without me. I’m now a peer mentor and having the 
chance to stop someone feeling like I felt or let them know that they’re not 
the only one has been incredible. I’m so glad I am still here, now I can use 
my experiences to try to make sure other LYC kids don’t feel like I did.”

“To have the trust and responsibility that LYC put into us is an amazing 
feeling, feeling proud and people looking up to you as a role model is a 
bit mad and a new thing for me. I think showing other young people that 
they can go through what I have and be a success is something to be really 

proud of and I just want to help them to feel good.”

The way in which young people are supported through the life cycle of the 
project to become active citizens was key with parents and referral agencies 
alike. The focus that LYC places on developing young people to be active 
citizens, to take the elements of the programme they’ve learnt from and 
use them for the betterment of both the individual and others is seen as a 
huge positive. The importance of ‘moving on’ and using skills more widely 
in education, employment, training rather than within LYC sessions was 
highlighted several times by partner and referral organisations.

“Honestly, LYC has been amazing in making me think about jobs, work and 
my future. Like most of my friends I didn’t really know much about working, 
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I feel like because of doing LYC most of all the pressure has been taken 
away when I’m thinking about it all”

“I think youth organisations can sometimes be a bit guilty of building 
relationships that make young people and families reliant on one 
organisation. I totally get the issues organisations face and the issues with 
funding but it doesn’t really move young people on, if you get me. We just 
end up with young people who do pieces of work with one organisation and 
when they move on from that they’re stuck. I’ve worked in the sector for 
over 20 years and my experiences with LYC are really refreshing, the main 
aim seems to be preparing young people to move on as confident young 
people and use the skills they’ve learnt to support themselves and others”

“A lot of projects revolve around 12 week interventions with a big drop 
off at the end, LYC seem to build a relationship that is designed to last as 
long as young people want it. I saw on the video this year a young person I 
referred 4 years ago who is now a leader, seeing that sort of empowerment 
and development is incredible”

“I couldn’t believe it when they asked X if he wanted to continue as a 
mentor now he was too old to take part as a young person. I was so made 
up, seeing the process he’s gone through and now being believed in to be a 
leader makes me so proud”

“I’ve done quite a few things before with different charities and things like 
that, none of them ever really stuck though. Like, you go and do something 
and then that’s, sort of it, you know? LYC you do something, then do it 
again, then talk about it and then can take it and use it somewhere useful, 
like, it introduces you to new people and places”

In addition, the ability to engage positively with wider community initiatives 
and be ‘active citizens’ was a consistent theme throughout interviews. A 
criticism often levelled at the third sector is the somewhat insular nature of 
delivery, with participants engaged in isolation with either a specific topic or 
project. Engaging young people with wider community projects, partnering 
other third sector organisations and private businesses, and highlighting 
issues both local and global appears to be somewhat individual to LYC in the 
north Lancashire area. The impact of which was highlighted by a number of 
interviewees, in terms of the impact this has on understanding of broader 
issues faced and the power young people have as changemakers in their 
community.

“I’m loads more aware of other people’s struggles now, I didn’t really ever 
see other people’s problems before because all I could think about were my 
own.”

“I didn’t really ever think about how we could change things, like, at school, 
people ask stuff but nobody really listens. And, like, the stuff you see on TV 
where young people are protesting and that, no one I know does stuff like 
that. LYC has shown me how you can make changes by doing small stuff, 
and taking part, having a voice and that.”

“I love seeing X doing community projects, all you ever hear is people saying 
how youngsters are no good, its always bad news stories in the Guardian 
(Lancaster). Makes me so proud to tell people about all the amazing stuff X 

and his mates at LYC do.”

The support and development of peer to peer learning is described by young 
people as being imperative to their engagement. 
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“When I came to LYC I thought it was going to be full of kids I didn’t know 
and didn’t like, one of the mentors was just like me and seeing how he’d 
gone from being in trouble to being one of the important people who 
supports you made me think I could do it”

“It’s so good having people like your own sort of age, Guy and Sam are great 
but they’re grown men and that. When you’ve got someone alongside you 
encouraging you who is like an older brother or sister makes it so much 

better.”

An area for development is the professionalisation of such mentoring roles 
and accreditation of the skills and knowledge that young people acquire. 
Several parents remarked on the lack of information, advice and guidance 
(IAG) from trusted sources available to young people and believe this is an 
area that LYC could offer increased support. Whilst recognising that this isn’t 
a role that LYC should be playing (it was described as being schools) it was 
felt that given the trusted roles they have with young people, families and the 
independent nature of their service that they would be an excellent vehicle to 
provide IAG to participants. 

Accreditations and ‘certificates’ were also a topic of discussion, several 
parents made reference to the National Record of Achievement that operated 
throughout the 90’s and early 00’s and hoped to see a return of something 
similar. It was asserted that this could act as a hands on way of showing young 
people their development and skills.

“I think a file with all their achievements would be great, sometimes X gets 
down and its quite hard to get X to see how well they’ve done. Being able to 
bring out the file with all the stuff in might help with that.”



The recognition of 
the value of young 
people’s voice, 
knowledge, and 
experience. Responsive 
to the changing needs 
of young people 
and all activities are 
designed using young 
people’s view of the 
world around them.

KEY 
FINDING 3
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During observations it is clear the role that young people hold within LYC, they 
are the driving force behind activities. As part of this study, I have attended 
several public events and throughout each the young people take ownership 
of the events and provide the narrative almost exclusively. Young people 
presenting at events isn’t something exclusive to LYC however the authenticity 
with which the young people speak is, they are genuinely effusive in their 
praise for the fellow participants and the culture that Guy, Sam, volunteers, 
and trustees foster. 

The culture and practise of LYC foregrounds the experiences and voice of 
young people exclusively and with great success. The young people are 
enabled to articulate their thoughts and feelings in whichever way they see fit 
and are both candid and reflective.

In several interviews young people talked of LYC “having their back”, the 
feeling being that if you go to them with a problem be that societal, in school, 
in the home or within the group they provide a vessel for challenge and 
action. The annual challenge selection was also discussed at length and the 
importance of young people being involved and integral to this. In particular, 
one participant said

“I love getting to pick what we do for the challenge; nothing seems to mad 
to not have a go at. I’ve been in other projects, and we do good stuff but 
you never really get a choice what it is or really know why we’re doing it. 
At LYC we take ages and do sessions where we talk about what we want to 
achieve this year, how we’re going to do it and what we want to get out of 
it. Knowing I’ve picked it gives me loads of motivation to want to take part 
and complete it.”

This passage speaks to the absolute commitment that young people have 
to LYC, recognising the trust and belief placed in them. The use of film and 
other media to promote and champion the voice of young people was also 
seen as a major benefit. Parents talked of the pride in seeing their young 
people in action and being able to talk openly about overcoming challenges 
and the strategies they employ. Young people described the impact of seeing 
themselves on a big screen and the world watching, the power in LYC giving 
them a platform.

“it’s amazing seeing what they achieve, you never get the full story from 
kids but when you see the life changing things they do on film it makes me 
so proud.”

“When you’re doing the challenge you don’t really think about it, you just 
usually think about being tired, or wet! When you watch it back it feels so 
good, you forget about loads of the things you do on challenge and how 
hard they are and that you overcame it” How does that make you feel? “I 
dunno, like, really proud I suppose, like I think at school I never thought I 
could do stuff but when I see that it makes me think, you know, I’ve totally 
changed.”

One aspect of young people’s voice that was discussed in terms of 
development was campaigning. Young people felt that they do a great deal of 
work internally on issues that affect them but are keen to use the platform of 
LYC to shine a light on local and global issues that affect them.
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CONCLUSION & 
RECOMMENDATION
The study has drawn out 3 key impacts that underpin the success of LYC, 
the foundation of commitment to core principles and values of youth and 
community development is seen as central to the ongoing success of LYC. 
The understanding and application of these core values and principles must 
not be underestimated and the continuation and continued ingraining of 
such principles throughout the charity is imperative. It is clear that young 
people and families, in particular, have an extremely strong connection and 
commitment to LYC which is to be celebrated. The recognition of LYC as a safe 
space is of the utmost importance and facilitates all other aspects of delivery, 
providing a space where young people can concentrate on their personal, 
social, physical, and emotional development free of worry is invaluable. 

The study portrays LYC in a very positive light and the parents, participants 
and referral agencies were effusive in their praise for all involved; however 
when delivering activity in the social sector where policy and political priority 
plays such a role, a note of caution must be recorded on the charity’s ability 
to continue to grow and develop. In a Post-Covid era, the needs of children 
and young people are likely to be heightened with stark inequality laid bare, 
alongside the social and emotional health epidemic that is expected as a result 
of such isolation.

In order to continue to develop and meet the needs of young people we 
recommend that LYC heed the suggestions made by parents and referral 
agencies in order to future proof the service as we move into 2022 and 
beyond. 

1.	 Services designed around a model of meaningful engagement with 
small groups, this will undoubtedly mean increasing the number of 
sessions to ensure that all are able to access individualised support. 
This suggestion may have an impact on resource, which will require 
careful consideration as to which services are core and provide the 
greatest impact toward the charity mission and values. In a semi-
marketized sector it is imperative to remain true to mission and not 
allow services to be diluted. One option is to have a reduced diversity of 
offer but greater provision of core services.

 
2.	 Importance of IAG and delivery from a trusted source, the need for 

high quality, impartial education, employment and training advice is 
a service that can be embedded across the charity in order to support 
young people into positive destinations post programme. Whilst many 
parents were thankful of the way in which LYC prepares participants to 
enter the world of work, higher and/or further education and training 
it was felt that the understanding of what those EET options were are 
very limited. LYC is seen as the perfect vehicle to support in this area. 
This is further supported by the importance placed on accreditations 
and recognition of development in a number of areas. The formalisation 
of recording and accrediting skills and knowledge would be seen as a 
major positive for LYC in the eyes of parents and referral agencies, a 
number of professionals likening the expeditions to Duke of Edinburgh 

awards.

3.	 LYC is seen as a vehicle and catalyst for change with young people, its 

position as a leader in the sector provides the perfect opportunity to 

campaign on issues affecting young people. A platform to promote the 

authentic voice of young people is seen as imperative by participants 
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who are committed to enacting change for their peers. We believe a 

commitment to campaigning on youth issues, led by young people 

toward policy makers and in partnership with anchor institutions (NHS, 

Higher Education, etc.) would further promote the work of young people 

and strengthen the position of the charity.

Special thanks for this study must go to the staff, trustees, volunteers, 
participants and families of LYC. Their open, honest and candid conversation 
has been a joy to study and the opportunity to interact with and learn from 
some truly remarkable young people has been a true pleasure. 


