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Dr Rosie Austin

This research was funded by the Eric Frank Trust and Loughborough 
University. The three-year project was completed as part of a PhD, 
undertaken by Rosie Austin. The research explored the geographies of 
youth leadership and focused explicitly upon the Young Leaders Scheme 
(YLS) in The Scout Association.

The lives of young people across the world provide a growing area of 
focus in both academic research and policy debates. In the UK, the 
transition from childhood to adulthood has increasingly captured the 
interest of the national media with discussions largely focused on the 
changing nature of traditional life stages. This research explored this 
through the concept of leadership and highlighted the complex social 
and political dynamics that contribute to young people’s understandings. 

Through a focus on youth leadership, this research explored the 
aspirations, motivations, understandings and experiences of young 
volunteers in leadership roles, offering a unique perspective into their 
everyday lives.  It placed young people as active participants and in doing 
so revealed how leadership programmes can continue to be accessible 
and relevant to the development of young people.

PROJECT
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS

? ? ?

What are young people’s 
experiences of youth 
leadership, and how 

are they tied to social 
relations? 

How does social 
difference influence 

young people’s 
understandings and 

access to spaces of youth 
leadership? 

How are youth leadership 
programmes framed 
as a way of providing 

opportunities of 
distinction for young 
people at a time of 

transition?  

RQ3RQ2RQ1

1

The aim of this research was to explore the understandings and experiences 
of youth leadership in a space of non-formal learning within the UK.  
This aim is addressed through the following research questions: 

QUESTIONS
RESEARCH
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RESEARCH METHODS

RESEARCH METHODS

This research employed a mixed methodology using quantitative and 
qualitative research methods. The fieldwork was conducted from March 2018 
to November 2018 and consisted of: 

• Extensive literature review of existing research. 

• 274 questionnaires with existing Young Leaders in The Scout Association. 

• 20 semi-structured interviews with Young Leaders. 

• 20 semi-structured interviews with adults involved in the delivery of 
training or support of young people. 

• Field visits to Scouting events such as AGMs, camps and Young Leader 
training weekends.

METHODS
RESEARCH
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CASE STUDY CONTEXT

The Scout Association is part of the worldwide Scouting family that 
operates within a more extensive global network of approximately 50 
million young people and adults, many of whom have direct leadership 
roles. The Scout Association, therefore, presented an excellent case study 
through which to explore the geographies of leadership in spaces of non-
formal education. 

The organisation provides training for adults in Scouting through the completion of the 
‘Wood Badge’, and whilst attention to leadership skills are scattered throughout the youth 
programme, there is a specific scheme for young people who wish to engage in more 
direct leadership roles. This scheme is distinct from the adult training scheme and is 
called the Young Leaders Scheme (YLS). This scheme provided the case study for this 
research. 

The Young Leaders Scheme was established in 2001 and forms part of the wider 
Scouting programme. The scheme provides young people, aged 14-18, with the 
opportunity to engage in a dedicated training programme alongside involvement in the 
youth programme. The scheme aims to provide a space in which young people can 
develop leadership skills through taught modules and then apply them in practice. 

CONTEXT
CASE STUDY
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KEY FINDINGS

1. DEFINITIONS AND UNDERSTANDINGS

2. SOCIO-ECONOMIC VARIABLES

3. YOUNG PEOPLE AND MOTIVATIONS

4. SPACES AND SCALES OF YOUTH LEADERSHIP

5. THE QUESTION OF QUALIFICATIONS AND AWARDS

6. THE ROLE OF ADULTS AND THE 3 ‘R’S’;  
RECRUITMENT, RESPONSIBILITY AND REFLECTION 

7. PROGRAMME STRUCTURE

8. CHALLENGES

9. BEYOND LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

KEY FINDINGS
A summary of data analysis and research key findings are  
presented as follows. 
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KEY FINDINGS

1.	 Definitions	and	Understandings

Young people and adults shared their understandings and definitions of various topics 
including, amongst others; volunteering, citizenship, responsibility and leadership. 

Leadership as a concept remained unique to each individual, however the general 
trend was reflective of a collaborative leadership style, focusing upon the importance 
of working with others such as ‘good listening skills’ and ‘patience’. Importantly, this 
research found that definitions regularly reflected the official terminology used within the 
Scouting movement. This highlights the significant influence of terminology when forming 
organisational visions, mission statements and strategic plans, as members were shown 
to embody organisational culture. 

Recommendation: Personnel in youth organisations and leadership development 
programmes should be acutely aware of creating mission and purpose statements 
that are truly reflective of their desired outcome. 

2.	Socio-Economic	Variables

This research considered the influence of social difference on understandings and access 
to spaces of youth leadership. It considered how categories of difference, including age, 
gender, ethnicity and family composition can impact the qualities that an individual deems 
important in a leader. Statistical analysis revealed a number of findings, including; 

• Girls value honesty, care and compassion more so than their male peers. In addition, 
boys are more likely to prioritise the ability to make informed decisions than their 
female peers. 

• Young people in the older age bracket are less likely to value written communication 
skills, however place a higher importance on being energetic than their younger 
peers. 

• Family composition can impact an individual’s perspective on leadership, especially if 
they fulfill a role as an older sibling.  
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KEY FINDINGS

By taking into consideration socio-economic variables these results provided a much 
broader finding; which highlighted the homogeneity of the survey participants and the 
general accessibility of youth leadership programmes to different groups of young people. 
Whilst programmes such as the Young Leaders Scheme are open to all, this research 
showed that socio-economic variables can impact an individual’s perceived barriers to, 
and ultimately their access to, different spaces of leadership development. These barriers 
will differ between youth organisations; however, the youth sector would benefit from 
reviewing their recruitment techniques and targets to help ensure that those involved are 
representative of the communities in which they operate. 

Recommendation: Youth organisations would benefit from reviewing recruitment 
techniques and targets in order to ensure they are providing support and access to all 
those eligible to join. 

3.	 Young	People	and	Motivations	

This research explored the varied and diverse pathways that young people take to 
becoming volunteers. This highlighted a complex and at times contradictory narrative 
surrounding volunteer motivations. 

The young people in this research spoke regularly about the pressures they faced when 
considering their futures. The overarching opinion was that formal education is seen as 
the best route to achieving employability however many voiced concerns regarding the 
increased number of people attending university. Participants, as young as 14 believed 
they must seek opportunities beyond formal education to help them develop non-
academic soft skills and ‘stand out from the crowd’. Indeed, enhanced employability and 
‘CV building’ proved to be a key motivator for young people. 

 78% of young people   were motivated to join because they thought it would help  
with their CV. 



9

KEY FINDINGS

“I WANTED TO HELP WITH 
THE YOUNGER GROUPS.”

“I WANTED TO LEARN NEW 
SKILLS.”

“I WANTED TO GIVE SOMETHING 
BACK TO SCOUTING.”

However, the young volunteers in this research also emphasised happiness, social 
connection and duty as important in their range of motivations. The research survey 
found that the most popular motives for joining the scheme were: 

Such a focus on duty is reflective of both the Scouting movement and wider UK society 
at present, whereby active participation in voluntary work is seen as important in young 
people’s roles as active citizens. 

Recommendation: Youth practitioners should understand the expectations and 
motivations of young people when working with them to develop leadership skills. 
These motivations can help to keep young people more engaged in development 
programmes. 

4.	 Spaces	and	Scales	of	Youth	Leadership	

Previous leadership research has tended to focus on formal and recognised positions of 
leadership. This research found that due to the power dynamics experienced by young 
people in their everyday lives they tend to have a reduced access to roles of responsibility 
than adults. This research acknowledged these personal experiences and in doing so 
explored the different spaces and scales of leadership development. 
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FORMAL
Leadership in a more 
structured capacity – 
for example student 
representative at school, 
debate clubs, recognised 
awards (DofE, NCS) or 
youth groups, including 
Scouting. 

INFORMAL	
In the presence of friends 
and family – for example 
supporting younger 
siblings at home or 
making decisions within 
friendship groups. 

EMBODIED	/	 
SELF-LEADERSHIP
Via the ‘self’ – through the 
feeling of independence. 
For example, being self-
organised, completing 
assignments on time 
or becoming more self-
sufficient. 

Involvement of others, 
however usually in adult-
defined spaces.  

Involvement of others, 
but usually in the 
presence of peers only. 

Focusing on the 
individual.

KEY FINDINGS

This research has formulated the following 3 scales in order to encapsulate young 
people’s leadership understandings and experiences: 

The formal leadership opportunities that young people typically encounter through their 
everyday geographies, especially at school, emphasise the importance of public speaking 
and outward confidence over other skills. The number of young people who can access 
these opportunities is often limited (e.g. school prefects), and as a result, these roles are 
regularly occupied by the confident elite of their peers. Individuals without these traits or 
skills can therefore struggle to identify as a leader and so do not attempt to access these 
roles. Informal opportunities, as defined above, are more accessible to young people as 
they are not limited as to who can access them. 

Leadership development is typically understood as an action which must involve other 
people, as is the case for formal and informal leadership. However, this research revealed 
that young people also believed that leadership could be a ‘sole venture’ which is, as 
much a feeling as it is an action. Indeed, the term leadership was often used by young 
people interchangeably with the words responsibility and independence. This research 
introduces the concept of embodied or ‘self-leadership’ in order to make sense of the 
often small-scale, informal and embodied leadership practices of young people. 



11

KEY FINDINGS

The scales and ways in which young people develop leadership skills are all valuable 
for personal development. However, this research revealed how some ‘experiences’ are 
believed to possess a higher external value than others; for example, awards such as DofE 
are more likely to be recognised by employers and educational providers than internal 
Scouting awards. Therefore, whilst all forms of leadership development are recognised 
as relevant, young people engage in formal displays of leadership that are more likely to 
provide evidence of their skills to others.  

Recommendation: Adults working with young people; teachers, parents, youth 
workers, should support young people to understand and acknowledge existing 
leadership skills (formal, informal and embodied) to increase their confidence.  

5.	The	Question	of	Qualifications	and	Awards	

CV building was one key motivation for young people engaging in extracurricular activities. 
Despite this, when speaking about applying for jobs or writing personal statements young 
people were more likely to omit activities such as the Young Leaders Scheme in place 
of more widely acknowledged schemes such as Duke of Edinburgh (DofE) or National 
Citizen Service Award (NCS). This was often because they found internal Scouting awards 
more difficult to articulate and explain to those outside of Scouting. 

Recommendation: The youth sector should continue to work with higher education 
establishments and employers to help key decision makers better acknowledge the 
value of a variety of experiences. 

Given the importance placed on qualifications by many young people, it would be 
assumed that having an ‘award status’ that is externally validated would make certain 
activities more attractive to young people. However, this research revealed a complex 
picture when considering associated awards or qualifications. 
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KEY FINDINGS

Indeed, many young people welcomed the chance to obtain non-academic qualifications 
or awards, however for others they were reluctant to engage in activities that they deemed 
to have a structured and certified approach to youth leadership. This reluctance was 
especially prevalent if the award was structured in a way that emphasised a ‘teaching’ 
aspect or included written work. This approach was associated with the structured 
learning styles found at school and therefore there was a risk that individuals who had not 
enjoyed formal education subsequently avoided involvement in non-academic awards. 

Recommendation: Formalisation of experiences can be a barrier to some young 
people. Youth organisations should reflect on the purpose of formalising leadership 
qualifications. 

Recommendation: When organisations promote youth leadership opportunities to 
young people ensure that the role is described in full and support available is outlined. 

6.		 The	Role	of	Adults	and	the	3	‘R’s’;	 
Recruitment,	Responsibility	and	Reflection	

This research showed that, whilst young people believed leadership to be a personal 
endeavour, adults were essential in the development of leadership skills in 3 distinct ways: 

Recruitment	
Whilst some leadership programmes have an application process, this research found 
that the most common route into the Young Leaders Scheme was simply ‘being asked’ 
to join by an adult. This finding is important as it highlighted the role of recruitment in a 
young person’s leadership journey. 

This research revealed when asking young people to join leadership development 
programmes through school, Scouts or elsewhere adults will tend to approach or select 
those who already demonstrate appropriate leadership potential. Whilst this allows certain 
young people the chance to develop their leadership skills, it can risk omitting others who 
do not fulfill certain criteria as pre-defined by adults.  
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KEY FINDINGS

Recommendation: Youth practitioners should acknowledge take time to reflect upon 
their own leadership practices and assumptions when selecting young people for 
roles. 

Responsibility	
Young people in this research were overwhelmingly positive about their experiences and 
spoke about a variety of activities they engaged with whilst volunteering. This research 
revealed that being given an appropriate level of responsibility was key to successful 
leadership development for young people, and these experiences were largely shaped by 
the adults that they volunteered alongside. 

Almost all participants were happy with the levels of responsibility they were provided, 
however this research emphasised the importance of achieving the correct balance. 
If adult volunteers did not permit young people appropriate levels of responsibility, 
experiences that are intended to provide the participant with leadership skills risk 
becoming tokenistic. 

Programmes that aim to foster leadership skills should pay close attention to how young 
people and adults work together to establish suitable levels of responsibility. Positive 
working relationships will allow young people to develop their own confidence and skills 
without over-burdening them. Where possible young people should play an active part in 
each stage of programme development in order to ensure progression occurs in ways 
that are meaningful to them. It is not simply the practice of ‘leadership’ that provides 
key development opportunities, but the process of being part of a team that values and 
respects young people’s opinions. It is this dual respect that allows young people to 
develop the self-confidence that they can apply elsewhere in their lives. 

Recommendation: Youth organisations should ensure that the training is provided 
to adults to share best practice when working with young people in leadership roles. 
This will help to achieve outcomes that are consistent with the intended results of 
leadership programmes. 
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KEY FINDINGS

Reflection	and	Articulation
Self-reflection is frequently encouraged in leadership development spheres, for example, 
at the end of adult training courses there will be a series of questions prompting the 
individual to reflect on what they have learnt or developed. Often this practice happens 
without deeper consideration, however this research revealed that this stage is especially 
important in developing transferable skills. 

As previous findings have shown young people are motivated by, and value the 
development opportunities that youth leadership programmes provide, however this 
research found that, without having the ability to reflect and articulate on their experiences 
young people can struggle to utilise these opportunities as anticipated. Personal reflection 
can happen independently, however this research found that adults provide an important 
catalyst and support for this to occur. With this support young people are more able to 
both build self-confidence and speak about their skills to access further opportunities 
such as jobs and higher education.  

Recommendation: Those working with young people need to acknowledge the 
importance of articulation and reflection for developing leadership skills. Future 
programmes that aim to develop leadership should incorporate an element of 
personal reflection for both adults and young people. 

7.		 Programme	Structure

This research found that a particularly positive element of the Young Leaders Scheme is 
its ability to help young people form connections with people outside of their immediate 
social groups. Working with peers of a similar age in Explorers provided a good space for 
leadership development to occur, however this research found that working with people 
of different ages was key in developing further confidence and leadership skills. The 
research shows that both adults and younger children were fundamental in evoking a 
sense of independence, personal responsibility and leadership in young people. 
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KEY FINDINGS

Recommendation: Where possible youth leadership opportunities should enable 
young people to interact with others outside of their peer group or age bracket. 

8.	Challenges	

Physical geography proved to be a noteworthy factor when considering youth involvement 
in leadership schemes. Whilst schemes such as the Young Leaders Scheme, should in 
theory bear no cost, the young people in this research revealed how different provisions 
of access and personal levels of mobility can impact involvement. Most young people 
volunteered at their local groups however, the location and availability of training sessions 
meant that some young people were unable to access them due to, for example having to 
work weekends, or not having the ability to travel across an area. This can risk limiting the 
involvement of certain young people who do not have the finance or resources to access 
opportunities. 

Recommendation: When creating youth development opportunities, providers should 
consider hidden barriers including cost, location and time of day/week offered to 
young people. 

As discussed, this research revealed a strong sense of duty and belonging amongst 
volunteers. Whilst predominantly positive, at times this contributed to volunteer practices 
where adults would over-commit and experience ‘volunteer burnout’. This research found 
that youth participants rarely shared this experience and were positive about the time they 
spent participating. 

Recommendation: Youth organisations and youth leadership programmes should 
ensure that they continually monitor the experiences of young people and adults in 
order to provide adequate support.  
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KEY FINDINGS

9.	 Beyond	Leadership	Development

The interview and survey data highlighted the impact of leadership programmes 
and volunteering beyond direct leadership development. This research found that 
volunteering’s ability to positively impact wellbeing is not only applicable to adults but 
extends to young people also. Whilst “spending time with friends or meeting new people” 
was not a key motivation for these young people, both adults and youth participants were 
particularly positive about the impact of volunteering on: 

• Social connections and increased tolerance. 

• Friendships formed. 

• Personal wellbeing – especially linked to a sense of belonging. 

Young people’s experiences were often tied to broader social relations. Many adults and 
young people cited an ‘increase in tolerance’ as a result of meeting and engaging with new 
people that they would not have met otherwise. Whilst sometimes limited in geographical 
reach, this research showed that such opportunities allow for encounters between young 
people from different schools or backgrounds who often live in the same neighbourhood. 
In addition, the impact of volunteering upon wellbeing and friendships was found to 
be particularly striking for young people who had suffered from periods of adversity or 
uncertainty, including family break-ups or poor mental health. 

Recommendation: Youth development programmes should recognise the importance 
of providing spaces where young people can engage with others unknown to them 
to expand their ‘social bubble’. This does not necessarily need to be across a large 
geographical area but across a local area. 
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