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Foreword

Our goal for young people is to provide them with the 
richest possible opportunities to learn, achieve and secure 
their health and quality of life into the long-term. 

This may not seem easy to achieve for a young person of 
14 who is experiencing failure at school and upheaval at 
home; who has a poor diet and is living on a dangerous, 
polluted street. Yet we must find solutions. We cannot risk 
staying where we are, or slipping backwards. Ingenuity, 
innovation and risk – and above all new thinking – are 
urgently needed.

One promising source of this new thinking lies with 
the environment. To date, thinking and working on the 
environment has not featured prominently in policy 
making on young people. This means that a range of 
important, life-changing opportunities for young people 
have potentially been underplayed or not scaled up from 
pilots. With local communities set to take on a greater role 
in deciding their own priorities and services, the emergence 
of a green economy, and a national need to develop civic 
responsibility in young people, this could not be a better 
time to explore how a green approach can drive innovation.

Many of the examples presented in this report illustrate 
a preventative approach to tackling the challenges many 
young people face. However, we know that money will be  
incredibly tight in the short to medium-term, so how can  
government on a local and national scale justify expenditure 
on preventative programmes with so many other 
competing demands? Put simply, it cannot afford not to.

The costs to the health, justice and welfare systems of 
not investing to avoid problems are hugely greater than 
preventative work – without even considering the benefits 
to individuals and opportunities to build more cohesive, 
responsible communities. Recent research estimates the 
overall cost of doing nothing to improve life outcomes for 
children, young people and families in the UK to be almost 
£4 trillion over the next 20 years.1 This includes the cost 
of loss of productivity from 16-19 year olds being not in 
education, employment or training (NEET), NHS costs from 
obesity, and the costs of crime to both public spending and 
the wider economy.

The approaches highlighted in this report are not about 
coercing young people into delivering environmental 
objectives. In fact the session we held with young 
people during this project showed that many are actively 
interested in improving their environment. Instead, we 
look at how involvement in environmental activity can 
positively influence young people’s personal development, 
health and life chances, especially for those most at risk of 
unemployment, poor health or offending.

As well as focusing on the needs of young people today, 
who can benefit immediately from our proposals, we are 
also conscious of the needs of future generations. The 
green thread through policy and practice proposed in this 
report tackles both dimensions simultaneously. It provides 
a compelling context within which to respond to locally 
determined needs, galvanise programmes like the National 
Citizen Service, and contribute to the wider ambition of a 
healthier, greener and more responsible society.

Ann Finlayson

Commissioner for Education
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Executive summary

Given the right support and experiences to develop their physical and mental health as well as 

their social and practical skills, all young people have the potential to become valued members 

of their local communities and take personal responsibility for their actions. For those young 

people who experience problems, the consequences could include poor mental health, long-term 

unemployment, or engaging in criminal or anti-social behaviour. These consequences also carry a 

cost to society; for example, anti-social behaviour in the UK costs the public £3.4 billion a year.2

There are many factors that can influence outcomes for 
young people. The environment is one factor that plays 
a key role. It can influence young people’s development 
through the quality of place in which they live, whilst 
also providing opportunities for activities, approaches 
and learning that can engage and support even the most 
disaffected young people, enabling them to overcome 
barriers to participation. 

Our report proposes a green thread through policy 
and practice, where the impact of the environment is 
considered alongside social and economic factors – the 
building blocks of sustainable development. To date, this 
has been the missing element in most policy making for 
young people, and is only sporadically evident in local 
delivery. We demonstrate how taking this broader approach 
can improve outcomes for young people, whilst supporting 
the Government’s aims for a Big Society and being the 
‘greenest Government ever’.

How can sustainable development improve outcomes for young people?

To answer this, we commissioned an analysis of the 
available UK and overseas research, supported by case 
studies, from which, we identified three principal outcomes 
for young people where the environment can have an 
impact: 

Jobs and employability•	
Resilience, health and behaviour •	
Personal responsibility•	

We explored these themes with a range of stakeholders 
including organisations actively working with or for young 
people, young people participating in a national youth 
leadership programme, and government officials. 

Whilst acknowledging the significant range of existing 
methods used by practitioners to support outcomes for 
young people, it was beyond the scope of this report to 
make a comparison between them and the approaches 
presented here. Instead, this report focuses exclusively on 
the role of the environment.

Each theme explores the challenges facing policy makers 
and commissioners and providers of services for young 
people. We set out evidence for how the environment can 
improve outcomes for young people, resulting in proposals 
to enable action at a local level that support our proposed 
green approach to policy, and the programme of the 
Government. 

The recent recession has resulted in fewer young people 
in employment and more classified as not in education, 
employment or training (NEET). There are a variety of 
reasons why young people become NEET. In some cases 
the reasons can lead to a failure to attend school and gain 
basic skills, resulting in longer term effects, such as an 

increased likelihood of becoming young offenders and a 
reduced likelihood of finding employment. These young 
people need support to overcome their personal barriers 
to participation, and through engaging in activities that 
support the development of their basic skills, enable them 
to gain long-term employment. 

1   Jobs and employability
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Based on the evidence presented, we propose:

Young people are prepared for the emerging green •	
economy, so they have the right skills and academic 
or vocational qualifications to take advantage of the 
new green job opportunities that will become available 
across a range of sectors and have differing levels of 
entry to employment. 

The environment is used to help young people into •	
long-term employment through programmes that 

build their social and personal skills, whilst providing 
accreditation and opening up potential career options.

Given the current economic climate, this support should 
be prioritised for those young people who are NEET, 
particularly through early intervention programmes 
and alternative provision. Environmental opportunities 
that offer practical hands-on learning, training and job 
opportunities, including environmental accreditation and 
awards, can be particularly effective in engaging the most 
disaffected young people.

There have been significant rises in obesity and clinically 
diagnosed mental health disorders in young people, trends 
that are expected to continue. These physical and mental 
health factors can affect young people’s personal and 
social development, resilience to shocks and stresses, and 
behaviour, which can then impact on the places where they 

live. With issues such as climate change, poverty, resource 
scarcity and population change, all bringing possible rapid 
changes and periods of uncertainty, developing resilience in 
young people to enable them to recover from the effects of 
these is vitally important. 

2   Resilience, health and behaviour

Disengagement of young people from civic society is a 
concern. Young people are less likely than adults to be 
involved in their local communities or undertake formal 
voluntary work, whilst anti-social behaviour is a major 

issue in some of the most deprived or disadvantaged 
communities. Participation in community projects can 
positively impact on health, educational achievement, 
employment outcomes, and lower crime levels. 

3   Personal responsibility

The role of the environment in building young people’s employment chances

The role of the environment in building young people’s resilience

Based on the evidence presented, we propose:

Young people are encouraged to connect with and •	
shape the places where they live – they can help improve 
their local area on issues such as increasing road safety, 
accessibility of green spaces and personal safety.

Support is given to young people to increase their •	
physical activity through low-cost programmes to 

promote walking and cycling, and regular exercise in 
green places, both within and outside of school, through 
the greater use of outdoor spaces. 

Structured outdoor learning or environmental •	
therapeutic programmes such as Forest Schools are 
set up to support the engagement and rehabilitation 
of disaffected young people, particularly through early 
intervention programmes or alternative provision. 

The role of the environment in building young people’s responsibility

Based on the evidence presented, we propose:

Structured opportunities for young people that could •	
potentially provide stepping stones to employment 
are developed within environmental and community 
organisations. 

Young people are supported and enabled to lead •	
community-based projects to take action on local issues 
they care about. 

These provide opportunities for young people to develop 
personal responsibility and could support implementation 
of the National Citizen Service and the Government’s 
ambitions for the Big Society.
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The evidence presented in this report shows that our 
proposed green thread through policy and practice can 
inspire innovative approaches to achieving better outcomes 
for young people. 

The proposals set out in each section provide pointers 
for how services can be developed to incorporate the 
environmental dimension through leadership on a local 

level. We also believe a stronger steer is needed from 
Government to highlight the benefits in terms of value 
for money and successful outcomes for young people, to 
ensure more universal implementation. 

To this end we have put forward a small number of strategic 
recommendations for both policy makers and those 
commissioning and providing services for young people. 

Conclusions and recommendations

Recommendations for Government

These are primarily relevant to the work of the Department 
for Education. They also have relevance to a number of 
Government departments whose work has a direct impact 
on young people’s lives.

Run a green thread through policy1  ensuring the 
impact of the environment is considered alongside 
social and economic issues.  
The Government’s commitment to be the ‘greenest 
ever’ and programmes such as the National Citizen 
Service provide a real opportunity to demonstrate the 
environmental dimension through policy statements 
and communications to stimulate action at a local level.

Expand green activity through demonstrating the 2 
long-term	economic	and	social	benefits	to	enable	
social investment.  
Through commissioning a robust analysis (using 
economic modelling) of the long-term economic and 
social benefits of positive environmental activities 
for young people, Government can strengthen the 
evidence presented within this report and enable local 
providers to demonstrate the potential impact of their 
proposals, and how they will measure this, to funders.

Recommendations for commissioners and 
providers of services for young people

These are relevant to a range of organisations, including 
but not limited to, local authority youth services, schools 
(including alternative provision), pupil referral units, Youth 
Offending Teams, Connexions, youth groups, and local 
community and environmental organisations. 

Empower the workforce to run an environmental 3 
dimension through their work with young people. 
The capacity of frontline staff should be built at a local 
level, with clear direction from their leaders through 
appropriate requirements in service specifications, 
facilitating join-up with other local service providers 
and partners, and enabling the sharing of good 
practice. 

Focus on prevention through entitling young 4 
people to participate in environmental activities. 
Through the provision of environmental activities, 
both in universal provision and targeted support and 
alternative provision for disaffected learners, young 
people can be supported to develop resilience and 
self-esteem, boost their mental and physical health, 
improve their achievements and take responsibility for 
their actions.

Draw on expertise of voluntary and community 5 
organisations.  
Those involved in the commissioning of services for 
young people should draw on the insight and resources 
of community groups, charities and social enterprises, 
and work in partnership to provide high quality 
environmental opportunities for young people that 
primarily focus on the development of their social and 
personal skills.
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Most young people grow up to become valued 
members of their communities, but for those who do 
not the consequences personally and to society can be 
costly. Long-term unemployment, mental health issues, 
crime and anti-social behaviour, low self-esteem, and 
early parenthood are all associated with a failure to 
nurture	young	people	through	the	difficult	period	of	
teenage	years.	The	financial	costs	to	society	can	be	
high. For example, keeping one young offender in 
custody costs an estimated £90,000 per year.3

There are many reasons why young people experience 
these problems, including the quality of support they 
receive at home, family income and a lack of positive 
role models,5 as well the quality of place where they 
live.6	These	factors	combine	to	influence	the	choices	
young people make, shaping their behaviour and 
degree of resilience to the risks they will encounter 
over their lifetimes. Some risks are well known – 
unemployment, ill-health, crime – whilst others are 
harder to predict, for example the consequences of 
climate change on food prices and security. 

1
Introduction

Background

A recent Government-commissioned assessment 
reported that trends in youth crime and anti-social 
behaviour levels are static. There are high levels of 
poor mental health in young people, and inequalities 
in achievement. The number of obese young people is 
still rising, and rates of young people not in education, 
employment or training, whilst not rising, are too 
high.6

There is an opportunity now to bring new thinking 
to bear on these challenges. We believe this will be 
found by looking at the causes of the problems more 
holistically, and encouraging a broader range of 
solutions to be offered by local partners. In particular, 
we propose that a ‘green thread’ is run through both 
policy and practice to deal with the realities and 
interests of young people in 21st century Britain.
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The starting point and guiding question for this report was ‘How can sustainable development 
improve outcomes for young people?’ This requires clarity on two further questions: ‘what is 
sustainable development’, and ‘what outcomes for young people are we seeking to achieve?’

To succeed as adults, young people need to acquire a 
range of social and practical skills to enable them to find 
employment, form relationships, take responsibility 
and become full members of their communities. Their 
experiences during this time have a strong influence on 
later outcomes, for example, the degree to which they 
participate in education; stay emotionally and physically 
healthy; learn to cope with the demands of adolescence 
and becoming an adult; experience a safe and supportive 
family life; and take part in positive, responsibility building 
activities at home and school.

Whilst recognising that these outcomes are important for all 
young people, this report is primarily concerned with those 
experiencing the greatest challenges, where sustainable 
development has the most potential value to add. We have 
also limited our focus to young people between the ages 
of 14-19, though in many cases our recommendations are 
also applicable before and beyond this age range, enabling 
consistency and progression.

Our approach

Using sound science responsibly Promoting good governanceAchieving a sustainable economy

Ensuring a strong, healthy and just societyLiving within environmental limits

What is sustainable development?

The goal of sustainable development is to enable all people throughout the world to satisfy their basic needs and achieve a 
better quality of life through living within environmental limits.7 Five principles define what this means for policy making: 

Sustainable development is sometimes assumed to be 
synonymous with the green agenda and action to reduce 
our environmental impact. As the principles above show, 
it is in fact much broader: it is about thinking and learning 
in a profoundly different way. The defining features of 
sustainable development are a long-term outlook, a cross-
cutting or ‘whole-systems’ view of policy problems, and a 
commitment to tackle causes of underlying problems rather 
than solely moderate their symptoms. 

At the heart of sustainable development is the issue of 
intergenerational equity, or how well we look after the 
planet today so as not to disadvantage future generations. 
By definition young people have most at stake if we do not 
achieve this, which is why sustainable development has a 
particular resonance with many young people.

What outcomes for young people are we seeking to achieve?
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The purpose of our report is to present findings for the 
role of the environment in improving young people’s 
lives through building their resilience, responsibility and 
employment chances. To this end we have developed 
proposals that aim to influence changes in local delivery, 
and we have given recommendations for how this can be 
supported by policy at a national level.

In each of the three thematic chapters that follow, we begin 
by looking at the facts and figures behind the challenges 
facing young people and, therefore, policy makers today. 
We then introduce evidence of what works in practice, 
supported by case studies, showing how an environmental 
dimension can contribute to improving outcomes for young 
people. 

Employability and jobs:•	  enabling participation in  
the green economy, and using environmental activity 
as a stepping stone to employment.

Resilience, health and behaviour:•	  green exercise, 
active travel and structured programmes in the 
environment to turn around disaffected young people.

Personal responsibility:•	  empowering young people 
through environmental action and volunteering.

Whilst some of the evidence highlighted will not be new 
to all practitioners, implementation is far from universal at 
present. We therefore end each chapter with a wide range 
of suggestions for how local authorities, voluntary and 
community organisations and businesses can make better 
use of the environment in their commissioning and service 
delivery – something we have described as a ‘green thread’ 
through their work.  

The final chapter offers a concluding analysis and 
recommendations for how our proposed green thread 
can be realised through national and local support to the 
benefit of both current and future generations. 

We arrived at this proposal by looking at policy for young 
people from three interlinked perspectives: social, 
economic and environmental – the building blocks of 
sustainable development (see Figure 1). Each casts 
a different and complementary light on a problem, 
and all three should be visible in policy formulation, 
commissioning and service delivery. If this is not the case 
then important connections can be missed, and the door is 

How can sustainable development improve outcomes for young people?

In order to answer this question, we commissioned the 
national children’s charity, Action for Children, to conduct 
a literature review of recent UK and overseas research to 
identify relevant work, using the analysis above as their 
guide. They also drew out examples of good practice taking 
place at a local level that address the needs of particular 
groups of young people.

From their findings we identified three principle outcomes 
for young people that would benefit from an environmental 
dimension: employability and jobs; resilience, health 

and behaviour; and personal responsibility. We explored 
these themes through a series of workshops to gather feed-
back from a range of stakeholders (see Annex 1 for details).

Whilst acknowledging the significant range of existing 
methods used by practitioners to support outcomes for 
young people, it was beyond the scope of this report to 
make a comparison between them and the approaches 
presented here. Instead, this report focuses exclusively 
on the role of the environment in enhancing policy and 
practice.

Our findings

EnvironmentEconomy

Society

Figure 1 The building blocks of sustainable development



12 —  Improving Young People’s Lives  –  Sustainable Development Commission

left open to unforeseen, and undesirable, possibly costly, 
burdens falling on other parts of Government or local 
support systems for young people.

Policy on young people is conventionally informed by social 
and economic analysis; the environmental dimension 
is very often missing. In the interests of achieving real 
improvement in young people’s lives we believe this now 
needs to change, including at a local level where the same 
logic is often replicated.

As the examples and analysis in this report show, the 
environment can enhance social and economic outcomes 
for young people, playing a crucial role in their future 
prospects, physical and mental health, and behaviour, as 
well as being an area of considerable interest to many 
young people, where important responsibilities can be 
developed. This is illustrated in Figure 2, which shows 
how a green thread through policy and practice creates 
important opportunities to develop the employment 
chances, resilience and responsibility of young people.

Personal
responsibility

Resilience,
health and
behaviour

Jobs and
employability EnvironmentEconomy

Society

Figure 2  How the environment can enhance social and economic outcomes for young people
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The National Citizen Service9 could benefit from including 
environmental opportunities in its range of focus areas, 
enabling young people to make a significant contribution 
to local sustainability whilst learning important skills 
and staying healthy. Similarly, the commitment to full 
participation of young people in education or training 
up to the age of 18 will create demand for vocational 
programmes of value to future employers, and which 
meet the skills needs of one of the Government’s principal 
environmental aims: a strong and sustainable green 
economy.10 A number of the approaches we highlight 
directly target young offenders and have the potential 
to reduce reoffending rates through revolutionising 
rehabilitation.11

“ The ideas in this report 
could really help all young 
people, especially those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, 
to do well. It can’t work though 
unless government link up their 
work on young people with 
the green agenda and show 
that it is Cool to Care for the 
environment. If they do they 
can save money. If they don’t, 
it is us young people who will 
suffer the results long-term.”

Luke Lancaster,  Age 14
Chief Executive Officer, Young Pioneers12

Resonance with national policy

A further aim of the Government is to enhance the 
environment and biodiversity to improve quality of 
life.13 Much of this is dependent on people forming a new 
or different relationship with nature; one based on an 
improved understanding of its value, direct experience 

and enjoyment of natural places, and a resulting sense of 
respect and care. The approaches highlighted in this report 
provide powerful vehicles for achieving this amongst young 
people.

The three themes we present in this report resonate 
strongly with a number of the Government’s priorities, 
especially its ambitions to empower communities through 
the Big Society and to be the greenest Government ever. 
For example, schools supporting the approaches outlined in 
this report as part of their early intervention work will not 
only raise standards and further their behaviour objectives, 
they will also nurture civic responsibility amongst young 
people and their families; and contribute directly to 
Government objectives on community cohesion, offending, 
climate change and the natural environment.

“ Learning about sustainability captured the interest 
of children and young people because they could 
see its relevance to their own lives.”

Ofsted  20099

©
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Developing the skills and 
knowledge young people 
need to find long-term 
employment

Jobs and employability

2
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Youth unemployment is under the spotlight: the global 
economic downturn has led to significant increases in 
the level and rate of youth unemployment in the UK. The 
number of unemployed 16-24 year olds in the UK rose from 
678,000 in 2008 to 943,000 in 2009; and the corresponding 
unemployment rate rose from 13.8 per cent in 2008 to 
20.0 per cent in 2009.14 Young people generally experience 
higher rates of unemployment than older adults, which 
partly reflects the greater dynamism and changeability in 
the youth labour market. During the 2008-09 recession, 
young people experienced the largest falls in employment, 
and the greatest rise in their unemployment rate. The more 
recent fall in youth unemployment is a positive sign, but 
there is still a long way to go.

The downturn has also affected the number of young 
people not in education, employment or training (NEET). 
Whilst employment fell significantly, the number of young 
people participating in education or training increased. For 
the youngest in this age group, the rise in participation was 
greater than the fall in employment, so NEET rates fell; but 
for the oldest in the age group rising participation did not 
offset falling employment, and NEET rates rose during the 
recession. The official statistics for England showed 183,000 
16-18 year olds NEET at the end of 200915 (see Figures 3, 
4 and 5). This figure is very high and equated to over nine 
per cent of 16-18 year olds. Being NEET is associated with 
negative outcomes later in life, including unemployment, 
poor health and depression – as a result, a conservative 
estimate of the lifetime public finance cost per person NEET 
at age 16-18 was around £50,000 in 2002.16

The issue:  youth unemployment

Figure 3 The proportion of 16-18 year olds who are NEET, 200917
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There are a variety of reasons why young people end 
up in the NEET category (see Figure 6).18,19 Some do as a 
consequence of becoming involved with anti-social or 
criminal behaviour. This can be prompted by a range of 
factors: a lack of support from their families, experiencing 
poverty in the home, poor public services, living in 
neighbourhoods affected by crime and deprivation, or a 
lack of other opportunities.20 All can lead to truancy from 
school and eventual exclusion, failure to obtain basic 
skills and qualifications, and other potential challenges to 
overcome, such as addiction or a criminal record. 

The effects can be long-term: children with behavioural 
problems at age 11 are less likely to be employed at age 

42;21 and nearly 75 per cent of young offenders who are 
imprisoned were previously excluded from school at some 
stage.22 Retention of young people in the education system 
is therefore pivotal though, to be effective, strategies 
should focus on overcoming the barriers young people 
face to successful participation in learning.23 Pupil referral 
units and alternative provision can play a crucial role in this 
through addressing young people’s need and raising their 
aspirations to prevent future problems. At any one time 
there are nearly 70,000 pupils in some form of alternative 
provision, with short-term placements meaning the 
numbers passing through alternative provision annually are 
about double this – around 135,000.24
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Figure 5 Labour market status of 16-17 year olds not in full time education (levels, thousands)26

Figure 4 Comparison of youth unemployment rates with the working age unemployment rate, 1992-201025
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Equipping young people for jobs in a green economy can 
give them access to a greater number of career choices. 
Using environment-focused training and job opportunities 
to help young people into employment, especially the 
most disaffected, complements current approaches to 
reducing the number of young people who are NEET. The 
more practical nature of these courses may appeal to 
those young people who learn through doing and do not 
engage well with classroom-based learning or a typical 
office environment. Both these approaches can provide 
real-life situations for learning that can develop personal 
responsibility and enable a young person to feel a valued 
part of their community. 

There are two key opportunities:

Developing skills for a green economy. •	

Enabling young people who are NEET to •	
access environment focused training and job 
opportunities, including those with environmental 
accreditation and awards.

The role of the environment in building young people’s employment chances

Figure 6 Main reasons young people are not in education, employment or training28
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“ In the future, every job will be a green job, contributing to varying degrees to continuous improvement of 
resource efficiency. Understanding the environmental impact of an occupation needs to be mainstreamed 
into education and training systems.”

European Union, 201027 
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“ The study of their own local environment 
and lives can motivate young people 
to enjoy practising skills of writing, 
reading, drawing, measuring, 
calculating, designing and public 
speaking through approaches that  
make learning relevant and applied.”

Chawla29

According to the United Nations Environment Programme, 
green jobs are those within “agricultural, manufacturing, 
research and development and service activities that 
contribute substantially to preserving or restoring 
environmental quality”.30 This definition may well need 
to broaden as the transition to a low-carbon economy 
increasingly affects all sectors of the economy, to the point 
where the majority of jobs have a green component.31,32

It is predicted there will be more green jobs in future 
and they will require different skills to those required in 
traditional industries.33 In certain industries the jobs may 
have low barriers to entry with progression through on 
the job training.34 An Institute for Public Policy Research 
report calling for the creation of ‘sector specific low-carbon 
career ladders’, identifies construction and manufacturing 
as sectors that are likely to offer ‘green jobs’ with low and 
intermediate occupational levels.35

In terms of low-carbon economic activity, the UK is 
currently ranked sixth largest in the world. Valued at £112 
billion in 2008-09,36 low-carbon industries accounted for 

approximately 910,000 jobs (see Figures 7 and 8), with a 
growth in market value of 4.3 per cent between 2007-08 
and 2008-09. The Local Government Association estimates 
the potential for 20,000 new jobs in home energy efficiency 
and that we need to promote a “green pathway out of 
recession.”38 A Government-commissioned study by 
Innovas predicts an estimated 400,000 jobs by 2015 in the 
sectors that will contribute to reducing Britain’s greenhouse 
gas emissions.39 These all indicate significant numbers of 
new jobs across the adult population. However, it is likely 
that these are minimum figures, as other new opportunities 
could fit a wider definition of green jobs, including those 
that will be created to enable us to adapt to climate change.

Skills for a green economy

“ We’ve got a real opportunity to drive the green 
economy to have green jobs, green growth, 
and make sure that we have our share of the 
industries of the future.”

David Cameron
14 May 201037
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Environment-focused opportunities for young people who are NEET

Figure 8 UK LCEGS sector value and employment by region, 2007-8

Programmes with an environmental focus can develop 
young people’s skills and provide accreditation, 
whilst leading to more positive attitudes about future 
engagement with work. The Groundwork ‘Dig It’ 
programme teaches young people who are NEET 
landscaping skills over a six-week course giving them 
an OCN Level 1 accreditation. Participants demonstrate 
greater confidence, timekeeping, leadership qualities, 
perseverance, motivation and tolerance.46 

Ofsted report that the best initiatives for young people who 
are NEET are those that provide them with the opportunity 
to learn in environments that are very different from their 
experiences at school.47 There is also strong evidence that 
involving young people in outdoor activities in school, such 
as gardening and tree planting, can contribute to young 
people’s learning, with improvements in attention and 
achievement, social behaviour and relationships.48 

Evaluation of a woodland-survival skills course 
Warwickshire Children and Voluntary Service ran with 
Groundwork for young people who are NEET, found they 
gained more than just measureable skills.49 As well 
as developing their confidence, leadership skills, and 
perseverance, they became more motivated and tolerant of 
their environment, staff and each other, as well as learning 
to live away from their families and create their own 
entertainment. 

Environment-based programmes can reduce costs to 
society, as demonstrated by the BTCV, an environmental 
volunteering charity. Of 8,000 people who took part in the 
BTCV’s employment programme over one year, almost 
2,000 of these gained full-time employment after the 
course finished. They report that this resulted in over £20 
million of increased earnings and a reduction in benefits of 
£5 million, which they calculate as a social return of £3.50 

In its consultation on skills for a low carbon economy, 
Government identified the need to get more young people 
interested in low-carbon careers, skills and qualifications.41 
It stressed the need to increase uptake of Science, 
Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) subjects 
and provide better access to information and guidance for 
young people. To this end a consortium project led by the 
Eden Project will enable 5,000 young people to experience 
environmental learning visits and green work placements.42 
Another programme, delivered by Groundwork, offers 
unemployed young people temporary work that trains and 
provides them with the skills and qualifications to install 
‘retrofit’ energy efficiency products to existing housing.43 

Carefully targeted investment in energy security, low-
carbon infrastructures and ecological protection could yield 
three major benefits: jobs and economic recovery in the 
short-term; energy security and technological innovation 
in the medium-term; and a more sustainable future for 
our children in the long-term.44 A survey of young people’s 
views on behalf of v (the national young volunteers’ 
service) found that 68 per cent believed it was fairly or 
very important for them to work for a socially responsible 
organisation, and 36 per cent would be very or fairly 
interested in a career related to climate changes issues.45
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for every £1 they invested in the programme. Over the 
course of 15 years, if these people stay in employment the 
social return will increase, so every £1 BTCV invest could 
generate £15.50

Two gardening projects have been shown to reduce 
offending rates. Mow and Grow, a group of independent 
companies working with local authorities, provide 
vulnerable and disadvantaged young people, including 
young offenders, with gardening skills and qualifications 
to enable them to start a career in horticulture. The young 

people are supported by the Pupil Referral Unit and Young 
Offenders Team to enable them to address other barriers 
they may have to participation, for example, anger 
management.51 They report the reoffending rate following 
a short custodial sentence is 59.7 per cent, whereas the 
reoffending rate following a community sentence with 
Mow & Grow is 37.9 per cent.52 Derbyshire County Council 
runs a gardening project, Grow 2 Grow, targeting young 
people at risk of negative behaviours in their county. It is 
credited with youth offending dropping from 1,500 young 
people in 2007-2008 to 1,100 in 2008-2009.53

Bikes 4 All  is a community bike enterprise that 
recycles bicycles for resale. The project provides 
opportunities for young people excluded from 
mainstream education through a partnership with 
the Alternative Provision Team at Leicester City 
Council. It aims to provide young people with core 
numeracy and literacy skills, as well as accredita-
tion to enable them to reengage with their own 
education or move on to training or employment. 

The project offers young people progression, starting 
with literacy and numeracy training. Working on new 
bicycles, the aim is for the young people to achieve 
certification in NVQ Level 1 City and Guilds Cycle 
Maintenance and Repair. Eighty-five per cent of young 
people achieve the Level 1 certificate. Those choosing 
to continue can progress to the Level 2.

The participants on the project are supported by 
mentors from the City Council Alternative Provision 
Team. They provide coaching and counselling in 
relation to the individuals’ behaviour and home or 
family setting. The mentors also support the college 
entry process and link with Connexions to provide 
wider advice and guidance services.

The Bikes 4 All youth inclusion project allows the 
young people to reengage in their learning. The service 
providers have found excluded students offered a more 
practical and ‘real life’ experience through vocational 
learning, rather than classroom based learning, had a 
higher level of motivation and engagement, as well as 
improved attendance. 
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Bikes 4 All – Groundwork Leicester
Excluded young people recycle bicycles  
in alternative education provision
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Action for Children Youth Services in Scotland run 
a voluntary project for young males aged 16-21 
years who are in custody or have recently left 
prison. It aims to reduce their offending behaviour, 
improve their physical and mental wellbeing 
and relationships with others, and enable them 
to progress through education, training or 
employment.

Participation is voluntary and requires the individual 
to agree to a personal action plan, which provides 
support for personal issues, personal development, 
and progression. Two of the options offered to support 
personal development are: environmental projects in 
the community; and, a week-long residential course 
involving outdoor learning.

The environmental Challenge Projects in the 
community help to build a range of skills. These 
include communication, planning, budgeting, 
manual handling, employability and social skills. 

They also help build confidence and self-esteem. One 
Challenge Project involved a team of six young people 
undertaking a landscaping project at a local care 
home. The participants managed the whole process, 
from development to delivery. As a project proceeds, 
participants build a portfolio of evidence that can 
be shown to prospective employers to demonstrate 
experience and competence.

Outdoor learning is part of a structured programme 
of activities on the residential course. It contributes to 
developing motivation, confidence and personal and 
social skills. The course aims to increase soft skills and 
progress the young people to employment. 

The engagement rate for Moving On is very high – 
92 per cent. Of the current population of the young 
offender’s institute, 88 per cent are serving their 
second sentence. Of those who go through the Moving 
On programme 72 per cent do not return to prison on 
new charges. 
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Moving On – Renfrewshire, Action for Children
Young men make positive changes in their lives  
on release from prison
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Long-term, all young people can benefit from being 
supported to develop the skills required to meet the specific 
needs of employers in a green economy, and be able to 
minimise the use of energy and resources within any form 
of employment. In the current economic climate, particular 
focus needs to be given to supporting young people not in 
education, employment or training, especially those who 
may face additional challenges to gaining employment 

long-term, such as young offenders. The environment can 
be used as a productive context in which to support the 
development of basic skills for employability in young 
people, and can yield qualifications and skills of value to 
the green economy. Provision should be targeted at those 
who have disengaged from classroom-based learning and 
who may prefer to engage in practical, hands-on learning. 

Enabling progress at a local level

Environmental opportunities for young people 
who are NEET, such as gardening, woodland 
management, or bicycle maintenance, offer practical 
routes to learning and enable participants to feel 
they are making a valued contribution to their 
community. Land-based programmes also offer 
mental health benefits through green exercise (see 
next chapter) and are a particularly effective way to 
develop basic skills for employability in disaffected 
young people. Local authorities, schools, careers 
advice centres, pupil referral units, and Jobcentre 
Plus have the opportunity to work alongside 

environmental and community organisations to 
offer such structured schemes to young people, for 
example, as a form of targeted early intervention 
and as part of alternative provision. Accreditation 
should be an integral part of these programmes. 
Awards such as the ASDAN,55 John Muir Award,56 
and Duke of Edinburgh’s Award57 encourage young 
people to explore their local environment, contribute 
to their community and develop their skills; whilst 
programmes providing level 1 qualifications can 
build young people’s transferable skills and open up 
career choices.

The ability of young people to gain employment 
in the green economy need not be left to chance. 
Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
(STEM) subjects have a particular role to play in 
driving green innovation and will be invaluable 
to employers seeking to remain competitive in 
a fast-changing landscape. Schools and colleges 
could make these exciting and appealing options 
for all young people through offering a range of 
academic and vocational STEM qualifications with 
varying entry levels. They can also encourage 
young people to acquire specific green skills, such 
as energy efficiency, waste management and 
recycling, sustainable travel, and social responsibility, 
through the provision of activities across the 

curriculum, campus and community that develop 
their sustainable schools practice.54 Careers services 
and information, advice and guidance providers can 
support young people through providing information 
on what green career options are available, how they 
can be accessed (including through apprenticeships 
or vocational routes requiring lower entry levels 
that may be particularly suitable for young people 
who are NEET), and the further opportunities to 
which they could lead. Businesses and charities 
with interests in the green agenda also have an 
opportunity to support young people through 
offering apprenticeships and on the job training in 
an increasing range of sectors that support the green 
economy.

Proposal 1a
Ensure young people are prepared for the green economy 

Proposal 1b
Use the environment to help young people into long-term employment
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Enabling young people 
to deal with unknown 
challenges as they arise, 
through improving their 
mental and physical 
health, and the way  
they behave.

Resilience, health 
and behaviour

3



26 —  Improving Young People’s Lives  –  Sustainable Development Commission

Levels of childhood obesity have risen by over ten per cent 
the last ten years. In 2008, 16.8 per cent of boys and 15.2 
per cent of girls aged 2-15 years were classed as obese.58 
It is predicted that by 2050, 25 per cent of children under 
16 in Britain could be obese.59 Obesity costs the NHS an 
estimated £1 billion per year, with indirect costs to the UK 
economy of £2.3 billion.60 If current trends continue, obesity 
is predicted to rise further, with costs to the NHS rising 

to £9.7 billion by 2050, with the wider costs to society 
estimated at £49.9 billion (at today’s prices).61 

The quality of a place strongly influences how safely and 
enjoyably young people can travel about under their own 
means and find positive things to do, which in turn affects 
their physical activity, health, and social interactions with 
different sections of the community. 

The issue: young people’s physical and mental health

Figure 9 Forecast trend in the proportion of adults and children who are overweight and obese, to 205062

Figure 10 Passenger transport by mode (billion passenger km) 1952 to 2006
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Five per cent of young people commit half of all youth 
crime. Their actions can take a heavy toll on their 
communities, affecting the physical appearance of an 
area through littering and vandalism, and eroding the 
community’s sense of confidence and safety through 
intimidation and abuse. There are approximately 100,000 

10-17 year olds entering the criminal justice system for 
the first time each year and 110,000 families identified 
as having children at risk of becoming prolific offenders.63 
Providing early intervention for just one in ten young 
offenders could save over £100 million annually.64 

Figure 11 Children and young people cautioned, reprimanded, warned or sentenced for indictable offences, 1992 to 200665

Figure 12 Prevalence of mental disorders by age and sex in Britain, 200470

Young people’s mental health and psychological wellbeing 
play a key role in their personal and social development. 
This includes their ability to enjoy life, survive challenges 
and maintain positive wellbeing and self-esteem – 
sometimes referred to as resilience, the ability to recover 
from challenges.66,67 Developing resilience in young people 
is particularly important in times of rapid change where 
habits and assumptions cannot be expected to hold. The 
21st century is very likely to fit this description, with issues 
such as population growth, migration, poverty, resource 

scarcity and climate change all contributing to uncertainty. 
As many as ten per cent of children and young people have 
a clinically diagnosed mental disorder, ranging from anxiety 
and depression to attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD) to disorders characterised by socially unacceptable 
behaviour.68 By age 28, the costs to society (for example, 
involvement in crime, being unemployed or poorer general 
health) for those who had troubled behaviour as children, 
are ten times higher than for those with no problems.69
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Public outdoor places are important to young people73 
and young people’s needs should be considered in their 
design.74 Chawla identifies the benefits of involving young 
people in planning: “young people have insight, creativity 
and thoughts to contribute to the shaping of their cities 
and towns. At the same time, they learn the habits and 
practices of democratic government and environmental 
care.”75 Since its launch in 2009, 150 projects have used the 
Cabe Spaceshaper tool for use with 9-14 year olds.76 

There is extensive literature on young people’s relationship 
with place, especially in relation to risk and safety.77 
Perceived risks, such as traffic and threat of crime can 
stop them from going out or taking part in community 
activities;78 and the road environment can influence 

physical activity levels.79 Pretty et al showed availability 
of open space and leisure provision can impact positively 
on young people’s physical activity, whilst increased road 
density, or the presence of litter and graffiti can have a 
negative impact.80 They also noted the link between health 
and green space, and reduced recorded crime on urban 
estates with the “presence of nature”. 

Young people can be involved in local road improvement 
planning to improve safety, for example, Streets Ahead 
on Safety, a project by Birmingham City Council.81 
Improvements in road safety through traffic calming 
measures can reduce collisions and deaths;82 one study 
found a 42 per cent reduction in crashes following the 
introduction of 20 mile per hour zones.83 

Our previous report Every Child’s Future Matters71 highlights 
the importance of the quality of the built environment to 
children and young people’s wellbeing. Involving young 
people in improving their local area, especially in planned 
changes, for example, to enhance road safety, active travel, 
public transport, accessibility of green spaces, availability of 
places to go, and personal safety, can develop their sense 
of responsibility for their community, whilst improving 
their quality of life. The use of low-cost programmes that 
engage young people in green exercise and active travel 
can improve their mental and physical health, as well as 
developing wider skills, with green care an effective option 
to support the most challenging young people.

The role of the environment in building young people’s resilience

There are three key opportunities:

Involving young people in shaping  •	
the places in which they live

Enabling young people to travel actively  •	
(walking and cycling)

Supporting physical activity in the natural •	
environment, including through green exercise  
and green care.

The place in which young people live

Evidence of Impact of Sustainable Schools , 201072

“ There is a large body of research 

that illustrates the importance of 

environmental experience and 

contact with nature in childhood 

to promote children’s physical and 

mental health and wellbeing.”
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Cost, availability, reliability and safety are reasons why 
young people may not use buses.84 Twenty-five per cent of 
16-24 year olds have not applied for a job due to transport 
problems,85 whilst 52 per cent of 16-24 year olds are more 
likely to have difficulty accessing places compared to 32 
per cent of others.86 Young people that we engaged with 
as part of this project identified public transport, especially 
bus links, as something they wanted to improve through 
free or cheap bus travel for young people and increased 
frequency.87 They thought this could increase young 
people’s confidence and employment chances through 
greater independence, making living in rural areas more 
affordable, and contributing to reducing carbon emissions.

Enabling young people to travel actively directly helps 
them to lead healthier lifestyles. Brunton et al identify 
two approaches: “the extension and improvement of cycle 
networks” and “the creation of tailored marketing messages 
for subsets of children, young people and parents.”89

Vandergrift and Yoked found young people are more 
likely to walk to work and school if they live in ‘dense 
neighbourhoods’ compared to those who live in areas with 
the most ‘urban sprawl’.90 The increase in developed land 
was seen to limit transport options, so the car seemed 
the only possibility. Rosenberg et al found a relationship 

between the ‘walkability’ of a neighbourhood environment 
and levels of physical activity, with perceptions of risk 
and fear of crime impacting on young people’s ability to 
participate.91

Activities, such as walking, can offer cheap and accessible 
routes92 to getting young people more physically active 
and leading healthier lifestyles. A small pilot project 
run by Action for Children and the Ramblers Association 
encouraged families and young people to take part in walks 
in their local area, leading to them feeling more positively 
about walking.93

Active travel (walking and cycling)

Young people have considerably less contact with nature 
than previous generations; a fact described by Pyle as an 
‘extinction of experience’.94 A number of studies demon-
strate that exercise in nature can influence behavioural 
choice95 and free play in natural environments can increase 
social interactions and promote learning aptitude.96 Pretty 
et al report that green exercise, defined as “activity in 
green places (in the presence of nature)” is predicted to be 
good for health, and can foster social bonds and influence 
behavioural choices.97 Furthermore, Bell et al report 
evidence that ‘neighbourhood greenness’ is inversely 

associated with body mass index in children and young 
people, and that promotion and preservation of green 
space could be a means of addressing childhood obesity.99

Exposure to nature can lead to positive mental health 
outcomes.100 Bird highlights the links between mental 
health and the natural environment.101 He found over 100 
studies supporting the role of the natural environment 
in ‘attention restoration’ (when indirect attention allows 
concentration to be held with little or no effort, allowing 
the brain to restore for more direct attention usage),102 as it 
provided the most effective location for promoting indirect 
attention. Research by Mind, the mental health charity, into 
the benefits of ‘eco-therapy’, found evidence to support the 
development of existing treatment options that include a 
natural approach.103 

Contact with nature can help children with attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder. Faber et al note a study finding: 
“children undertaking outdoor activities in nature appear 

Physical activity in the natural environment: green exercise

“ We feel that prevention can hold the key to dealing 
with anti-social behaviour. Activities like cycling 
can offer a diversion away from negative ways 
of behaving, particularly if the young people are 
involved in shaping the activity themselves. In the 
currently sensitive environment around levels of 
public spending, modest investments in Bike Club 
projects can provide excellent value for money 
compared to the costs of dealing with these issues 
later through the police and the courts.”70

Sarah Troke, Manager – Bike Club UK 

“ Spending time in a natural setting enables 
participants to access those aspects of their 
self that may elude them in more conventional 
personal or therapeutic sessions.”64

Nature, Childhood, Health and Life Pathways
Interdisciplinary Centre for Environment and Society

University of Essex 2009
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2XL – Brathay Trust
Urban young people reduce youth crime  
and develop leadership

to improve symptoms by 30 per cent compared to urban 
outdoor activities and three fold compared to the indoor 
environment.”104 Bird also reports that higher exposure to 
nature can reduce stress levels and increase self-worth in 
children and young people experiencing a high number of 
stressful life events.105

Outdoor learning can improve attitudes, beliefs, self-
perceptions, interpersonal social skills, and memory 

creation and retention.106 Barrett and Greenaway report 
that “small group participation in enjoyable outdoor 
adventure appears to improve individual socialisation 
which in turn may assist conflict resolution. Shared 
participation in challenging adventure activities can result 
in improved understanding, trust and communication 
between young participants and between young people 
and adult staff.”107 

Green care describes a range of therapeutic interventions 
based in the natural environment.108 One type, wilderness 
therapy, has been shown to improve the lives of young 
people with drug addiction and challenging behaviour 
by reducing rates of depression and attempted suicide, 

and improving leadership, time management and social 
skills.109 During TurnAround, a project that uses elements 
of wilderness therapy to help young people at risk in social 
care in Essex, ‘negative events’ reduced and participants 
displayed less anti-social behaviour.110 

The Brathay 2XL programme is run in partnership 
with a number of London boroughs. It supports 
young people involved in gang activity, anti-social, 
or criminal behaviour to develop their aspirations 
and become reengaged with their education 
through structured activities that start with Brathay 
building up its local knowledge of the community 
through working in partnership with local 
agencies. Young people who have been through 
the programme previously recruit their peers from 

within the community to enable relationships to  
be built.

In the first fifteen-week phase the young people go 
on a three-day intensive residential. This involves 
challenging, outdoor experiences, such as scrambling 
up a mountain stream and going on a self-planned 
mountain journey. These activities develop their social 
skills, sense of responsibility, confidence and self-
belief, and provide a sense of personal achievement.

The residential creates the space required for the 
young people to reflect on their current situation and 
aspirations to create a positive vision for their future. 
Through supporting each other during the activities, 
it enables them to develop trust and unite with other 
young people from different areas, something that 
may not be possible when in their own communities. 

The young people receive support once back in their 
communities to enable them to achieve the goals they 
developed. Many go on to participate in the second 
phase which emphasises leadership and involves a 
second residential experience. One participant said: 
“you learn to support each other; it taught me to be a 
leader, to keep focused and to achieve my goals.”

Physical activity in the natural environment: green care
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Forest School – Brighton and Hove Youth Offending Trust,
ru-ok? and the Sussex Wildlife Trust
Young offenders and substance misusers  
experience outdoor learning

The Forest School approach engages young 
people in their learning through positive outdoor 
experiences. It is used by the Youth Offending 
Team and ru-ok? (a specialist substance misuse 
service) in Brighton and Hove, to offer a different 
type of intervention. The project was delivered in 
partnership with the local wildlife trust over ten 

weeks in woodland at a local park. The aim was to 
engage the young people in diversionary activities 
that gave them new experiences of the local 
environment,	whilst	building	their	confidence	and	
self-esteem.

The sessions appeared on the surface to be informal,  
as participants chose their own level of engagement 
with activities, including fire-making and cooking.  
They were given responsibility and training for the 
use of tools, such as fixed blade knives and bow saws. 
As the weeks progressed the activities became more 
guided by the young people themselves.  

During the course of the project there were observed 
changes in the behaviour of the group. Parents 
reported improvements in their wellbeing and there 
was consistent attendance. There were also no major 
incidents of aggression or dangerous behaviour. 

The approach allowed the young people to develop 
confidence and learn how to work co-operatively and 
independently. The focus on the environment, rather 
than on self-improvement, also gave the young people 
the emotional space they required to become self-
managing and to be able to develop relationships in a 
neutral environment. 

Care farming, another form of green care, can lead to 
“increased self-esteem, enhanced wellbeing and beneficial 
changes in mood, an increase in self-confidence, trust in 
other people, calmness, formation of a work habit and 
the development of social skills and a sense of personal 
responsibility.”111 Within the UK, over half of care farms 
provide a service for disaffected young people.112 Hine et al 
found a significant increase in self-esteem and a significant 
decrease in ‘total mood disturbance’ of participants after 
spending time on a care farm, alongside a reduction in 
anger, confusion, depression, tension and fatigue. They 
urge offender management services to “recognise the 
potential of care farming to deliver both mental health and 
employment dividends to offenders and ex-offenders.”113

Forest Schools, an outdoor learning programme, can 
improve participants’ confidence, self-esteem and 
wellbeing, as well as developing their motivation to 
learn and providing a sense of ownership of their local 
environment.114 It has been shown to improve social skills, 
communication and language.115 It typically takes place 
in a woodland setting with a high ratio of adults to pupils, 
freedom to explore using multiple senses, and regular 
contact with participants over a significant period of time. 
Participants can include young people with emotional 
and behavioural issues; O’Brien and Murray found some 
children in their study “displayed changes in behaviour that 
were wholly or partly attributable to their involvement in 
Forest School.”116
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Environmental factors can have a marked effect on the 
development, behaviour, wellbeing and resilience of young 
people. It is important they are consulted on what they like 
and do not like about the places where they live to improve 
the quality of their local environment, and that they 
have opportunities to develop their mental and physical 
wellbeing through time spent in green spaces and the 

natural environment. Our proposals accord with the findings 
of our recent review of health inequalities, Sustainable 
development: The key to tackling health inequalities, 
which calls for changes in policy on food, transport, green 
space, and the built environment to address persistent 
inequalities in problems affecting society, including young 
people, such as mental health and obesity.117

Enabling progress at a local level

Proposal 2a
Involve young people in shaping the places in which they live

Proposal 2b
Enable young people to travel actively (walk and cycle)

Local authorities should consider the impacts of 
their planning and transport decisions on the health 
and wellbeing of all young people. They should 
consult with them on an ongoing basis, including 
through targeted youth support services to reach 
disaffected young people and through local youth 
parliaments or committees, to ensure their range of 
needs are properly taken into account. This applies 
to existing residential areas and streets and to new 

developments alike, with a view to giving young 
people the positive, healthy, green places they 
need to flourish. Through improved public transport 
links, particularly in rural areas, local authorities and 
private providers could afford young people greater 
access to opportunities, especially if combined with 
greater concessions, possibly linked to employment 
and training, for young people up to the age of 18. 

In a car-dominated country, young people require 
the infrastructure and environment to allow them 
to safely travel actively to the typical destinations 
of school, work, services, shops, recreation and 
friends in their local area. In practice this means 
local authorities creating high quality, attractive 
and safe walking and cycling routes, remediation of 

‘unsafe’ junctions and crime hot spots, and long-
term promotion of active travel from schools, local 
authorities, parents and community organisations. 
Success in this area could tackle poor health and 
obesity, reduce congestion, traffic danger and 
pollution, and lead to greater association of young 
people (and social capital) in their communities. 
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Proposal 2c
Enable young people to participate in green exercise

Proposal 2d
Use green care to rehabilitate disaffected young people

A more universal offer of regular physical activity 
in green places, both in and outside of school, 
would benefit young people’s mental and physical 
health and could engage them in improving their 
community. Schools can offer this through greater 
use of playing fields and outdoor spaces for activities, 
such as growing, walking, and outdoor learning. 
Whilst providers of informal services for young 
people, such as youth groups, can support young 

people in undertaking similar activities through using 
the outdoor spaces around their youth centres, and 
local green spaces and parks. In linking up with local 
‘friends of’ groups or environmental organisations, 
all providers of services for young people can offer 
them practical activities in the natural environment, 
for example, environmental volunteering or 
community improvement projects (see next 
chapter). 

Structured environmental therapeutic programmes, 
such as green care and outdoor adventure or 
learning, can be part of holistic rehabilitation support 
delivered by youth offending teams and targeted 
support services for young people, both within and 
outside schools. These programmes provide the 
young people with the opportunity to reflect on, deal 
with and overcome the issues that prevent them 

from progressing, whilst helping them to develop 
relationships with positive role models and engage 
in practical activities that build their transferable 
skills. Teachers and support workers can be trained to 
deliver programmes such as Forest Schools locally as 
part of early intervention programmes or alternative 
provision, with suitable locations being identified by 
local environmental organisations.
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Personal responsibility 
in young people

4

Giving young people a 
sense of purpose, worth 
and achievement through 
showing how their actions 
make a difference
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Young people aged 16-25 are less likely than adults aged 
26-74 to be involved in acts of charity or citizenship118 
or in civic engagement overall (33 per cent compared to 
45-54 per cent).119 They are less likely to vote (above age 
18), less likely to be involved in their local community and 
less likely to undertake formal voluntary work.120 Levels of 
civic engagement and volunteering by young people aged 
16-25 have shown a small yearly decline between 2007-
08 and 2009-10, whilst civic participation by adults has 
decreased overall from 38 per cent in 2001 to 34 per cent 
in 2009-2010,121 with those in managerial and professional 
occupations more likely to be involved in civic participation, 
than those who have never worked or are long-term 
unemployed.122 Whilst 64 per cent of young people feel 
they can influence decisions affecting their school, only 
33 per cent believe they are able to influence decisions 
affecting their local area,123 and only 14 per cent of 15 and 
16 year olds feel they have enough say in decisions that 
affect them.124

Disengagement can lead to young people engaging in 
anti-social and negative behaviours. Anti-social behaviour 
costs the public £3.4 billion a year and is a major issue in 
some of the country’s most deprived or disadvantaged 
communities.125 To try to tackle this acceptable behaviour 
contracts (ABCs) and anti-social behaviour orders (ASBOs) 
were introduced in 1999. Between 1999 and 2007, 
approximately 6,000 young people aged 10-17 years were 
issued with ASBOs (mostly young males); just over 1,000 
young people received them in 2007.126

Participation of young people in community projects 
contributes to improved social capital, or the sense of 
shared purpose produced by the interaction of people in a 
given community. This has been shown to impact positively 
on health, educational achievement, employment 
outcomes, and lower crime levels.127 Once young people 
understand themselves as morally committed to and 
engaged in building civil society, they can have a sense 
of agency in their own healthy development and in the 
positive enhancement of other people and of society.128 
Demos recommend a ‘life-cycle’ approach to getting young 
people engaged in civic service that starts in school and 
continues with options to take part in full-time volunteering 
between the ages of 16-18 with financial support for those 
who will find it most challenging to participate.129

The issue: disengagement of young people from civic society

“ My worst future would be a loss of agency 
or purpose. I would be alone, secluded from 
other people. I would have a job that doesn’t 
satisfy me, and feel like I wasn’t living up to my 
potential. I would be constantly worried about 
how I affect the world around me, but unable to 
do anything about it.”

A young adult participant in  
the Global Survey on Sustainable Lives, 

UNEP (2010) Taskforce on Sustainable Lives

“ This [disengagement] is not just bad news for 
young people but for society as a whole. Young 
people can have little sense of responsibility for 
decisions made for them by others or incentive 
to abide by such decisions. The potential for 
storing up problems for the future is very 
real as disengagement becomes a habit that 
will follow young people into adulthood – as 
evidenced for example by low voter turnout.”120

Carnegie Trust UK
On the importance 
of ensuring that 
young people are not 
disengaged from society. 
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Many young people care deeply about their environment 
and there are various issues relating to their local area that 
they would like to change.131,132 During this project we held 
a session with young participants in a national leadership 
programme133 to discover what characteristics they would 
associate with a ‘good place to grow up’. Their responses 
were consistent with the findings of previous surveys of this 
kind:134 having green space around them; socialising and 
being close to friends and family; accessible local shops and 
produce; schools located close to home; places for young 
people to be creative or active; safe streets and places to 
spend time; good public transport; and a sense that their 
voice is heard.135 They also identified what they would like 
to change in their communities, prioritising safety and 
crime prevention, facilities and education for young people, 
and public transport. They identified solutions involving the 
whole community, and wider policy changes that would 
make it easier to improve their local places. 

The environment is clearly not the only context in which 
young people’s sense of personal responsibility can be 
developed, but it is an attractive option given the near-
perpetual environmental challenges facing so many 
areas, from litter and pollution to green space and climate 
change. The approaches presented in this chapter are both 
voluntary in nature, one involving structured volunteering 
programmes that can provide stepping stones to improved 
health and employment; the other enabling young people 
to participate in community-based projects to take action 
on local issues they care about.

There are two key opportunities:

Engaging young people in structured •	
environmental volunteering.

Building personal responsibility through  •	
local environmental action.

The role of the environment in building young people’s responsibility 

For young people, environmental volunteering can impact 
positively on behaviour, attitudes, knowledge and skills, 
with shifts noticeable in perception of the value of team 
work, and how individual actions can combine into larger 
effects.136 BTCV report that nine out of ten young people 
taking part in their volunteering programme learnt 
something new, with 98 per cent reporting they would like 
to repeat the experience.137 They estimate every £1 they 
invest in their People and Places programme generates 
£4 through reduced crime, improved leisure and increased 
employment.

Environmental volunteering can be an effective way 
to integrate socially disadvantaged groups, including 
young people at risk. The voluntary and practical nature 
of the activity, and a sense of empowerment, can breed 
confidence, motivation, knowledge and skills.138 A Kent-

based project involving asylum-seeking young people in 
conservation activities led to notable increases in self-
esteem and confidence, as well as positively affecting the 
physical and mental health of the participants.139 The young 
people also improved their English language skills and 
became better integrated into the community. 

Leyshon acknowledges the need to ensure environmental 
volunteering for young people is focused on their 
personal and social development.140 He recommends that 
providers of services for young people should work with 
environmental and community organisations from an early 
stage to ensure volunteering opportunities are structured 
to focus on developing young people’s wider skills, such 
as leadership, management and coordination, alongside 
developing their environmental skills and knowledge. 

Structured environmental volunteering
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IMPACT – Wildlife Trust for Lancashire, Manchester 
and North Merseyside

Young people engage through conservation volunteering

The IMPACT project, funded by v, provides 
volunteering opportunities for young people aged 
16-25 years, especially those who may feel socially 
isolated	or	find	it	harder	to	enter	employment.	
Training, especially linked to accreditation and 
awards, is an important element. Opportunities 
include part and full-time placements. 

Part-time volunteering could include growing food, 
making films, practical conservation tasks, environ-
mental art and photography. A volunteer co-ordinator 
provides support to part-time volunteers, including 
offering lifts from central locations to the volunteering 
location. They also send a text to participants each 
week to get a commitment to take part, helping to 
build the participants’ time keeping skills.

The five-month full-time placements offer 
opportunities that could lead to employment in 
conservation, community engagement, youth work 
and centre development. One volunteer was in charge 
of developing a new volunteer group engaging 16-25 
year olds in practical conservation activities. They 
planned the entire process, including advertising, 
running the sessions, risk assessing health and safety, 
and tool talks. The group they created responded 
positively, feeling proud of the positive changes they 
had made to their local area. 

Through the placements, the young people develop 
transferable skills that can lead to further training, 
education or employment, including at the Wildlife 
Trust. This includes planning, budgeting and leadership 
skills, motivation, and a sense of achievement. A young 
people’s steering group supports the place ments, 
providing feedback and identifying training needs. 
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Young Activists – Department for Education
Encouraging young people to become activists  
for sustainable development

The Department for Education funded Young 
Activists programme created different models 
of engagement suitable for use by young 
people in different settings. It aimed to raise 
awareness and understanding of what sustainable 
development means locally and globally to 
empower young people to take action for change 
through positive activities that improve their local 
environment. Tools were developed by four partner 
organisations:146

We Are What We Do•	 : uses the approach that 
everyday actions can change the world. Schools 
and youth groups can commit to doing some of 

the 131 actions listed on the website. The actions 
increase understanding through fun statistics and 
facts about the impact of lots of people doing 
them. They provide materials and tools that 
enable young people to inspire others, through 
creating their own campaign. 

Groundwork•	 : developed a project management 
tool, ‘ChangeIt’, for young people to use to take 
action and create change in the community. Uses 
“start it, plan it, do it, change it” approach. Helps 
young people make sense of what they are doing, 
why and how, for example, through looking at 
Fairtrade by making their own chocolate.

National Children’s Bureau•	 : created the ‘One 
Step, One World’ challenge, including a charter 
developed by young people. Enables young 
people to realise they can take one step to create 
change, with the young people committing to ‘a 
challenge’ and leading it, for example, to organise 
and run a recycled fashion show.

Envision•	 : created an extra-curricular 
empowerment and enrichment programme 
for 14-19 year olds to support development of 
citizenship. Enables young people to identify 
issues that matter to them in their local area and 
develop a positive change project, for example, to 
create a garden at a hospital. They have guidance 
on how to create campaign materials.
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Environmental projects can provide opportunities for 
communities to work together on joint aims through 
‘link-up’ and ‘link-in’ methods that increase public-
spiritedness.141 The Eastfeast initiative, which links-up 
young people, growers, food producers and allotment 
holders, culminates in a community feast. It has been 
shown to increase young people’s confidence in making 
decisions about their own learning.142

Ofsted found that when young people who are not in 
education, employment or training (NEET) participate in 

practical and challenging community projects, such as site-
clearing to establish allotments or redecorating buildings 
in their local area, they achieve a sense of self-worth 
through their involvement.143 They also report findings 
from teachers that pupils respond well to practical activities 
that make a clear difference to their school and local 
community, in terms of their attitudes and behaviours.144 
A regeneration project in Manchester involved youth 
workers successfully engaging young people who had 
become ‘devalued’ (and therefore unlikely participants) in 
improving their local area.145

Building personal responsibility through local environmental action
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Global Youth Action – DEA
Young people explore and take action  
on the global issues that matter to them

DEA run the Global Youth Action project in 
partnership with local organisations to involve 
disadvantaged young people. In Somerset, the 
Centre for Global Learning and Development 
Education (GLADE) have been working with 
Incredible Tuesdays, a club for young people with 
special needs. The broad aims are to enable young 
people to learn about other countries and cultures 
through fun practical activities and to motivate 
them to take actions to make a difference. 

The Global Youth Action programme uses a ‘3C’ 
approach: 

Connect•	 : supporting young people to make 
connections between the personal, local and 
global on global issues that matter to them. 
‘Incredible Tuesdays’ looked at links between 
Somerset and Africa, meeting African people to 
find out the differences and similarities between 
their lives and those of their African peers.

Challenge•	 : encouraging young people to 
challenge themselves and use critical thinking to 
be able to challenge others. The young people 
at Incredible Tuesdays challenged their own 
perceptions through meeting African people, 
leading to them changing their attitudes and 
believing all people should be treated the same. 

Change•	 : supporting young people to take action 
and bring about positive change. Incredible 
Tuesdays decided they wanted their local super-
market to sell more Fairtrade chocolate, so they 
filled in and returned ‘To the Store Manager’ cards.

The project was felt to be a success on many levels.  
The young people developed their own personal 
agency through the actions they had taken and 
continued to take, such as buying Fairtrade, whilst they 
developed their transferable skills. By challenging their 
own prejudices and learning about other cultures, their 
values and attitudes towards others also changed. 

The Young Activists programme aims to encourage young 
people to become activists for sustainable development 
in their communities.147 Four partner organisations 
worked with young people to develop tools, which were 
shown to increase empowerment and confidence. The 
National Children’s Bureau reported 81 per cent of young 
people agreeing they could make a positive change in 
their community as a result of doing ‘the challenge’, and 
85 per cent of practitioners agreeing it had improved 
the young people’s confidence. Groundwork reported 
a significant increase in four measures of participant’s 
empowerment: attitude, self-efficacy, knowledge and 
skills. They found some of the projects led to changes in 
both residents and young people’s attitudes towards each 
other, changing perceptions and contributing to cohesion.148 
The other partner organisations reported improved 
outcomes for young people in their emotional and social 
skills, employability, aspiration, sense of belonging, and 
understanding responsibility for their actions. 

Young people can gain empathy, respect and responsibility 
through projects that encourage the development of 
critical thinking. Global Youth Action149 for example, seeks 

to enable young people to make connections between 
their personal, local and global environment, whilst Young 
Pioneers (a project run by young people for young people) 
aims to make it ‘cool to care’ through short courses on areas 
such as ‘stay safe’, ‘be healthy’ and ‘go green’. This helps 
tackle some of the core challenges young people face, 
whilst developing transferable skills that increase self-
confidence, such as giving presentations, team working and 
listening.150

Young people can direct their own involvement in 
community projects to improve their local environment. The 
Green Youth Group for Swindon and Wiltshire (GYGSAW) 
project was developed following a consultation by Wiltshire 
Assembly of Youth that found environmental activities 
should be more widely promoted to youth organisations 
and in youth work settings across the county.151 It led to a 
group of young people developing ‘Greengauge’, a self-
assessment tool for use by youth groups to inspire and 
enable them to take action on environmental issues of 
interest to them no matter what the core purpose of their 
group. The scheme was successful, with at least fifteen 
groups having been ‘Greengauge’ certificated. 
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Supporting young people to take an active role in their 
local community through environmental volunteering or 
projects involving personal action can foster their sense 
of responsibility and belonging, whilst developing their 
transferable skills. Through targeting disaffected young 
people who may be engaged in anti-social behaviour or 

at risk of offending, a range of community problems can 
be tackled at the same time as involving young people in 
improving their local area. Opportunities can be developed 
for young people through partnerships between service 
providers and local environmental and community 
organisations.

Enabling progress at a local level

Proposal 3a
Provide of structured environmental volunteering for young people

Proposal 3b
Enable young people to take part in local environmental action

Schools, local authorities, Jobcentre Plus and 
Connexions can work with local community and 
environmental organisations to establish structured 
environmental volunteering opportunities 
specifically for young people, catering for a range of 
abilities and offering variable time commitments. 
This would support the Government’s ambition to 
nurture civic responsibility through the Big Society 
and, depending on the age groups involved, would 

either prepare young people for involvement in 
the National Citizen Service, or provide them with 
follow-on opportunities to sustain their community 
contribution. Clearly such initiatives would need 
to be locally financed, including the costs incurred 
by the young people in participating, which would 
ideally be recompensed through a ‘volunteering 
allowance’.

All young people, especially the most disengaged, 
can be supported in their development of critical 
thinking skills and personal responsibility through 
programmes that enable them to identify and 
address issues in their local environment that they 
care about. The National Citizen Service provides a 
perfect opportunity to enable this, but other, year-
round providers of services to young people can do 
likewise, for example local authority youth services, 
Youth Offending Teams, schools (including but 
not limited to alternative provision and behaviour 

support units), youth groups, and voluntary and 
community organisations or business providers. 
There are a range of freely available tools, such as 
those produced by the Department for Education’s 
Young Activists programme,152 which can be used 
by providers to guide young people through their 
own projects and campaigns. A ‘Dragons-Den’ 
style bidding process involving local business and 
community leaders could be used to engage young 
people, as happened with the original pilots for the 
National Citizen Service.153
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The evidence presented in this report validates the 
importance of including the third dimension of sustainable 
development – the environment – in policy and services 
for young people. Doing this has the potential to inspire 
powerful new approaches to tackling the problems that 
some young people experience and so improve their 
quality of life. 

Our proposed green thread through policy and practice 
offers the prospect of more resilient, healthier young 
people who are well prepared to be citizens of a 
sustainable community. It achieves this through ensuring 
important connections are made between environmental, 
economic and social outcomes, as illustrated in Figure 13.

Clearly, there is nothing to stop local authorities, voluntary 
and community organisations and businesses adopting 
these approaches now without waiting for central 
authorisation – this is exactly the kind of local leadership 
anticipated by the Big Society. The proposals that we have 
set out in previous sections provide many pointers to help 
them do so.

However, awareness of these opportunities is far from 
universal at present and, for a breakthrough to occur, greater 
leadership from central Government is required to ensure 
sustainable development is embedded across society.

To that end we offer a small number of strategic 
recommendations below both for policy makers and those 
commissioning and providing services for young people 
that would encourage more universal uptake of good 
practice.

5
Conclusions and 
recommendations

Personal
responsibility

Resilience,
health and
behaviour

Jobs and
employability EnvironmentEconomy

Society

Figure 13  How the environment can enhance social and 
economic outcomes for young people

Recommendations for Government

These are primarily relevant to the work of the Department 
for Education. They also have relevance to a number of 
Government departments whose work has a direct impact 

on young people’s lives including the Cabinet Office, 
Ministry of Justice, Home Office, Department of Health, and 
Department for Work and Pensions.

Major new policy ventures for young people have 
the opportunity to demonstrate an environmental 
dimension through all stages of their design and 
delivery.

In order to stimulate action at a local level, it is vital 
that national policy highlights the value of green skills 
and environmental activity to those involved with the 
commissioning and delivery of services for young people. 
The Prime Minister has said he wants this Government 
to be the ‘greenest ever’ and with programmes such as 

the National Citizen Service there is a real opportunity 
to raise awareness of the benefits to young people and 
communities of positive environmental activities. We 
suggest there should be clear signalling of environmental 
opportunities in policy statements and communications 
with stakeholders, and integration of green thinking in 
commissioning guidance and quality standards for service 
providers. This signalling should also come through the 
work of the arms length bodies sponsored by Government 
departments to enable more direct support to service 
providers. 

1.   Run a green thread through policy
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By commissioning a robust analysis of the economic 
and	social	benefits	of	positive	environmental	activities	
for young people, Government can expedite service 
providers’ access to social investment funds.

Access to funding can depend on providers and 
commissioners being able to demonstrate the impact of 
their proposals, particularly long-term financial savings. 
Within this report, due to the available research, the 
findings we present are mostly qualitative. To strengthen 
this evidence, and to enable clear advice to be given on 

how to measure impact, a further analysis is required to 
determine the longer-term economic and social value 
arising from a green thread through policy and delivery. 
This could be done through economic modelling to quantify 
potential savings over a significant period, whilst enabling 
more immediate influence on decision-making in policy 
and service delivery. The study should explore the potential 
use of a social return on investment model154 to pave the 
way for projects to become candidates for investment from 
sources such as the proposed Big Society Bank and social 
impact bonds.155,156 

Recommendations for commissioners and providers of services for young people

2.   Expand green activity through social investment

These are primarily relevant to a range of organisations working with or for young people including, but not limited to, local 
authority youth services, schools (including alternative provision and behavioural support units), pupil referral units, Youth 
Offending Teams, Jobcentre Plus, Connexions, careers advice centres, youth groups, local community and environmental 
organisations, and business providers. 

Build the capacity of frontline staff to run an 
environmental dimension through their work with 
young people, especially to empower young people 
to develop personal responsibility, ensuring that 
workforce development, commissioning and national 
policy are coherent with this objective. 

Frontline staff are responsible for building relationships 
and trust with young people, often in challenging settings, 
engaging them through their own passion and helping 
them to improve their lives. The idea of a green approach to 
service delivery will not be new to everyone working with 
young people, but many will lack first-hand experience of 

how it can be developed and applied in practice. A short 
‘top tips’ guidance document for the sector to support this 
has already been produced by Action for Children,157 and 
there are further tools available for use with young people 
through the Department for Education’s Young Activists 
programme.158 However, to give this work direction, leaders 
of relevant services for young people should provide a 
clear message to frontline teams to build up their capacity 
in this area. This could be backed up with appropriate 
requirements in service specifications, facilitating join-
up with other local service providers and partners, and 
enabling the sharing of good practice and appropriate 
training. 

3.   Empower the workforce and young people

Schools and support services should offer 
environmental activities to all young people, both 
through their universal provision and through their 
targeted support for disaffected learners and learners 
with special educational needs.

Young people should be entitled to participate in structured 
environmental activities as a means of building their 
resilience and self-esteem, boosting their physical and 
mental health, improving their achievement and taking 
responsibility. Structured environmental activities, where a 

clear purpose is given for undertaking them, can contribute 
to learning and achievement of qualifications and, where 
required, help to shift negative attitudes and behaviour, 
even in the most challenging young people. As the 
evidence in this report shows, incorporating these activities 
within alternative provision and behavioural support for 
learners (delivered for example by specialist support units 
in secondary schools or by pupil referral units) can enhance 
the quality of their provision, raise aspirations amongst 
young people and, most importantly, help to reduce the 
likelihood of more serious problems setting in.

4.   Focus on prevention
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Those involved with the commissioning of services for 
young people should draw on the insight and resources 
of community groups, charities and social enterprises 
wanting to provide environmental activities for young 
people.

Britain is fortunate to have many groups dedicated to 
environmental improvement, education and conservation 
from community to national and international scale.  

The picture is one of exceptional quality and diversity. 
Up until now these organisations have not always been 
regarded as obvious partners with children and young 
people’s services but, as the examples in this report show, 
there is considerable scope to change this. Partnership 
working will ensure the provision of high-quality 
environmental opportunities that have the primary focus of 
developing young people’s social and personal skills. 

5.   Draw on expertise of voluntary and community organisations

The environment should be at the heart of our ambitions 
for young people. It underpins the development of personal 
responsibility and essential skills for the green economy, or 
what the Department for Energy and Climate Change calls 
the “the third industrial revolution”.159

More than this, it is a medium through which young people 
can develop good health and self-esteem whilst making a 
positive contribution to their communities and the planet 
generally. 
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Conclusions

  As one of the young people we encountered 
through this project told us,

“ I learnt to weigh up my choices 
and options and I decided to take  
a positive path.”160
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This report builds on a literature review undertaken by 
Action for Children which examined research from UK and 
international sources. Action for Children is a children’s 
charity that supports and speaks out for the UK’s most 
vulnerable children and young people.161 To support their 
review, Action for Children prepared a series of case studies 
of good practice, showcasing the work of local authorities 
and voluntary and community organisation partners in 

England. They also developed a guide for service providers 
who work with young people setting out eight practical and 
informative ‘top tips’, with examples, that they can use to 
promote a green thread in practice.162 These were promoted 
through a series of workshops organised by Action for 
Children and supported by consultant Charles Whitehead 
that provided feedback on our emerging findings.

Annex 1
Background to the preparation 
of this report

All of the following tips contribute to developing young people’s employability, resilience, and engagement.  
They were developed as part of the work by Action for Children to provide ideas and practical information for 
using sustainable approaches to enhance the delivery of outcomes for young people. 

Resilience, Engagement, Future Employment

Top tips for using sustainable development to improve outcomes for young people

In addition we held three consultation workshops with 
stakeholders. The first engaged officials responsible for 
young people policy within the Department for Education. 
The second engaged a range of organisations actively 
working with or for young people: 

UK Youth Parliament•	
Brighton and Hove Youth Offending Team•	
SEEd•	
Eden Project•	
Wiltshire County Council•	
Otesha•	

Envision•	
National Council for Voluntary Youth Services•	
Youth Hostel Association•	

The third workshop engaged young people participating 
in the Department for Education’s Youth Leadership 
Programme, The Youth of Today,163 including a represent-
ative from Young Pioneers.164 We asked the young people 
what a ‘good place to grow up’ meant to them, and what 
solutions they thought would get us there. The feedback 
we received provided a useful backdrop to this report.

For full details visit:  www.actionforchildren.org.uk/sustainabledevelopment

Promote active lifestyles as part of working 1 
with young people

Explore local issues to engage young people in 2 
meaningful actions that have a global impact

Engage young people in improving their  3 
local environment

Use the natural environment as part of outdoor 4 
activity and learning programmes

Include accreditation and awards linked to  5 
the environment as stepping stones to jobs 
and training

Empower young people to be active citizens 6 
and lead the programmes you deliver

Build partnerships that share learning  7 
and success

Show your commitment to sustainable 8 
development
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