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From the Field

ABSTRACT

The collaborative development and delivery of “plus sport”

employment training programs are promising strategies to

increase work readiness, life skills, and employment among

youth facing barriers to positive development in a North

American urban context. Three programs developed and

delivered at MLSE LaunchPad, a large urban sport for

development facility in Toronto, Canada, provide a

precedent for further implementation and study of

collaborative programs that incorporate intentionally

designed sport activities into a youth employment program.

Strategic codevelopment and codelivery of “plus sport”

programs with collaborative community partners and a

mixed funding model involving professional sport

organizations, charitable foundations, corporate partners,

individual donors, and various levels of government are

recommended to maximize sustainability and impact.

Learnings to date at MLSE LaunchPad point to several key

programming components for the successful delivery of

youth sport for development employment training in a

context of high youth unemployment rates

disproportionately impacting youth facing barriers and a

rapidly evolving job market.

The Youth Employment Landscape

Canada’s youth unemployment rate is 10.3%—nearly

double that of the general population (Statistics Canada,

2019). The national average, however, does not reflect the

higher youth unemployment rates seen in specific regions of

the country. In Ontario, youth unemployment is above the

national average at 12.7% and up to double the overall

provincial unemployment rate due to growth in the youth

labor force that exceeds growth in available jobs (Geobey,

2013; Government of Ontario, 2018; St. Stephen’s

Community House & Access Alliance [SSCHAA], 2016).

During times of economic recession, Ontario’s youngest

workers have experienced the most adverse employment

outcomes (Geobey, 2013; SSCHAA, 2016). In the city of

Toronto, youth unemployment is 13.4%—the highest of any

region in Ontario—and has trended above the national

average since the early 2000s (Geobey, 2013; Government

of Ontario, 2018). This trend relates to an increased

representation of youth facing barriers, including racialized

(nonwhite) and newcomer youth (youth new to Canada).

The high unemployment rate also relates to the policy,

infrastructure, and economic composition of Toronto

(Bolíbar et al., 2019; City of Toronto, 2018; Geobey, 2013)

and demonstrates a consistent failure in policies designed to

address youth employment issues (Bancroft, 2017;

SSCHAA, 2016). Growing structural inequities profoundly

impact business and educational institutions and create

barriers to employment for racialized and low-income youth

(Geobey, 2013). Systemic racism and asymmetry in

educational and economic resources constrain occupational

attainment among these populations, particularly in

neighborhoods that face significant social and economic
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challenges, including high rates of poverty, homelessness,

and criminal activity (Diemer, 2009; Sabeel Rahman,

2018). Racial disparity in youth employment outcomes is

apparent in Toronto, with unemployment rates up to 23.9%

among racialized youth and 28.0% among Black youth

(SSCHAA, 2016).

Further, youth unemployment acts as a trigger for increased

poverty and social isolation, cumulative disadvantages that

make it even more challenging to obtain a job (Bolíbar et

al., 2019). Chronic unemployment harms the support

networks of young people from low-income backgrounds,

reducing the presence of resourceful contacts among these

youth (Bolíbar et al., 2019). Precarious employment also

leads to adverse health outcomes, exclusion from resources,

and decreased access to social services, including

employment training (Briggs, 2018; Mayhew & Quinlan,

2002). Yet accountability for youth unemployment

continues to fall on individual youth, who are pressured to

take full responsibility for their employment status even

while contending with vast and intersecting structural

inequities (Bancroft, 2017; Sabeel Rahman, 2018). Among

youth who are employed, working poverty and precarious

employment are common issues (Briggs, 2018; Statistics

Canada, n.d.; The Blagrave Trust, 2018), and full-time

earnings continue to fall (Kershaw, 2017). Workplace

discrimination is a well-documented reality

(PricewaterhouseCoopers [PwC], 2018; SSCHAA, 2016),

and youth who face barriers to positive development,

including racialized and newcomer youth, are more likely to

struggle to secure work and remain employed (Briggs,

2018; Liang et al., 2017; Santos-Brien, 2018; The Blagrave

Trust, 2018). Individuals who faced barriers including

trauma, poverty, or other social marginalization as

adolescents are less likely to be employed and much less

likely to have a high-quality job at age 29 (Ross et al.,

2018).

Youth employment plays a significant role in generating

social stability and positive health outcomes for individuals,

families, and communities (Briggs, 2018; Liang et al., 2017;

Mumcu et al., 2019; SSCHAA, 2016). Having a job

between ages 13 and 17 predicts higher job quality in

adulthood with significant implications relating to income

and well-being (Ross et al., 2018). However, youth face a

range of difficulties in finding and keeping work.

Transitions encountered during late adolescence and

emergent adulthood present issues that may negatively

impact employment outcomes (Lane & Carter, 2006; Liang

et al., 2017; The Blagrave Trust, 2018).

Beyond job precarity, discrimination, and inequity in

networks and social capital, significant obstacles to

sustainable employment relate to levels of education, skills,

and experience as well as mental health, attitudes, and

motivation (Liang et al., 2017; Sack & Allen, 2019;

SSCHAA, 2016). Youth, particularly those who are out of

school and without postsecondary credentials, need

improved on-ramps to workforce engagement (Ross et al.,

2018; Sack & Allen, 2019). Work readiness and life skills

also play significant roles in a successful job search and

ongoing job retention, with employers frequently citing a

lack of “soft skills” or life skills as a central reason for the

termination of new employees (Ross et al., 2018).

Challenges in Youth Employment Training

Rigorous evaluations of youth employment programs

demonstrate mixed and modest results overall (Bloom &

Miller, 2018; Matsuba et al., 2008; SSCHAA, 2016),

pointing to a scarcity of engaging and impactful job training

programs for youth. Some programs succeed in providing

practical job training skills but do not demonstrate impact

relating to other relevant domains such as self-concept and

life skills (Matsuba et al., 2008). Employer expectations for

work readiness and life skills have grown since 2000

(Modestino & Paulsen, 2019) placing an increased yet

unmet demand on providers of youth employment training

to develop novel and innovative tactics to deliver on these

outcomes (Matsuba et al., 2008; Bloom & Miller, 2018).

Other programs have not evolved sufficiently to keep pace

with rapid changes in the job market, creating a mismatch

between skills and demand and resulting in an

overrepresentation of youth in low-wage jobs without

specialized skill requirements (The Blagrave Trust, 2018).

Existing job training programs may tend to mobilize youth

for low-quality low-wage work (Spaaij et al., 2013) instead

of jobs that offer stability, self-esteem, and a living wage

(Briggs, 2018).

Advancements in technology have created a demand for

new skills and capabilities in the labor force while

rendering others obsolete (PwC, 2018). There is an

increasing risk of loss of talent to support Canada’s skilled

labor force, particularly in the digital and information

technology sectors (PwC, 2018). The youth employment

training sector’s response to these shifts has been

insufficient, and vocational pathways are continually

undervalued in the creation and delivery of youth

employment training supports (The Blagrave Trust, 2018).

Local needs assessments in downtown neighborhoods such

as Toronto’s Moss Park have uncovered strong interest in

and demand for accessible vocational training for youth

(SSCHAA, 2016). Yet, few such programs exist in these

geographical areas.
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Establishing adequate youth employment training resources

is likely to be time consuming and resource intensive (PwC,

2018). These factors result in the reproduction of existing

programs that have not demonstrated an ability to support

youth to reach their employment-related objectives.

Community-based organizations and collaborative

partnership approaches are typically underutilized in the

provision of employment support for youth (Sack & Allen,

2019), with the bulk of services delivered in isolation by

municipal and higher levels of government. This model

may present additional obstacles to youth already facing

barriers to employment, and employment training resources

located in neighborhoods and provided by trusted

community organizations are likely to increase access to

such services.

The factors discussed above that contribute to adverse

youth employment outcomes involve significant structural

and systemic causes that cannot be addressed simply

through employment training programs and a positive youth

development (PYD) approach (PwC, 2018; Sabeel Rahman,

2018; Santos-Brien, 2018; The Blagrave Trust, 2018).

Beyond individual skill development, elements of social

inclusion such as housing, urban planning, transit, and child

care must also be considered in programming and policy

making to authentically address youth employment as a

complex social issue (Coalter, 2015; SSCHAA, 2016).

Program Setting and Population

Youth facing barriers to positive development are the

intended beneficiaries of the sport for development (SFD)

strategy described below. Youth facing barriers are defined

as youth who may require additional supports and services

to reach their full potential. In the context of MLSE

LaunchPad, a SFD facility located in downtown Toronto,

those facing barriers include racialized youth, Indigenous

youth, low-income youth, youth with disabilities, homeless

or underhoused youth, youth in foster care or leaving care,

2SLGBTQ youth, newcomer youth, and youth in conflict

with the law.

MLSE LaunchPad occupies the ground floor of a

subsidized housing building. The local area has a high

proportion of subsidized housing and the highest density of

homeless shelters in Canada (Dhungana, 2012; James,

2010; Kumbi, 2013), exhibits high rates of poverty, and is

home to many low-income families, including over 3000

low-income youth (City of Toronto, 2011, 2016a, 2016b,

2016c). Approximately 50% of the neighborhood’s

population was born outside of Canada. Over 60% of

residents are racialized individuals, and Black and South

Asian are the predominant racialized groups (City of

Toronto, 2016a, 2016b, 2016c). Disproportionate numbers

of youth from low-income families and racialized

neighborhoods such as Moss Park have few work

opportunities beyond low-wage, precarious employment

(Briggs, 2018). The area also has serious safety issues with

a high rate of criminal activity (CBC News, 2012).

Demographic data collected from youth participants at

MLSE LaunchPad indicate that 88.67% identify as

racialized youth with the highest representation among

Black youth at 33.83%. Of the youth polled, 76.76% report

an annual household income less than $30,000 (MLSE

LaunchPad, 2018/19) below the low-income cutoff for a

family of three in the province of Ontario. Within the local

community, youth unemployment is a prevalent concern

(City of Toronto, 2018), and many youth face barriers to

finding and keeping paid jobs.

Objective

This study responds to the “need for theoretically informed

explanations of the ways that sports and sport participation

can be organized and combined with other activities for the

purpose of empowering young people” (Coakley, 2011, p.

318). We report on our experience with collaborative

development and delivery of “plus sport” employment

training programs in a community-based SFD setting and

the application of evidence-based strategies and tactics in

programming. Specific research questions are as follows:

1. Is the implementation of “plus sport” youth

employment training programs feasible in an urban

SFD setting?

2. Does a collaborative partnership and funding model

support the sustainable delivery of such programs?

3. What is the impact of such programs on youth

employment and related outcomes?

By applying a systematic framework for observation and

measurement of program outcomes, this experiment

questions the neoliberal approach to sport for youth

development, wherein sport inevitably leads to individual

and community development, which has typically been

supported by anecdotal evidence (Coakley, 2011, 2015). In

the programs discussed, employment training acts as the

hook to attract youth whose goals include finding and

keeping paid work. Employment and related outcomes are

the primary focus, and sport is an additional context for

teaching skills and behaviors that contribute to employment

outcomes. This approach is a promising strategy to increase

work readiness, life skills, and employment levels among

youth facing barriers in a Western urban context (Spaaij et
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al., 2013; Walker, 2018; Walker et al., 2017).

Beyond a programmatic focus on individual development,

the approach aims to impact government policy and sector-

wide standards for the provision of employment training

services by testing and refining an approach to youth

employment training that is community based, youth

focused, and evidence based. The findings discussed may

be applied and further researched in SFD and youth

development contexts, from front-line program delivery to

policy setting. However, critical discourse relating to this

novel approach is required to tease out the further potential

for impact, applicability in various settings and with

multiple populations, and theoretical and practical

implications. To stimulate dialogue on key learnings to date

and to catalyze cross-sectoral discussion of the utility and

application of this strategy, this paper describes and

explains MLSE LaunchPad’s collaborative partnership

approach to implementing a comprehensive SFD strategy to

increase positive youth outcomes relating to employment.

Current Best Practices in Youth Employment Training

The Youth Employment Index identifies five key factors

essential to accelerating a young person’s path to

employment through a collaborative partnership approach:

(a) people and leadership skills, (b) access to networks, (c)

formal qualifications, (d) relevant experience, and (e)

practical job application skills (PwC, 2018). These factors

establish a framework for youth employment training that is

supported by a range of literature in the SFD and PYD

fields (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005; Lyras & Welty Peachy,

2011; Matsuba et al., 2008; Ross et al., 2018; Sack & Allen,

2019; Santos-Brien, 2018; Spaaij et al., 2013).

Training programs designed to improve youth employment

outcomes should include holistic wraparound services such

as counseling, mentoring, and guidance components

(Arellano et al., 2018; Cragg et al., 2018; Matsuba et al.,

2008; Ross et al., 2018; Santos-Brien, 2018; SSCHAA,

2016; Whitley et al., 2018), income support (Santos-Brien,

2018), and nonemployment focused activities (Santos-

Brien, 2018) to address internal and external barriers to

employment (Sack & Allen, 2019; Spaaij et al., 2013). A

PYD approach to employment training is recommended,

with a focus on personal strengths and the growth of

positive developmental assets through appropriately

structured activities delivered in a safe environment (Ross

et al., 2018). Ideal employment supports are “one-stop

shops” located in and responsive to local communities

(Santos-Brien, 2018) and supported by multistakeholder

partnerships to incorporate a diversity of expertise relating

to employable skills training, work readiness including job

search skills, life skills development, and mental health

(Spaaij et al., 2013). The involvement of multiple partners

in design and delivery may help ensure that programs align

with regional needs—another recognized factor influencing

program outcomes (Ross et al., 2018). While prioritizing a

welcoming and relaxed informal atmosphere (Ross et al.,

2018; SSCHAA, 2016), programs should engage employers

both in program design and delivery and as postprogram

entry points into the labor market (Santos-Brien, 2018).

Successful programs address the specific and tangible

obstacles that youth face in entering and remaining in the

workforce, including underlying psycho-socio-emotional

issues (Matsuba et al., 2008). Program components

designed to increase confidence and motivation play an

important role in addressing such obstacles (Santos-Brien,

2018). A comprehensive approach should develop positive

psychological traits in addition to skills training and work

experience (Matsuba et al., 2008). Participation in career or

technical education that is relationship based is related to

higher job quality and is a practical approach to addressing

barriers to quality employment for youth. Relationship-

based training takes place at the workplace in whole or in

part and explicitly or implicitly involves a relationship with

an adult or supervisor (Ross et al., 2018). This approach

benefits from the integration of multiple community

partners. Work-based learning (Ross et al., 2018),

apprenticeships (Sack & Allen, 2019), and volunteer

experiences (Spaaij et al., 2013) offer potential contexts to

deliver relationship-based employment training.

Community-based organizations are well positioned to

connect youth who are not currently working or in school to

these programs (Sack & Allen, 2019). One collaboratively

delivered Boston-based program demonstrated positive

impact resulting from an integrated curriculum combining

work experience and job readiness curricula (Modestino &

Paulsen, 2019).

The use of formal eligibility criteria for youth employment

training programs increases the likelihood that youth who

enter programs will complete the program and experience

the intended benefits (Bloom & Miller, 2018). Programs

appear to be more effective for young people who possess

sufficient intrinsic motivation and some established base

competencies (Spaaij et al., 2013). Training programs

should also offer relevant formal qualifications and

credentials that align with current local job market demands

(Sack & Allen, 2019; Santos-Brien, 2018). Credentials and

certifications increase individuals’ ability to secure stable

employment, decreasing vulnerability to long-term

marginalization (Briggs, 2018). By employing these

documented best practices, programs may allow youth to

gain work readiness skills appropriate both to the individual
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youth and the local context (Ross et al., 2018).

Youth summer employment programs are a relatively

common intervention in youth employment training. Based

on available evidence, this style of programming should not

be overlooked as a potentially impactful tactic and has the

potential for far-reaching and long-term positive outcomes

(Modestino & Paulsen, 2019). Summer work programs

appear to be more impactful for “at-risk” youth. Such

programs may help to ameliorate adverse employment

outcomes—including unemployment, low income, and low-

quality work—experienced at increased rates by youth who

face barriers to positive development (Modestino &

Paulsen, 2019). Mechanisms of impact for summer

employment programs include improving behaviors related

to academic success, increasing career and educational

aspirations, reducing opportunities to engage in negative

behavior, and providing direct income support to youth and

their families (Modestino & Paulsen, 2019).

SFD and Employment Training: Existing Connections

and Gaps

Programs with employment as an intended outcome make

up a small proportion of SFD programs worldwide. Recent

review articles have created international listings of

programs utilizing SFD to address various thematic issues,

including livelihoods. Programs that targeted livelihood

issues made up 5-17% of all SFD programs included

(Schulenkorf et al., 2016; Svensson & Woods, 2017). In

another recent review article, of 46 studies of youth SFD

interventions, only two included outcomes related to

employment (Whitley et al., 2017).

One qualitative study examined the impact of two programs

combining education with sport activities to increase youth

employability (Spaaij et al., 2013). These programs

included multisector involvement from partners in

professional sport, government, and charitable

organizations. The integration of sport in program content

was critical in achieving positive employment outcomes,

including increased social and job search skills (Spaaij et

al., 2013). Issues with the sustainability of youth

employment postprogram (Spaaij et al., 2013) suggest that

more significant postprogram support and follow-up may

increase long-term outcomes.

The subject of life skills transference stemming from sport

experience has been theorized and reported extensively with

the conclusion that life skills developed through sport likely

do not transfer automatically from one domain to another,

for example from sport to the workplace (Whitley et al.,

2019). Intentional program design bridging the gap between

sport and workplace contexts and integrated curriculum

including sport activities designed to foster development,

practice, and transfer of life skills are necessary to support

the transference of life skills developed in a SFD setting to

the workplace (Petitpas et al., 2005; Turnnidge et al., 2014;

Whitley et al., 2019). Other conditions known to facilitate

life skills transference to nonsport settings include coach

support to identify life skills developed through sport

activities and how these life skills may be applied in other

settings, strategizing and practicing the application of life

skills in a variety of contexts, and debriefing experiences of

applying life skills. Program design should also include

elements in the sport setting that relate to other domains of

life and provide real-life examples of life skills application

outside of sport including involvement of past participants

and other relatable role models (Camiré et al., 2007; Danish

et al., 2005; Gould & Carson, 2008; Petitpas et al., 2005;

Turnnidge et al., 2014).

Projections predict that the sport industry is likely to create

new jobs in the immediate future (Mumcu et al., 2019).

Despite concerns regarding public–private partnerships in

the provision of social services (Collins & Haudenhuyse,

2015), the community sport and professional sport

industries may be valuable partners for creating and

delivering responsive and engaging youth employment

training programs. Sport-based partnerships have the

potential to develop programs that align with current and

future job market demands, including emerging

opportunities in the sport industry and related industries

such as hospitality and technology. Positive youth

development is more likely to be achieved when sport

programming is strategically combined with nonsport

programming to promote specific objectives. Thus,

employment training programs developed and delivered in

partnership with the professional sport and SFD sectors are

promising avenues for long-term youth and community

impact (Jones et al., 2017).

Further, SFD organizations may be well positioned to

manage such partnerships effectively. A recent study used

social network analysis to explore characteristics of cross-

sectoral networks that promoted sport and civic

participation among individuals facing barriers and

concluded that sport organizations should coordinate such

systems (Dobbels et al., 2018). Cross-sector partnerships

also present several challenges relating to impact and

sustainability. Pertinent challenges in the context of this

field report include partner skepticism regarding sport as a

tool for PYD, the potential for power imbalances, and lack

of alignment regarding objectives, which may contribute to

mission drift (MacIntosh et al., 2016; Welty Peachy et al.,

2018). Simple and clearly stated objectives that align with
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each partner’s stated purpose is a necessary component for

cross-sector partnership in SFD (MacIntosh et al., 2016).

SFD programs designed to address employment outcomes

have received little attention in research and evaluation

(Darnell et al., 2018; Schulenkorf et al., 2016; Spaaij et al.,

2013; Svensson & Woods, 2017; Whitley et al., 2017). The

potential to impact livelihoods is one of the least studied

areas of SFD (Svensson & Woods, 2017). The focus of

study in the SFD field has predominantly been on

educational and emotional outcomes and social cohesion

(Schulenkorf et al., 2016; Svensson & Woods, 2017)

without consideration of employment and income as

mediators of these other outcome domains—one limitation

in the literature and a possible avenue for future study.

Further, transference between sport and external contexts

represents a small portion of the research body (Jones et al.,

2017), which highlight several limitations to the presumed

transferability of life skills learned and adopted in a sport

context (Petitpas et al., 2005; Turnnidge et al., 2014;

Whitley et al., 2019). Rigorous short- and long-term mixed

methods evaluations of SFD programs with employability

and employment as primary objectives offer a means to

assess the transference between sport and the workplace.

Research and program evaluations that follow youth

throughout their participation in a “plus sport” employment

training program and later in their work environment offer

great potential for learning relating to the transference of

life skills and other cognitive and emotional outcomes of

SFD outside the sport context. Further, the development

and application of positive youth outcomes in sport and

nonsport contexts are typically studied separately (Jones et

al., 2017). The results of programs integrating sport into

youth employment training may have substantial

implications for future best practice in youth employment

training and SFD.

An Evidence-Informed Approach to Youth Employment

Training in Sport for Development

The current study draws from the literature outlined above,

which provides substantial direction for SFD programming

organizations seeking to impact youth employment

outcomes and for youth employment service organizations

considering how to increase their impact through creative

innovation and collaboration. The programs discussed

below include multiple tactics supported by the extant

literature, including wraparound services, income support,

and activities not directly related to employment (Matsuba

et al., 2008; Ross et al., 2018; Santos-Brien, 2018; Spaaij et

al., 2013). A relationship-based approach to PYD builds

soft skills, job search skills, and social capital (PwC, 2018;

Ross et al., 2018). Formal credentials and work experience

are realized through a community-based, collaborative, and

centralized service delivery model in an inclusive setting

(Santos-Brien, 2018; Spaaij et al., 2013). Application of

appropriate eligibility criteria and intentional alignment

with local job market demands increases the likelihood of a

positive impact (Ross et al., 2018; Sack & Allen, 2019;

Santos-Brien, 2018). While not directly proposing a SFD

approach for youth employment training, the literature

reviewed support multiple aspects of the strategy detailed in

this field report and suggest further exploration of this

approach (Petitpas et al., 2005; Spaaij et al., 2013; Whitley

et al., 2019).

MLSE LaunchPad’s Ready for Work Strategy

The intention of MLSE LaunchPad’s Ready for Work

programming pillar is to offer a comprehensive strategy to

address youth employment outcomes through SFD. The

approach includes a range of “plus sport” employment

training programs developed and delivered in close

collaboration with local partner organizations with similar

intended outcomes and strong reputations in the

community. MLSE LaunchPad’s approach to employment

training views sport and physical activity as potentially

powerful tools to teach the skills required to gain

meaningful and sustainable employment and focuses

primarily on interrogating the impact of SFD on individual

development with a secondary focus on community

development. SFD’s role in societal development, while a

crucial question, is beyond the scope of this program

evaluation. Although structural inequity is recognized as a

necessary strategic focus to enable long-term social change

(Sabeel Rahman, 2018), deep-rooted systemic inequities are

not expected to be modifiable through this approach. This

approach focuses on strategies that complement structural

change while enabling economic participation in the short

and medium term.

The facility offers job skills training programs that combine

classroom or kitchen-based learning with on-court sport

components in an integrated curriculum to assist youth in

gaining both the technical and “soft” skills required for

employment in a variety of sport and nonsport settings.

Youth are recruited through word of mouth and

employment training partners. These recruitment tactics

align with the “plus sport” approach, wherein youth

primarily access the program for employment training and

job search support, and sport is an additional teaching tool

to assist youth in achieving their work-related objectives. It

stands to reason that the pervasiveness of the “Great Sport

Myth”—a strong belief in the inherent purity and goodness

of sport (Coakley, 2015)—may aid the use of sport as a

hook for youth participants and for program delivery
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partners wishing to incorporate sport into their employment

training offerings. However, this has not been our

experience. The majority (92%) of youth participants

entered the program to obtain employment and reported not

being aware of the sport component before starting the

program, but they did see the sport component as having a

positive impact on their job readiness postprogram.

Program delivery partners have expressed skepticism

regarding the role of sport in an employment training

program but have changed their perspectives as a result of

the evidence produced in program evaluation and their own

systematic observations.

Community partner organizations with expertise in the

delivery of youth employment services are essential to the

program framework. The comprehensive partnership

selection and development process begins with an

expression of interest by an external community partner

organization. As part of the initial partnership assessment,

the potential partner organization provides information

related to funding and insurance as well as program

descriptions to ensure the alignment of the organization’s

mandate with MLSE LaunchPad. Critical questions at

initial assessment include:

1. Does MLSE LaunchPad have the capacity to take on a

new employment training partner? MLSE LaunchPad

provides several in-kind resources to collaborative

partner organizations including staff support by trained

and experienced coaches and youth mentors; classroom,

kitchen, and court space; access to wraparound services

such as counseling and nutrition resources;

measurement and evaluation support including

customized evaluation frameworks, analysis and

reporting; and staff support for the codevelopment of

evidence-based program curriculum. Figure 1, the

MLSE LaunchPad Theory of Change specific to Ready

for Work programs, details these resources.

2. Does the partnership align with MLSE LaunchPad’s

Theory of Change? MLSE LaunchPad’s Theory of

Change includes short- and long-term outcomes relating

to employment, including increased work readiness and

increased employment among youth age 18-29.

3. Does the partnership fill a gap in programming at

MLSE LaunchPad? MLSE LaunchPad works to offer a

range of programs and services to meet the expressed

needs of a growing membership base and engage

priority demographics described in the section

“Program Setting and Population” above.

4. Is there the potential to codevelop a program?

Collaborative codevelopment of programs is seen as an

ideal path as opposed to mere provision of in-kind resources

to support the delivery of an existing program with the

addition of a “tacked-on” sport component.

If questions 1-4 are answered affirmatively, the partnership

is moved to the next stage in the process: internal

consultation. Program staff evaluate whether the facility has

the resources to support the collaborative program,

including space, equipment, staff expertise, and human

resources for curriculum development, program delivery,

and oversight. Research and evaluation staff assess the

feasibility of rigorously measuring the intended outcomes

of the program.

Proposals supported by all parties move on to the discovery

and development stage. Critical questions at this stage

include:

1. What would integration of sport look like for this

program? The alignment between skills and outcomes

to be developed on- and off-court in the proposed

program is assessed to determine what type of sport

engagement might complement and enrich the nonsport

content.

2. What are the needs of this partner, and what would

capacity building involve? MLSE LaunchPad’s Theory

of Change includes a commitment to collaboratively

developing capacity among partner organizations in the

youth development sector.

3. How can MLSE LaunchPad best focus an approach to

measurement and evaluation of this program? An

Evaluation Framework Builder document and in-depth

consultation are employed to determine primary and

secondary program outcomes, appropriate metrics, and

evaluation techniques, which typically include a mix of

qualitative and quantitative methods. Program

evaluation frameworks assess the efficacy of the

program in achieving its intended outcomes, a focus

that supports program quality improvement, increased

youth outcomes, and funding solicitation by partner

organizations.

The funding model for collaborative partnerships involves

financial support for program implementation from both

MLSE LaunchPad and the community partner organization.

MLSE LaunchPad does not provide direct financial support

to partner organizations but offers many in-kind supports,

including human resources, with a substantial cost

implication. MLSE LaunchPad coaches and youth mentors

are embedded in all collaborative programs. Partners are
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responsible for securing funding to pay staff employed by

the partner organization and to support organizational

operations external to the facility. The MLSE Foundation

funds MLSE LaunchPad through support from the parent

company, Maple Leaf Sports and Entertainment (MLSE), as

well as corporate partners, the provincial government,

individual donors, and other fundraising efforts including

ticketed events. Partner organizations raise funds through a

variety of means, including grants from the municipal,

provincial, and federal governments and charitable

foundations; corporate and individual donations; and

fundraising events.

One example of a collaborative partnership in the Ready for

Work pillar is the Digital Customer Care Professional

program delivered in partnership with NPower Canada.

NPower Canada is a charitable workforce development

organization that prepares underserved youth for successful

careers in the information and communication technology

sector (NPower Canada, n.d.). Classroom-based activities in

this intensive 10-week technical support professional

training program include technical skills training and the

opportunity to earn a Microsoft Office Specialist

certification; life skills development with sessions delivered

by a mental health provider on topics such as stress

management; and job readiness preparation such as mock

interviews. Local employers are engaged in the partnership

as guest speakers, and program participants are connected

to new career opportunities with some of Canada’s largest

employers. An on-court physical activity component

delivered twice per week for 60 minutes at the end of the

program day by MLSE LaunchPad coaches reinforces vital

concepts learned in the classroom while developing

leadership skills and helping youth learn to balance a

healthy lifestyle with the demands of a job. Program

evaluation results have been positive with significant

increases in the immediate intended outcomes—work

readiness and leadership—with 85% of graduates securing

employment or enrolled in postsecondary education within

six months of completing the program. Additionally,

increases in employment, household income, and physical

activity level persist at a two-year follow up.

A second example is the Cooking for Life Program

developed and delivered in partnership with Covenant

House Toronto, Canada’s largest agency serving youth who

are homeless, trafficked, or at risk (Covenant House

Toronto, 2019). Youth who have completed an introductory

seven-week employability skills program at Covenant

House are offered a paid eight-week placement in MLSE

LaunchPad’s commercial-style community kitchen. Youth

work with trained and experienced chef–mentors to learn

technical and soft skills in demand in the local food and

beverage industry. The placement includes preparing snacks

and meals to meet facility needs such as after-school snacks

for younger youth and their families, lunches for day

campers and other daytime program participants, evening

meals provided to league-play participants, staff lunch, and

catering for meetings and other internal events. Youth may

earn recognized credentials, including a food handler’s

certificate—an essential qualification that may be

inaccessible for low-income youth due to the testing fee.

The program will soon include an integrated and

customized sport component—delivered twice per week

during program hours at regular times when food

preparation activity is minimal—to support youth

participants intending to work in the hospitality industry.

The sport component will include structured on-court

activities that support the development of leadership and

communication skills while addressing documented health

issues faced by hospitality workers, including injury

prevention, chronic pain, depression, anxiety, and stress

management (Mayhew & Quinlan, 2002; Zhang et al.,

2019). This component will expose youth to new sports and

activities while creating healthy physical activity habits and

utilizing exercise for stress management. Following

program completion, interested youth are connected to

sustainable employment at MLSE-owned food-service

facilities, where hospitality workers are unionized and earn

high wages relative to the industry average (Employment

and Social Development Canada, 2019; Maple Leaf Sports

and Entertainment & Teamsters Local Union 847, 2016).

Five program graduates (38% of total program participants)

have obtained ongoing employment at MLSE LaunchPad.

The nine-week Leaders In Training (LIT) program offered

each summer at MLSE LaunchPad is a third key example.

Partners from the education, marketing, sport, recreation,

and social service sectors are involved in program

implementation. The extensive training provided in the first

two weeks includes the acquisition of multiple certifications

such as CPR, First Aid, and nationally recognized coaching

credentials. The training period also includes professional

development related to job search skills, including resume

writing and interviewing and personal development

workshops such as self-care. The next six weeks involve

working with permanent full- and part-time MLSE

LaunchPad staff to deliver day camp programs to youth

from the local community. The final week of the program

offers career exposure activities, including meeting staff

from professional and community sport organizations and

tours of local sport and sport media facilities. These

activities intend to expose youth to a variety of career

options in the sport industry, connect youth to potential role

models, and increase educational and career aspirations.

Qualitative and quantitative evaluation of this program has
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produced positive results with significant increases in work

readiness and leadership. Youth report having developed

the confidence and skills to secure jobs after the end of the

program. Twelve LITs in three years (24% of total program

participants) have become permanent coaching staff at

MLSE LaunchPad, and many have described the LIT

program as a turning point in their lives.

Before enrollment in any of the programs described, above

youth complete a thorough application process customized

to each program to help ensure that the youth enrolled are

well positioned to participate fully and achieve their

objectives. The process involves staff from MLSE

LaunchPad and community partner organizations and

members of MLSE LaunchPad’s board of directors. It may

include an application form with open-ended questions,

group and individual interviews, and in some cases,

demonstration of credentials such as a high school or

general equivalency diploma.

As MLSE LaunchPad members, youth enrolled in

collaborative Ready for Work programs have access to a

variety of complementary programs and wraparound

services. These include drop-in and registered “sport plus”

programs, leagues, tournaments, counseling services with

mental health providers, nutrition supports, and access to

youth mentors. Youth mentors are available during program

hours to respond supportively to youth needs, help youth to

access facility and community resources, and provide

positive and consistent adult relationships. Table 1 displays

key information relating to each of the programs described

above.

Insights from the Field

The above program descriptions provide examples of how

the integration of sport in youth employment training

programs through a collaborative “plus sport” program

delivery model may increase outcomes related to youth

employment. Sport can act as a hook that attracts new and

different youth to employment training programs.

Moreover, sport can be a highly engaging tool to transfer

employable skills. The delivery of an employment training

program at a community SFD facility creates a welcoming,

engaging, and relatable setting for local youth who may not

feel comfortable in a traditional learning environment.

Within the context of the program, sport has the potential to

build relationships, develop social capital, and increase life

skills, all of which may, in turn, influence employment

outcomes (Spaaij et al., 2013). Psychological well being

correlates positively with youth employment, and physical

and mental wellness developed through consistent and

sustained engagement in sport is likely to contribute to

employability (Matsuba et al., 2008).

SFD employment training programs constructed and

implemented in alignment with MLSE LaunchPad’s Ready

for Work programming model may create positive impacts

beyond the typical outcomes of traditional youth

employment training programs. Such programs have the

potential to support youth to reach their employment-related

goals. Key program components include collaboratively

developed evidence-based curricula featuring

complementary skills training and sport activities; an

appropriate screening/admissions process; a physically and

psychologically safe environment with the presence of
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positive relationships; income support for youth

wraparound services including mental health counseling;

the opportunity to earn recognized and valuable credentials;

and a thorough and iterative mixed methods measurement

and evaluation framework. With these components in place,

employment training “plus sport” is likely to enhance long-

term positive youth outcomes directly relating to both

employment and participation in sport and physical activity.

Funding demands require the alignment of program

outcomes with the dominant North American narrative of

personal development, which emphasizes individualism and

overcoming barriers to improve one’s life (Coakley, 2011).

In the case of MLSE LaunchPad, these types of outcomes

are successfully supported by a mixed funding model that

includes substantial in-kind support provided to community

partner organizations made possible primarily by corporate

and government support orchestrated by an allied charitable

foundation. Strategic codevelopment and codelivery of

“plus sport” programs with collaborative community

partners and a mixed funding model involving professional

sport organizations, philanthropic foundations, corporate

partners, individual donors, and various levels of

government may maximize sustainability and impact. As

MLSE and the MLSE Foundation intentionally move to a

more strategic approach to corporate social responsibility,

an inherent risk is the blind adoption of the “Great Sport

Myth”—an unquestioned belief in the positive qualities of

sport and the automatic transmission of these qualities to

those who participate in it (Coakley, 2015). An ongoing

commitment to rigorous measurement and evaluation is

necessary to interrogate critically the benefit of sport in

youth development, including in an employment training

context.

Limitations of this paper include an implicit social

integrationist discourse and a focus on the potential of SFD

programs and organizations to impact the supply side of the

youth employment equation by enhancing individual

youth’s technical and soft skills leading to employment and

increased personal income (Spaaij et al., 2013). A future

focus on impacting the demand side of youth employment

through examining and exploring strategies to reduce

obstacles to employment for youth facing barriers,

including a deeper grappling with economic structures and

systems, is a necessary avenue for a comprehensive

exploration of this issue (Sabeel Rahman, 2018).

In light of the successful implementation of the program

framework discussed above, the next steps for the authors

include mixed methods and participatory action research

within the three programs described in this paper.

Longitudinal mixed methods research involving Ready for

Work program participants, program evaluation reporting

on a larger sample achieved through scaling successful

programs, and comparisons to non-SFD youth employment

training programs will also help to define and explain

program impact more clearly (Matsuba et al., 2008).

Conclusion

We have applied a social research lens to the relationship

between sport participation, life skills development, work

readiness, and employment, moving beyond personal

testimony to track and measure program implementation

and outcomes. In the context of an individualized approach

to SFD, the collaborative development and delivery of

community-based “plus sport” employment training

programs is a potentially promising strategy to increase

work readiness, life skills, and employment among youth

facing barriers in a North American urban setting. This

approach should be considered by SFD organizations and

youth employment service providers as a starting place for

new and sustainable programming partnerships that may

effectively deliver both SFD and youth employment

outcomes. Three example programs developed, delivered,

and evaluated at MLSE LaunchPad utilizing a collaborative

partnership model provide a precedent for further

implementation and study of training programs within this

prototype.
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