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Hugh Campbell and Tim Chapman, School of Sociology and Applied Social Studies University of Ulster spoke after the event:

Why is it important to have an event like this?
Tim Campbell

The value of GOALS is home-grown, it is developed out of a local community and it is fitted to the conditions of a local community which is a refreshing change because quite often ideas are imported from abroad.

GOALS needs to be sustained because what we found in our research is some very promising results, but we need to build upon that.

The programme needs to be given a good run. There are people in the audience today who have very interesting ideas and we are saying ‘how do we get these ideas?’ We need to find a way of distilling it: ‘this is the programme and this is what makes it work’.
How was the research carried out?

Hugh Campbell

We met all the young people who were taking part in the programme at the beginning of 2012 for personal interviews - Tim and I did that on a one-to-one basis. Then we met everyone still involved with the programme for a second interview 10 months later. 
Some of the people in the second interview we were meeting for the second time, but there were a few people we met for the first time because they had come into the programme subsequent to our first involvement and there were a handful of people we met in January (2012) who were not present for the second interview for different reasons - they had moved out of the programme at that time.

How did the young people react to you interviewing them?

Hugh Campbell

The second time around with someone there is some familiarity so it is definitely easier and they were further into the programme so they had more things they could talk about, whereas if someone is meeting you for the first time around there is some reticence (to talk).

Tim and I found at the beginning, with this group of people, that some were more willing to talk upfront than others - there was a certain amount of shyness with some people. 

One thing Tim and I talked about a lot after the first interview was the responses we had when we gave them a question asking them to describe themselves and they really, for the most part, struggled - ‘how would you describe yourself’ or ‘how would others describe you’ - they really struggled to define language for that, particularly in the first interview. 

If you ask anybody it is a hard question but some people were completely silent - it stumped them. So that offered some insider clues about both the level they thought of themselves and their confidence of speaking about themselves and actually having the language about that - maybe coming out of a life story were they have never really been encouraged to talk much about themselves or reflect much about themselves in an open way - it was sort of hidden.

Is the evidence and data you gathered robust and does it stand up to account?

Hugh Campbell

You have to have confidence, and we believe this, that the people we met were honest about their stories. They told us stories that had blemishes in them where things had gone wrong; they weren’t spilling some beautiful story of some perfect arc of development and growth and of ‘my life is wonderful now’. They talk about lots of problems in words that sounded and felt very real. 

There is limitation in that sort of work as well - it is self-reporting. You’re not benchmarking what they are saying against, for example, what other evidence that exists about how their lives have developed.

We didn’t, for example, go to the police or justice agencies and say; ‘what evidence have you got of this young person involvement in your life’ and ‘what’s your view on whether or not their life has changed as a result of their involvement in GOALS’ - we didn’t go to those other sources this time around.  That might be something that could be considered for another time.

Tim Chapman

Both Hugh and I are pretty experienced in this field in terms of engaging with young people and I think that offers us two opportunities. One is that, generally, young people do talk quite openly with us, but two, we would detect any dishonesty fairly quickly, from our own experience certainly.

There was an honesty and directness about these young people; they weren’t too suspicious or distrustful, because we had been introduced by Jim (Donnelly - GOALS Co-ordinator), so that gave us credibility.

The focus groups with the Ballymurphy residents provide some quite strong opinions and evidence about GOALS. What was your experience of them?

Hugh Campbell

The residents who we met for the research had very strong views about their community, they were very well informed, they knew about the GOALS programme and its work but, interestingly, a couple of people in the residents group felt that it had to stay ‘off of the radar’ because that’s where it operated best; when it was discreet and wasn’t that well known.

A few of the residents actually felt that GOALS was rewarding young people for bad behaviour, but when we began to explore that with them in the interview it wasn’t so much that they resented the young people in the GOALS programme getting opportunities, it was more that they felt that other young people weren’t being offered the same opportunities.

So our point would be that it raises questions about the provision of youth services across the whole population and that there are some young people who don’t have any access to anything, and this is what really emerged.

Another thing that was very important was that some of the young fellas in our group told us stories about being pursued by armed groups who wanted to physically punish them because of alleged wrongdoing - anti-social behaviour or criminal activity. 
The young people, in one way, were quite, almost, off-hand about it but when you got them talking about it, it was very clear that they were very anxious and worried, and some of them had actually been attacked and had very dramatic stories about those attacks.

Some of these groups would claim that they are speaking for residents or representing residents, but the people we met at these resident focus groups said that that they do not represent us. The residents did not support that at all. 

They said they didn’t like young people doing things that are destructive but they did not condone them being dealt with in a violent way and I think that was a very clear message.

What is next for the GOALS programme and model and for you both at the University of Ulster?

Tim Chapman

I would like to see GOALS get good, sustainable funding. I would like GOALS to build on the use of sports as a vehicle for personal development.

I would like to see them build on improving relationships between alienated young people and their local communities, so setting up dialogues and communication so that they learn how to live with each other in respect.

From a university point of view we would love to do even more research. We want to say to people ‘this is something that really does work and these are the specific factors that make it work’.

This evaluation has shown really promising results and we would like to show that these results can stand up internationally. There is a demand for that - people are looking for a new approach they can use and think that there is an evidence base for this and I think it will be popular in other parts of Northern Ireland, but obviously Britain and internationally.
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