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RIOT?WHY
Group A 

Case Study
Overview and key facts

I observed a journey and 
confidence around education 
and being able to stand on their 
own two feet and talk about 
their own experiences. That was 
the distinctive contribution.
Brian
SBA Youth Worker

Partner Organisation
South Belfast Alternatives (SBA)

Co-researchers
Brian Armstrong (lead) with support from 
Paris Caldwell (trainee) 

Pilot study location
Inner South Belfast: Botanic District 
Electoral Area (DEA)

Programme type
Standalone programme for marginalised 
young people in interface areas 

Programme delivery location
SBA building

Initial group
8 young men and women from Protestant 
Unionist Loyalist (PUL) backgrounds out 
of an Initial target group of 15 PUL and 
Catholic Nationalist Republican (CNR) 
youth.

Final group
8 young men and women, becoming 
a core group of 5 young women after 
module 1.

Retention rate
62.5% retention rate (5 young women)

Summary of young people’s journey 
Group A focusses on a core group of five marginalised young women growing up in an area with 
multiple interfaces and ongoing intercommunal tensions who undertook Why Riot? as a 12-week 
standalone course. The group were recruited through previous youth programmes. The youth 
worker helped young people to identify their individual needs and through this process some 
young women asked for additional educational support which was provided. There was high to 
very high levels of change in three areas: aspirations, confidence in education and self-confidence/ 
voice but only marginal change in other areas, including attitudes to violence or risky behaviour, 
some of which was not sustained.
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Figure A1: Distance travelled from baseline 
to the end of the Why Riot? study measured 
as meaningful change across 10 indicators 
(MC1-MC10).

Context
Research partner
South Belfast Alternatives (SBA) is a branch of the Alternatives Restorative Justice network, 
an independent charitable organisation based in Inner South Belfast. The Alternatives network 
promotes the philosophy and practice of restorative justice, which it employs as a means 
of ‘peacefully addressing socially harmful activities and developing non-violent, innovative 
approaches to doing justice within local communities’1. SBA works with marginalised and at-risk 
young people and their families in the South Belfast Urban Villages area (Sandy Row, Donegall 
Pass and the Markets), and Inner South and South West Belfast Neighbourhood Renewal Areas.

Participants
Group A began as a group of eight young men and women aged 13 to 17 from PUL communities 
within the Urban Villages area of South Belfast, becoming a core group of five PUL girls after the 
first module. All were previously engaged in youth programmes. All eight were attending school 
or college. Just under 40% has special educational needs. All had deep family roots in the local 
area, with most able to trace their family’s connection to this area over a number of generations.

Study location
Urban Villages area of Inner South Belfast, (Botanic DEA). Botanic is Northern Ireland’s most 
populous DEA and its most ethnically diverse, home to historic CNR and PUL communities, long 
standing Chinese, Indian, Black African, Eastern European (e.g Polish) and other migrant and 
minority ethnic and newcomer2 communities. There is also a large transient student population 
many of whom live in multiple occupancy housing close to the city centre.

Key sites of conflict
Multiple visible and invisible interfaces and high levels of inter communal or intra communal 
tensions. This includes interfaces within PUL communities and between PUL and CNR 
communities, socio-economic interfaces between historic working-class communities and students 
or professionals, and interfaces with newcomer communities. Racism, sectarianism, xenophobia 
and racially motivated incidents are commonplace.

1 https://alternativesrj.co.uk/about

2 The Department for Education defines a newcomer pupil as ‘a pupil whose home language is not English or Irish and who may require support in 
school for this reason’. More generally, Newcomer is a term commonly used policy and public discourse to describe ethnic minority, migrant and 
refugee communities who may have different languages, cultures and experiences to the local populations.

The distance travelled for Group A from 
their baseline in July 2023 to the end of their 
Why Riot? course in October 2023 was 30%. 
Between the end of the course and the end 
of the study in November 2024 there was no 
significant change (+1%). 

https://alternativesrj.co.uk/about/
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Methods
The SBA youth worker’s ethos and aims were to support individual development and independent 
thinking. Brian employed restorative justice, Neuro Linguistic Programming and youth-needs 
based work approaches when delivering Why Riot?. He followed the Why Riot? programme 
structure but adapted some themes and materials to be more relevant to the group. He began 
using the course online and on mobile phones. When this proved distracting, he switched to 
PowerPoint presentations and printouts. Discussions were led by young people’s interests and 
responses were captured on flip charts. 

Figure A2: Timeline for Group A 

July 2023
(Study start)

June 2024
(Graduation)

Nov 2024
(Study end)

Aug Sep Oct AugJul Sep OctNov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr MayApr May Jun

A
Group

Why Riot? course

P0 = Recruitment P1 = Formal prep P2 = Why Riot? course P3 = Follow-on engagement

Why Riot? was run as a stand-alone programme. Recruitment was via existing groups There was 
one introductory session (P1) followed by 12 Why Riot? sessions (P2). No group progression 
pathways (P3) were provided at the end of the course. (The co-researcher did this study as a 
bespoke piece of work and SBA didn’t have programme funding for follow on work with this age 
group). Those who had sought 1-2-1 educational support during the Why Riot? programme for 
their school studies, continued to receive it. Some also took part in three Why Riot? activities 
between the end of the course and the end of the study: an audio recording / evaluation of the 
course; an Open University graduation in June 2024, and an audio recording for a group film in 
November 2024.

How change was measured
The Why Riot? Meaningful Change (MC) Framework was developed by the co-research team to 
measure changes in 10 indicator areas that youth workers felt were most important to support 
longer terms impacts for young people growing up in and affected by contexts of violence. 
Meaningful Change indicators (MC1 to MC10) and associated measures are detailed in the MC 
table on page 6.
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Key findings
Themes
As all in Group A identified the same three issues in their baseline survey at the start of the 
process (in yellow below) the youth worker later revisited these surveys with young people to 
tease out their individual needs. This revealed different or more specific concerns such as anxiety 
around GCSEs and low confidence in education. Other emerging issues are in the light blue 
below. 

Mental health

Anxiety

Bullying 

Low aspirations

Lack of self-confidence (girls)

Lack of physical safety (girls)

Educational anxiety, embarrassment and shame

Social media influence, myths and misinformation

Impact of wider global conflicts (e.g. Israel/Gaza)  

Tensions and issues of racism, xenophobia and sectarianism 

Concerns about being labelled racist if talking  
about local tensions and issues

Figure A3: Group A themes Visible issues at the outset Other emerging issues

Outcomes: Meaningful Change - Group A
This table captures findings for this group showing the MC Indicators and measures used, and 
levels recorded for young people under each indicator at: baseline, during the Why Riot?  course, 
at the end of course and at the end of study. Changes were coded and standardised using a five-
point scale from very low to very high and colour coded as follows: Very low (red), Low (pink), 
Medium (yellow), High (light green) and Very high (dark green). Those on the cusp between two 
levels are marked by a gradation in colour.  In Group A the youth worker chose not to use MC2 
(Belonging). No evidence of development was available for MC6. 
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Baseline End of courseWhyRiot course End of study

Not recordedNot recordedNot recordedNot recorded

M
L

Low Medium MediumCm Ch As

M MM-H
Very low Medium MediumCm Ch As

M H
Very highHighLow Cm Ch As

M
L

Low Medium MediumCm Ch As

No dataNo data

Low Cm Ch As

M M
MediumLow LowCm Ch As

M M H
High Very highLow Cm Ch As

MM H
High High - Very highLow Cm Ch As

M ML-M
Medium LowLow Cm Ch As

MC1: Critical thinking 
Measures: e.g Self-reflection; 
questioning; problem solving; 
independent decision making

MC2: Belonging/connection 
Measures: e.g Engagement; feeling 
accepted/valued for positive reasons; 
contributing for benefit of others

MC3 Attitudes to violence  
and risky behaviour 
Measures: e.g Understanding their 
drivers of violence; empathy for others; 
changes in behaviour

MC4: Aspirations 
Measures: e.g Thinking beyond 
others’ expectations of them; 
pursuing hopes and aspirations

MC5: Respect 
Measures: e.g Self-respect; greater 
understanding of/ respect for other 
perspectives and values

MC6: How they are seen 
Measures: e.g Positive changes in how 
they see themselves in how they are 
seen by others

MC7: Positive peer cultures 
Measures: e.g Mutual trust, respect 
and positive support; able to ‘be 
themselves’ in the group

MC8: Confidence in 
education and learning 
Measures: e.g Increased confidence 
in abilities; interest in/passion for 
informal/ formal learning

MC9: Self-confidence & voice 
Measures: e.g Pride, confidence,  
self-expression; using their voice 
positively for self and others

MC10: Safety 
Measures: e.g Sense of emotional/
physical safety; feeling able to share 
their concerns/feelings

Figure A4: Group A Meaningful Change table Cm: Community, Ch: Choices, As: Aspirations
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Change over time
In Group A the youth worker felt Belonging (MC2) was a less useful indicator for his group’s 
development, preferring to focus on individual identity.  SBA is also not a youth centre so, it does 
not seek to develop a sense of belonging to SBA or to nurture SBA groups/ long term positive 
peer groups through its programmes 
•	 At the baseline Group A ranked Low rather than Very low in most indicators. 
•	 By the end of Why Riot? in October 23 the Group had achieved High levels of change in 3 out 

of 8 areas and Medium change in 5 remaining areas  
•	 By the end of the study in November 2024, change had continued in education, aspirations 

and voice, in line with those continuing 1-2-1 educational support but reduced to previous 
levels for the group in 2 areas. While there was some change in attitudes to violence, not all 
disengaged as bystanders in subsequent events.

Beneficial outcomes for youth workers
Benefits from participating in the Why Riot? programme include:
•	 A programme model for identifying specific youth needs 
•	 Increased awareness of assumptions held by young people and the value of constantly 

reflecting on practice for practitioners
•	 The value of cross-community dialogic spaces for practitioners delivering Why Riot? (e.g. 

a community of practice) to support critical reflection and mutual learning throughout the 
process.

Longer term beneficial impacts at group, local and wider/societal levels
Some of the young women in the group, particularly those engaged in 1-2-1 educational support 
appeared to sustain changes in aspirations, education and confidence after 18 months. Potential 
wider impacts were identified in one area: 
•	 Using voice for change: Some of these young women used their voice in a way that was 

beneficial for other young women, by for example talking to the Children’s’ Commissioner 
about gender-based violence and other issues that concerned them. They also encouraged 
other young women to focus on their education.

It helped me build my confidence more for my dream job 
and whatever I want to be. I can go and talk to people and 
am not too shy and have the confidence to say stuff.
Young woman
Group A 
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Sarah’s story
Sarah [not her real name] is a 15-year-old girl from South Belfast, who, during the research 
project, discussed her experiences watching riots unfold in her area. This exposure to 

conflict and turmoil contributed to a complex emotional landscape. During the Why Riot? 
programme the facilitator provided a safe space for her to express her thoughts and feelings 
about the societal issues surrounding her and encouraged internal reflection.  She began 
to explore her identity, her environment, and her future aspirations, particularly her goal of 
becoming a paramedic and the changes she wished to make in her life. 
Midway through the programme, she shared her desire for educational support, to help her 
pursue her dream career. The facilitator responded by arranging 1-2-1 tutoring sessions, 
which became a pivotal element in her educational journey, not only improving her academic 
performance but bolstering her confidence and self-efficacy. 
As a result of her involvement in the “Why Riot” programme, the young woman has made 
significant progress towards her career goals. She also described how the programme helped 
her navigate the path she was on, encouraging her to think critically about the direction of her 
life and envision a future that once seemed out of reach. The programme not only provided 
educational resources but also fostered a sense of hope and possibility.

Brian Armstrong
SBA co-researcher

Observations
Meaningful change process
The Group A change process is described as follows: The youth worker began by developing the 
Why Riot? group as an emotionally safe space (MC10). Their critical thinking skills (MC1) began to 
develop as they explored community, identity and ‘who they are rather than who others expect 
them to be.  Emotional safety grew as Group A became a single 
gender (girls) group4 in Module 2 and the girls developed 
greater self-confidence (MC9). 
They began to explore and share their aspirations 
(MC4) and with encouragement from the youth 
worker shared concerns around education (MC8) 
which enabled him to respond by providing 
them with individual external support. As 
they explored reasons why young people riot 
and the role of community within this, there 
were some changes in their attitudes to and 
understandings of violence (MC3). 
They also began to develop curiosity in and 
respect for other perspectives (MC5). Most 
of these changes however remained at earlier 
stages of development by the end of the Why 
Riot? programme.

MC10
safety

MC1 Critical thinking
MC4 Aspirations
MC8 Education

MC7 Positive peer culture

MC5 Respect
MC3 Attitudes to violence

MC9 
Self-confidence and voice

Figure A5: Meaningful Change process
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Summary of key change mechanisms
•	 Focussed on individual development 
•	 Responsive to youth needs 
•	 Becoming a single gender identity group of young women only

Youth worker recommendations 
Advice for others using the programme 

•	 All of the Why Riot? material was used within the Community Module. The material was 
very useful and this Module would lend itself to both good relations policy and allow for a 
move towards a person-centred approach. Why Riot? materials can be adopted and give 
a fantastic basis for instigating conversation at community level. I wouldn’t suggest any 
changes within this section.  

•	 It was easier to work in a traditional groupwork model on flipchart and whiteboard as any 
time the group was encouraged to use a device they were distracted and it could prove 
difficult to keep the conversation on track with the materials.

•	 The facilitator should show adaptability to go with the materials and move the conversation 
back and forward linking different themes until you spark the topic of interest to the young 
people the materials have the adaptability to allow this style of facilitation.

Ways to improve delivery of the Why Riot? course

•	 Working with sporting bodies and clubs who often engage in a meaningful way with harder 
to reach young people than mainstream services. [An example of this is highlighted when 
the three young males disengaged from Why Riot as the Football season started a few 
weeks into the research].  

•	 Encouragement is given to those reading to think of ways to make connections and engage 
with other existing projects when delivering Why Riot? 

•	 Engagement with positive role models such as coaches can also have a positive impact, and 
puts clubs, coaches and volunteers in strong positions to generate change in a dialogical 
way similar to mainstream youth provision.
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RIOT?WHY
Group C 

Case  
Study

Overview and 
key facts

The Why Riot? programme enabled 
detached, at-risk young people to 
participate in a structured youth 
work programme. The sessions 
allowed the young people the 
opportunity to discuss, reflect and 
learn upon their behaviours and 
choices which they have made 
whilst living in East Belfast.
Scott Boyd
EBAP, Group C Youth Worker

Partner Organisation
Education Authority East Belfast Area 
Project (EBAP) 

Co-researchers
Scott Boyd 

Pilot study location
Titanic District Electoral Area (DEA), 
Inner East Belfast NRA

Programme type
Gateway programme for detached at-risk 
youth in interface/contested areas

Programme delivery location
Local community centre near a park 
where young people gather

Initial group
Mixed group of 12 boys and girls from 
both CNR and PUL backgrounds aged 
14-16

Final group
Single identity group of 12 PUL boys 
aged 15-17 

Retention rate
83% or 10 out of 12 of the final group of 
boys 

Summary of young people’s journey 
Group C captures the experiences of a core group of boys who underwent a transformative 
journey through the Why Riot? programme. From young men who felt alienated with low self-
esteem and little confidence in making decisions they became more self-reflective, chose different 
pathways, and graduated the programme becoming role models for others directly and through 
their short film.  



C2Learning from Why Riot? - Case Study: Group C

67%

Baseline End of course End of study

53%

C
um

ul
at

iv
e 

%
 c

ha
ng

eFigure C1: Distance travelled from baseline to 
the end of the Why Riot? study measured as 
meaningful change across 10 indicators (MC1-
MC10).

This case study which presents a complex picture at the start also illustrates some of the 
messiness of youth work and the flexibility the young people were given in this programme. 
Group C began as mixed identity and gender group before all the girls left, expressing a wish 
for a more targeted girls’ programme, along with CNR boys. A new cohort of detached at-risk 
PUL boys joined in October and Group C became a core group of 12 PUL boys. All then re-took 
elements of Module 1 before completing the rest of the programme. Please note: Baseline and 
half of Module 1 includes data from the mixed group before becoming the core group of more 
marginalised boys.

Context
Research partner
The East Belfast Area project (EBAP) is an Education Authority run statutory youth service 
provider delivering youth programmes alongside detached and outreach work. EBAP’s catchment 
area covers three District Electoral Areas (DEAs): Titanic, Ormiston and Lisnasharragh. The youth 
worker’s approach was youth needs led, based on building relationships of trust and inclusivity. 
They were guided by the Education Authority’s 4 main frameworks for youth work1, employing 
tools like The Circle of Courage2 placing young people’s personal social development and 
emotional health and wellbeing at the core of what they do.

Participants
The initial group comprised a mixed identity CNR/PUL friendship group of young men and 
women who met in shared public spaces, some of whom were detached and all of whom engaged 
in risky behaviours at interfaces.  The group later changed to become a single-identity group of 
12 PUL boys all of whom were highly marginalised with no prior engagement with youth services. 

Study location
Inner East Belfast in Titanic DEA, an inner-city area made up of the Titanic, Island, The Mount, 
Ballymacarrett and Woodstock wards. This is predominantly working-class PUL but also home 
to working-class CNR communities as well as smaller Hindu, Indian, Romanian, Muslim, Chinese, 
Somalian, Syrian and Polish communities, amongst others. As an area of multiple deprivation, 
(MDM, 2017) Inner East Belfast is a Neighbourhood Renewal Area3. There is a lack of safe spaces 
for young people from diverse communities to meet other than public parks. 

1 Priorities for Youth (EA, 2015), The youth work model for effective practice (EA, 2003), EA Safeguarding policy and procedures (2022), EA 
Emotional Health and Wellbeing framework (2021) 

2 Brendtro, L (2013) The Circle of Courage: Developing Resilience and Capacity in Youth;  International Journal for Talent Development and 
Creativity – 1(1) 67-74.

3 Introduction to Neighbourhood Renewal - Department for Communities

The distance travelled for Group C from their 
baseline in July 2023 to the end of the Why 
Riot? course in April 2024 was 53%. Between the 
end of the course and the end of the study in 
November 2024 this increased a further 14%. 

https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/articles/introduction-neighbourhood-renewal
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Key sites of conflict
Segregated areas with several interfaces between PUL and CNR communities where there are 
tensions and incidents of violence between young people and tensions between young people 
and local communities. Sites of tensions also exist between young people and Police Service 
of Northern Ireland (PSNI) in public areas where friendship groups from different communities 
congregate, including tourist areas and transit points for the Glider buses. 

Methods
The youth worker sought to create a mixed identity Why Riot? group but was responsive to and 
led by the needs of the young people who chose to re-form as a single identity boys group. He 
used the Why Riot? structure as a guide and then adapted sessions using creative approaches to 
respond to youth needs. Scott reviewed the Why Riot? course materials, set objectives for each 
session based on the Module and theme he was working on, and used these as lesson plans. 
Young people were encouraged to develop a sense of ownership over the programme. Learnings 
were captured on flip charts and through private podcast recordings.   

Figure C2: Timeline for Group C 

July 2023
(Study start)

June 2024
(Graduation)

Nov 2024
(Study end)

Aug Sep Oct AugJul Sep OctNov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr MayApr May Jun

Group

C Why Riot? courseRecruitment Follow-on engagement

P0 = Recruitment P1 = Formal prep P2 = Why Riot? course P3 = Follow-on engagement

The Why Riot? programme ran for 12 months from June 2023 to June 2024 including two months 
recruitment and preparatory work (P0 and P1) and 10 months course delivery (P2) which included 
shifts in the group membership and re-doing sections of Module 1 before moving on to Modules 
2 and 3. At the end of the course the Why Riot? group progressed together into a new boys 
group and then onto other Education Authority leadership programmes and activities (P3). 

How change was measured
The Why Riot? Meaningful Change (MC) Framework was developed by the co-research team to 
measure changes in 10 indicator areas that youth workers felt were most important to support 
longer terms impacts for young people growing up in and affected by contexts of violence. 
Meaningful Change indicators (MC1 to MC10) and associated measures are detailed in the MC 
table on page 6.

I plan the session, but the young people lead it based on the 
conversations that they’re having.
Scott
Youth worker, Group C 
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Key findings
Themes
The young people identified their key needs at the outset in youth surveys (in yellow on list 
below).  New needs and concerns also emerged through the programme (in light blue). For 
the initial mixed group this was low aspirations. For the final group of young men, range of 
needs emerged which included those arising from cultures and context of violence alongside 
educational shame and stigma and emotional and physical safety.

Lack of belonging feeling valued and respected by their community. 

Lack of self-esteem and low self-confidence  
in making their own decisions. 

Concerns about how they were viewed by others including PSNI.

Lack of safe spaces to meet as mixed identity groups

Cultures and context of violence 

Low aspirations as leaving school

Educational shame and embarrassment and stigma

Negative self-image and lack of knowledge/ negative perceptions of 
their community and what was on offer to them 

‘Group mentality’ 

Influence of cultures of  destructive masculinity/‘toxic masculinity’ 

Emotional and physical safety

Figure C3: Group C themes Visible issues at the outset Other emerging issues

Outcomes: Meaningful Change - Group C
This table captures findings for this group showing the indicators and measures used, and the 
levels recorded for young people under each indicator at baseline, during the Why Riot?  course, 
at the end of course and at the end of study. Changes were coded and standardised using a five-
point scale from very low to very high and colour coded as follows: Very low (red), Low (pink), 
Medium (yellow), High (light green) and Very high (dark green). Those on the cusp between two 
levels are marked by a gradation in colour. 
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Baseline End of courseWhyRiot course End of study

MVL L-M
Very low High-very highMediumCm Ch As

HM

VL-H

High-very HighVery low-low High-very highCm Ch As

HL-M
VL-M

Very low Very highVery highCm Ch As

M H
VL-L

Very low Very highHighCm Ch As

M HL-M
High High-very highLow Cm Ch As

VL M H
Very low Very highMedium-highCm Ch As

M HL-M
Very low-low Very highHighCm Ch As

M-H
L

HighMediumLow Cm Ch As

MM H
High-very highVery low Very highCm Ch As

HHL-M
Very low High HighCm Ch As

MC1: Critical thinking 
Measures: e.g Self-reflection; 
questioning; problem solving; 
independent decision making

MC2: Belonging/connection 
Measures: e.g Engagement; feeling 
accepted/valued for positive reasons; 
contributing for benefit of others

MC3 Attitudes to violence  
and risky behaviour 
Measures: e.g Understanding their 
drivers of violence; empathy for 
others; changes in behaviour

MC4: Aspirations 
Measures: e.g Thinking beyond 
others’ expectations of them; 
pursuing hopes and aspirations

MC5: Respect 
Measures: e.g Self-respect; greater 
understanding of/ respect for other 
perspectives and values

MC6: How they are seen 
Measures: e.g Positive changes in how 
they see themselves in how they are 
seen by others

MC7: Positive peer cultures 
Measures: e.g Mutual trust, respect 
and positive support; able to ‘be 
themselves’ in the group

MC8: Confidence in 
education and learning 
Measures: e.g Increased confidence 
in abilities; interest in/passion for 
informal/ formal learning

MC9: Self-confidence & 
voice 
Measures: e.g Pride, confidence,  
self-expression; using their voice 
positively for self and others

MC10: Safety 
Measures: e.g Sense of emotional/
physical safety; feeling able to share 
their concerns/feelings

Figure C4: Group C Meaningful Change table Cm: Community, Ch: Choices, As: Aspirations
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Why Riot allows those young people to see that they’re not being 
judged for the choices that they’re making. They’re actually learning 
about the interface or learning it’s OK saying [you go] to the 
interface… but if you’re on the interface do you understand that you 
can be criminalised? You can lose your job… So it gives that focus.
Scott
Youth worker, Group C

Change over time 
•	 The mixed group started with baselines of Low to Very low. 
•	 By the end of the Why Riot? course in April 2024 there was evidence of meaningful change in 

most areas. 
•	 By the end of study change was sustained and in some areas like respect for others (MC5), and 

in more difficult area like education (MC8) , how they are seen (MC6) and voice had continued 
to grow. 

Beneficial outcomes for youth workers
•	 A process for developing insights into new and emerging issues that can be responded to in 

real time.
•	 A flexible and tested programme for engaging marginalised detached young people.
•	 An evidence-based understanding of the role and value of single identity spaces in work on 

contested issues.

Longer term beneficial impacts at group, local and wider/societal levels
After 18 months these young men have undergone significant personal changes and applied their 
new skills in their lives and social worlds, in some case with beneficial impacts for other young 
people or creating ripple effects into the wider community.
•	 Reduction in violence:  These young men are no longer involved in interface violence and 

anti-aocial behaviour, and discourage the involvement by other young people. PSNI, youth and 
community workers, parents and young people have all noted this change in the young men.

•	 Contributing to their communities: These young men are more socially connected and 
volunteer in the local youth centre bringing positive benefits to others. 

•	 Becoming positive role models: Some of these young men became role models for others 
through mentoring and their film.
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Michael’s story
When meeting Michael [not his real name] on the streets he was not a current member 
of any recognised youth provision in East Belfast. He liked to hang around the interface 

with his friends engaging in anti-social behaviour and interface trouble.  Over time he developed 
a strong working relationship with the youth worker and was recruited onto the Why Riot? 
programme during outreach/detached youth work. 
The group-work sessions allowed him to begin thinking who the external influencers are in his 
community, how free he was to make his own choices whilst being himself in a safe, structured, 
and supportive working environment.  He revisited the theme of being expected to ‘protect 
his community at interfaces’ and being influenced by sections of the community while also 
describing how at home, he can’t be his true self, taking his siblings to the park, swimming or to 
play football.  He was encouraged to share his aspirations, goals and life in school or college and 
was very honest around his life in school which he had chosen not to attend for 3-years. He had 
very few qualifications and was worried that this would impact his future. He said that he would 
encourage younger children to work hard in school unlike he did and showed real leadership and 
a sense of wanting to do better. 
He attended the Why Riot? Graduation and is now a member of another EBAP programme, has 
successfully completed an OCN in peer leadership and is no longer engaged in any form of  
anti-social behaviour around the interface. He also now attends college and is working hard to 
achieve his set goals.  

Scott Boyd
Youth Worker, Group C

Observations
Meaningful change process
Creating a space of physical safety  
(MC10 ) where young people from 
different political communities could 
meet off the streets was significant 
for this mixed identity group at the 
start. Their sense of belonging 
grew (MC2) through trust building 
with the youth worker and as 
they learned more about their 
community. Positive Peer Cultures 
(MC7) developed in the group 
through dialogue. Notably 
when the mixed group members 
maintained a wider friendship 
group with the new boys group 
which enable these young people 
to intervene when tensions flared 
reducing incidents of interface violence. 

MC10 safety
MC2 Belonging/

connection

MC1 
Critical thinking

MC6 How others 
see them (caring)

MC8 Education (fears)

MC3 attitudes
to violence

MC4 Aspirations
MC5 self-respect

MC9 Confidence and voice

Figure C5: Meaningful Change process
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Once a single identity boys group (October 23), the Why Riot? group became a space of 
emotional safety (MC10) for the PUL young men. In the Choices module they began to explore 
their values, identity, fears and concerns, think more critically (MC1) and become more self-
reflective about the roles they were playing as young men and how they wanted to be seen (MC6) 
by others. 
They also began to share the extent of their struggles with formal education (MC8). While still 
attending interfaces, over time their attitudes to violence (MC3) began to change and respect for 
others was slowly developing (MC5). As they explored their aspirations (MC4) in module three, 
their self-confidence and voice was beginning to grow (MC9) and to end of the programme they 
made a short film for other young people. The young men then chose to go on to participate in 
EBAP cross community programmes.

Setbacks and learning opportunities 
•	 Despite discussions about making different choices and thinking before they act, the young 

men impulsively attended a riot at an interface midway through the programme. 
•	 Youth workers used this set-back as a learning opportunity and this became a turning point for 

the group. 

Summary of key change mechanisms
•	 Building relationships of trust with detached young people 
•	 Fully flexible youth-needs led programme, adapting the duration, materials and activities to 

these youth needs  
•	 Becoming a safe non-judgmental single identity space (led by young people)  
•	 Creating a dialogic space – to discuss reflect and learn

I want them to be resilient enough to say I’m going to be 
my own person. I’m going to make my own mind up here. 
I’m going to make my own positive choices. I’m not getting 
involved.
Scott
Youth worker, Group C 
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Youth worker recommendations 
Advice for others using the programme 

•	 Be flexible: Identifying the right group of young people takes time and young people may 
decide to engage at different points. 

•	 Be led by the process and needs of young people: Engaging detached youth into a 
structured community education programme is a long process and needs to be done at the 
pace of the young people.

•	 Employ youth worker approaches: Focus on the process of learning rather than sticking to 
the curriculum. Integrate youth work tools such as the circle of courage or walk and talk 
debates. 

•	 Build in wrap around activities. These can be directly linked to course themes or in response 
to emergent needs. For example, bring in external speakers or respond to young people’s 
interest in different perspectives by introducing activities such as shadowing youth workers 
as they do outreach work at interfaces. 

•	 Be aware of shame/ embarrassment that hides underlying issues: Young people, for 
example, may have literacy issues or low educational attainment and shame and stigma 
around this so may not disclose at the outset how much they are struggling.
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RIOT?WHY
Group D 

Case Study
Overview and key facts

It was important to have Why 
Riot? as a single identity group 
in order to explore the cross-
community dimension of the 
[other EA] programme they 
were in which focused on good 
relations and leadership.
Nicole McKee
Youth Worker, Group D

Partner Organisation
Education Authority’s North Belfast Area 
Project (NBAP)

Co-researchers
Nicole McKee (Lead) and Stephen 
McAlister (peer educator)

Pilot study location
Greater Shankill interface area (Court 
North & Old Park District Electoral Area)

Programme type
Second of 3 EA programmes for at-risk 
young men (wrap-around approach).

Initial group
15 boys from Protestant Unionist Loyalist 
(PUL) backgrounds (13-16) via a gateway 
NBAP programme

Final group
15 boys from PUL backgrounds (13-16)

Retention rate
53% retention rate (8 out of 15 of the 
final group completed)

Summary of young people’s journey 
In this case study Why Riot? was delivered by NBAP as the second in a suite of three 
programmes. The young men were transitioned onto Why Riot? from an Education Authority (EA) 
Gateway programme. Youth workers experienced challenges with engagement and retention 
from which lessons have been learned. Yet, those who completed Why Riot? experienced change 
in a number of areas that were foundational for longer term impacts. In particular, through Why 
Riot? the young men developed their critical thinking, dialogue and reflection skills. Being part 
of a single identity group allowed them to explore their own values and identities in a safe non-
judgmental space and also appears to have significantly supported these young men in cross-
community work in their other Education Authority (EA) programme and contributed to violence 
reduction amongst this group.
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Figure D1: Distance travelled 
from baseline to the end of the 
Why Riot? study measured as 
meaningful change across 10 
indicators (MC1-MC10).

Context
Research partner
North Belfast Area Project (NBAP) based on the Woodvale Road in Belfast, is an Education 
Authority (EA) run statutory youth service provider delivering a range of youth programmes 
alongside detached and outreach work, based on EA assessments of local needs. NBAP covers a 
wide geographical area in District Electoral Areas Court, Castle and Oldpark. The team takes an 
innovative approach ‘to develop models of best practice’ (ETI, 2018:21). 

Participants
These were all PUL young men identified as at risk of or engaging in anti-social behaviour at local 
interfaces. The youth worker described the young men as on a pathway towards ‘meaningful 
change’ but still vulnerable, at risk and attending interfaces. 

Study location
Greater Shankill area of North and West Belfast with young people drawn from wards of Court 
North DEA) and wards in Old Park (lower) DEA – all predominantly PUL working class areas, but 
also home to minority ethnic communities and newcomers. Greater Shankill is deeply affected by 
the legacy of conflict, with persistently high levels of poverty and deprivation. 52% of children 
and young people (0-19 years) in the Greater Shankill Neighbourhood Renewal Area (NRA) 
are living in poverty and 57% of young people left school without achieving 5 or more GCSEs 
compared to 35.7% in Northern Ireland as a whole (DfC, 2022:38)2. 

Key sites of conflict
Interfaces between CNR and PUL communities along the Falls and Shankill ‘Peacewall’ including 
Lanark Way and Girdwood community hub on Cliftonpark avenue.  Tensions between young 
people and local communities around self-harming or self-destructive behaviours (e.g. drug or 
alcohol use, anti-social behaviours)  and emerging tensions between established and newcomer 
minority ethnic communities (e.g. ‘Locals only’ campaigns).

1  Education and Training Inspectorate (2018) North Belfast Area Project Report of an Inspection

 2 Department for Communities (2022) Greater Shankill NRA Area Profile . Available at: https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/
neighbourhood-renewal-area-profiles-2022-belfast

The distance travelled for 
Group D from their baseline in 
July 2023 to the end of their 
Why Riot? course in March 2024 
was 27%. Between the end of 
the course and the end of the 
study in November 2024, this 
increased a further 13%.

https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/neighbourhood-renewal-area-profiles-2022-belfast
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/neighbourhood-renewal-area-profiles-2022-belfast
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Methods
NBAP youth workers delivered Why Riot? as the second in a suite of three courses using a ‘wrap 
around approach’ to take at-risk young men on a developmental journey across three years. 
The first gateway programme involved relationship-building with the Police Service of Northern 
Ireland (PSNI) and emergency services. Why Riot? was delivered using youth work approaches 
to meet youth needs, provide support and keep young people safe.  One young man from 
the original Why Riot? course, Stephen, was employed as a peer educator on the project. Why 
Riot? was delivered in its original structure using the online course screened in weekly sessions, 
with materials extended or adapted alongside quizzes, activities and guest speakers. In group 
discussions assumptions were challenged and questioning encouraged to help young people 
‘think outside the box’. Learnings were captured in flip charts and audios of discussions 

Figure D2: Timeline for Group D 

July 2023
(Study start)

June 2024
(Graduation)

Nov 2024
(Study end)

Aug Sep Oct AugJul Sep OctNov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr MayApr May Jun

Group

D Why Riot? course Follow-on engagement

P0 = Recruitment P1 = Formal prep P2 = Why Riot? course P3 = Follow-on engagement

Young people transitioned onto Why Riot? from a gateway EA programme with no specific Why 
Riot? recruitment or preparatory process (PO and P1). NBAP delivered Why Riot? across eight 
months in 20 sessions (P2), in parallel with a different 3-year EA cross community youth leadership 
programme.  Seven of the eight young men who completed Why Riot? continued in this EA cross-
community programme and other progression pathways to the end of the study (P3).

How change was measured
The Why Riot Meaningful Change (MC) Framework was developed by the co-research team to 
measure changes in 10 indicator areas that youth workers felt were most important to support 
longer terms impacts for young people growing up in and affected by contexts of violence. 
Meaningful Change indicators (MC1 to MC10) and associated measures are detailed in the MC 
table on page 6. 

Key findings
Themes
A particular concern for the youth worker was the impact of cultures of masculinity and ‘toxic 
masculinity’ on these young men already navigating cultures of violence and intergenerational 
trauma in their communities. For example, expectations to ‘be tough’ not just through interface 
violence and rioting, but by ‘not asking for help, showing vulnerability or expressing their 
emotions’. These issues have been split into youth needs identified from baseline surveys with the 
young men (yellow) and emerging needs and issues that surfaced through the Why Riot? process 
(light blue).
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Cultures and contexts of violence (interpersonal, social and structural)

Struggles with formal education/literacy

Cultures of masculinity and negative  
expectations of them as young men 

Drugs

Paramilitary influence

Feelings of exclusion and demonisation

Feelings of low self esteem

Educational embarrassment and shame (this remained unaddressed) 

Self-harming and self-destructive behaviours  
(e.g. anti-social behaviour, drug and alcohol use)

Social media influence, myths and misinformation 
including on young men

Impact of wider global conflicts (e.g. Israel/Gaza)  

Rising racism and xenophobia  
(e.g. ‘locals only’ campaigns and discussions around this) 

Figure D3: Group D themes Visible issues at the outset Other emerging issues

Outcomes: Meaningful Change - Group D
This table captures findings for this group showing the MC indicators and measures used, and 
levels recorded for young people under each indicator at: baseline, during the Why Riot? course, 
at the end of course and at the end of study. Changes were coded and standardised using a five-
point scale from very low to very high and colour coded as follows: Very low (red), Low (pink), 
Medium (yellow), High (light green) and Very high (dark green). Those on the cusp between two 
levels are marked by a gradation in colour.   
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Baseline End of courseWhyRiot course End of study

M
L

L-M
HighLow MediumCm Ch As

M ML-M
HighMedium-highLow Cm Ch As

L-M M-HM-H
HighMedium-highLow Cm Ch As

M M
L

Very low HighMediumCm Ch As

M M
L

Very highMedium-highLow Cm Ch As

M
L

HighMedium-highLow Cm Ch As

M
L

L-M
Medium MediumLow Cm Ch As

VL M
L

Very low Medium MediumCm Ch As

M-HM M
HighMediumMedium Cm Ch As

M HH
High-very highMedium Very highCm Ch As

MC1: Critical thinking 
Measures: e.g Self-reflection; 
questioning; problem solving; 
independent decision making

MC2: Belonging/connection 
Measures: e.g Engagement; feeling 
accepted/valued for positive reasons; 
contributing for benefit of others

MC3 Attitudes to violence  
and risky behaviour 
Measures: e.g Understanding their 
drivers of violence; empathy for 
others; changes in behaviour

MC4: Aspirations 
Measures: e.g Thinking beyond 
others’ expectations of them; 
pursuing hopes and aspirations

MC5: Respect 
Measures: e.g Self-respect; greater 
understanding of/ respect for other 
perspectives and values

MC6: How they are seen 
Measures: e.g Positive changes in how 
they see themselves in how they are 
seen by others

MC7: Positive peer cultures 
Measures: e.g Mutual trust, respect 
and positive support; able to ‘be 
themselves’ in the group

MC8: Confidence in 
education and learning 
Measures: e.g Increased confidence 
in abilities; interest in/passion for 
informal/ formal learning

MC9: Self-confidence & 
voice 
Measures: e.g Pride, confidence,  
self-expression; using their voice 
positively for self and others

MC10: Safety 
Measures: e.g Sense of emotional/
physical safety; feeling able to share 
their concerns/feelings

Figure D4: Group D Meaningful Change table Cm: Community, Ch: Choices, As: Aspirations
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The boys on Shankill are disgusted by being called hoods and thugs 
but then go out to shout ‘Up the hoods!’ …  living up to community 
labels.
Stephen McAlister
Group D peer educator

Change over time 
•	 The young men, while at risk were already engaged with NBAP and started from a position of 

low or Medium rather than Very low in most indicators  
•	 By the end of the Why Riot? course Why Riot? appears to have contributed directly to change 

in 6 of the 10 MC areas.  
•	 Young people who completed Why Riot? continued in the cross-community EA programme or 

in other NBAP programmes. After 18 months, at the end of study, areas of significant change 
were in respect for themselves and others (MC5) and their sense of safety both in NBAP and 
their local area, including with others from different communities (MC10). 

Beneficial outcomes for youth workers
•	 Evidence of the value of single identity work. In particular, the creation of safe spaces for 

single identity groups, alongside cross-community working. 
•	 The value of knowledge exchange with other youth workers including youth workers from 

both statutory and independent youth sectors working in interface areas.

Longer term beneficial impacts at group, local and wider/societal levels
After 18 months taking part in Why Riot? as the second of three NBAP programmes, these young 
men have undergone transformational personal changes and created ripple effects to the wider 
community.
•	 Reduction in violence:  These young men are no longer involved in interface violence and by 

July 2024 ”had moved on from that completely”. 
•	 Becoming peacebuilders: Young men now have positive relationships with young people from 

other communities (CNR and minority ethnic) through the ongoing EA programme. 
•	 Becoming leaders and positive role models: These young men are more socially connected 

and have become role models for other young people through making their film and through 
their youth leadership programme
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Paul’s story
Paul [not his real name] is aged 15 from the Greater Shankill and Old Park Area. He joined 
the Why Riot? programme with NBAP later than the rest of the group. This means he didn’t 

have the same experience of doing an Education Authority gateway programme first, unlike 
others in the Why Riot? group, so Why Riot? was his first real engagement with youth services. 
He is a young person who has very strong sectarian and racial ideologies which became clear 
throughout this programme, so progression to other projects that included cross-community were 
questionable. However, during this time on Why Riot? he was able to be self-reflective, self-critical 
and ask questions in a safe environment. 
I believe Why Riot? equipped him with the confidence to speak up about his opinions, prepared 
him to do cross community work and, with the combination of another programme, stopped him 
from attending interfaces for riots. From doing Why Riot? this young person has now progressed 
onto our youth leadership programme where he is currently in his second year and out on 
placement as a young leader engaging with likeminded young people. This highlights massive 
meaningful change for this young person’

Nicole
Youth worker, Group D

Observations
Meaningful change process
As a single identity group Why Riot? became a safe and non-judgmental space (MC10) for 
dialogue which allowed the young men to explore their values, identity, community and 
belonging (MC2). Coupled with a process for developing critical thinking skills (MC1) this appears 
to be foundational for longer term change. The young men began to explore some of the 
underlying drivers of their behaviour’. 
Discussions around wanting to belong, the 
expectations they felt as young men to 
‘defend their communities’, while also being 
denigrated as ‘scumbags or hoods’ created a 
space for them to begin to think differently 
about why they engage in interface 
violence (MC3), for whom the potential 
consequences of their actions and their 
conception of what community was 
or could be was expanded. Listening 
to ex-prisoners about potential 
consequences of their actions was also 
pivotal. Their desire grew to change 
their relationship with their community 
and how others saw them (MC6) and 
to find ways to make their voices heard 
(MC9). As their self-respect  (MC5) grew 
so too did their interest in and empathy for 
others. 

MC10 safety
MC2 Belonging/

connection

MC1 
Critical thinking

MC3 
attitudes to violence

MC5 self-respect
MC6 How others see them (caring)

MC9 confidence/voice

MC7 positive peers
MC4 Aspirations

MC5, MC8 education

Figure D5: Meaningful Change process
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It wasn’t smooth sailing because like, behaviour and stuff 
was all up in the air and then there were riots…
Nicole McKee
Group D youth worker

Challenges and learnings
The following learnings emerged through this case study: 
Low engagement
•	 The young men transitioned straight onto Why Riot? from the EA Gateway programme rather 

than choosing this programme. This may have contributed to a lack of ownership and buy in. 
•	 Interface rioting presented an ongoing appeal. 
Educational barriers
•	 Some materials felt too familiar as young people from the Shankill, and ‘too much like school’: 
•	 The online Why Riot? course format was a barrier for those with low educational confidence.  
•	 Underlying issues of fears and embarrassment around education, illiteracy etc. were not 

addressed directly.  
Process and order of delivery: 
•	 Why Riot? as an informal education programme using methods of themes, dialogue and 

reflection needs preparation time as it is different to other youth programmes. 
•	 Youth workers also felt it would work better as a foundational/ gateway programme

Summary of key change mechanisms
•	 A dialogic space for nurturing critical thinking to support meaningful change  
•	 A safe single identity space for young men to explore fears and concerns  
•	 Time and cross-community opportunities through a wraparound approach of 3 programmes.  

(Findings suggest changing the order of these programmes with Why Riot? first for potentially 
better outcomes).

However, educational confidence (MC8) remained a significant barrier. Changes in aspirations 
(MC4) and positive peer cultures (MC7) continued to develop through other EA programmes after 
completing Why Riot?. In particular, respect for others (MC5) deepened through their ongoing 
involvement in the EA cross community programme with the opportunity to engage with young 
people from other communities. 
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There was a lot of racism locally during this bit [delivery of 
Why Riot? Module 2] – a lot of issues about people moving 
into the area and that live in the community. Why Riot? was 
space for the young people to process. It was down to me 
and Nicole to challenge them – there were naturally flowing 
conversations’ 
Stephen
Peer educator

Youth worker recommendations 
Advice for others using the programme 

•	 Think carefully about your target group – Why Riot? might be better suited to those 
who are currently detached, for example as a Gateway or foundational programme for 
marginalised young people to develop self-awareness within their social contexts, as well as 
critical thinking and decision-making skills. 

•	 Don’t start the programme in the summer as it is too busy with too many distractions. 
•	 For buy-in, ensure young people actively choose to take part in Why Riot?. 
•	 A proper preparation period on Why Riot? specifically and the ‘bedding in’ process will help 

with transitions onto the programme.
•	 Adapt the delivery format and approach to your young people’s educational needs.
•	 Adapt and edit the course to meet the needs of your target group. For example, if working 

with young people in rural areas where there is no rioting, the language of ‘Why anti-social 
behaviour?’ could be adopted in place of ‘Why Riot?’.

•	 Bring in in guest speakers.
•	 Change up the videos and choose videos relatable to your group of young people.
•	 There is a need for single identity groups and programmes.
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RIOT?WHY
Group E Case 

Study
Overview and 

key facts

This is a programme that is 
geared for them, it’s targeted 
for them and it gives them that 
bit of free space away from 
other people, away from their 
girlfriends …to allow them to be 
themselves and have that space 
where they can speak without 
being afraid of being judged 
Daire Owens
Youth worker, Group E

Partner Organisation
Lagmore Youth Project (LYP)

Co-researchers
Colm Fanning  
and Daire Owens 

Pilot study location
West Belfast, Collin District Electoral 
Area (DEA)

Programme type
Gateway programme for young people at 
risk of engaging in juvenile violence /ASB  

Programme delivery location
Local park 

Initial group
13 boys aged 14-17 from Catholic 
Nationalist Republican (CNR) 
backgrounds started the programme

Final group
14 boys aged 14-17 from CNR 
backgrounds 

Retention rate
85% retention rate (12 out of 14 of final 
group completed)

Summary of young people’s journey 
Group E’s journey through the Why Riot? programme was significant and transformative. From a 
disconnected group of at-risk young men with what youth workers described as a ‘mob’ mentality 
and little empathy for others, they became young men with a sense of purpose and vision, who 
over 18 months turned their new knowledge into action and effected positive change in their 
social worlds.
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Baseline End of course End of study
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eFigure E1: Distance travelled from baseline 
to the end of the Why Riot? study measured 
as meaningful change across 10 indicators 
(MC1-MC10).

Context
Research partner
Lagmore Youth Project (LYP) is an independent voluntary youth organisation, registered with 
the Education Authority. LYP serves a population of over 30,000 and covers a wide suburban 
catchment area between the outskirts of West Belfast and Lisburn, providing support, guidance, 
and resources through youth outreach programmes, community events, and initiatives aimed at 
enhancing educational and employment prospects for young people of Lagmore and surrounding 
communities.

Participants
A core group of 141 young men (14 -17yrs) from CNR backgrounds from across the Collin area. 
The majority (70%) were detached from youth services prior to Why Riot?. All meet in a local 
park where they were recruited through youth outreach work. This was quite a mixed group 
of young men from diverse socio-economic backgrounds, though the majority were working 
class. Most were attending grammar schools (85%). A small number were on rolling suspensions 
and struggled with literacy. All were at risk of or engaging in risky behaviours such as antisocial 
behaviour (ASB). 

Study location
Collin undergoing rapid socio-economic changes created pockets of relative wealth alongside 
areas of persistent multiple deprivation. This study captures a complex picture of life for CNR 
young men navigating these transitions alongside the legacy of conflict and violence.
A number of wards where participants came from are in the top 10% most deprived in Northern 
Ireland and part of the Collin Neighbourhood Renewal Area.  Why Riot?  was delivered on 
location in the local park where young people meet, close to a transit hub from West to East 
Belfast.

Key sites of conflict
A local park which is also a local transport hub has become the focal point for young people from 
across the Collin area to meet. ASB behaviours and activities of these young people, including 
lighting fires, barricading roads and attacking buses (Gliders) has created conflicts and tensions 
between the young people and local communities, the Council and PSNI.

1 This includes 1 young man who joined WhyRiot? at the start of the second module, Choices). 

The distance travelled for Group E from 
their baseline in July 2023 to the end of 
their Why Riot? course in October 2023 
was 44%. Between the end of the course 
and the end of the study in November 
2024 this increased a further 18%.
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Methods
LYP’s delivery was guided by the four principles of their youth work - building trust, personalised 
engagement, flexibility and positive role modelling - underpinned by patience, consistency, and 
empathy.  While they made no significant changes to the Why Riot?  course structure, some 
adaptations were made to the media materials, activities and case studies to make these more 
relevant to their group’s lived experience. The youth workers remained flexible throughout 
programme delivery, responding to young people’s needs and what was happening within the 
group in real time, adapting materials and providing follow up support for individuals. In terms of 
delivery, Group E started using the online course on a screen and mobiles but then moved to the 
less distracting option of printouts from the Why Riot?  booklet. Learnings were captured on flip 
charts, audio recordings and a final evaluation podcast. 

Figure E2: Timeline for Group E 

July 2023
(Study start)

June 2024
(Graduation)

Nov 2024
(Study end)

Aug Sep Oct AugJul Sep OctNov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr MayApr May Jun

E
Group Why Riot?

courseRecruitment Follow-on engagement

P0 = Recruitment P1 = Formal prep P2 = Why Riot? course P3 = Follow-on engagement

Group E ran a relatively short Why Riot?  programme across 6 months from May 2023 to October 
2023 including 2 months recruitment and preparatory work (P0 and P1) and 4 months course 
delivery (P2), followed by a long progression pathway (P3). They continued to work together as a 
group on two consecutive progression programmes, one – a social action programme- instigated 
by the young men themselves during Why Riot?  and secured funding for a youth sports 
programme before going on to youth leadership programmes and other LYP programmes. Some 
young people also received 1-2-1 support for learning and literacy skills and health and wellbeing. 

How change was measured
The Why Riot? Meaningful Change (MC) Framework was developed by the co-research team to 
measure changes in 10 indicator areas that youth workers felt were most important to support 
longer terms impacts for young people growing up in and affected by contexts of violence. 
Meaningful Change indicators (MC1 to MC10) and associated measures are detailed in the MC 
table on page 6.

The young men being able to identify their core values was 
very powerful to witness as a practitioner and to have them 
debate on this, to not be the same as everyone else, and 
stand up for their own values.
Daire 
Youth worker, Group E
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Key findings
Themes
An overarching theme, running through the programme is the pervasive impact of what youth 
workers describe as’ toxic masculinity’ on young men growing up in this transitional context, and 
how this has shaped their negative identities and behaviours and others’ perceptions of them.  . 
Educational confidence and attainment were of less concern for this group overall. These issues 
have been split into youth needs identified from baseline surveys with young people (yellow) and 
emerging needs and issues that surfaced through the Why Riot? process (light blue).   

Drugs and peer pressure

Anti-social behaviour (ASB)

Interpersonal violence (e.g. physical fights)

The influence of negative cultures of masculinity or ‘toxic masculinity’ 

A group or ‘mob mentality’ 

A lack of belonging / locally in the community (disconnection, 
alienation and a lack of empathy) 

Low self esteem

Negative self-image and negative perceptions of their community 

Issues with local intra-communal gang cultures 

A desire to learn more about other political communities 

Rising racism and xenophobia locally

Figure E3: Group E themes Visible issues at the outset Other emerging issues

Outcomes: Meaningful Change - Group E
This table captures findings for this group showing the indicators and measures used, and the 
levels recorded for young people under each indicator at: baseline, during the Why Riot? course, 
at the end of course and at the end of study. Changes were coded and standardised using a five-
point scale from very low to very high and colour coded as follows: Very low (red), Low (pink), 
Medium (yellow), High (light green) and Very high (dark green). Those on the cusp between two 
levels are marked by a gradation in colour. 
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Baseline End of courseWhyRiot course End of study

M M M-H
Low Medium HighCm Ch As

M H H
Low High Very highCm Ch As

M M-H M-H
Very low Very highHighCm Ch As

M H
L

Very low High-Very High Very highCm Ch As

MM H
Very highHighLow Cm Ch As

MM H
Very low Very highHighCm Ch As

HH
L

Very low Very highHighCm Ch As

M M-H M-H
Low-Medium Medium-HighMediumCm Ch As

MM H
High Very highLow Cm Ch As

M M-H H
Very highHighLow Cm Ch As

MC1: Critical thinking 
Measures: e.g Self-reflection; 
questioning; problem solving; 
independent decision making

MC2: Belonging/connection 
Measures: e.g Engagement; feeling 
accepted/valued for positive reasons; 
contributing for benefit of others

MC3 Attitudes to violence  
and risky behaviour 
Measures: e.g Understanding their 
drivers of violence; empathy for 
others; changes in behaviour

MC4: Aspirations 
Measures: e.g Thinking beyond 
others’ expectations of them; 
pursuing hopes and aspirations

MC5: Respect 
Measures: e.g Self-respect; greater 
understanding of/ respect for other 
perspectives and values

MC6: How they are seen 
Measures: e.g Positive changes in how 
they see themselves in how they are 
seen by others

MC7: Positive peer cultures 
Measures: e.g Mutual trust, respect 
and positive support; able to ‘be 
themselves’ in the group

MC8: Confidence in 
education and learning 
Measures: e.g Increased confidence 
in abilities; interest in/passion for 
informal/ formal learning

MC9: Self-confidence & 
voice 
Measures: e.g Pride, confidence,  
self-expression; using their voice 
positively for self and others

MC10: Safety 
Measures: e.g Sense of emotional/
physical safety; feeling able to share 
their concerns/feelings

Figure E4: Group E Meaningful Change table Cm: Community, Ch: Choices, As: Aspirations
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Stuff like, well done, thank you. It makes you feel good. It makes you 
feel wanted.
Young man
Group E

Change over time 
•	 At the start the group presented a mix of Very low to Low in their baseline measures. 
•	 At the end of the Why Riot?  course they had reached High levels of change in most areas with 

the exception of attitudes to violence/ ASB (MC3) and confidence in education (MC8) 
•	 Much of their more transformational change however took place after completing Why Riot?  

as they continued with their social action programmes, with the group reaching Very high 
levels of change in 8 out of 10 indicators by the end of the study.

Group E was quite a mixed group in terms of needs at baseline. While change in this study is 
measured at group level, youth workers noted that this varied markedly within the group. For 
those with the most significant issues and needs at the outset, change was greater following 
targeted support to address these, with some young men going on to become outstanding young 
leaders.

Beneficial outcomes for youth workers
Participating in the Why Riot? programme enabled the youth workers to:
•	 Understand the needs of a disparate group of young people in what was a widespread 

catchment area and dynamic context, revealing issues such a youth concerns about gangs and 
drugs, sectarianism and racism. 

•	 Assisted LYP in understanding young men’s experiences of negative cultures of masculinity 
and to make links with other interventions and programmes after the end of the Why Riot?  
programme. 

Longer term beneficial impacts at group, local and wider/societal levels
After 18 months these young men have undergone significant personal changes and applied their 
new skills in their lives and social worlds, creating ripple effects into the wider community.:
•	 Reduction in violence:  These young men are no longer involved in Anti-Social Behaviour and 

actively discourage the involvement of other young people.
•	 Contributing to their communities: These young men are more socially connected and 

volunteer in the local youth and community centre bringing positive benefits to others. 
•	 Becoming change-makers: These young men created and led a social action project to change 

public perceptions of young men, becoming role models for other young people. 
•	 Becoming young leaders: Some of these young men became outstanding young leaders in 

their communities.
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Jack’s story
Jack [not his real name] began the Why Riot? programme with Lagmore Youth Centre 
in West Belfast as a hard-to-engage-with young person, involved in self-destructive 

behaviours. Early in the programme he arrived at a session clearly under the influence of drugs, 
was involved in fights with peers and expressed a negative view towards peers from other 
religious backgrounds. 
By the midway point in the programme, he began to go through a change in attitude, arriving 
at sessions sober and on-time, engaging attentively in the material and becoming less involved 
in violence and self-destructive behaviours. He began to express views of ambitions and careers 
such as taking some of his sports professionally or going down a youth work route.  It was this 
change that allowed the staff to recommend he also attend our senior leadership programme. He 
completed an OCN level 2 in youth leadership and started to become a role model for his peers. 
After the WhyRiot? programme, he began volunteering with groups of younger kids within the 
youth club and showed leadership skills and qualities. 
Just under a year after finishing the Why Riot? programme he was recognised by a national youth 
work organisation and named their young leader of the year. This young person stated that Why 
Riot? created by “lads our age” really allowed him to relate his experience to theirs and draw 
similarities and motivation to make a change in the way society views young males’

Colm Fanning and Daire Owens
Lagmore Youth Centre

Observations
Meaningful change process
LYP began by building relationships of trust through youth outreach work. The Why Riot? group 
became a non-judgmental space of emotional safety and trust (MC10). Building solidarity as the 
Why Riot?  group fostered a positive peer culture (MC7) in which they increasingly supported and 
valued each other. Critical thinking (MC1) skills nurtured through 
group discussions and reflection activities helped break 
down their group mentality. As the young men began to 
understand themselves and their values better, they 
began to question others’ expectations of them.
Over time they felt more valued and seen within 
the group through positive affirmation and their 
sense of belonging grew (MC2) as did their 
empathy for others, their aspirations (MC4) 
and their respect for themselves and others 
(MC5). With this, their attitudes to violence and 
negative cultures began to change.  This led to 
a desire to change how others saw them (MC6), 
to use their voice to change the ways in which 
young men are labelled and seen (MC9), and to 
pursue leadership, mentoring and other learning 
opportunities (MC8), all of which took place after 
completing the Why Riot? programme. 

MC10
Safety

MC7 Positive
peer cultures

MC1 Critical thinking
MC2 Belonging

MC4 Aspirations
MC Respect

MC3 Attitudes to violence

MC9 Confidence/voice
MC6 Changing perceptions

MC8 Education

Figure E5: Meaningful Change process
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Setbacks and learning opportunities

Towards the end of Why Riot? members of the group got involved in ASB causing damage to a 
local business. Two members left the group after this incident. Others remained and with support 
from LYP youth workers and their Why Riot? group peers, used this as a learning opportunity, 
took responsibility for their actions, made amends and went on to complete the course, 
becoming young role models for others. 

Summary of key change mechanisms
•	 The programme was adapted according to the flexible and need-led approach in which youth 

workers identified and responded to young people’s emerging needs and interests individually 
and collectively.

•	 Positive Role modelling.
•	 A process for fostering positive change-makers.

Youth worker recommendations 
Advice for others using the programme 

•	 Flexible Delivery Methods: Adapting delivery to include a mix of informal, semi-formal, and 
formal settings can help ease participants into structured group work. 

•	 Enhanced Online Components: Expanding the online component of the course can provide 
additional support and flexibility. The interactive online modules, discussion forums, 
and digital case studies can complement in-person sessions and provide continuous 
engagement.  

•	 Peer Mentorship: Introducing a peer mentorship programme where older, more 
experienced participants mentor new members could help ease transitions and provide 
relatable role models. Peer mentors can offer guidance, share experiences, and build a 
sense of community (as with Stephen, peer educator in group D).

•	 Feedback Mechanisms: Robust feedback mechanisms to regularly gather input from 
participants can help refine the course. Anonymous surveys, suggestion boxes, and regular 
feedback sessions can provide insights into what works and what needs improvement.

•	 Gradual Transitions to Formal Settings: The shift from informal to formal group work 
settings posed challenges. Many participants were apprehensive about moving to a more 
structured environment. Include a more gradual transition, perhaps by holding more semi-
formal sessions in familiar settings before moving to a formal venue.

•	 Consistent Follow-Up: Some participants withdrew during the transition to formal settings. 
Implementing more consistent follow-up and support during this phase could help retain 
engagement. Regular check-ins and personal encouragement might mitigate fears.

•	 Individualised Support: While personalised engagement was a strength, more structured 
and individualised support plans could enhance this approach. Tailored plans that address 
the specific needs and challenges of each participant could improve outcomes.

•	 Parental and Community Involvement: Involving parents and community members more 
directly could strengthen the support system for the young men. Workshops/ informational 
sessions for parents and community stakeholders could foster a more supportive 
environment.
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RIOT?WHY
Group F Case 
Study
Overview and key facts

The Why Riot? group helped 
us to understand ourselves. 
But it also like made us face up 
to what we did, how we made 
people feel.
Young male
Group F

Partner Organisation
St Peter’s Immaculata Youth Centre 
(SPIYC)

Co-researchers
Geraldine McAnoy, Eamon Ferrick and 
Stephen Hughes  

Pilot study location
West Belfast Clonard and Falls (Court 
West District Electoral Area) 

Programme type
Gateway programme for marginalised 
detached at risk young people at 
interfaces

Programme delivery location
Youth centre

Initial group
8 young men and women from 
Catholic Nationalist Republican 
(CNR) backgrounds began Why Riot? 
undergoing 6 preparatory sessions.

Final group
A core group of 5 young men and women 
(14-16) from CNR backgrounds

Retention rate
62.5% (5 out of 8 young people 
completed)

Summary of young people’s journey 
Young people in Group F made a remarkable, transformative journey through the Why Riot? 
programme. The group started from very low baselines in all areas, achieving very high levels 
of change in 7 out of 10 indicators by the end of the study, with wider positive impacts on their 
families and other young people. Central to this is how SPIYC applied their philosophy and 
approach to informal education to the Why Riot? Programme, adapting it to the needs of their 
young people including introducing frameworks of social justice and non-violence. One of the 
most striking findings is the impact of SPIYC fulfilling these young people’s core needs, such as 
feeling safe, feeling loved and feeling socially connected on their rich developmental journeys.
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Baseline End of course End of study
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Figure F1: Distance travelled from 
baseline to the end of the Why Riot? 
study measured as meaningful change 
across 10 indicators (MC1-MC10).

Context
Research partner
St Peter’s Immaculata Youth Centre is an independent charitable youth centre in the Lower Falls, 
West Belfast, serving up to 23,000 young people locally with multiple programmes and a pro-
active street-based outreach team working at local interfaces. The youth workers at SPIYC are 
predominantly indigenous, from the Falls and Clonard wards, and share many of the same lived 
experiences of the young people they now work with.  They work in a challenging and volatile 
youth work context and the outreach team take an active role in deescalating violence at local 
interfaces, through both community partnership across the interfaces and direct work with young 
people. They have a ‘no barring’ policy at the centre, they see every young person as a ‘person of 
promise’. 

Participants
Group F is a mixed gender friendship group of 8 young men and women from CNR backgrounds, 
aged 14 to 16. All were involved in and affected by sporadic interface violence, primarily with 
young people from the Shankill. All were detached from youth services and had been identified 
by SPIYC’s outreach team as at risk and needing support in the aftermath of the 2021 riots.

Study location
Clonard and Falls wards of West Belfast are predominantly CNR areas deeply affected by the 
legacy of conflict, with persistently high levels of poverty and deprivation and in the top 10% of 
most deprived areas in Northern Ireland (NIMDM, 2017) with almost 20% [19.54%] of households 
with 3 or more deprivations1.

Key sites of conflict
With young people from other communities at the Falls and Shankill ‘Peacewall’, including Lanark 
Way and other local interfaces, and with their own communities through self-harming and self-
destructive behaviours (e.g. drug or alcohol use and ASB). 

1 NISRA (2021) NRA Household deprivation (Clonard and Falls). Available at: https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/ct0089-household-deprivation-
5-categories; Accessed: 01 May 2025

The distance travelled for Group F 
from their baseline in July 2023 to 
the end of the Why Riot? course in 
February 2024 was 66%. Between 
the end of the course and the end 
of the study in November 2024, this 
increased a further 8%.

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/ct0089-household-deprivation-5-categories
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/publications/ct0089-household-deprivation-5-categories
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Methods
SPIYC has developed a distinct philosophy and approach to youth work and to delivering 
informal learning, informed by their extensive experience living and working in this area of high 
multiple deprivation and with conflict affected and traumatised communities. This philosophy 
centres around young people’s needs, human rights and ownership over their developmental 
process. SPIYC also has a rich culture of learning and staff are nurtured to be deeply self-reflexive 
practitioners and actively employ reflective practice as a learning methodology with the young 
people.  
When delivering WhyRiot? SPIYC used active, experiential learning and reflective practice, 
using theories of social pedagogy and social justice, Kingian non-violence and tools of positive 
disruption as well as strength based, positive language. The youth workers adapted the WhyRiot? 
course structure (breaking up and reordering sections of the modules) and materials to adapt to 
and meet their young people’s developmental needs. They introduced additional materials such 
as on social justice and non-violence. 

Figure F2: Timeline for Group F 

F
Group

July 2023
(Study start)

June 2024
(Graduation)

Nov 2024
(Study end)

Why Riot? courseRecruitment Formal
prep Follow-on engagement

Aug Sep Oct AugJul Sep OctNov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr MayApr May Jun

P0 = Recruitment P1 = Formal prep P2 = Why Riot? course P3 = Follow-on engagement

Recruitment and preparation (P0 & P1) took 5 months, including 6 weeks of specific preparatory 
sessions to build trust and youth ownership of the programme and learn about young people’s 
needs. Course delivery (P2) ran for 5 months made up of 21 sessions as well as wraparound 
activities. At the end of the course, young people asked to take part in a 2-year youth leadership 
cross-community peace programme. This became the groups’ progression pathway (P3), 
continuing beyond the end of the study (November 2024). 

How change was measured
The Why Riot? Meaningful Change (MC) Framework was developed by the co-research team to 
measure changes in 10 indicator areas that youth workers felt were most important to support 
longer terms impacts for young people growing up in and affected by contexts of violence. 
Meaningful Change indicators (MC1 to MC10) and associated measures are detailed in the MC 
table on page 6.
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Key findings
Themes
Youth workers identified and addressed a number of youth issues and concerns. These emerged 
during the preparatory process with young people (yellow) . Others emerged throughout the Why 
Riot? programme (light blue).

Cultures and contexts of violence 
(interpersonal, social and structural) and related traumas

Feelings of exclusion and demonisation within their community / wider society

Feelings of low self esteem

Low confidence in informal education

Self-soothing behaviours (e.g. drugs/ alcohol)

Self-harming and self-destructive behaviours (e.g. interface rioting/ violence) 

Sectarianism e.g. towards ‘them Shankill ones’ 

Educational embarrassment and shame

Racism and sectarianism 
(as underlying fears e.g. of overlooked/ others having more)

Concerns about child exploitation ( e.g. sexual or criminal) 

Social media influence including myths and misinformation

Impact of wider global conflicts (e.g. Israel/Gaza)  

Growing awareness of class and social inequalities 

Figure F3: Group F themes Visible issues at the outset Other emerging issues

Outcomes: Meaningful Change - Group F
This MC table captures findings for this group showing the indicators and measures used and 
levels recorded for young people under each indicator at baseline, during the Why Riot?  course, 
at the end of course and at the end of study. In Group F some sections of the Community and 
Choices modules were used in a different order. Group F also utilised the MC framework in real 
time during their study and the data has enabled the capture of change over time. Changes were 
coded and standardised using a five-point scale from very low to very high and colour coded as 
follows: very low (red), low (pink), medium (yellow), high (light green) and very high (dark green). 
Those on the cusp between two levels are marked by a gradation in colour.   
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Baseline End of courseWhyRiot course End of study

ML-M M-H H-VH

Very highVery low Very highCm Ch C&C As

M
L

HL-M
Very low High Very highCm Ch C&C As

L
HHM

Very low Very high Very highCm Ch C&C As

L L
HM

Very low Very highHighCm Ch C&C As

L
HHH

Very low Very highVery highCm Ch C&C As

VL L
HM

Very low Medium HighCm Ch C&C As

L
HHM

Very low Very highVery highCm Ch C&C As

L VL HM
Very low High HighCm Ch C&C As

L L
H M

Very low Medium HighCm Ch C&C As

HHML-M
Very low Very highVery highCm Ch C&C As

MC1: Critical thinking 
Measures: e.g Self-reflection; 
questioning; problem solving; 
independent decision making

MC2: Belonging/connection 
Measures: e.g Engagement; feeling 
accepted/valued for positive reasons; 
contributing for benefit of others

MC3 Attitudes to violence  
and risky behaviour 
Measures: e.g Understanding their 
drivers of violence; empathy for 
others; changes in behaviour

MC4: Aspirations 
Measures: e.g Thinking beyond 
others’ expectations of them; 
pursuing hopes and aspirations

MC5: Respect 
Measures: e.g Self-respect; greater 
understanding of/ respect for other 
perspectives and values

MC6: How they are seen 
Measures: e.g Positive changes in how 
they see themselves in how they are 
seen by others

MC7: Positive peer cultures 
Measures: e.g Mutual trust, respect 
and positive support; able to ‘be 
themselves’ in the group

MC8: Confidence in 
education and learning 
Measures: e.g Increased confidence 
in abilities; interest in/passion for 
informal/ formal learning

MC9: Self-confidence & 
voice 
Measures: e.g Pride, confidence,  
self-expression; using their voice 
positively for self and others

MC10: Safety 
Measures: e.g Sense of emotional/
physical safety; feeling able to share 
their concerns/feelings

Figure F4: Group F Meaningful Change table Cm: Community, Ch: Choices, 
C&C: Community & Choices, As: Aspirations
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Doing this programme has changed our practice.
Stephen Hughes, SPIYC

Change over time 
•	 Group F began the Why Riot? programme in June 2023, with a Very low baseline in all 10 

areas. 
•	 By the end of the Why Riot? programme in February 2024  they had gone from Very low to 

High or Very high in 8//10 areas.  
•	 By the end of the study in November 2024 this has increased further to High or Very high 

in 10/10 meaningful change areas.  All 5 who completed Why Riot? had disengaged from 
violence and stopped attending interfaces by the end of the study.

Beneficial outcomes for youth workers
SPIYC are continuing to develop and use the Why Riot? programme with other groups and 
are engaging groups of the most marginalised at-risk young people at interfaces. They have 
also integrated the Why Riot? Meaningful change framework into their practice to capture and 
respond to real-time change and to demonstrate the value and outcomes of the processes they 
use through their programmes to other funders. 

Longer term beneficial impacts at group, local and wider/societal levels
After 18 months these young people have not only undergone personal changes. They have 
begun to apply their knowledge in the world, creating ripple effects beyond their Why Riot? 
group to the wider community. 
•	 Reduction in violence: These young people are no longer involved in interface violence 

and anti-social behaviour and actively avoid interfaces. None took part in racially motivated 
violence.

•	 Becoming Peacebuilders: All are now young leaders in a cross-community peace programme 
and building positive relationships with young people from different communities. 

•	 Becoming leaders and positive role models: These young people are volunteering at the 
youth centre, have taken on leadership roles within the centre and are mentors and role 
models for other young people. All have strong positive relationships with youth workers. 
Relationships with families, schools and community have also improved.

•	 Changed relationship towards education: Schools and families have noted change in 
the young people who were previously disengaged. Families have an increased sense of 
confidence and of pride in their children’s educational achievement, particularly after their 
Why Riot? Open University graduation in June 2024. 

•	 Reduction in self-destructive/ self-harming behaviours:  Youth workers have noted how 
young people with specific needs are engaging in health and wellbeing services and receiving 
support via these services and SPIYC. Reducing their self-destructive behaviours has a wider 
social impact. 
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Luke’s story
Eighteen months after starting the Why Riot? programme, Luke [not his real name] aged 
15,  is no longer hanging around or engaged in interface violence. He is also no longer on 

the police or youth justice radar so the potential of him owning a criminal record has reduced 
hugely. He is better engaged in school; the school principal has recorded his changing behaviours, 
and he is on the path for better outcomes in his formal education journey. 
He is also in paid part-time employment which has improved his lifestyle and helped to change 
how he feels about himself and his role within the family and his peer group. Luke better 
understands violence, is more knowledgeable, compassionate and empathetic. He has developed 
different values and aspirations and is more principled. He volunteers in the youth centre and has 
become a more helpful and supportive son at home (according to his mum). 
He takes part in a cross-community peace programme with his peers from the Why Riot? 
programme and is curious and keen to learn more about himself and others, and how sectarianism 
has impacted on his understanding of and relationships with people on the other side of the 
peace walls. Luke has matured and his self-worth has grown, as has his satisfaction with himself 
and with life. Overall, he is a changed young man’

Stephen, Geraldine and Eamon
SPIYC

Observations
Meaningful change process
Based on young people’s needs, SPIYC’s 
priority was to create emotional and 
physical safety for young people 
through the Why Riot? group. 
A safe space (MC10) enabled 
young people to deepen their 
relationships of trust with youth 
worker and group and build a 
sense of connectedness and 
belonging with others through 
the youth centre (MC2). 
Feeling safe enabled them to 
begin to explore themselves 
through self-reflection, and to 
begin to think critically (MC1), 
make connections between 
their own experiences and the 
social world around them, and 
explore how this in turn impacted 
their choices and behaviours including 
around violence. 

MC10
Safety

MC2
Belonging

MC1 Critical 
thinking 

MC7 Positive 
peer cultures
MC5 Respect

MC4 Aspirations
MC8 Education

MC3 Atttitudes to violence 

MC9 Confidence
MC6 changing perceptions

Figure F5: Meaningful Change process
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They developed as a positive peer group (MC7) based on values of emotional honesty and 
respect for themselves and others (MC5). Over time as their aspirations (MC4) expanded and 
their confidence in their educational abilities slowly grew (MC8) they were enabled to make 
different more considered and positive choices in their lives. Through their deeper understanding 
of themselves and violence their attitudes and behaviours also changed (MC3).  Areas such as 
self-confidence, pride and voice (MC9) and changing others’ perceptions (MC6) increased over 
time as the young people continued to develop through their ongoing activities with SPIYC

Challenges / setbacks
For this group who started at a very low baseline, changes in some areas appear to need more 
time. Three areas where young people were still earlier in their journeys at the end of the study 
were: 
•	 MC6: How others see them - young people found some in the community still labelled them as 

‘hoods’, ‘scumbags’ or ‘druggies’ even when they had changed their behaviours. This MC may 
have been impacted by study requirements not to publicise the programme / participants. 
This meant that young people’s achievements were not publicly  celebrated..

•	 MC 9: Self-confidence & voice – given their starting point, self-confidence is taking time to 
grow.

•	 MC 8: Confidence in formal education – again given their starting point, confidence building 
takes time in this area. While some difficulties remain with confidence in formal education, 
young people have been successfully supported to return to school; others are completing 
qualifications with Open College Network NI.

Summary of key change mechanisms
•	 A holistic culture of learning and support developed around and adapted to young people’s 

needs and possibilities. 
•	 A structured developmental approach to fostering self-awareness and understanding before 

exploring conflict and violence and its impacts, enabling young people to make different 
choices about violence and non-violence.

•	 A social justice and social pedagogy approach to community-based education that helped 
young people contextualise their lived experiences in their wider social worlds, using  
non-judgmental/ strength-based approaches, enabling them to become agents of change.

You’se care what we do. But you care why we do 
it, if you know what I mean.
Young woman
Group F 
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Youth worker recommendations 
Advice for others using the programme 

•	 Commit to the relationship with the young people beyond the delivery process.
•	 Have a clear progression route for the young people.
•	 Deal with the needs of the young people first and understand their lived realities and 

lifestyles. 
•	 Understand the community context such as poverty, connectivity with violence and how 

young people are understood and accepted. 
•	 The use of strength-based youth work is key to the philosophical position of the youth 

worker’s relationship with young people.
•	 Staff must be willing to discuss the issues young people bring to the relationship no matter 

how contentious they might be.

Practical tips

•	 Adapt the course structure to facilitate your young people’s needs: In this case a 
developmental approach is useful as it takes the young people on a journey of self-exploration 
and development before exploring violence and why it manifests itself in rioting.

•	 Build in recruitment and preparation time: Use this in a structured and developmental way 
to address core needs such as safety and trust building, needs assessment and to introduce 
young people to new ways of learning.

•	 Take your time: Engaging detached youth into a structured community education programme 
takes time and needs to be done at the pace of the young people

•	 Language matters: Using non-judgmental and strength-based language makes a significant 
difference to young people’s self-respect and self-worth, reframes a problem and illustrates 
different ways of understanding their behaviours (For example: describing drug misuse as self-
soothing/ self-destructive behaviours)  

•	 Use methodologies that actively encourage young people to reflect and think critically and 
make wider connections e.g. experiential learning, positive disruption and reflection circles. 

•	 Use tools that empower through self-knowledge and awareness: Examples include the Circle 
of Control concept, or the Kingian nonviolence methodology.  

•	 Build in real world learning opportunities: These can be directly linked to course themes or 
in response to emergent needs e.g. meals, road trips and activities that provide learning 
opportunities which build confidence or open up different ways of seeing and thinking about 
the world.



Learning from

WHY RIOT?
Addressing the ‘whys’  

beneath youth violence

View the Why Riot? course at bit.ly/whyriot

For more information on this 
research and to download the  
Report and accompanying  
Appendix of case studies, visit  
Open Societal Challenges 

https://societal-challenges.open.ac.uk/challenges/ 
co-creating-dialogic-spaces-for-peaceful-changemaking/145

http://bit.ly/whyriot
https://societal-challenges.open.ac.uk/challenges/co-creating-dialogic-spaces-for-peaceful-changemaking/145
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