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Key findings / evaluation summary 

The purpose of this evaluation was to determine whether the Talking Young Men programme 

improved the perceived Life Effectiveness of the young men taking part, and to explore the 

programme’s perceived benefits to participants. 

Programme evaluation was designed to be outcome-based, with a pre-post test design, which 

included a modified version of the YAR-PET Life Effectiveness Questionnaire, developed by 

James Neill (Neill, Marsh, & Richards, 2003), programme generated questions, and content 

analysis of recorded interviews with participants and staff involved in the Talking Young Men 

programme.  

Ten Young men were initially referred to the programme (by the Torbay Integrated Youth Support 

Service) and met with the project lead to be assessed. Seven young men subsequently signed up 

to take part in the programme.  They each took part in a number of sessions throughout the 

fourteen weeks. Two young men completed the full programme. 

The YAR-PET Life Effectiveness Questionnaire measures 12 domains of personal effectiveness; 

self esteem, effective problem solving, creative self expression, communication skills, self 

confidence, goal setting, cooperative teamwork, locus of control, conflict resolution, community 

engagement, reflective journaling, healthy risk taking and environmental stewardship. 

Survey data suggests that the programme had a particularly positive impact on 5 of the 12 

domains; goal setting, creative self-expression, healthy risk taking, conflict resolution and 

effective problem solving.  It also had an impact on communication skills, self-confidence, 

cooperative teamwork and environmental stewardship. 

Participant interviews showed that one of the participants who took part for the duration of the 

project, believed his life has changed as a result of the programme. He reported making the 

decision to stop committing crime, which he directly attributed to his involvement in the Talking 

Young Men programme (see CW case study).  This was strongly backed up by IYSS staff 

interviews and Ben Yeger’s session notes and post-programme interview; all of which noted 

significant changes in that young person.   
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Project overview  

Talking Young Men is an Encounters Arts creative and therapeutic programme working with young 

men (aged between 11 and 17) at the risk of offending, exclusion and anti-social behaviour.  

Talking Young Men Torbay 2014 was delivered by Encounters in partnership with the Torbay 

Integrated Youth Support Service (IYSS) and Write to Freedom. It ran from March to July 2014, 

and consisted of eleven indoor group sessions taking place in the late afternoon, and two outdoor 

‘Wilderness’ days which ran from 9am to 5pm and took place in nearby woodland/ moorland.  

The project fused Encounter’s Arts creative and therapeutic group work methodology with 

elements of Write to Freedom’s Wilderness courses and ‘Tribe Warrior’ course narrative. 

Programme Participants 

Ten Young Men were referred to the programme through the Torbay Integrated Youth Support 

Service (during a 5 week recruitment period) and seven signed up to take part in the programme 

following a referral meeting with Ben Yeger (Encounters Lead Artist).   Ages ranged from 16 to 18 

years old.  

Four young men became regular attenders. 

Sadly, regular attender CC was taken into custody for a previously committed crime before the 

project finished.  Regular attender RC had his tag removed mid-way through the programme and 

lost contact with the IYSS team.  This left just 2 attenders by the end of the programme, with no 

possibility of contacting CC and RC for programme evaluation purposes.  

Young men who are in contact with IYSS teams typically lead chaotic and unstructured lives, so 

there was an expectation that some participants might ‘dip’ in and out of the programme and the 

level of attendance achieved was typical of similar programmes. 

Talking Young Men session attendance record: 

Session # CC CW LD RC MK SC JO 

1  X X X  X X 

2 X X  X X X  

3 (2.4.14) X X  X X X  

4 (23.4.14) X X X X    

5 (30.4.14) X X X     

6 (7.5.14) X X  X    

7 (14.5.14) X X X X    

8 
Outdoor day 

X X      

9 X X X     

10 (4.6.14) X X X     

11 (7.6.14) 
Outdoor day  

 X      

12 (11.6.14)  X X     

13 (17.6.14)  X      

14 (25.6.14)   X     
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Programme Facilitation 

Sessions were facilitated by Ben Yeger (Encounters Arts) with support from Oliver Hill (IYSS).  

Caspar Walsh (Write to Freedom) joined Ben Yeger to facilitate four indoor sessions and two 

outdoor ‘Wilderness’ days, where the team were also joined by bushcraft facilitators Robin 

Bowman, John Elsworthy and archery instructor Gordon Monaghan (all from Write to Freedom), 

and film-maker Emilio Mula (Encounters).The 13 indoor sessions explored various aspects of 

being a young man in today’s society: exploring themes of trust, gratitude, identity, change, choice, 

changing narrative, relationship, honesty, authenticity, violence and conflict.  Sessions drew on 

drama therapy techniques and incorporated themes from Caspar Walsh’s novel Tribe Warrior 

which was written in collaboration with young offenders.  The Tribe Warrior narrative focuses on a 

young man who is on a quest to find his purpose in life and to transform his fear and blindness into 

a path of seeing and deeper understanding. 

Ben Yeger and Caspar Walsh worked on bringing the Tribe Warrior story to life, and the two 

Wilderness days included activities that re-enacted scenes from the novel, along with 

contemporary ‘rites of passage’, bushcraft, nature connection, and healthy risk-taking activities. 
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Evaluation Design and Framework 

Programme evaluation was designed to be outcome-based, with a pre-post test design.             

The evaluation methods used consisted of: 

 a modified version of the YAR-PET Life Effectiveness Questionnaire, developed by James Neill 

(Neill, Marsh, & Richards, 2003) 

 programme generated questions 

 content analysis of recorded interviews with participants of the Talking Young Men programme 

 content analysis of facilitator reflective diaries 

 content analysis of recorded interviews with IYSS staff and programme facilitators 

* The YAR-PET Life Effectiveness Questionnaire measures 13 domains of personal effectiveness; 

self esteem, effective problem solving, creative self expression, communication skills, self 

confidence, goal setting, cooperative teamwork, locus of control, conflict resolution, community 

engagement, reflective journaling, healthy risk taking and environmental stewardship. 

See: Neill, J. T., Marsh, H. W., & Richards, G. E. (2003). The Life Effectiveness Questionnaire: 

Development and psychometrics. Unpublished manuscript, University of Western Sydney, Sydney, 

NSW, Australia. 

Project aims, objectives and indicators 

In addition to the 13 domains (outcomes) measured by the YAR-PET Life Effectiveness 

Questionnaire (self esteem, effective problem solving, creative self expression, communication 

skills, self confidence, goal setting, cooperative teamwork, locus of control, conflict resolution, 

community engagement, reflective journaling, healthy risk taking and environmental stewardship),  

the following intended outcomes were identified by the staff team prior to the project commencing: 

 Increased desire for change  

 Raised aspirations  

 More direction for the future 

 Improved relationship skills  

 Increased connection to nature  

 Increased empathy   

 Increased connectedness to others and to the community 

 Increased trust in others 

A set of indicators for each outcome was not established prior the programme commencing, hence 

one of the aims of this evaluation was also to identify indicators that could be monitored on future 

programmes. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.wilderdom.com/abstracts/NeillMarchRichards2003LEQDevelopmentPsychometrics.htm
http://www.wilderdom.com/abstracts/NeillMarchRichards2003LEQDevelopmentPsychometrics.htm
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LEQ Questionnaire findings 

Survey data suggests that the programme had a strongly positive impact on 5 of the 13 domains; 

goal setting, creative self-expression, healthy risk taking, conflict resolution and effective problem 

solving.  There was a positive effect on self esteem, communication skills, self-confidence, 

cooperative teamwork and environmental stewardship.  There were no measurable changes found 

to Reflective Journaling, Locus of Control or Community Engagement. 

The chart below shows effect size and percentile change from survey 1 (session 3) to survey 2 

(final session) on each of the 13 domains of personal effectiveness: 
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Effect size and percentile change on LEQ domains

Effect size percentile change

YAR-PET (LEQ) Survey Findings on Creative Self-Expression 

Survey results showed a positive change in perceived creative self-expression, with a 66.7 percentile 

change between survey 1 and survey 2, and a 0.53 effect size. 

Participant LD’s survey showed the largest change from survey 1 to 2, where he initially scored 

statements such as ‘I explore my thoughts and feelings creatively, such as through art, drama or drama’ 

with a 0, which he later scored with a 5 in the second survey. 

Nb: Due to the small sample size findings are presented for interest only rather than a statistical summary or overview. 
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Outcome: Goal Setting  

Although goal setting was not a direct focus of the sessions, 

participants and IYSS staff reported a notable increase in 

the young men’s motivation to identify and set goals.  Here 

are some examples from interviews: 

N: What are you looking forward to in the future? 

CW: like getting a job, paying for some holidays...get my 

own flat and everything, yeah 

 Ben:  So if you were to say what you’ve got from this 

course what would it be?... 

CW: ...Motivation to be able to do what I wanna do 

Ben:  How have you got motivation to do what you want to 

do? How does it work? 

CW: Well this group’s like pushed my forward to see my 

goals more clearer, like what I wanna do 

Ben: And what is it you wanna do? 

CW: Well I just wanna stay out of trouble and get a job 

In direct contradiction to his survey findings (see above right), LD claimed in his interview that he 

had no future goals and the project had had no impact on his future: “It’s not made no changes to 

my future at all.  No.  My future is my future. I’m gonna live it how I want.” 

 

Suggested indicators for this outcome: 

Participants identify and speak of their future goals during sessions. 

Participants take steps towards achieving these goals outside of sessions, resulting in positive life 

changes such as new employment, changes in living circumstances etc 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

YAR-PET (LEQ) Survey Findings 

Goal setting showed a very strong 

increase in survey results, with LD and 

CW’s final session combined scores 

showing a 62.5% increase from the 

first surveys they completed.  The 

effect size was an equally strong 1.58. 

LD’s survey responses showed the 

greatest change in how he perceived 

his ability to set and achieve goals, 

with his composite score increasing 

from 3.5 to 7.5 from the first to final 

survey.  This appeared to be the most 

significant area of change for him. 

Nb: Due to the small sample size findings are 

presented for interest only rather than a 

statistical summary or overview. 
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Outcome: Raised Aspirations 

The Torbay IYSS staff member that attended all sessions (Oliver) saw this as a key outcome of the 

project: 

Oliver: Yeah, certainly looking at the future, looking at what’s out there, sort of opening up his 

horizons really to that.” 

Oliver: ... showing to young people, to LD in particular that there’s more out there than sitting at 

home and doing nothing with your life, and just offending.  Just actually giving them the opportunity 

to want to go out and make something for themselves.   

Oliver felt that the Wilderness days in particular helped raise the young men’s aspirations, which 

he felt was enabled by the culture of trust and openness that had already been developed within 

the group.  He believed that engaging in new experiences and environments directly helped raise 

aspirations:  

O:  the days out...well, the day out that I witnessed, the two lads were in a different 

world...completely in a different world.  They were away from Torquay, or Torbay, they were in a 

place they’ve never ever, ever been before, and they were in a woods that they’ve never ever been 

before, and they did some things that they’ve never, ever, EVER done before, and they probably 

will never do again.  So for them, it kind of felt for me, that they were in a different world, 

experiencing new things all the time, all day. 

N: and do you think that’s beneficial in itself? 

O: Certainly,certainly 

N: And do you know why? 

O: ...just getting them away from their crap environments you know, really negative environments, 

really negative friends or friend groups, friend circles......maybe their parents are negative, 

maybe...just everything they’ve been around is negative.  Disengaged in education, don’t have a 

job, not looking for a job, being able to get them away from the area for a day, to learn that there’s 

more out there than just staying in the area and doing drugs and committing crimes.   

 

Suggested indicators for this outcome:  

IYSS staff notice positive changes in participants during and outside of group sessions. 

Participants engage in new (healthy) experiences and environments.    
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Outcome: Increased Self Confidence  

Oliver (IYSS team member who attended all sessions) 

reported noticing increased confidence in 2 participants in 

particular: 

Oliver: I can only imagine that it’s helped in terms of 

being able to go out for job interviews. Having that 

confidence to be able to apply for jobs. 

N: So you’ve seen a change in confidence with that 

individual [CW]? 

Oliver: Oh yeah definitely… I mean talking about 

confidence, his confidence was quite high anyway coming 

into the group, but now it’s just sky-high, in the group. 

Now whether, cos I haven’t been able to observe him in 

real life situations, other than the group, I can’t really talk 

for that... 

N: And in terms of the other 2 lads who are still involved in the programme now, would you say 

there’s anything that you’ve noticed as changes in them? 

Oliver: Yeah, I would say LD, he’s certainly a lot more confident as well, and communicates a little 

bit more than when he first started.  I would say his reluctance to get involved has completely 

changed.  He now will get involved without being asked to get involved, whereas at the beginning 

of the group, certainly doing some warm up exercises, he wouldn’t get involved in.  He mentioned 

numerous times on the phone to me after the group, coming into the youth offending team, I went 

out for a coffee with him and he said ‘I will not get involved with any of the warm up exercises’, and 

he does that now without thinking about it.   Doesn’t have to be asked to do it, does it without 

thinking about it…so I’m really, really pleased with that aspect of him. I would say, confidence with 

him aswell, as I just said, confidence is sky high with him at the moment. 

‘Started the group with a check in. This has happened every week with the invitation to hold a 

symbolic antler (as a talking stick). In past sessions the boys have shown resistance to holding the 

antler as they seemed embarrassed. In this round they each held the antler with purpose and what 

seemed like real respect, and each and every one of them opened up. Sharing what had gone on 

for them during the week and beyond, mainly having the courage to share the difficult and painful 

moments.’                                                                                    (from Ben Yeger’s session 5 notes) 

Suggested indicators for this outcome:    

Willingness to engage in practical group activities 

Verbal confidence within the group setting  

Reduced embarrassment/ resistance to group activities 

Physical confidence during group activities – ie body language 

Taking positive actions outside of the group, resulting in new employment for example.  

                                                                  

YAR-PET (LEQ) Survey Findings 

The LEQ questionnaires completed 

show a 16% rise in perceived self-

confidence from session 3 to the final 

session surveys, with an effect size of 

0.71. 

LD’s responses showed the biggest 

rise in perceived self confidence, with 

his composite score rising from 5 to 

6.33.  His response to the statement ‘I 

know I can do anything I want’ rose 

from 5 to 8 from survey 1 to survey 2.  

Nb: Due to the small sample size findings are 

presented for interest only rather than a statistical 

summary or overview. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nb: Due to the small sample size (only 2 participants 

completed the final survey) none of the survey 

findings can be considered statistically significant, 

and findings are presented for interest only. 
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Outcome: Connection to Nature  

Analysis of interview transcriptions with participants and 

staff found two key indicators of increased connection to 

nature; recognising nature as a wellbeing resource and an 

increased desire to spend time in nature. 

Recognising Nature as a wellbeing resource: 

N: OK.  How do you feel when you spend time in nature? 

CW: like more relaxed cos there’s like no drama going on. 

Yeah.  

 “He said himself that being in the woods meant he could 

chill and not have all the distractions he faces when he is in 

Torbay.”                                      Ben Yeger’s session notes  

Wanting to spend more time in nature: 

N: Did you spend much time in nature before this project? 

CW: Not really no. 

N: Do you spend more now? 

CW: No, but like if someone said to me ‘let’s go camping’ 

I’d say yeah ok 

N: So you want to spend more time in nature now? 

CW: Yeah, I wouldn’t mind it 

Staff also commented that the sessions taking place in a natural, outdoor environment was 

beneficial in itself, and led to increased engagement in the session: 

Oliver: I think that for me is a real key area, the outdoors.  The indoors is valuable, the outdoors – 

you get a lot more out of them... 

N: So you’ve mentioned about engaging them throughout the whole session, have you noticed any 

difference when they’ve been indoors or outdoors with that? 

Oliver: Yeah…if this was to run again, we’d need more outdoor work... for them, it kind of felt for 

me, that they were in a different world, experiencing new things all the time, all day. 

Suggested indicators  

Participants report wanting to spend more time in nature. 

Participants report having spent time in nature; going camping etc     

Participants report feeling more relaxed/ more open/ more free/ less guarded/ having improved 

wellbeing as a result of being in nature 

 

YAR-PET (LEQ) Survey Findings 

The YAR-PET survey measured 

Increased sense of environmental 

stewardship (a sense of responsibility 

for quality of surrounding environment 

and conservation). 

Results indicated a slight increase in 

this area, with a 10% positive 

percentile change (0.31 effect size) for 

CW and LD’s scores combined.  LD did 

not participate in either outdoor day 

and his composite scores for this 

outcome did not change.  CW attended 

both outdoor sessions, interestingly his 

response to the statement ‘I believe 

humans must live in harmony with 

nature in order to survive’ increased 

from a likert scale score of ‘2’ to a ‘6’ 

over the course of the project. 

Nb: Due to the small sample size findings are 

presented for interest only rather than a statistical 

summary or overview. 
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Outcome: Increased Trust in Others 

Developing trust within the group was a key part of the 

process for facilitators, and starting with the first session 

many exercises took place around this theme.  The hope 

was that by creating a contained group that trusted one 

another, this might carry across into other interactions and 

relationships outside of the group. 

CW reported trusting other people more as a result of the 

group.  LD said that he ‘still don’t trust nobody’ in his final 

interview, but had previously said differently within the 

group setting.   

Ben: I think relationship is the major thing that I think 

we’ve succeeded with.  I think that both CW and LD report 

that they’ve mostly learnt to trust others more.  So I think 

that’s the core of the group, that’s what has been really 

successful. 

Ben: what was it like being blindfolded? 

CW: …it was ok, like trusting...with the blindfold bit, trusting that was a bit difficult 

Ben: how was it for you to do the blindfolded bit in relation to the story, how did it feel? 

CW: it was good… trusting, y’know...giving you the trust for me to be blindfolded and walking along 

on my own, it was a bit difficult...but after I knew you weren’t going to lead me into a river or 

anything, I felt kind of...more confident walking  

CW: Well at first I felt a bit more...detached from everyone, but as the group’s gone further and 

further along I’ve opened up and been more trusting… 

James (IYSS): I think in the young person I referred, there’s 

an element of increased trust in the service that we’re offering 

here...that it’s not about punishment in a youth offending team, 

it’s about change and it’s about helping somebody to change. 

So I think it’s probably put that message out.  In terms of the 

young person specifically, I’d say that his trust has increased 

with us, he’s more open about his problems and his issues 

with us, because of us accessing this potentially... with the 

young men’s group he’s actually felt like ok the youth 

offending team are actually trying to support me here, they’ve 

provided me with this, they actually want to help me change in 

a positive way.  So it’s built trust with us here. 

Suggested indicators: 

Participants display readiness to engage in group trust exercises, and ‘open up’ to the group more.                                 

Participants show increased trust in IYSS team and services 

 

Survey Findings 

An additional question about trust was 

added to the survey; ‘Generally 

speaking, would you say that most 

people can be trusted, or that you can’t 

be too careful in dealing with people?’, 

with a response scale of 0 to 10 (zero 

being ‘can’t be too careful’ and 10 

being ‘most people can be trusted’). 

When the first survey was completed in 

session 4, the average score circled 

was 3 (4 young men responded to the 

question).  In the final surveys, CW 

circled the number 4 (1 higher than his 

previous score), LD circled 6 (the same 

score he circled in the first survey). 



13 
 

Outcome: Healthy risk taking 

Taking part in activities that involved healthy risk-taking 

was one of the central threads of the programme.  The 

young men who engaged in these activities gained a 

sense of achievement and pride out of them.  Physically 

learning how taking positive risk feels, as opposed to the 

more habitual negative risk-taking, seemed to be of benefit 

to participants. 

‘CW did the whole activity despite the fact that he was 

quite concerned about getting wet he showed courage, 

trust and commitment and I think he came away with some 

pride in himself that he had taken part in such a thing’           

(from Ben Yeger’s session notes) 

CW: before I came to the group I was getting arrested like 

every other week, every weekend and stuff, and now I 

don’t... 

‘We turned to doing an exercise where I say statements and they have to position themselves on a 

spectrum between ‘ agree' and ‘ disgree' and then explain why they have placed themselves where 

they have.  A few example Statements: "I wish I made better choices in my life so far” - once 

more they all agreed and said that they wished that they hadn’t done what they had done and then 

maybe they wouldn’t be here (in the YOT) right now.’                                                                                                         

From Ben Yeger’s session 3 notes 

Ben Yeger: “It’s a really interesting reality that I find that they at the beginning are quite resistant.  

By the end they’ve forgotten that they were ever resistant.  In a really simple way, in moments 

during the project…they’ve forgotten what they were like.  And that’s in 12 weeks.  12 weeks is 

nothing at all compared to 18 years of being conditioned.” 

 

Suggested indicators: 

Reduced offending due to a decrease in unhealthy risk taking. 

Reduced substance/ alcohol consumption  

Willingness to engage in new activities and adventures despite fear and resistance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

YAR-PET (LEQ) Survey Findings 

Healthy risk-taking was one of the 

domains or outcomes showing the biggest 

change between survey 1 and survey 2, 

with a 53.8 percentile change and effect 

size of 0.86.   The composite score for 

survey 1 was 3.25, rising to 5 in survey 2. 

CW’s survey results showed a significant 

leap from a composite score of 1 to a 

score of 4.5 in the final survey, which is in 

keeping with the changes he reports 

making to his behaviour. 

Nb: Due to the small sample size findings are 

presented for interest only rather than a statistical 

summary or overview. 
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Case Study: CW, 17 years old. 

CW was referred to the project by his IYSS 

worker.  He was a repeat young offender, 

getting regularly arrested for the same offence 

(attempted car theft).  He was living in 

supported housing, having been brought up in 

care.  He attended group sessions consistently 

and was the most engaged group member; 

often participating in activities when the other 

young men declined.   He reported having 

difficulties with ‘academic’ tasks like reading and 

writing, and preferred ‘getting up and doing 

something’.  At the start of the project, CW was 

working in an apprenticeship, which he left after a few weeks because he wasn’t enjoying it.   

In session 3, during an exercise which involved responding to statements and positioning 

themselves on a spectrum between ‘agree’ and ‘disagree’, CW strongly agreed with the statement 

‘I am what I am and I can’t change’, saying he had tried 4 times to change, and that there was no 

chance he could change now because it was too late (from Ben Yeger’s session notes).  

CW attended every Talking Young Men session (apart from the last), and was the only young man 

to attend both outdoor days.  CW showed understanding and commitment to the programme from 

the early sessions.  During a video interview in session 4, CW said “what I’m hoping to get out of 

this group...is meeting new people, seeing what I’m doing and being more aware of 

everything…what I do wrong…and whereabouts it started and why I did it.” 

 CWs level of engagement and participation during early group sessions seemed to contradict his 

behaviour outside of the group, where he continued getting arrested for committing the same crime 

every weekend.  However, he seemed to reach a pivotal turning point during session 8: 

“For me the main plus that happened in this session was CW and his willingness to show emotion. 

CW has been the most constant attender and has engaged in all activities with enthusiasm and no 

resistance - he has been an engaged participant. And he has been offending every weekend.  In 

my opinion he has been switched off, not connected to the meaning of anything, heart closed and 

fearful of revealing how things are for real.  

In this session he opened up, showed feelings and showed weakness. Allowed himself to be down 

and ask for support. LD was great in offering him some support and empathy… We had a chat at 

the end with CW about his housing situation checking that he is getting the support he needs to not 

be homeless and I directly said to him that he should call someone/James/me/Ollie if he felt he 

needed to go out and offend to chuck it all away. He seemed fully committed to dealing with his 

situation in a different way.” (from Ben Yeger’s session 8 notes) 

From that point forwards, CW stopped getting arrested.  He attributed this change in behaviour to 

his taking part in Talking Young Men: 

N: ...How have you found it? 

CW: Yeah it’s been decent.  Really helping. 

N: Brilliant.  What’s it been helping with? 
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CW: Like...before I came to the group I was getting arrested like every other week, every weekend 

and stuff, and now I don’t...so 

N: And do you think that’s because of the group or because of other stuff? 

CW:...the group. 

N: Really?  Right 

CW: yeah 

N: So what is it about the group that’s been that powerful for you? 

CW: Ummm, I  dunno, just seeing people that don’t want me to get arrested and all that stuff. 

(from CW’s final session interview) 

CW attended the programme’s second outdoor day.  He engaged thoroughly with the day, and 

took part in a rite of passage ‘ritual’ that involved retrieving a sword from a river and stating what 

he wanted to change in his life; 

‘In the final circle, each man had to take the 

sword and declare what they wanted to 

change in their lives and CW was very 

clear that he wanted to work hard to stay 

out of trouble. It seemed that being 

witnessed by a circle of Men had 

significance for him and somehow makes it 

more binding.’  

(From Ben Yeger’s session notes) 

James (IYSS): I think him turning up to 

every session is probably quite an identifier 

that he’s been benefitting from it. 

Particularly as he’s got quite challenging 

circumstances that he’s living in at the 

moment, for him to make those sessions and have a good opinion of Ben and the residential when 

there was other people there, so it must be beneficial for him. 
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Case Study: LD, 17 years old  

LD was referred to the Talking Young Men 

programme by his YOT worker.  He was living in 

Torquay temporarily, having committed a significant 

amount of offences in Plymouth that led to him being 

placed in supported housing in Torquay. 

He said that his main motivations for attending the 

group were to have a laugh with the other lads, and to 

get out of where he was living for a couple of hours. 

LD had a strong sense of humour, and this seemed to be his preferred way of interacting with other 

people.  He spoke in his video diary about how people are either ‘alright’ or ‘idiots’ and that he 

considered the Talking Young Men project staff to be alright, otherwise he wouldn’t keep attending.  

LD didn’t take part in either outdoor day, which IYSS staff thought was due to his father 

disapproving of him going along (partly due to concerns about his son’s diabetes). 

His IYSS worker, Kath gave some more insight into LD: 

Kath: …I mean he’s resistant to change is LD, so I think the group’s been good for him in that 

sense.  And I think he liked the last session because it was just him and Charlie and they’re the 

two that take it seriously… 

N: Right, so he’s been quite…influenced by who’s been attending? 

Kath: I think he has, I mean I fed back to LD that…he’s a strong group member, that he gives a 

mature approach.  Because the feedback I get from Ben, I feed back as part of my encouragement 

of keeping him going if you see what I mean… I tried that with his dad about the residential 

weekend, but dad wasn’t having any of it..., I know the last session was looking at the relationship 

with his dad, but when I asked LD about it, he just said yeah it was all good and then changed the 

subject  

LD was very resistant to the idea that taking part in the group would change him in anyway, yet 

IYSS staff and Ben Yeger noticed a few changes in his behaviour since he joined the group, such 

as increased confidence, supporting other group members, taking part in activities such as trust 

exercises despite strong initial resistance, and as Kath put it “The fact that he keeps going speaks 

volumes!” 

His survey responses in the final session survey showed considerable changes in the ‘self 

confidence’ and ‘goal setting’ domains.  This coincided with him making some significant life 

changes outside of the group: 

Oliver: “… when he came into the group his life was, um I wouldn’t say chaotic, but it wasn’t as 

structured as it is now.  He’s finishing college, he’s just got himself a job, which is brilliant, and I 

would say partly the group has helped him with that.” 

Oliver: “I would say his reluctance to get involved has completely changed.  He now will get 

involved without being asked to get involved, whereas at the beginning of the group, certainly 

doing some warm up exercises, he wouldn’t get involved.  He mentioned numerous times on the 

phone to me after the group, coming into the youth offending team, I went out for a coffee with him 

and he said ‘I will not get involved with any of the warm up exercises’, and he does that now 
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without thinking about it.   Doesn’t have to be asked to do it, does it without thinking about it…so 

I’m really, really pleased with that aspect of him.  

Characteristically, LD was quick to establish in his final video interview that his life was his own and 

Talking Young Men wouldn’t change him.  When asked what he would remember about the group, 

he responded ‘Ben’s handshake’.  Ben considered this to be a sign of recognition that a trusting 

relationship had been formed between himself and LD. 
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IYSS staff Reflections on this programme 

The IYSS staff members who were interviewed by the project evaluator spoke positively about 

many aspects of the Talking Young Men programme.  Staff member Oliver who attended every 

session stated “Well it’s been successful definitely because we know one lad’s life has changed”.   

The staff team also suggested a number of logistical and reporting improvements that they felt 

would help integrate similar projects into their heavy workloads more easily.  One staff member 

spoke of how he believed that the Talking Young Men sessions had allowed one participant to 

develop a deeper trust in the IYSS team, and had subsequently strengthened the team’s 

relationships with that individual.  A number of other themes emerged from staff interviews:  

Innovative activities 

Members of the IYSS staff team who attended sessions were particularly impressed by some of 

the more dynamic, kinaesthetic activities that took place on the wilderness days.  Two members of 

staff specifically referred to one of the central rite of passage activities; pulling a sword from water 

and setting an intention: 

James: I guess some of the methods that have been used in terms of going out into the 

wilderness, I think one of them was pulling the sword from the kind of water and saying what you 

want to change about yourself, I think that was a positive surprise, cos it’s quite alternative and I 

think with learning, y’know I’ve been doing this for sort of years, sometimes learning for young 

people does need to be kinaesthetic, it needs to be hands on sort of learning, and experiential, 

rather than just talking heads, which is sometimes what it turns into.  So I think in terms of it being 

an experiential thing for the young person, as a different experience that they’re doing, it’s quite 

powerful, and more of that sort of stuff needs to happen in my opinion. 

Ed: I think that some elements of it were brilliant...there were some exercises that we did...um, we 

did an exercise with a sword in the ground at the end of the day; you pull the sword out of the 

ground and say things that you want to change...and that was, there was some really, really 

powerful stuff there.  

Equality and respect 

IYSS staff member Ed was impressed by the level of equality and mutual respect that he 

witnessed during the sessions he attended: 

Ed:…And I found it really interesting that the other guys on the course, the adults that were running 

the course, they also appeared to be benefitting from it equally, it was almost like everybody was 

going through this process of change to some extent…and I thought that was a really good way of 

working...I mean I try and work quite like that anyway, but it’s really difficult within a statutory 

setting sometimes to get to that point.  And there was a lot of equality there, and I thought that was 

really important.  It wasn’t like it was us being the authority figures, and I try and do that as much 

as I can with young people anyway, I probably do that more than a lot of people at work, in this 

kind of work anyway.  I thought that felt really nice, and I wanted to try and take that away from it.  

That more of a side-by-side kind of approach was really good. 

Logistics 

IYSS staff were asked how they would improve future programmes of this type.  Their responses 

largely focused on the logistics of the programme and included the following: 
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 Maximise on numbers for initial referals as there will always be drop off  

 Sessions remain at pre-set days and times, with no mid-programme changes to days/ 

times/ venues.  The late afternoon timing worked well. 

 Ensure residential process and outdoor days are clearly communicated and understood/ 

supported by all IYSS staff at the start of the programme 

 Consider holding the programme during the summer holidays/ end of school/ college term 

since summer holidays are when many of the young men have minimal structure. 

 Explore ways that the IYSS team might involve parents/ carers/ case workers by providing 

information sheets about the project and inviting them along for an information session prior 

to the first session.  Consider including parents/ carers in programme evaluation. 

 Consider a shorter programme duration, with a more equal balance between outdoor and 

indoor sessions 

 Continue to e mail post-session reports to IYSS team, but include a succinct session 

summary at the top of each report. 
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Recommendations for future programmes 

This Talking Young Men programme clearly had a profound impact on one of the participants, and 

enabled other participants to make positive changes to their lives and grow in confidence.   

It has however been hard to measure the impact of this programme using the pre-post test design 

due to the sheer number of external events and circumstances in the young men’s lives that either 

interrupted or cut short their attendance. Completing evaluation surveys or being interviewed at 

regular points throughout the programme can interrupt the ‘flow’ of sessions and easily become a 

contributory factor to decreased session attendance so the decision was made to evaluate towards 

the end of the process.  One suggestion for future programmes is to have an increased emphasis 

on the IYSS staff member (supporting the lead facilitator) in programme evaluation and monitoring, 

who could be responsible for carrying out informal (ie one or two question) interviews with 

participants during or after sessions, and perhaps completing a staff observations sheet at each 

session, which could be used alongside the lead facilitator session reports.  One to one interviews 

with participants worked well in some instances, and was met with resistance in others.  The 

combination of YAR-PET (LEQ) questionnaire data with participant and staff interview transcripts 

provided a multi-faceted insight into the two participants who attended for the duration of the 

programme, but was a time-consuming approach. 

Future programmes could focus on measuring the key outcomes of this programme in more depth, 

although further work in developing indicators and monitoring techniques for these outcomes would 

be required at the planning stages of any future programmes.   

Maintaining a strong emphasis on practical group work and activities for young men was clearly 

successful.  The value of taking the young men away from their usual environments was also 

apparent, and those that attended the Wilderness days clearly benefitted from doing so. 

Encounters Arts and Write to Freedom might consider offering longer term mentoring support post 

group-sessions for those who have responded well to the programme and/or formed particular 

bonds with a member of the staff team.  This would help to sustain any positive life changes made 

by those individuals, and provide a consistency of support.  Having the flexibility to fund this may 

however be a challenge.   

IYSS staff support was integral to the programme’s success.  Where staff members took a more 

active role in assisting and encouraging the young people they support to attend sessions this 

clearly translated into higher attendance rates.  Future programmes could be designed to offer a 

‘skills transfer’ and training for designated IYSS staff member(s) who could then carry forward 

elements of the work after the programme has ended.   

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
For any further information about the project or Encounters please contact info@encounters-
arts.org.uk or visit www.encounters-arts.org.uk 
 
For more information about Write to Freedom please visit www.writetofreedom.org.uk  
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