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Executive Summary
Active Through Football (ATF) is a five-year initiative managed by The Football Foundation 
and funded by Sport England. The initiative is delivered in 25 locations nationwide in areas of 
deprivation, with the strategic ambition to ‘do things differently’ in order to increase participation 
in physical activity. This evaluation focused on 12 of the 25 ATF programmes (specifically the 12 
‘phase two’ projects). The primary purpose of this evaluation was to capture examples of systems 
change and wider impacts of programmes that have succeeded in increasing participation in 
physical activity.  

Over a 24-month period all 12 phase two ATF programmes contributed to data collection, which 
entailed a combination of interview, workshop, documentation analysis, and site visits. This 
fieldwork provided insight into the extent and nature of programme impacts, and their engagement 
with systems change. Additionally, a number of ATF programmes were then selected for in-depth 
case study on the basis that they would provide novel insights into specific aspects of systems 
change and programme impact. 

Initial sections of this report provide an outline LBU’s approach to the evaluation of systems 
change and programme impacts through ATF. Key ‘systems thinking’ tools are presented 
and applied to demonstrate how various levels of the ATF system have been designed and 
subsequently interact to produce impact. This discussion illustrates how project managers and 
participants’ experience of ATF differs from previous physical activity interventions, and how this 
has contributed to desirable and impactful change. The ‘middle’ of the report is comprised of three 
case studies of ATF programmes. Through the use of innovative Ripple Effects Mapping, these 
case studies illustrate how ATF’s place-based approach has been implemented in response to 
local contexts and communities. The case studies provide an in-depth insight into the workings 
of ATF local systems, the challenge and complexity of ‘doing things differently’, and crucially the 
intended and unintended impacts of such working. 

The final substantive section of the report identifies key system ‘leverage points’ made evident 
through the case studies. Such leverage points summarise how and why ATF programmes 
have engaged in the processes of systems change successfully, with clear guidance for others 
who may wish to emulate such practice. The report concludes that although ATF programmes 
were not initially established with system change as a specific strategic objective or focus for 
implementation, over a relatively short space of time programmes have demonstrated clear and 
desirable momentum towards addressing the complex challenge of reducing physical inactivity in 
deprived communities.
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1. Introduction
Active Through Football (ATF) is a five-year initiative managed by The Football Foundation (FF) 
and funded by Sport England (SE). The initiative is delivered in 25 locations nationwide, targeting 
places identified as deprived (according to the Indices of Multiple Deprivation), with the strategic 
ambition to ‘do things differently’ in order to increase participation in physical activity. Leeds 
Beckett University were appointed as the national evaluation and learning partner for ATF and 
commissioned to provide the following three interconnected workflows:  

1. The production of the Active Through Football ‘Playbook’ which provides an instructive toolkit 
for those who may wish to emulate the lessons and successes of local ATF programmes. This 
is a process evaluation to identify and share critical programme success factors 

2. A evaluation of systems change and impact as a result of ATF programming 
3. Creation and facilitation of a ‘Community of Learning’ (COL) to provide a peer learning and 

knowledge exchange network through which good practice can be shared. 

This report is the research output for workflow two on systems change and impact. Please note 
that due to the timings in the commissioning of this work, workflow one engaged ‘phase one’ 
ATF programmes (which began in September 2021) and workflow two evaluated ‘phase two’ 
programmes only (which began in February 2022). All ATF programmes accessed the community 
of learning sessions and resources. 

Please note: ATF was not initially established with system change as a specific strategic objective: 
it was not a focus of programmes application for funding or their initial implementation work. 
This means that this report summarises system changes which have occurred across ATF Phase 
2 programme areas which can be clearly attributed to ATF over a relatively short period of time, 
often as an unintended consequence of their delivery. The findings expressed within this report 
indicate only what can be confidently reported at the end of this research programme regarding 
systems change in ATF. Given the time of time of writing, two years into a five-year funded project 
and where systems change now has greater strategic importance, it is likely that the degree and 
impact of systems change will become increasingly evident. 

1.1. ATF Strategic Outcomes 
 

ATF identified the following strategic outcomes and key performance indicators (see Fig 1). The 
system change column was an addition to the original ATF strategic outcomes, and reflects the 
increased importance of this work over the first two years of programme delivery. Furthermore, 
local ATF programmes were, and continue to be, encouraged to work towards developing locally 
specific strategic outcomes which are identified as important by each project based on its 
community engagement and understanding of localised community needs and context. 
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Figure 1: ATF Strategic Outcomes

1.2. Evaluation purpose
 

This document presents impacts of the Active Through Football investment on 12 of the selected 
25 ATF programmes (specifically the 12 ‘phase two’ projects). The primary purpose of this 
research was to capture examples of system change and the impact of programmes that have 
succeeded in developing physical activity provision within areas of high deprivation and with 
traditionally ‘hard to reach groups’.
 
Evaluation Questions
• How and in what ways has ATF enabled innovative and impactful ways of working?
• How has ATF funding facilitated systems change and impact in different project areas?
• What are the wider impacts (intended and unintended) of these system changes?
• How can complex systems change be documented and communicated to better understand and 

learn from ATF programmes? 
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1.3. Active Through Football Programme Overview
 

The ambition of Active Through Football was to ‘do things differently’. Given its aspiration towards 
creating systems change and creating opportunities for those currently inactive, ATF committed to 
five years of funding to enable programmes to work towards the complex challenge of addressing 
physical inactivity. This factor, along with other key programme elements (described below) involve 
a set of implicit assumptions that working in such ways could lead to long-term positive outcomes 
at the local level.

Table 1 ATF programme characteristics

Active Through Football programme key characteristics

Football Foundation 
funding

• Five years funding for ATF programmes.
• Sufficient funding to ensure initially free programing.
• Targeted interventions based on IMD/ Active Lives Survey data
• Flexibility for programmes to select the best tools to engage people in their identified 

place (football, physical activity, or other active recreational activities).
• An emphasis within the programme on innovation, insight and learning.
• Less initial emphasis on programme KPIs to shift programme’s focus to quality of 

engagement and not quantity of participants. 

Consortium approach • Formation of consortium within each of the 25 ATF places, with representation 
from a locally agreed cross section of often multi-sector, operational and strategic 
stakeholders.

Community 
Engagement

• Programmes were granted up to £25,000 for community engagement to better 
understand the specific needs, wants, and lived experience of:

• Groups within communities (e.g. different religious groups in a place)
• Sub-groups within groups (e.g. being a Muslim and a women)
• The community engagement process was also highlighted further possible 

consortium members 
• Adoption of a ‘Place-Based’ approach,

• An understanding that places have specific contexts that require tailored 
programming to meet the needs of local people

• A recognition that there is not a ‘one sizes fits all’ model of ATF
• A valuing of local knowledge and gatekeepers in programme design and 

implementation
• An emphasis on community assets and co-production 

Workforce 
Development Plan

• A goal for programmes to upskill volunteers and members of the community as 
coaches, or other certification programmes 

• An ambition for specific sessions to eventually become autonomous and self-
sustained if possible 

Learning and 
knowledge exchange

• Community of learning for programme managers,
• Monthly online sessions 
• Bi-annual in-person events

• Bi-annual regional reviews with Sport England and Football Foundation programme 
managers and neighbouring ATF programme areas
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1.4. Report Structure and content
 

Initial sections of this report provide an outline of LBU’s approach to systems evaluation and 
systems impacts through ATF. Section 2 details the evaluation approach adopted and introduces 
the reader to the methods of data collection and the research activities undertaken over the 
course of the evaluation. Section 3 outlines the systems theories and tools which have been 
utilised in the analysis of the data collected during the research activities. Section 4 applies these 
tools to examine why ATF can be identified as ‘doing things differently’, and how this has shaped 
the capabilities of programme managers to work in innovative and impactful ways. The section 
presents interview, focus group, and participatory research data to indicate these key differences 
and their importance. 

The ‘middle’ of the report is comprised of sections 5-7 which provide in-depth case studies and 
form the core of the report findings. Section 5 introduces the reader to the Active Enfield project 
and examines what how and why key staff members have operated differently as a result of ATF. 
As a result, it also highlights the programmes key achievements such as the Women’s Wellbeing 
project delivered in partnership with London CIC, a Turkish speaking cycling group who have 
championed the project. Section 6 focusses on the Active Women project in Leicester which sheds 
light on a how the programme has significantly reduced barriers for local female participants, 
but also significantly improved participants perceptions of football and physical activity. Section 
7 is dedicated to the DE23 Active project which has demonstrated success in increasing physical 
activity and alleviating wider community inequalities. This has been achieved through sustained 
partnership working to influence local organisations and influence wider system change. 

Section 8 summarises the main findings from the research and outlines 10 ‘leverage points’ (see 
Section 3.2.1) for systems change which were reported or witnessed across the three selected 
in-depth case areas and other Phase 2 ATF projects. The leverage points summarise adjustments 
made at both the national level and local level which have been highly beneficial to creating 
change locally. Finally, Section 9 concludes the report by answering research questions outlined in 
Section 1.2. 
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2. LBU evaluation and learning approach

The list below table provides an overview of the main research phases, purpose, and data 
collection techniques utilised at each stage. Broad time frames have been outlined further below. 
Firstly, the report will introduce a systems change perspective to evaluation (Section 2.1), it will 
then describe one of the primary approaches – Ripple Effects Mapping and participatory research 
workshops (Section 2.2) and will close by summarising the main research activities (Section 2.3). 

2.1. Adopting a systems change perspective in evaluation
 

Arnold and Wade (2015) have outlined a set of ‘systems thinking skills’ which are indicative of a 
systems approach to evaluation. They define systems thinking as: 

analytic skills used to improve the capability of identifying and understanding systems, predicting 
their behaviours, and devising modifications to them in order to produce desired effect (2015, p. 675) 

Arnold and Wade‘s (2015; 2017) ‘system thinking skills’ outlined below have helped to define, 
measure, and assess systems change within the context of ATF. This report has adopted these 
analytical categories to inform its methodological approach and subsequent analysis of systems 
change within and through ATF.  

2.1.1. Mindset: how to approach systemic problems 

• Explore Multiple Perspectives
• Consider the Wholes and Parts
• Use Mental Modelling and Abstraction

Adopting a systems ‘mindset’ entails understanding that problems might not be solved by 
adopting the conventional or established perspectives or replicating previous approaches. This 
report illustrates how novel perspectives have enabled new ways of understanding and alleviating 
long-standing problems. The findings presented here demonstrate how a change in mindset has 
enabled staff and/or stakeholders to think in ‘whole systems’ (see Section 3.1). The use of mental 
modelling is illustrated via the use of Ripple Effects Mapping techniques (Nobles et al., 2022c) 
which ‘models’ the programmes activities on a timeline to better demonstrate impactful activity 
through multiple ‘impact pathways’ (see Section 2.2).  

2.1.2. Content & Structure: what is in the system and how is it organised

• Identify Relationships and what flows between them
• Identify Feedback Loops and Delays

A system is a set of elements interconnected in such a way that they produce their own patterns 
of behaviour over time (Meadows, 2008). Systems are affected by external forces, however, due 
to how elements of a system are linked by existing relationships they tend to respond in habitual 
ways. To think ‘in systems’ is to be able to critically examine relationships between elements of a 
system and the outcomes they produce (see Section 3.1) 



The ‘Active Through Football’ Playbook:
An evaluation of systems change and impact 6

2.1.3. Behaviour: structure gives rise to behaviour

• Describe Past System Behaviour
• Anticipate Future System Behaviour

By understanding the relationships between elements of a system, this enables a ‘systems 
thinker’ to clearly describe past behaviour of a system and envisage future behaviours. In regard 
to understanding system behaviour, this report demonstrates how ATF has enabled those 
working within local programmes to develop their knowledge of either their local system (e.g. 
the community) or their own organisational system. For example, the Active Enfield case (see 
Section 5) highlights how ATF enabled key staff to examine their current organisational behaviours, 
the barriers this created for their target audiences, and how they could work in a different and 
impactful way.

2.1.4. Understanding Leverage Points

• Understanding behaviour and structure to see how/where to intervene to create effects

According to Meadows (2008) in order to fundamentally transform a system, ‘leverage points’ 
should be clearly identified. For example, all three cases have demonstrated clear successes 
with underrepresented female audiences (see Sections 5-7). These changes have been realised 
through, for example, sustained efforts to reduce the stigma attached to sport and physical activity 
with the resultant changes in programme participants perspectives that physical activity is ‘for 
someone like them’. For more detail on ‘leverage points’ see Section 3.2.1 which describes the 
Action Scales Model (Nobles et al., 2022a), which has been adopted as a key analytical tool to 
enable analysis. Crucially, Section 8 identifies the key leverage points that appear to be central to 
the success of ATF based on the preceding sections. 

2.2. Ripple Effects Mapping (REM) & participatory research methods 
 

Ripple Effects Mapping (REM) is a group participatory evaluation method that enables programme 
stakeholders to collaboratively map a visual chain of programme activities, outputs, and outcomes. 
There are variations of the approach to mapping in a REM workshop, this report has utilised the 
Nobles et al., (2022c) ‘timeline’ approach given its resonance with project managers. The timeline 
approach can highlight and visualise the chronological chain of activities within a programme and 
their contribution to programme development and success; enabling an examination of ‘impact 
pathways’ (see Fig. 2 for an example). Previous research has found that the process of conducting 
REM workshops is highly valuable for staff to chart the results of their project over time and to 
reflect on activities which have had significant impact (see Chazdon et al., 2017; Nobles et al., 
2022b; 2022c). 
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Figure 2 REM impact pathways (in Nobles et al., 2022c)

Initial REM workshops with each selected case area was utilised as a way for the lead researcher 
to obtain an overview of the programme’s significant achievements and plan follow-up visits to 
explore the various impact pathways ‘branches’. From there, conventional research methods 
(interviews, focus groups, site visits, observational data, and documentation analysis) were 
employed to develop a deeper understanding of the impact pathways and key ‘leverage points’. 
Section 2.3 below summarises the data collection phases. For information and guidance about the 
process of facilitating an REM workshop, an indicative workshop plan is provided in the appendices 
(see Appendices A).
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2.3. Summary of site visits and data collection
 

Table 2 Summary of fieldwork and data collection

Phase Objective Research activities Research 
Question

Phase 1 
Evidence review 
and design of 
methodology

To design research process and develop an 
appropriate methodological approach to 
examine systems change across ATF projects.

• Rapid review of literature
• Review of existing ATF Upshot data & 

programme documentation  

Research 
Questions 
1 & 2

Phase 2  
Site visits and 
case study 
selection

Initial data collection with all phase two 
programmes to identify extent and nature of 
perceived programme impacts and system 
change. This informed the selection of 
exemplary cases for in-depth case study and 
Ripple Effects Mapping Workshops. 

• 16 site visits, including four phase one 
programmes

• Observations of ATF programme bi-annual 
reviews 

• Group & individual interviews with key staff 
& stakeholders

• Four online focus groups with Phase two 
project managers 

Research 
Questions 
1 & 2

Phase 3

In-depth case 
studies & 
Participatory 
Research 
Workshops

Case study selection based on programmes 
that:
a) Success in reaching physically inactive 

communities in areas of high deprivation
b) Show evidence of impacting wider 

systems
c) Show evidence of working in new and 

different ways
d) Supportive local ATF project team who 

bought into the research process
e) Presence of engaged consortium
f) Evidence of ‘systems familiarity’ within 

consortium group

• Nine days research site visits across three 
programmes

• Two Ripple Effects Mapping workshops or 
other participatory methods per site

• 7-9 interviews per site with programme 
staff and participants to explore REM 
impact pathways

• Two focus groups per site with wider 
stakeholders 

• Participation in consortium meetings and 
visitation to key project delivery spaces 

Research 
Questions 
1, 2, 3 & 4

Phase 4  
Data Analysis & 
Reporting

Data ‘sense making’ processes Transcription, coding, analysis and data 
visualisation of phase 2 and 3 data

Research 
Questions 
1, 2, 3 & 4

Ongoing 
Community of 
Learning

As part of their role as Evaluation and 
Learning partner, LBU has managed a monthly 
online session and bi-annual in person 
‘Community of Learning’ events which has 
given key insights into the development of ATF 
programmes.

• 16 monthly online meetings
• 4 bi-annual in person events
• Online focus group with Sport England and 

The Football Foundation programme senior 
management

Research 
Questions 
1, 2, 3 & 4

Q1 2022 Q2 2022 Q3 2022 Q4 2022 Q1 2023 Q2 2023 Q3 2023 Q4 2023 Q1 2024

Phase 1

Phase 2

Phase 3

Phase 4

COL/MEL
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This section has provided an overview of the key information and decisions that influenced the 
design of this evaluation. The following Section 3 will outline the analytical tools utilised to 
evaluate practice across ATF sites. The section summarises the key models and frameworks 
employed throughout data collection to inform the evaluation.  
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3. Systems Change Analytical Tools 
‘Systems change’ can be understood in a range of ways. This section provides an overview of 
the frameworks used in this evaluation to understand types of systems change and impacts. 
The first part of this section introduces the way in which ATF ‘systems’ can understood at two 
interconnected ‘levels’: the national and the local. Part two of this section introduces a set of 
systems change analytical tools which have been utilised throughout the evaluation to guide data 
collection and analysis, and ultimately demonstrate the nature and type of impacts observed 
through ATF programming. As per Arnold and Wade’s definition of ‘systems thinking skills’ 
(Section 2.1) this evaluation has utilised a range of analytical tools (Table 3) to capture and 
demonstrate how systems change has manifest within and through ATF. The matrix provides 
guidance as to the types of situations and circumstances which are indicative of systems change 
which aided the process of data collection and analysis of the presented cases in Sections 5-7. 

Table 3 Systems evaluation matrix

Systems Thinking Skills Category & Objectives Analytical Tools

Mindset  
How to approach systemic problems

-Explore Multiple Perspectives
-Consider the Wholes and Parts
- Use Mental Modelling and 
Abstraction

- Social Determinants of Health 
Model (Dalgren & Whitehead, 1991)

- Ripple Effects Mapping (Chazdon 
et al., 2015; Nobles et al., 2022b; 
2022c)

Content & Structure What’s in the 
system & how is it organised

-Recognise system boundaries
- Identify relationships, what flows 
between elements

-Identify feedback loops and delays

- Thinking in Systems (Meadows, 
2008) on feedback loops, delays & 
system boundaries 

-Community Capitals Framework 
(Flora & Flora, 2008) 
(See Appendices C)

Behaviour 
Structures give rise to behaviours 

- Describe past system behaviour
- Predict future system behaviour

- Sport England ‘practicalities of 
systems change’ (2021) 

(see Appendices B)

Understand leverage points -  Understanding behaviour and 
structure to see how/where to 
intervene to create effects

Action Scales Model (Nobles et al., 
2022a)

3.1. Levels of the ATF System
 

As outlined in Section 2, a ‘system’ refers to people, places, organisations, projects which are in 
a relationship with one another and interconnected. To understand systems change within this 
context, and as per Arnold and Wade guidance to identify boundaries, the report outlines two 
system ‘levels’ of ATF. In reality such distinctions less clearly defined, however, the identification 
of these two levels is useful for analysis and evaluation to indicate how a changes in one part of 
the system can lead to changes in relationships and structures in another. This is a fundamental 
aspect of this systems evaluation; to identify how interconnected elements of a multi-level system 
may interact with one another to influence and shape local level practice. The identified ‘levels’ are 
outlined below: 



The ‘Active Through Football’ Playbook:
An evaluation of systems change and impact 11

1. The ATF national system – the relationships between ATF programmes and the managerial 
structures of ATF, The Football Foundation, and Sport England

2. ATF localised systems – the relationships between specific local ATF programmes and their 
selected ‘place’, consortium, community, and chosen target audiences. 

3.1.1. The national level system

The national ATF system can be identified, in organisational terms, as those who have the 
responsibility and power to influence the direction, delivery, and implementation of ATF as national 
physical activity initiative. Crucially, examining the relationships within a system can reveal how 
such relationships between national and local stimulate individual and organisational behaviour. 
ATF programme manager Rich, for example, describes how a ‘traditional’ sport development 
programme may make people behave: 

traditional Sport Development is: we identify a need, we go in until the money runs out, or people 
don’t show up, then we disappear without a trace. 

Furthermore, Figure 3 below reflects a common experience amongst programme managers on 
how they would typically respond to an upcoming 12-month project in which they must quickly 
produce results to satisfy programme goals. 

Figure 3 Project manager behaviour high uncertainty avoidance and low innovation
 

Such reflections were common amongst ATF programme managers and stakeholders, and 
ATFs departure from this convention are illustrated in more detail in Sections 5, 6, & 7.  Clearly, 
decisions about programme design (national level) can either constrain or enable local 
programme delivery (local level). It is also important to note that influence within a system travels 
multi-directionally, which can be defined as downstream & upstream influence (see Figure 4).

• Downstream influence: individuals and programmes are enabled or constrained by the 
programmes national strategic structure (e.g. KPIs, timeframes, rigidity around target 
audiences)

• Upstream influence: projects communicate back to the national level forming a feedback loop, 
communicating project development successes and challenges and reporting on intended 
outcomes 

"We only have 12 months of 
funding! I cant afford to try 
anything new or work with new
partners that I am unsure of.
I have KPIs to meet!"
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Figure 4 Upstream vs. Downstream feedback loops

 

The feedback loops illustrated above are flow of information or resources exchanged between the 
local and national level. While the influence of the downstream flow of information and resources 
are clear to understand, how the local level can influence the national, and how or if the national 
level can incorporate local level feedback (e.g. to learn about how to improve performance) is 
something this report seeks to examine with more clarity. 

Systems are also defined by delays, for example, those who are most disengaged from being 
physically active may take weeks to respond to a programme offer due to fear and anxiety, as the 
example below exemplifies, 

In one case, a female participant had described that it took her two weeks just to reach the end 
of her drive, and another four to actually approach the community centre where sessions were 
being held. While living in isolation during Covid19, she had developed extreme social anxiety but 
now she’s a regular participant and an advocate for the project and the centre, but it took over two 
months for her to open the [community centre] door and say hello! (Lukas, Gateshead. Emphasis 
original)

This quotation provides an example of how the local level system will take a period of time to 
produce outcomes, with resultant delays in how the efficacy of the programme is understand at 
both local and national level. To summarise, what is exchanged between the national and local 
level systems are flows of information and resources such as funding, KPIs, and other aspects of 
programme management. Furthermore, it is also vital to understand that programmes exchange 
information upstream through feedback loops; such as reporting on progression towards desired 
outcomes. Such information is vital to all levels of the system as it verifies organisational capacity 
to meet local and strategic objectives.
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3.1.2. Local level systems

Local ATF systems are defined by those individuals and organisations operating in a particular 
‘place’ with the power and responsibility for the design and delivery of a specific ATF programmes. 
Crucially, these local systems include the local community and culture, as well as other local 
stakeholders. Figure 5 (below) is an adaptation of Dalgren & Whitehead’s (1991; 2021) Social 
Determinants of Health model which outlines five levels that influence health. This model is 
used throughout this report to understand how different ‘levels’ of the local system can influence 
participation in physical activity. Reference to a ‘whole systems approach’ implies that an 
intervention works across these levels to create systems change, rather than only attempting to 
influence individual behaviour, which is highly affected by multiple levels of influence.

Figure 5 Adaptation of Dalgren & Whitehead’s (1991) Social Determinants of Health model

 
• Individual behaviour is an individual’s lifestyle choices (e.g., smoking, exercise habits, diet) and 

demographics (e.g. age, sex). 
• The Interpersonal level (friends and family) shape habits that may impact physical activity 

levels (whether sport is encouraged in the family or social networks), diet (e.g., cultural 
preferences towards healthy vs. unhealthy foods).

• The Institutional layer consists of those organisations that shape an individual’s opportunities 
and social experience (e.g., work, home, the council, schools, local businesses). For example, 
having a job with long or anti-social working hours will impact an individual’s opportunity and 
motivation to participate in physical activity with others. 

• The Structural layer describes the built and natural environment which can impact health 
outcomes. Proximity to green spaces or well-maintained physical activity facilities can all 
impact how much exercise a person does. 

• The final layer, Cultural/Policy describes how wider socio-cultural aspects impact individual’s 
behaviours and health outcomes. For example, traditional gendered duties within the home 
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(household and caring duties), stigma around womens’ exercise, or media preference for 
coverage of the ‘men’s game’ has all impacted peoples’ perception of physical activity. 

To give an example of the types of issues projects may face locally when attempting to work 
across whole systems, Figure 6 demonstrates the types of local systems challenges experienced 
by individual programme managers and prospective participants. Firstly, the female participant 
comments on the left indicate a number of barriers that span across cultural, structural, 
interpersonal, and individual levels. While on the far right, the project manager faces system 
challenges to implementation, such as institutional preferences for qualifications. Furthermore, 
when aiming to work across system levels and engage with important local organisations (e.g. 
faith organisations, third sector developmental organisations) it can be expected that questions 
may arise. Making adjustments institutionally to overcome such issues is something that this 
report seeks to highlight. 

Figure 6 Local Systems create barriers and opportunities

 
Local systems are complex due to the range of individuals, organisations, environments, and 
cultures which can influence a programmes efficacy and impact. This report demonstrates how 
the ATF has enabled local systems change which, as indicated here, can be understood through 
five interconnect levels. The next section, 3.2. will outline further analytical tools which have been 
employed in the evaluation of systems change and impact through ATF.

3.2. Analytical Tools to Understand Systems
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3.2.1. Leverage Points and the Action Scales Model

Systems change theory is predicated on the notion of ‘leverage points’ as Arnold & Wade (2015; 
2017) Donella Meadows (2008) and other key systems thinkers have articulated, leverage points 
are crucial to understand when aiming to change a system. Leverage points describe ‘locations’ in 
a system in which an individual or organisation can intervene to create long term change. Recently, 
Nobles et al., (2022a) have developed the Action Scales Model (ASM) to combine existing models of 
systems change into a simplified framework.

The ASM model identifies four main leverage points: 

• Beliefs - the ideas which underpin programme assumptions, an individual’s behaviour and 
decision making. Goals, structures and events flow downstream from beliefs which influence 
the entire system. Beliefs can be individual (e.g. an individual’s belief that ‘sport is not for 
people like me’), or organisational (shared beliefs about the best way of approaching particular 
tasks and/or overall organisational vision)

• Goals - the targets the system works towards and which the structure is designed to deliver 
upon (e.g. programme KPIs)

• Structures – the management and governance processes of institutions and organisations that 
arise to meet programme goals. Structures give rise to patterns of behaviour which produce 
events. For example, a reporting requirement of a funding agencies which prioritises high 
participant numbers over targeted individualised interventions will change how a programme 
‘behaves’ over the duration of the project to meet programme goals. 

• Event Level - symptoms, outcomes, or products of the system (e.g. reduced physical inactivity 
in a specific place) limited project and funding timeframes (structural elements) means that 
projects have little time to try new approaches or engage with new groups which is an event 
level symptom of the structure above it.

The ASM model is employed throughout this evaluation as one of the main tools through which 
findings are interpreted and summarised. Section 4.4 provides an initial application of the ASM 
model to evaluate how ATF has enabled local programmes to ‘do things differently’. 

3.3. Summary 
 

This section has provided an overview of the analytical tools used to conduct the evaluation of 
systems change across the ATF ‘phase two’ projects. The following Section 4 begins this evaluation 
through an analysis of how ATF is viewed and operationalised across national and local system 
levels, how this is distinct from previous football-based physical activity interventions, and how it 
has stimulated programmes to ‘do things differently’. 
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4. Examples of a changing system

According to many of the project managers, strategic leads and wider partner organisations who 
have been interviewed as part of this evaluation, ATF is a decidedly different type of programme 
in contrast to their past experiences. This section examines the differences between ATF and past 
programmes which managers have experienced. Following the guidance provided by Arnold and 
Wade (2015; 2017) this section highlights how an understanding of system boundaries and shifts in 
perspectives and mindsets have produced key differences in system behaviour.

As further outlined in Section 3 the report has indicated two levels of the ATF system 1) the 
national level 2) the local level. To examine this in detail, Section 4.1 identifies the specific changes 
made at the national level which were intended to have ‘downstream’ impacts. The section draws 
from a focus group held with ATF programme designers and programme managers to examine 
their perspectives about the early shaping of the programme at the national level and what they 
have learned from the process. Section 4.2 then examines how programme managers and wider 
stakeholders at the local level have responded to ATF. Section 4.2 draws upon results from focus 
groups with ATF local area managers, as well as interviews, workshops, and site visits conducted 
during the ‘second phase’ of data collection (see Section 2.3). Finally, Section 4.3 summarises the 
type of system changes via the use of the Action Scales Model (Nobles et al., 2022c).  

4.1. Programme design 
 

4.1.1. Key Programme Differences 

Adopting a place-based approach was a new direction for many of the key stakeholders involved 
with establishing ATF. This shift reflected, as a result of other research and learning, a change in 
perspective from within Sport England and The Football Foundation. 

So, specifically we had the target around shifting the dial on people from lower socio-economic 
groups. We were thinking, what sort of activities could help to do that? At the very top level, football 
had come out as an activity that was appealing to those audiences. But then, where this was 
different was that as an organisation we were starting to develop our thinking around place-based 
working and the consortium approach, which was quite new to Sport England, also we understood 
that people wanted doorstep sport and a more recreational offer. Patrick Brosnan, Football 
Strategic Lead, Sport England

From a Football Foundation perspective, this was very different for us. […] This was an opportunity 
for us to manage a revenue programme that would provide a lot of learning for us about trying to 
work with priority groups we wanted to engage with. So, for us, setting up this programme was 
totally from scratch. There was no tried and tested model that we had in mind. Jack Matthews, 
Head of Delivery, Football Foundation 

Throughout the development of the programme learning how to develop a place-based 
programme that does not start with a predetermined programme of activities was a source of 
unease for many. However the advantages of such an approach have become more evident to the 
organisations involved, especially The Football Foundation.  
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Sport England and The Football Foundation are both grant distributors, you get very set ways of 
developing programmes. Whereas with ATF we were more focussed on getting the steps right. 
So gathering lots of insight and in-depth understanding of communities and then when you start 
talking to people your approach will evolve. So from a funding perspective, that’s quite different to 
how we would normally work. […] It’s safe to say there was a healthy dose of scepticism and people 
asking ‘why do we need to do this?’ Patrick

I think scepticism is absolutely the right word. Now, after seeing the project come to fruition, we’ve 
probably challenged that. The consortium led approach, giving community engagement grants, etc., 
we hadn’t done this in any shape or form before. Was the community engagement grant normal? 
No. It was very much something new and we wanted to incentivise people, we wanted as many of 
those 50 areas as possible to go through the journey. […] But now we’ve used these concepts to 
inform everything we’re doing from a Playzones perspective [new capital development initaitve]. So 
a community led approach, driven by a consortia, going into communities of high need, developing 
the workforce, all of that is very much informed by what ATF has taught us. Jack

It is clear that the ATF approach was a departure from the norm for both Sport England and the 
Football Foundation, but also more significantly for the sector more broadly. These key design 
differences can be summarised as: taking a consortium led approach; place-based approaches 
and the awarding of a community engagement grant; the emphasis on a responsive and flexible 
delivery model; and a specific focus on local workforce development for long-term sustainability. 
The above noted approaches are all underpinned by what can be generally identified as a ‘bottom-
up approach’ to programme development.  

4.1.2. ‘It’s gotta be bottom up’ 

ATF was influenced by existing projects such as the Local Delivery Pilots and the Recreational 
Football in Parks Pilot. As Patrick described in the interview ‘we were hearing from the LDPs that 
its gotta be bottom-up’. The insights received from other programmes indicated that, in order to 
get new results, new groups needed to be involved. 

I think we had [in the past] a tendency to go to what I think we could call the ‘usual suspects’. You 
want to talk about football? You go to the County FA, or maybe you go to the CCO based there. But 
they immediately have a way of thinking ‘oh that group, you’re wasting your time’ or they’ll say ‘we 
know how to reach that group and its THIS programme.’ Patrick

This is a key part of the place-based approach in regard to systems change. A bottom-up approach 
to programme development benefits from cycles of learning and processing feedback which in 
past models has not necessarily been possible. Patrick’s comment indicates how entrenched ways 
of thinking within organisations can get in the way. Past efforts to engage with specific groups 
or communities have been limited because of a delivery model that did not have the capacity to 
respond to local contexts, leading to a resignation on behalf of those delivering programmes on 
the potential to engage with underrepresented groups. The capacity for learning, responding to 
feedback, and adapting or evolving as projects engage with groups is essential in place-based 
working. As an example of a bid that did not succeed, Asad Qureshi, who at the time was working 
with the County FA in Bradford describes how their group initially responded to the ATF bid. 

Within the County FA the project landed like ‘ohh here’s potentially some money for us to do some 
delivery. We just need to deliver something by speaking to a group of people we already know’. I 
think it was a struggle for them [the County FA], because nobody was actually talking about place-
based working. Asad, Relationship Manager, Sport England
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While a bottom-up, place-based approach were recognised in theory as being a promising new 
avenues for engagement with inactive and underrepresented audiences, in practicality there were 
multiple hurdles which needed to be tackled internally for The Football Foundation to be able 
actually employ the approach. A crucial example is found in adjustments made to the way in which 
incoming applications for ATF were assessed. An atypical system feature was the invitation for 
unsuccessful projects to be able to re-submit their applications after a round of feedback from The 
Football Foundation. Anna Sheils, Relationship Manager with Sport England describes the initial 
evaluation process below. 

The initial applications came in and we rated them green, amber, red. So those we felt were ready 
to hit the ground running, those which needed a bit of work they had the concepts and ideas but 
just needed more work on certain elements, and then the ‘red willows’ who hadn’t understood the 
principles. We went back to Sport England to request more funding, so that gave us the opportunity 
to go back to amber areas and say ‘if you do XYZ’ within a strict time scale, then they can be 
approved. Anna, Relationship Manager, Sport England

Again, assessing a bottom-up, place-based application was something that The Football 
Foundation did not have adequate capacity for at the start. This was a competency needed to 
be developed completely from scratch for ATF applications. An example of an issue is that the 
funding assessors themselves were used to applications that emphasised match funding and 
KPIs. Because of this, The Football Foundation worked to upskill the assessors internally to be 
able to properly evaluate the applications. Below, Asad describes some of the traditional ways of 
assessment thinking, while Jack describes the process of developing a new assessment criterion 
within the foundation. 

Jack was battling a bit with ‘old school’ vs ‘new school’ assessment. So for example, the old school 
is looking at ‘value per person’ so dividing the investment by the total number of participants. That 
or, ‘hey well you could have better value in this area rather than that area.’ Asad

We received 49 applications and had to compare and contrast them against a single assessment 
matrix which we use to assess projects, but that needed to be developed entirely new from scratch 
for ATF, because the old one wasn’t fitting. So we had to educate our assessors on what we thought 
good looked like. One point that was really difficult was that we purposefully wanted flexibility and 
creative freedom. I think the whole process of developing ‘new school criteria’, if you like, was a 
completely different way of trying to do things. Jack

The original project assessment matrix used to evaluate incoming projects did not adequately 
account for the processes within place-based programming. This is an example of how system 
distortions can be created by the internal goals and structures of an organisation, and how they 
have been adapted through ATF. Adjusting the matrix and upskilling assessors means that The 
Football Foundation can now accommodate different types of programmes in the future as The 
Foundation will retain the processes and human capacity which can properly assess a place-based 
project. This knowledge now informs the significant investment in ‘Playzones’ through The Football 
Foundation. To summarise, two key highlighted differences in this section are the adjustments 
made to be able to properly evaluate a place-based project funding, and the processes for projects 
to improve their applications and resubmit after a period of feedback. 

4.1.3. Embracing discomfort

The flexibility that has been intentionally built into ATF has been an unusual part of the 
programming for all involved. The ability to adapt to community wants, such as non-football 
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activities, has been both a problem and a benefit to many programme areas. For more traditional 
football focused organisations, organising non-football activities has been a source of contention. 
However in some project areas this has eventually led to engaging with a core group of participants 
who after some time may play recreational, walking football. As Anna remarks below, she was 
surprised about how ‘traditional’ the football sector was at the start of ATF which explains the 
discomfort with place-based approaches. 

I was surprised coming into the football sector to see how traditional its delivery of programmes 
was. You know, they were used to getting cash and delivering programmes, not doing the 
engagement and getting to know the communities and not place based working. Anna

The ATF programme began with a focus on football as the key engagement tool for the 
targeted socio-economic group. However over time ATF has shifted towards Sport England’s 
emphasis on physical activity which is more movement and health focussed. This has been a 
challenging process and many programme areas who were accustomed to delivering football-
based programmes had to re-learn how to develop their programming placing flexibility based 
on feedback at the centre of what they do. In the past, this could have been interpreted as an 
abandonment of programme goals, however, in this instance, it is a clear indication of community 
engagement and that programmes are responding to the needs and wants of local communities.

To facilitate learning across the 25 programme areas, Leeds Beckett University established a 
Community of Learning (CoL) for ATF project managers. The CoL has occurred throughout ATF’s 
first two years of operation, with twelve online meetings and four in-person events in total. Over 
time, this ‘culture spreading’ mechanism has informed key staff and stakeholders of the primary 
approaches of ATF and worked towards aligning the values of the programme across multiple 
areas. Patrick and Jack, both reflect on the aspirations of the CoL and ATF more broadly, to 
establish ways of working and the sharing of learning.

We are hoping that people don’t have to do what we did, go back all the way to the start and have to 
completely redesign something from scratch. And then have to go out and convince partners and 
stakeholders that this is the way to do it, because they should have built up all that learning and 
understanding on their journeys. So for me, its about a base level of understanding we are trying to 
develop. Patrick

The community of learning we set up, the network of project managers, has been really successful. 
Pretty much from day one they have been bouncing ideas off one another, so that’s been real 
positive. Jack

Section 4.2.2 delves deeper into the impact of the CoL describing the elements of a learning 
support system which has been developed for ATF. The CoL and its constituent components have 
helped to transfer learning across the programme, however, it has also managed to effectively 
permeate the program culture across the 25 project areas. Moving on to Section 4.1.4 the report 
will highlight some of the key reflections thus far by the programme designers. 

4.1.4. Key reflections at 18 months 

I think one of the things we are learning is that [1] we can’t just have a consultant parachuting in 
to develop a glossy application, then departing, ok that’s community engagement done and dusted, 
just like a ‘tick box’ exercise. We know its absolutely not, and [2] we’re now in more of a position 
to be challenging, like asking if the community has been involved in the development. [3] We have 
in our own workforce now people who are more comfortable and confident, and they’re looking 
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to challenge that way of thinking. [4] It all comes back to the point of having key individuals and 
community influencers and organisations heavily involved. It stands out like a sore thumb if not, and 
we want to do more now with this. So that’s a direct result of what this programme has taught us. 
Jack 

In Jacks statement above, the four main learning points and changes within their organisation 
are clear. It has been chosen above other similar statements for the way in which it succinctly 
highlights changes in beliefs and behaviours as a result of the process of developing and learning 
from ATF. Overall, the statement asserts that the organisation is more confident in recognising 
applications that lack true community engagement, and that because of internal system changes, 
they are much more willing to be challenging than in the past. Being more challenging is a key 
behaviour outcome of the process for ATF within The Football Foundation. Asad described he is 
starting to feel more comfortable asking the question “how do you know that’s the best way? Show 
me the research”. Further to this point is the underlying belief that “key individuals and community 
influencers” (Jack) need to drive the process and be heavily involved. It is clear that the ATF 
programme has significantly altered the mindsets and approaches of key staff that have high levels 
of influence and responsibility to shape the programme. 

4.1.5. Summary 

The original programme designers wanted to design a programme that worked differently, 
engaged with communities in a different way, and lead to more effective practice. This section has 
explored how ATF was intended to be different from the outset, and some of the processes that 
needed to take place in order to make the change possible. Moving to Section 4.2 the evaluation 
analyses how local project managers and wider stakeholders have responded to these changes. 

4.2. Local system level response 
 

4.2.1. Taking on the challenge: it takes more than ‘easy wins’

When I started, I thought, ‘oh no problem, we will just do xyz’ but then as I got going everything 
changed. Now, and I learned this from Naomi [Stoke Project Lead], she and I share a hatred of the 
term ‘easy wins’. People say all the time ‘oh I got a quick win for you’. When someone says that to 
me, I think no chance. Rich, Project Lead, Liverpool 

Developing a place-based programme has been considerably challenging for many programme 
areas and workers who were used to working in more conventional ways. The problem persists 
when project managers reach out to wider partners who have yet to fully understand the remit of 
ATF. As Rich’s comment alludes, his attitude has significantly over the course of his engagement 
with ATF. This is a sentiment reflected in comments from several programme managers. Other 
key differences afforded through ATF is the recognition that community engagement takes time, 
flexibility, and building of momentum. Again, this is a departure from the ‘norm’: 

Traditionally there isn’t a lot of time for reflection and learning or community engagement at Sefton 
Council. Our coaches are billed directly for each session, so doing community engagement just isn’t 
something we’ve been able to do. Helen, Sefton Council, Derby

A key point of reflection that many project managers had is the impact of the length of funding. 
Clearly funding has a significant impact on programme design, but crucially here, five years 
funding provided programme managers with the time to develop strong relationships and build 
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trust within the community, and to trial new approaches to address the more complex challenges 
of engaging those not currently physically active. 

The duration and flexibility of the funding as well as the emphasis in the programme on testing, 
learning, and community engagement has impacted the attitudes and behaviours of key staff. 
The result is that many ATF workers now feel more supported and able to address the challenge 
of developing provision for audiences with complex needs. This is a start contrast opposed to the 
past where pressures to meet participation targets may have meant that programmes would forgo 
engagement with more complex audiences and instead find ‘easy wins’. The above indicates a 
shift towards a learning-based programme, in which increased time has led to the possibility of 
innovation through providing the systemic tools to take risks. 

4.2.2. A culture of openness and learning 

Something that has made a big difference for me are the internal reviews and the community of 
learning. I come looking for ideas and leave with 20. It’s helped me to feel more confident. Actually 
coming down and speaking to other project leads helped me to see how we need to be flexible in our 
approach and it gave me the confidence to say actually right should we do this, should we do that….
It’s about the culture, it’s all about learning. You feel encouraged to be open and talk about our 
challenges. And that culture comes from the top. Lauren Flaxen, Sunderland Project Lead 

The learning component of ATF has played a significant role in the development of the program. 
This plays out in three ways: 1) the Community of Learning; 2) Sport England & Football 
Foundation relationship managers; and 3) a system of bi-annual reviews where projects share 
practices together. These learning-related functions have significantly impacted the perspectives 
and behaviours of local program managers. As Lauren describes her interactions with other 
managers in the CoL helped her to slow down and not rush towards solutions that may not work 
for the community. 

Organisations, communities, individuals and systems, without effective tools to navigate 
uncertainty will struggle to innovate over time (Wenger, 1998). It is clear that the length of time 
provided, the social support to encourage a process of trial and error, and the ‘safe spaces’ 
provided to openly share reflections about the process, has significantly impacted many 
programme managers practices. Themes of learning, capacity to reflect on practice, and adapting 
to the pace of communities are clear hallmarks of the ATF programme, and these themes are 
highly evident in the cases explored in depth in sections 5-7.  The next section will describe some 
of the unanticipated impacts that ATF has had on programme areas. 

4.2.3. Unexpected impacts

Across project areas, many programme managers and stakeholders reported unanticipated 
impacts of the ATF programme. For example, Val a community centre manager in Middlesbrough 
described that I the past she had spent considerable time applying for funding to do PA sessions.
 

So what do you do with your time now that ATF has come along and has this free up your time to do 
other things? [Researcher]

Well, we’ve recently been able to obtain £40,000 worth of funding to revamp our kitchen, now we can 
be doing cooking classes and events, Its really going to help with the long term sustainability of the 
centre. I don’t think I would have ever had the time for that before! Val
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In Derby (see Section 7) the core ATF team has further obtained multiple grants to deliver work in 
Normanton, the core area. There are many examples of situations where the support provided by 
ATF funding has enabled programme areas to ‘upscale’ their funding to further compliment their 
work. Anita Rao, the community centre manager at Wesley Hall in Leicester, reflected that ATF 
has helped her to focus more on the centres vital services and let ATF handle the physical activity 
provisioning. Furthermore in Section 6, Anita Rao describes how her mental health and wellbeing 
programme at Wesley Hall has benefited from Active Women (their local name for ATF). Further 
examples can be found in Sheffield where one consortium member SOAR who provides high-
demand social-prescribing and intro to physical activity services indicated that because of gym and 
exercise sessions provided by Sean (Sheffield ATF project co-lead) they have been able to clear a 
considerable back-log off their waiting list. SOAR’s waiting list for services is over two months, ATF 
sessions have enabled them to signpost participants to a trusted programme faster than in the 
past. 

Thereare many such examples of unintended impacts across the 25 ATF programmes. These 
impacts can be categorised in three ways: enabling the reallocation of time and resources; 
sharing of expertise with key partners; and reducing demand on vital partner resources which has 
improved partner capacities to focus on other complex issues. To elaborate these impacts further, 
section 4.2.4 presents findings from participatory workshops conducted as part of the Ripple 
Effects Mapping sessions. These results help to provide an insight into the range of impacts across 
a range of provision. 

4.2.4. Indications of system change

This section presents results collected from workshops with session participants held in the 
case study areas: Enfield, Leicester, and Derby. The exercise utilised the adapted Dalgren & 
Whitehead’s (1991) social determinants of health model described in Section 3.1.2. The model 
indicates the level of influence that local systems may have on the behaviour and health of 
individuals. In this instance, it has been utilised as a tool to help categorise systemic levels in 
which the ATF project has impacted upon. Figure 7 presents responses to the following question 

(Q1): 
In the past, what barriers have you experienced to participating in physical activity provision?

The results of this process were thematically organised in Figure 7 (below) which collates 
responses from across all workshops to give an indication of the types of reported experiences. 
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Figure 7 Thematic analysis for Q1 responses 

 
After a group discussion to reflection on Q1, workshop participants were then asked to respond 
to a follow up question (Q2) which was designed to get them to reflect on the differences in their 
experiences from past to present as a result of ATF. Figure 8 (below) collates the typical types of 
responses given during the workshops. 
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What about ATF has helped to overcome these barriers or issues?

Figure 8 Thematic analysis for Q2 responses 

Figures 7 and 8 shed light onto participants experiences of physical activity. Crucially, the changes 
in experience noted in figure 8 reflect changes made the ways through which ATF has been 
designed and delivered. It is clear to see that ATF has been effective in engaging such participants 
because programme managers have adjusted their practice to respond to community needs: 
participants’ positive experiences come as a result of systemic adjustments made because of 
the focus on community engagement and learning in ATF, which as Figure 7 indicates was not as 
possible in the past. As such, it can be asserted that the improvement of participant experiences 
as represented by increased feelings of trust and cultural knowledgeability as well as the impacts 
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upon participants’ perceptions and beliefs (e.g. ‘physical activity is for people like me’) is a result of 
the ATF system in its entirety.  

4.3. Section Summary 
 

Section 4 has provided examples of how ATF local areas have responded to the changes made at 
the national level of the programme. To enable this, programme designers made adjustments 
to the structure of ATF and as a result this has significantly facilitated the adoption of place-
based and bottom-up approaches. The case studies (see Sections 5-7) provide further in-depth 
detail about local level changes and impacts, enabled through changes in both national and local 
systems. To summarise Section 4, Table 4 collates findings into the Action Scales Model, thereby 
highlighting lessons for key leverage points for systems change. 

Table 4 Summary of Section 4 findings 

Changes From To

Beliefs • Professionals understand the issues and have the 
answer; ‘we know best’ 

• Perception that some groups and communities 
cannot be engaged

• Thinking that communities can be changed without 
needing a wider consortium and engagement 
strategy 

• Understanding that communities need to be co-
produce the process of developing programmes 

• Starting with questions, not answers
• Understanding the need to start with trust building 

and engagement activities 
• The ‘old ways’ of working may be part of the 

problem
• Understanding among key staff that organisational 

documents and policies can distort how projects 
are implemented

Goals • Starting with predetermined solutions 
• Set timelines, KPIs, milestones, and targets from 

the outset
• Reporting on impacts and evaluation at the end of a 

programme
• Evaluation as a performance measurement
• Collecting data that shows value for money and 

numerical targets
• Long term planning and visioning at community 

level not a stated goal/outcome
• Limited representation from community at higher 

strategic levels - not a stated goals

• Start with engagement in mind
• learning as a key goal/focus of the programme
• Develop community specific programme goals, 

targets and schedule through community 
engagement 

• Learning and adjusting to feedback throughout the 
process 

• Collect stories that indicate depth of change or 
could point to long term change 

• Develop local workforce and build up capacity 
within a Place

• Reflection and learning from mistakes encouraged 
at a strategic level

Structure • Limited flexibility in session design and delivery; 
‘one size fits all’

• Structured time (direct billing for coaches), no 
community engagement or learning capacity

• Transactional relationships and lack of opportunity 
to form trusting relationships with existing and 
new stakeholders

• Centralised decision making - information from 
local level does not relay to higher levels Limited 
community voice, participation, ownership or 
empowerment in process

• High flexibility to adapt and adjust to local needs
• Community engagement grant provided to conduct 

initial research 
• Opportunities to form relationships with new 

groups and support them to customise  and 
develop an offer

• Length of funding overcomes issues of ‘delayed 
participation’ and helps to sustain momentum

• Community of learning helps to process and 
transfer knowledge across the programme and 
within wider stakeholders 

• Development and deployment of new tools (e.g. 
assessment matrix) and upskilling of internal staff 
to adequately assess place-based projects 

• Invitations for projects to resubmit and improve 
their bids based upon feedback
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Events • “Talking to who you already know” or engaging 
with existing sport audiences

• ‘parachuting’ predesigned programmes into 
communities

• ‘box ticking’ evaluation and learning
• Non-reflective practice
• Short termism
• Low trust in system between communities and 

organisations
• Lack of understanding lived experience and local 

context
• Risk avoidant / low penchant for uncertainty 

engagement (no learning)
• “Telling them [the community] what we think”
• “doing TO not WITH [the community]” 
• Local benefit limited to passive consumption of 

provision
• Limited learning transfer across project areas 

without a dedicated learning function across the 
programme 

• Resigned and defeatist thinking about ability to 
engage some community groups

• Increased feelings of trust among local community 
members

• Increased courage among employees to ‘push 
back’ at assumptions, ineffective practice and to 
challenge existing beliefs about groups

• Improved staff attitudes towards tackling complex 
challenges; ‘no easy wins’

• Increased capacity for interpreting community 
needs and responding with appropriate offer 

• Learning functions, increased time allocation, 
and bottom-up focus has led to increased capacity 
to innovate and take calculated risks in many 
programme areas 

• Increased capacity to adjust to community needs 
and/or complex needs 

• Increased capacity for organisational self-
reflection 

• Stronger relationships between partner and 
stakeholder organisations who have experienced 
unintended benefits from the programme 

Table 4 summarises the changes across the national and local level systems and indicates key 
leverage points for change. The above list of leverage points is not exhaustive, and the Action 
Scales Model is be deployed across the following section 5, 6 and 7 to analyse findings.   
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5. REM1, Active Enfield: ‘Time to Learn Ourselves’ 

5.1. Enfield Case Introduction 
 

Over the space of one year’s delivery, Enfield has engaged with 142 unique attendees (as of 
September, 2023), 140 of these, 98.5%, are repeat attendees and average attendances across 
the programme amounts to 19.15 attendances. Across the 12 Phase 2 ATF projects, Enfield has 
managed to establish one of the highest repeat attendee records across all Phase 2 ATF projects 
with only one other area having higher repeat participation rates. This high repeat attendance rate 
is driving Enfield’s overall attendances (over 2600) which is again one of the highest among Phase 
2 projects. The focus on numbers is not to pass judgements on programmes, each programme has 
a specific set of contextual factors that determine locally specific goals and outcomes. What the 
above numbers highlight is the programmes ability to engage with and build a strong core group 
of participants across the various streams of their work. Furthermore, the fact that Enfield did 
not begin to fully initiate its programming until February, 2023 (roughly 6 months after the project 
officially began) makes this data worthy of deeper evaluation. Roughly 47% of participants are 
female, 44% of whom are from the most deprived wards, of the women, 44% identify as are from 
the Turkish/Kurdish audience. 

As Strategic Lead Tim Harrison at Enfield Council indicated, women from the Turkish/Kurdish 
audience typically in the past have not really engaged with their programmes or wider public 
services due to specific language or other cultural barriers. Reaching and building trust with 
this audience is one of the key points of the insights gained from this case and a reasoning 
for its inclusion in this evaluation. According to the strategic and project leads (Tim and Frank 
respectively) their project is engaging almost entirely with “groups and organisations that are 
totally new to them” and as well that working with the specific approaches they have adopted 
(identified below) is something that has been a totally new way of approaching their work. 
The focus on Enfield is of course to single them out for their achievements, however, what is 
more important than this is to take a closer look at how managers such as Frank and Tim have 
responded to the new resources offered by the ATF stream of funding, and how they have used this 
programme as an opportunity to learn and explore new ways of working. Their reflections, found 
within the case, are representative of the types of experiences of many programme areas across 
ATF. 

In response to national level systems change, the Enfield REM case demonstrates that they are 
reflecting more deeply on their work than in the past, they are exploring new ways of working, and 
they are achieving different outcomes and results than they have in the past. The ripple effects 
map highlights key points which indicate how the programme has evolved, and what managers 
have learned along the way. It will highlight significant, yet often subtle shifts in mindsets or 
approaches which have developed as a result of the ATF system. All REM maps can be read 
generally from left to right, and a colour-coding scheme has been applied to help the reader 
navigate the various streams of work. 

5.2. Enfield Case Summary 
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As described by the programmes strategic lead Tim Harrison the lead organisation, Enfield 
Council, has traditionally had difficulty in approaching programme development utilising place-
based and community engagement strategies. The result, he describes, due to limited time 
frames is that “you end up talking to who you’re already talking to”. As a result of the ATF systems, 
however, Enfield Council has used the opportunity to explore uncertain and often uncomfortable 
new ways of working. The case quotations and 
examples are full of reflections by either Frank 
Kain (project lead) or Tim Harrison, about Active 
Through Football as being a ‘learning project’, or an 
opportunity to test and try out new approaches. What 
was evident throughout the process of engaging with 
the programme whilst conducting site visits, was 
again this sense of unease. Some of this unease was 
founded upon: the length of time to get programmes 
established due to the shadow presence of a KPI-
based system, quality control over sessions, and 
safety issues when offering services outside of 
Enfield Council’s preferred sites (such as leisure 
centres). 

The key point and reflection of this particular 
case is the changing nature of both Frank and Tim 
understanding of the programme, and especially 
in relation to the London CIC managed Women’s 
Wellbeing programme. The Women’s Wellbeing programme is central and provides the most 
compelling evidence and examples of place-based working with exceptional results of consistently 
engaging a core group of between 40-50 women whose participation rates and repeat attendances 
are now high. However, what has been emphasised within the document, is that the knowledge 
of how to shape a ‘participant centred programme’ is a prominent outcome. A participant 
centred programme considers firstly the lived-realities of the target audiences and then works 
to strategically place provision directly in their paths, within trusted spaces, and delivered by 
appropriate and trusted individuals. Learning how to embark on creating such a programme 
taking into account Enfield Council’s organisational limitations and preferences has enabled key 
staff to develop an awareness and understanding of how these tendencies (in the past) may have 
created unnecessary barriers for participants. As Frank had described, ATF has “provided us 
time to learn ourselves”. This assertion can be viewed in two ways: 1) it gives both Frank and Tim 
time to reflect on what works, and 2) the programme has given them time to reflect on their own 
practice, and organisational preferences and tendencies. This case shows how the ATF system 
has stimulated a ‘reflexive process’ for those working directly with ATF and over time, possibly 
within the wider organisation. Enfield Council has taken notice of ATF’s place-based approaches 
and are increasingly interested in recruiting Frank’s knowledge internally for wider projects. As 
Donella Meadow’s discusses (2008) you can change components of a system, but as long as the 
relationships between components and the rules that govern such relationships stay the same, 
then the same old results are highly likely. In this regard, working on ATF has increased the 
‘systems thinking skills’ (Arnold & Wade, 2017) of key staff members. For example: the ability 
to clearly define the past behaviour of a system and predict future behaviours; working to see 
problems from multiple perspectives; and understanding key leverage points which can reduce 
barriers (e.g. utilising trusted spaces and people). 

What is also clear within this REM case is the workings of the local level system to make and 
shape provision. Enfield, of all the Phase 2 projects, provides one of the clearest examples of 

Figure 9 Mayor Suna Hurman presents ‘Women 
of Inspiration 2023’ awards (Left Meneske, 
Suna, Irene)
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‘co-creation’ across ATF: the project hands high degrees of trust and control over to a local 
delivery partner who is best situated to engage the target audience, while Frank and Tim work 
to facilitate the interests of firstly Meneske & Ozgur, but more indirectly, the female participants 
themselves whose feedback travels through Meneske to higher levels of programme management 
management. These system feedback loops are highly effective and would not be fully realised if 
it were not for the very flexible model of local goals/outcomes that the ATF system has enabled. 
Some other key themes from the case are further summarised utilising the Action Scales Model 
below.  

Beliefs

The beliefs which 
underlie programme 
assumptions

• An understanding within Enfield Council that staff may ‘get in the way’ or that 
during the community engagement process individuals may tell the council 
something different than they would a local representative; develops the belief 
that local individuals with lived-experience are best positioned to engage specific 
audiences. 

• An increased respect for local knowledge and understanding among key workers 
at how to employ place-based within their organisation. 

• An increased sense of self-efficacy and confidence among female participants 
who describe being more open and willing to try new things. 

Goals

The goals the system 
will work towards & 
which the structure is 
designed to realise (i.e. 
KPIs

• Increased focus on relationship building as a result of the process – strengthened 
relationships with new and key partners

• To test a ‘replication’ of the CIC managed Women’s Wellbeing programme with 
another community organisation to see if the process focus of place-based 
approaches can achieve similar outcomes in different contexts. 

Structures

Structures set rules 
and give rise to 
patterns

• An awareness of organisational tendencies and an increased understanding 
among key staff of how preferences and policies can create barriers for 
participants, adjusting organisational policy structures, or finding work arounds 
are important steps to reducing barriers for participants. 

Events

Symptoms or products 
of the entire system

• Enfield has shown an increased penchant for engaging uncertainty and taking a 
‘test and learn’ approach. 

• Female participants show increased interest in physical activity, awareness of 
health issues, and importance of taking care of oneself as a priority.

• Increased understanding among key staff of target audience lived-realities and 
how programmes can be adapted to reduce barriers for participants. 
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6. REM2, ‘Active Women’ Leicester: Bottom-up, Community 
Driven Change

6.1. Leicester Case Introduction 
 

99.81%, of Leicester’s participants in the Active Women project identify as female, of which over 
85% are from ethnic minority (Global Majority) backgrounds such as Black/Caribbean, Pakistani, 
or Indian. According to data gathered through the Upshot system, ATF Leicester alone makes up 
over 30% of participation by Black/Caribbean, Pakistani, Bengali, Arab, Indian and ‘other Asian 
backgrounds’ across the entirety of the 25 ATF programmes. One of the most crucial factors that 
makes Leicester unique is the appointment of locally trusted staff. Across the entirety of the 25 
project areas of ATF, only one has hired into a project manager role a Muslim, Pakistani woman: 
Rukhsana. From the outset, as is evident when viewing the REM storyboard, this was a priority for 
the strategic team at Leicester City in the Community, the lead organisation of the Active Women 
programme. Rukhsana is also just one woman who works in the programme, coach Aura who 
lives near the predominantly Black/Caribbean community of St Matthews and is a member of that 
community, was hired originally as a part time coach and eventually moved to full time. Crucially, 
having ‘the right person’ (local, culturally appropriate, someone who can empathise with the core 
audience) out within the community and building relationships, has been an absolutely vital part of 
Leicester success story. 

However, the success of the programme cannot be attributed to a single individual, rather how 
the entirety of the programme has taken many innovative and novel approaches throughout. 
For example, when granted funds for the community engagement process during the Covid-19 
lockdowns of 2021, Alison, the Director of Leicester City in the Community, convinced Leicester 
City Council (then the lead organisation on the funding application) to give the funds directly to food 
banks and community centres within the target communities so they could restock their supplies 
during a time of social crisis and social need. The deal was that, eventually, these food banks, 
given their depth of trust with participants, would conduct a detailed community engagement 
report which the programme could benefit from. The results of the eventual consultation 
recommended the following: 1) women wanted to exercise and socialise with other females, 2) 
they wanted doorstep sport, 3) they wanted childcare and cultural barriers to be considered, 4) 
they wanted to engage with people who looked like them, spoke like them, dressed like them, 
and 5) they wanted support with their mental health and overall well-being. The following REM 
illustration captures how this has been achieved and the subsequent impacts on people and Place.  
 
6.2. Leicester Case Summary 
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What makes this case informative is the degree to which Leicester City in the Community (LCiTC) 
has taken novel approaches to conduct their community engagement research in the first place, 
giving directly to foodbanks, and then eventually followed very closely the results from that initial 
community engagement. The response from women in the communities of Highfields and St 
Matthews to the programming (over 3400 attendances as of September 2023, in approximately 
18 months of delivery) is indicative of the power of co-producing provision with communities. 
This report has worked to place an emphasis on the subtleties of the programming in Leicester 
which are finely tuned to the need of the core audience – women – whose daily lived realities 
needed to be understood. The importance of hiring the right programme manager, which took 
over six months of steady effort and an adjustment to internal human resource policy, can not 
be understated. In regard to systems change, the programme has been shaped in a ‘locally 
intelligent’ way. This is one of the most significant impacts from ATF system changes: the capacity 
of the programme to respond to, adapt, and develop provision aligned to the needs and challenges 
of a very specific target audience. Project Manager Rukhsana is the embodiment of this particular 
approach, and with her input the project has been shaped in a way that responds to the extreme 
circumstances such as realities of domestic violence at home, low levels of trust and high 
levels of deprivation and alienation from public services in general. Utilising the Actions Scales 
Model below we can consider how the Active Through Football national system has enabled the 
programme to operate at a local level. The table below categorises some of the reported system 
changes which have been reported by project coordinators, wider partners, staff, volunteers and 
participants.

Beliefs

The beliefs which 
underlie programme 
assumptions 

• The BELIEF that this was the right approach is not a new thought to Alison 
Tripney, Director of LCiTC, however, as Sarah Jones had described, due to 
previous forms of funding and limited time horizons, LCiTC did not always have 
success or sufficient time to entertain this approach. Given Rukhsana’s own 
barriers towards the job role, considerable effort was needed to recruit her and 
multiple candidates were turned down in the process.

• Using evidence to impact wider partners (NCS targeted work, Premier League 
projects, Football Welcomes project with Amnesty International) beliefs and 
encourage them to adopt place-based approaches, and start with questions and 
engagement rather than answers

• Adopted the approach across the entirety of LCiTC’s new strategy cycle
• Impacting beliefs of women who now see the importance of physical activity 

and taking care of their physical and mental health + the understanding that PA 
spaces can be for them, and their families

Goals

The goals the system 
will work towards & 
which the structure is 
designed to realise (i.e. 
KPIs)

• What we see is that the GOAL of hiring Rukhsana, based upon the pre-existing 
belief that this was the right approach, was not made fully realisable until a 
programme such as Active Through Football came along.

• To increase the ‘cohort of coaches’ by upskilling local women (volunteers) and 
working them into paid roles over time

• Build strong relationships through targeted giving and entering into a mindset of 
providing and giving which alludes to Investment Based Relationship principles 
rather than transactional thinking in regards to partner working

• Emphasis on shaping a programme which understands local women’s needs to 
overcome barriers socio-cultural and structural barriers (e.g. be sensitive to 
underlying feelings of guilt, worries of safety and stigma around women’s activity 
and exercise)
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Structures

Structures set rules 
and give rise to 
patterns

• In the process, LCiTC needed to change some of the STRUCTURES which stood in 
their way. The job contract and advertisement, in many ways signals an internal 
organisational shift which means the LCiTC now understands how to hire from 
their target audience and what organisational barriers might get in the way when 
trying to do so.

• Increase local control over decision making, individuals with tighter community 
connections (local feedback loops) can drive the programme forward 

• Reducing organisational barriers that get in the way
• Establish a narrative of self-care and the importance of recognising one’s own 

well-being

Events

Symptoms or products 
of the entire system

• The cascading, downstream EVENTS that result from hiring the right person, 
and acting with genuine, authentic intentions (e.g. supporting local foodbanks to 
garner trust) can be described as a significant increased in trust between local 
organisations, participants and LCiTC or the programme as a whole. What is 
compelling about the project in Leicester is the local interpretation of the project 
as being highly authentic (a word consistently used by participants towards the 
programme over multiple research visits). The level of excitement, and genuine 
feelings of trust between participants and the programme is genuinely felt and 
communicated by participants, staff, and other organisations who work with the 
programme. 

• Increased feelings of trust between participants and the programme
• Growing participation rates and decreased effort over time to gather participants 
• Improved relationships between local organisations and consortium partners 

(although this is a work in progress in some cases between partners) 
• Unexpected impacts on local partners – e.g. Wesley Hall can now focus more on 

providing quality support for complex needs/cases for its support as it can now 
signpost many individuals towards Active Women which provides enough social 
support that many women no longer demand Wesley Hall services   
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7. REM3, ‘DE23 Active’ Derby: A Whole Systems Approach to 
Physical Activity Provision 

7.1. Derby Case Introduction 
 

The DE23 Active project is based in the wards of Normanton & Arboretum which has some of the 
highest population density and proportion of population living with high levels of deprivation in 
England. Based upon September 2023 attendances uploaded to Upshot, Derby has the largest 
number of overall attendances for all Phase 2 projects at 4593 total attendances (around 15% of all 
Phase 2 attendances). Derby alone is responsible for around 20% of all contact hours across Phase 
2 projects. This is likely because of the length and types of sessions they run, which is described 
in the case that follows. Derby also has the second highest number of unique attendances, with 
703 participants total engaging with their project (600 of whom are of Pakistani/Muslim origin), 
only Hull has larger numbers of unique attendances (at 847). But in contrast to Hull, in Derby 63% 
of attendees are female, 82% from the highest IMD bracket, and around 75% of participants are 
over the age of 35 with consistent participation rates into the older generations with over 18% of 
participants being over the age of 55. Derby’s success at reaching those in the highest bracket of 
IMD deprivation is potentially informative, hence its selection as a case here. 

According to Upshot data, when contact hours are considered, across all Phase 2 projects, Derby 
makes up 27% of all contact hours for participants from the IMD 0-20 bracket. The discrepancies 
between projects are of course a matter of target audience focus, the numbers described here are 
not used to associate quality with quantity, nor do they insinuate depth of impact, or long-term 
sustainable change in either case. However, what is important to point out in respects to DE23 
Active project (Derby’s local ATF identity) is that Derby has managed to achieve a degree of scale 
while still remaining highly targeted in regard to IMD categories. The project has been deliberately 
designed to cater to those with more complex challenges in regards to physical activity and as 
well aims to tackle wider community issues through its provision. The DE23 Active project has 
catalysed other activities, not all of which it directly funds or is responsible for. 

A core part of the case study in Derby is the work delivered by the Derby Health Inequalities 
Partnership, which conducted community engagement and consultation during Covid-19 
lockdowns to understand why individuals from Normanton and Arboretum were not following 
lock-down advice. The results of this work, and subsequently the investigation to the impacts 
of high levels of health inequalities within the communities revealed a 9-10 year difference in 
life expectancy due to wider determinates of inequality (Webster et al., 2022). The issues of high 
levels of deprivation paired with physical inactivity (as per DHIP’s findings) deeply impacted the 
core ATF staff in Derby who were significantly involved in DHIP’s work. As such, the findings have 
underpinned how they have approached the visioning and delivery of the project. Community Action 
Derby (CAD), a local infrastructure organisation who was best positioned to engage with the target 
audiences, took the lead role in the ATF project. Nationwide, Derby is the only ATF programme with 
a lead organisation from a non-sporting or city council background. Though atypical of wider ATF 
practice, CAD’s priorities and background knowledge oriented towards community development 
and deprivation relief have transferred well into a physical activity intervention. 
 
7.2. Derby Case Summary 
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Across the project in Derby, there is clear evidence of mindsets shifting within partner 
organisations and other stakeholders. The project is actively working to ‘get on board’ influential 
members of the local community, such as Imams, to acquire religious support for things like 
women’s health through physical activity. CAD and local staff members retain the bulk of the 
value created during the programme, either through paid work opportunities for local people, the 
opportunity to build experience and know-how within their organisations, but also in regards to 
their trusted reputation in the community. CAD’s own board of directors were concerned about 
taking on a project of this nature. One of the most significant changes in beliefs within this case, 
is within CAD’s management structures, who now see the relevance of the programme, and how 
sport can strengthen wider developmental social goals and tackle health-related issues. Within 
CAD, it is clear that sport and physical activity now has a firm role to play within their wider 
programming. 

However, this case study, more so than in other areas, also revealed a high degree of frustration 
and at times disappointment. The programme came with high promise, given that it was to be 
controlled and delivered by local community organisations with a strong track record. During its 
engagement period, it created a significant feeling of optimism, this was because the consortium 
consisted of strong and well-intentioned organisations that had high levels of strategic influence 
to (quite literally) open gates and public facilities that are long term issues for the general public. 
While the project benefits from the strong local connections from Community Action Derby, 
Community One, and the Pakistani Community Centre, each of these organisations is becoming 
increasingly worried about the lack of progress on highly visible issues (such as access to facilities 
or the loss of access to older facilities). Run locally by staff who live in the areas, the system 
‘feedback loops’ are very responsive. This is both a strength and a risk. The more that high-level 
strategic goals are delayed, or not met, the more a risk of community disillusion could grow.

Nonetheless, what is clear is that DE23 Active is creating local change by addressing the core of 
what underpins community issues: a lack of safe spaces for physical activity and access to other 
facilities; a lack of ‘community specific’ resources and spaces to educate the public about health, 
well-being and physical activity with trusted people to provide advice about services available to 
them; the knowledge and information gap between policy makers and local communities; the 
cultural perceptions of sport and activity, especially for women. The following table provides a 
summary of these system changes. 

Beliefs

The beliefs which 
underlie programme 
assumptions 

• Working to change the mindset that normalises deprivation and that nothing will 
ever change!

• Reducing negative perceptions and stigma attached to physical activity for women 
and the elderly 

• Influencing the beliefs of programme partners (e.g. Derbyshire FA hiring an EDI 
staff member based on community understanding rather than qualifications)

• Working to change the view that mosques are only spaces for worship to open 
more trusted community spaces for PA

• Challenging the idea that the council is the ‘authority’ who knows best about what 
works for communities 

• Working to change the beliefs and culture of external organisations through 
steady engagement and training 

• Increased understanding of the value of physical activity among key local 
organisations (e.g. Community Action Derby or Pakistan Community Centre)
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Goals

The goals the system 
will work towards & 
which the structure is 
designed to realise (i.e. 
KPIs)

• Work at the high strategic level possible to increase safe spaces available to 
members of the community (Morways example)

• To show progress on some of the major systemic issues within the next 6 months 
(such as safe spaces, or access to closed spaces such as gates, toilets and change 
rooms)

• To deepen the connections between faith and physical activity through working 
with Imams to transfer learning from the Muslim Sports Foundation Active 
Sunnah conference

• To increase the skills and capacity of local volunteers and staff to delivery future 
physical activity provision

Structures

Structures set rules 
and give rise to 
patterns

• Increased collaboration and coproduction between wider organisations who have 
joined up to tackle health inequalities together through reducing barriers to 
access

• Greater capacity to respond to participant and community feedback due to ATF’s 
increased flexibility around provision

• Increased accountability through highly localised feedback loops 

Events

Symptoms or products 
of the entire system

• Significant increase in participation by Muslim audiences and especially among 
women, and those who are 55+

• Increased access by target population to health related advice and services
• Increased access to spaces previously not visited by Muslim audiences such as 

Morways (most participants had never been to a swimming pool before)
• Pakistan Community Centre (through involvement and influence of ATF) now 

wants to renovate to include a dedicated PA space 
• Residents have increased knowledge of the value of physical activity, and how to 

participate (what to wear, activities, etc.)
• Increased resiliency among target population to continue and sustain physical 

activity
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8. 10 Leverage Points for Systems Change

As a programme, Active Through Football has generated a multitude of impacts through ‘doing 
things differently’. The purpose of this section is to summarise these findings into 10 leverage 
points that are evidenced within sections 4-7. Leverage points are points within a system where 
making a change can have a significant effect on the overall behaviour of that system. The leverage 
points identified should be understood as interrelated, and the order that they are presented in 
does not indicate importance or chronology; such judgements should be reserved for specific ATF 
programme systems. 

8.1. LP1: Funding duration
 

One of the most significant leverage points, which programme staff consistently referred to 
throughout data collection, was the length of time projects had to create change. Many programme 
managers reported having higher levels of job satisfaction and enthusiasm for the role given 
that they believed change was more realistic within a longer timeframe. Their willingness to 
embrace innovation and openness to learning can see identified as a direct result of the funding 
duration. While for participants and other stakeholders, many described that the length of funding 
significantly increasingly their willingness to invest their own time and resources. Fundamentally, 
it is clear that a longer funding duration enabled programmes to take the required time to build 
relationships and trust with key stakeholders within the community, with compounding benefits to 
the programme that should not be underestimated.   

8.2. LP2: Create opportunities and encourage reflexive practice 
 

Reflexive practice enables staff to become more organisationally self-aware and conscious of 
how their own organisations create challenges. Encouraging reflexive practice also indicates a 
willingness of staff and organisations to revisit long-held beliefs about what works or does not 
work, and to improve their practice by addressing assumptive thinking. The Enfield case study 
(Section 5) is indicative of much ATF practice in providing programme managers and other staff 
with ‘time to learn ourselves’ (Frank). The capacity and time to reflect across project areas has 
led to key programme staff learning about their own organisational tendencies and preferences. 
ATF has significantly stimulated the capacity to develop this awareness through specific aspects 
of programme design, for example: 1) the funding duration provided to projects, and 2) the peer 
support provided through the community of learning (see LP9). 

8.3. LP3: Adapt policies, procedures, and documentation
 

This report has indicated a number of examples across the project areas of the local level, and as 
well at the national level where managers have invested considerable time and effort to critically 
examine their own organisations (e.g. LP2). For example, at the national level ATF redesigned 
the assessment matrix used to evaluate initial programme applications and invited to resubmit 
their funding proposals after feedback if unsuccessful. This change of process was much to the 
benefit of the Phase 2 projects, many of whom ‘hit the ground running stronger because they had a 
really concentrated focused effort with feedback from us’ (Anna). Local level examples from the case 
studies show that Leicester revisited their internal HR policies to make it possible to hire ‘the right 
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person’ (see LP4 below). Enfield began offering physical in alternative spaces (e.g. community 
centres), translated and adjusted participant registration forms, and ensured a well-connected 
local delivery partner were central to decision making. Documents, policies and procedures that 
are not open to adaptation can unhelpfully ‘bind’ the system into place, distort the true value or 
programmes, and can frustrate even well-intentioned plans if not adapted. 

8.4. LP4: Appoint the ‘right person’ for the community
 

The importance of having the ‘right person’ as a project manager is very clear in cases one and 
two, and one of the most fundamental leverage points identified through ATF. Crucially, it is an 
individuals’ cultural identity and knowledge that makes them well placed to engage specific 
communities, not their sporting qualifications. Results from multiple participatory research 
workshops and interviews with participants indicated that female coaches and role models 
recruited from within the community had significantly impacted other women’s engagement 
and participation in ATF. Seeing female leaders and delivery staff in these roles helped shift the 
mindset of women, some of whom reported no recent participation in sport or physical activity. 
This is because seeing a culturally ‘similar’ individual in a position of responsibility advocating 
physical activity can significantly shift the perception that physical activity is for ‘someone like me’. 
Furthermore, such local representation also benefits the programmes capacity to understand 
local needs and develop accordingly.  

8.5. LP5: Retain programme value through capacity building 
 

Capacity building can ensure the maximal retention of generated project value within communities 
(e.g., skills, experience, knowhow, connections, leadership qualities, CV benefits). This has 
been the focus of ATFs workforce development, though it is also goes beyond ATF volunteers 
or programme staff. For example, London CIC and key workers Ozgur and Meneske (Case 1) in 
Enfield have accumulated experience, credibility, and further trustworthiness throughout the 
course of the ATF programme. ATF has helped to sustain Community Action Derby as a key 
community asset when funding reductions had severely impacted its organisational capacity. The 
Pakistani Community Centre has been revived as an organisation through ATF which has increased 
footfall and helped to demonstrate its value to the community. Rukhsana’s career has been 
bolstered by ATF, with the direct value generated from the project (increased profile, experience, 
financial benefit) retained by an individual who resides within the community and will continue to 
make an impact there. Capacity building is therefore central to effective programme development 
and implementation, and also crucially the sustain longer term impact of ATF. 

8.6. LP6: Shift decision making power 
 

A decentralised approach to ATF project development, implementation and management 
are evident in each of the presented cases. Crucially, increased levels of capacity for project 
management staff to make decisions can improve the significantly responsiveness of system 
feedback loops. The result is a programme which can also adapt to feedback more adequately and 
respond with high degrees of flexibility. For example, Meneske and Ozgur were given freedom to 
recruit their own Turkish speaking coaches and health specialists which were more fitting for their 
target audience needs. The London CIC example is particularly interesting given the high degrees 
of autonomy Ozgur and Menske have to develop the project and make decisions which they feel are 
right for their audience. In Derby the project has solved complex religious considerations which 
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presented barriers to women’s physical activity through work with religious leaders. These actions 
are the result of high degrees of decentralised decision making capacity and organisational trust, 
where key local project staff are empowered to respond to local problems using their accumulated 
local intelligence.  

8.7. LP7: Focus on building trust throughout the system
 

Trust in others’ decision making clearly underpins leverage point five. For those who are physically 
inactive and do not consider that ‘sport is for them’, becoming socially and physically active can 
be stressful and anxiety inducing. ATF programmes who have succeeded in engaging inactive 
audiences are those who have valued the building of trusting relationships with participants. For 
example, Derby spent six months engaging with their female group of participants via ‘Chill n 
Chai’ and ‘Knit & Nat’ sessions before gradually introducing physical activity. Nosheen and Aliyah 
invested significant time educating participants about footwear, swimwear, or types of activities to 
help them overcome specific barriers or perceptions. Many other ATF programmes have developed 
healthy eating material or other ‘added value’ sessions with nutritionists, physiotherapists, or 
mental health specialists. An additional benefit of educational aspects within programme design 
is to increase participants level of trust between sessions leaders, other participants, and the 
programme in general. Furthermore, these social aspects of participants’ experience were 
highlighted throughout the evaluation as having a significant impact repeat participation, as many 
participants valued the fun and social side of taking part as much as the activity itself. 

8.8. LP8: Ready the system for change 
 

Programmes have invested considerable effort to influence the mindsets of project volunteers, 
consortia members, and wider stakeholders to create change. As Owen Swift, Derby City Council, 
described ‘it’s all the background work that makes the difference’. Sarah Jones in Leicester 
described how she frequently tries to influence others’ thinking, asking ‘how can we say what’s 
scheduled for the year if we haven’t spoken to participants yet’ in order to educate partners on 
the fundamentals of place-based working. As the example of the three REM cases has shown, 
stimulating system change can be a challenging and time-consuming task, requiring careful 
attention to local system stakeholders needs and lived experience. The work around tackling 
the stigma associated with women’s physical activity has been a particularly salient aspect of 
the three presented cases. These changes required the ‘right staff’ (LP4), often engaging with 
unconventional organisations and partners, to deliver activities and support that would usually 
be unjustifiable in a conventional community sport delivery programme. The result however is 
that project participants now see physical activity as something ‘for people like me’ because of the 
changes to several aspects of their local system. 

8.9. LP9: Embed programme learning functions 
 

ATFs programme structure has provided ample opportunity for learning and exchange across 
the programme. The community of learning, bi-annual reviews, ‘buddy system’, Sport England’s 
relationship managers, and LBU’s evaluation work have spread the culture and ethos of place-
based working. As Section 4 indicated, learning is a hallmark aspect of ATF and many programme 
managers value these learning and development opportunities. The effect of these learning 
functions for ATF staff is a peer support network which encourages reflection, sharing of effective 
practices, and collaborative problem solving. The processes of learning and change can be 
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challenging and uncomfortable for staff who have established patterns of work, or who are based 
in organisations less open to change. Therefore, the development of learning functions benefit 
from a culture of openness and transparency through which staff can reflect upon what is going 
well, but crucially also, what can be learned from failure. 

8.10. LP10: Embed information exchange and relay across layers of the system and within the 
consortia 
 

Derby’s ‘connector model’ provides an example of a formal developed model of information flow 
and exchange across the programme. The model indicates clear roles for grassroots, mentor, 
and strategic connectors. Bottom-up, place-based, learning focussed programmes, such as ATF, 
cannot afford to lose insight from delivery staff. Generated insights (e.g. learning, reflections, 
concerns, barriers, or feedback) that are lost or delayed compromises a systems adaptability 
and project momentum. As Aliyah stated when described the multiple challenges they have 
encountered with their Morways provision: ‘it takes months to build trust, but only a second to 
lose it’. In this instance, news of the bad experiences was escalated to higher strategic levels via 
the connector model. While at the strategic level the director of Morways understood the issues, 
middle management and front-line staff were either unknowledgeable or openly unreceptive to 
changes hence the initiation of cultural competency training for Morways staff by Community 
Action Derby. An example of ineffective information exchange is found in Morways – front line staff 
were unknowledgeable of agreements made between DE23 and Morways and resisted even the 
simplest adjustments such as signage and female only spaces. The importance of clearly outlined 
processes of communication become all the more important in multi-institutional, consortia-
based projects which, in the absence of such a strategy, risk losing the communities trust through 
a lack of responsiveness to issues or evolving needs. 

8.11. Summary
 

To summarise, the above 10 leverage points represent the types of changes reported or witnessed 
across the three selected in-depth case areas and other phase two ATF projects. The leverage 
points summarise adjustments made at both the national level and local level which have been 
highly beneficial to creating change locally. The leverage points also summarise changes which 
have been uniquely present within ATF programmes and enabled as a result of ATFs overall project 
design given the increased time allowances and place-based approach. While there have been 
many informative and varied examples of change to draw from across ATF, the report has focussed 
on distilling findings into leverage points that are intentionally applicable across contexts. To 
conclude, the 10 leverage points are both indicators and enablers of change across programme 
areas.  

 



The ‘Active Through Football’ Playbook:
An evaluation of systems change and impact 62

9. Conclusion

This report will conclude by revisiting and answering its four outlined evaluation questions which 
were presented in Section 1.2. In Section 8 the report outlined 10 Leverage Points (LPs) for 
systems change when working to address physical inequalities in deprived communities. These 
LPs have been generated through observations made as a result of the research programme. 
Through interviews with project managers, key staff and wider stakeholders, the research 
programme has indicated change based upon project stakeholders prior experiences either 
working on or participating in programmes. Section 4 presented some of these findings which 
have been utilised to provide examples of reported change within project areas. The developed 
LPs contrast significantly when compared to the reported past experiences of programme 
stakeholders, or observed changes that were evidently visible across multiple project areas. 

Q1 – How and in what ways has ATF enabled innovative and impactful ways of working?

When considering innovating and impactful ways of working, the most impactful aspects of ATF’s 
programme design has been the length of time projects have to engage with and learn from 
communities (LP1). However, closely corresponding to this has been the formal learning functions 
embedded into the programme (LP9) which has aided in spreading innovation and the cultural 
ethos of ATF. ATF has benefitted from incorporating ‘multiple perspectives’ within programmes via 
the consortium approach which is a core element of a system thinking mindset (Arnold & Wade, 
2017). This has helped to encourage innovative problem solving and communication with external 
partners who work together towards shared goals (LP10). Finally, the encouragement towards 
reflexive practice (LP2) has meant that workers have been able to identify many internal leverage 
points for change within their own practice and organisations. Case 1 demonstrates clearly the 
effectiveness of learning and reflection by key programme staff and outlines how mindset changes 
have impacted the approaches and results of Active Enfield. 

Q2 – How has ATF funding facilitated systems change and impact in different project areas?

ATF has facilitated systems change through its often unintentional attention to structural 
details. LP3 (adapting policies, procedures and documentation) is a primary example of how the 
programme has stimulated systems change by interrogating the power embedded within formal 
procedures and documentation. Successful projects in ATF will be those who leave a legacy within 
their programme areas. In regard to legacy, the provided case examples are arguably exemplary 
as they have focussed on who benefits from projects and how to ensure that communities retain 
generated programme value through capacity building and career progression (LP5). Where 
local organisations and individuals retain the generated value of the programme, the greater the 
local capacity to create further opportunity and change over time. Further to this point, as LP4 
asserts, the ‘right person’ can have a tremendous impact upon a place-based programme where 
community engagement, trust and relationship building are some of the core demands of the job 
role. The flexibility and time allowances of ATF have made it much more possible than in the past 
to hire the right person. Case 2 describes the impact and effect of this approach while on the other 
hand Case 3 demonstrates similar findings around ‘the right organisation’ rather than the right 
individual. 

Q3 – What are the wider impacts (intended and unintended) of these system changes?

The ‘downstream’ impacts of the above noted leverage points are events such as increased levels 
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of empowerment for local level actors (LP6), increased feelings of trust (LP7) between programme 
and participants and improved participant experiences. The unintended impacts of the programme 
have also led to changes within wider partnered organisations who have gained time and efficiency 
as ATF has helped to alleviate burdens placed on critical services. Across the programme areas 
there is ample evidence of mindset shifts and spreading of influence (LP8). These shifts in mindset 
within key members of staff and organisations such as County FAs, wider project partners, within 
faith institutions, or local councils, will likely have an ongoing positive impact. Just as ATF has 
been shaped by the Local Delivery Pilots where ATFs place-based working principles were derived, 
so too can ATF attain a similar level of influence, especially within traditionally football-specific 
community organisations. 

Q4 – How can complex systems change be documented and communicated to better understand 
and learn from ATF programmes? 

This report has benefitted from a blended approach to data collection which has involved 
participatory Ripple Effects Mapping workshops as well as more traditional qualitative research 
approaches (interviews, focus groups, and site visit observations). The REM workshops helped 
to reveal an understanding of change which is multi-perspectival. However, the approach also 
benefitted from follow-up in-depth research which helped to further explore the nuance and 
context surrounding changes reported during the REM sessions. Sections 2 and 3 outlined 
analytical tools and approaches this evaluative research. These sections have significantly guided 
the research process by indicating how systems can be understood and how complex or subtle 
forms of change can be demonstrated. The research has suggested that programmes which seek 
to demonstrate change within their local areas can present, through their case studies, evidence of 
the 10 LPs, or draw from the developed frameworks and approaches outlined in Sections 2 and 3.  

9.1. Closing comments
 

This report summarises thus far examples of system change and impact which have occurred 
across ATF phase two programme areas which can be clearly attributed to ATF. The difficulty of 
asserting and expressing attribution (the effects of the programme) and systemic change (which 
benefits from longitudinal data) is not to be underestimated. As such the findings of this evaluation 
indicate only what can be confidently reported just two years into a five-year project. Given that 
ATF programmes were not initially established with system change as a specific strategic objective 
or focus for implementation, the examples of systems change and impact evidenced, here over a 
relatively short space of time, demonstrate clear and desirable momentum towards addressing 
the complex challenge of reducing physical inactivity in deprived communities. 
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Appendices 

a) Conducting A REM Workshop
 

REM workshops typically involved those who work closely with a programme or are impacted by it. 
For the workshops in the selected case areas, this included the ATF management team (strategic 
level & wider consortium, project managers, and frontline staff) it also included volunteers (such 
as community champions) and participants, the workshops in some cases included external 
delivery focussed staff, or other wider stakeholders (police, grassroots community representatives, 
etc.). The lead researcher worked closely with the local ATF project manager to bring together 
the key stakeholders for the workshop. Generally, the REM workshops ranged between 8-15 
participants. The time allotted for the REM workshops was 120-180 minutes. Below is a rough 
outline of the process followed and indicative timings. 

• Introduction to Workshop (10-15 minutes)
• oIntroduction to Researcher & Roundtable Introductions
• oWhat is the research for?
• oA ‘systems primer’ to introduce key ideas

• Formation of Groups & Exercise 1 (15-20 minutes)
• Map ‘frustrations’, ‘barriers’ & Improvements onto the Social Determinates of Health model 

(Dahlgren & Whitehead, 1991) participants respond with sticky notes:
› In the past, what barriers and/or frustrations did you experience in regards to developing 

or partaking in physical activity?
› What about ATF or the active women programme has helped to change/overcome these 

barriers or issues?
• Peer To Peer Interviewing (10-15 minutes)

• Participants are divided into groups of 2 or 3 & given a sheet containing a set of interview 
questions (including follow up questions) such as: 

› What is a meaningful experience you have had with the programme to date?
• Participants take turns interviewing one another for 6-8 minutes each

• Group Feedback & Mapping (60-90 minutes)
• Participants relay their stories (meaningful experiences or impacts of the programme) to 

the group, these are mapped on a timeline by the researcher on large sheets of paper 
• The short, medium and long term dimensions and downstream effects are considered 

• Session Conclusion & Reflection (15-20 minutes)
• Discussion: What have you learned? What will you do within the next 6 months?

Participation in this research process often stimulated a deeper reflection among participants 
about the core meaning of their programme, about which activities were highly beneficial, and 
how collectively the group of stakeholders saw some outcomes as important as opposed to others. 
The sessions also gave a certain type of energy through a heightened sense of the programmes 
impacts seen from multiple perspectives.  



The ‘Active Through Football’ Playbook:
An evaluation of systems change and impact 66

b) Community Capitals Framework (CCF)
 

REM workshops have in many cases applied the CCF to categorise the impacts of a programme 
upon a locality. The CCF declares that community well-being is an ecosystem which requires 
various types of capital which all act together. 

 
The Community Capitals Framework (see Chazdon et al., 2015)

• Natural – the value provided to communities by local landscapes and the environment (e.g. 
greenspaces, natural resources, or cleanliness of the environment)

• Built – The built/urban environment can either hinder or enable wellbeing (e.g. the cramped 
urban geography or inner cities are often not conducive to well-being)

• Financial – The financial wellbeing of individuals and local businesses which can enable local 
development now and in the future. 

• Political – The level of political activity and empowerment or access to power brokers. 
• Social – The ‘glue’ that holds communities together, social bonds, a sense of togetherness & 

connection between residents. 
• Human – Developed human capacity, the skills or local human resources to tackle issues. 

Increased knowledge, skills and entrepreneurship. 
• Cultural – Festivals, the arts, tradition, community language, religion. 

c) Sport England ‘People and Places: the story of doing it differently’ 
 

In Sport England’s learnings from the Local Delivery Pilots (LDPs) the People and Places report 
has outlined a number of practical aspects of systems change which are useful framings in 
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terms of ‘behaviour traits’ that may be found across the cases presented. These traits are telling 
examples of situations where organisations, individuals, staff members or volunteers may be 
acting differently in response to changes happening locally as a result of the ATF funding stream. 

1. Shared purpose or ‘merged agendas’ between local organisations for increased collaboration 
and effective coproduction. 

2. Understanding lived experience: an increased empathetic capacity of programmes or 
organisations to make meaningful adjustments to programming which shows an understanding 
of participants daily barriers and challenges.

3. Distributed Leadership: strong leadership and organisational flexibility to give decision making 
and control to less senior staff. 

4. Capacity & Time To Reflect: project managers don’t often have time to reflect on and learn 
from a project, they are stuck in a conveyor belt of delivery and funding applications. Having 
the capacity to learn from projects, or to try new approaches can help to solve problems rather 
than just repeating old behaviours. 

5. Top Cover: projects need to have ‘cover’ from higher strategic managers who support their 
cause and can escalate issues when needed. This can also include top cover from grassroots 
gatekeepers, or other highly influential people. 

6. Test & Learn: typically projects are risk adverse and not willing to try new approaches 
when results need to be delivered. The behaviour of trying out new things, is indicative of an 
innovative spirit which can achieve new and interesting results. 

7. Power Shift: empowerment of grassroots actors or staff members to be leaders (throughout 
every level of the system). Getting away from transactional relationships and moving towards 
Investment Based Relationships. 

8. Having The Right Conversations: building trust, finding the right people and asking the right 
questions can change the outcome of a programme. 

9. Understanding The System You’re Trying To Shape: an implicit understanding of how a locality 
functions, IMD statistics cannot tell the whole story. 

10. Starting With Questions, Not Answers: coming to communities with questions rather than 
assumptions about what will work best, for whom and why. 
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