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Proposal:
Barriers to participation in DofE programmes for young people.
Introduction:
This study investigates the barriers to participation in the Duke of Edinburgh's Award (DofE) programmes among young people (14-24 years old). Research has demonstrated that prolonged sedentary lifestyles are associated with an increased risk of physical and mental health conditions (Heron et al., 2019). As one of the UK's largest youth development programmes, DofE provides structured opportunities for young people to engage with outdoor environments, develop life skills, and participate in physical activity (DofE, 2018). However, not all eligible young people choose to begin or complete the programme. Therefore, this research seeks to identify the factors that prevent young people aged 14-24 from accessing and engaging with DofE.
The study adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining qualitative interviews with secondary data from the Duke of Edinburgh's Award organisation and Hertfordshire County Council. This approach allows for both an exploration of individual experiences and a broader understanding of participation trends, providing a more comprehensive analysis of barriers to engagement.
The rationale for this research is based on the potential benefits of increasing participation in outdoor programmes such as DofE. Engagement with outdoor environments has been associated with a range of physical, psychological, and social benefits (Pretty, 2004). Furthermore, access to nature-based activities can contribute positively to wellbeing and may support individuals in coping with challenging life experiences. Organisations such as The Wildlife Trusts (2023) also highlight the wider public health benefits of nature engagement, suggesting that improved access to outdoor opportunities may reduce pressures on healthcare services.
This topic is of particular interest due to my personal experience of completing the DofE programme, which has provided insight into the opportunities and challenges associated with participation. By identifying the barriers that prevent young people from starting or completing DofE, this study aims to contribute to recommendations that may support greater participation and accessibility within youth outdoor programmes.
Given the scale and prominence of the Duke of Edinburgh's Award within UK youth development, understanding barriers to participation has significant practical implications. As one of the largest youth development and outdoor award programmes in the UK (DofE, 2025), DofE provides opportunities for personal development, physical activity, skills acquisition and engagement with outdoor environments. Identifying the barriers that prevent young people from starting or completing the programme could help improve accessibility and inclusivity, enabling a wider range of young people to benefit from these opportunities. Furthermore, the findings may inform strategies that support greater participation among underrepresented groups and contribute to the wider development of inclusive outdoor education programmes.
Relevant literature relating to youth participation, outdoor education, wellbeing, extracurricular participation and barriers to access will be reviewed to provide a foundation for the study and strengthen the interpretation of findings.

Literature:
A substantial body of literature suggests that outdoor engagement can support the development of skills such as teamwork, communication, problem-solving, and resilience among young people (Loynes, 1999). The Duke of Edinburgh's Award provides a structured framework through which young people can access outdoor experiences and develop these skills. However, participation in extracurricular and youth activities is influenced by a range of barriers (SQW, 2025), which may help explain why some young people do not engage with DofE or other youth organisations. Research indicates that feelings of exclusion and a lack of belonging can discourage participation, while the financial costs associated with outdoor activities may create additional barriers (Waite et al., 2021). Furthermore, young people may choose not to participate due to competing commitments and feelings of being overwhelmed by existing academic, social, or personal pressures (Dickinson, Griffiths and Bredice, 2020). These barriers suggest that, despite the recognised benefits of outdoor programmes, access and participation are not experienced equally by all young people.

Aims:
My aim is to identify the barriers that young people face when starting or continuing the Duke of Edinburgh's Award. This can be used as a framework where people can explore strategies for reducing these barriers to improve accessibility and participation.

Method:
I intend to use a mixed-methods approach incorporating interviews and data gathered from DofE and Hertfordshire County Council. Using a mixed-methods approach will provide personal and unique perspectives through interviews, alongside a broader understanding of participation patterns through the data collected from DofE and Hertfordshire County Council. My interview participants could include DofE coordinators, Scout leaders, teachers, and members of Scout Network (the 18-25 age section of Scouts). Using these participants will provide different perspectives, opinions, and experiences, demonstrating a range of factors that may influence young people's participation in DofE. I would also select these participants because they are readily accessible to me, making them a convenient sample. Whilst this approach is practical and time-efficient, it may limit the generalisability of the findings. The entirety of the research will be undertaken in accordance with the University of Wales Trinity Saint David Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice (2022).

Data Analysis:
Following data collection, I will use thematic analysis to identify key themes and patterns within the interview responses. This method provides a systematic approach to analysing qualitative data, enabling the identification of recurring themes while maintaining flexibility in interpretation. These themes will then be brought together to determine the main barriers affecting young people's participation in DofE. The barriers identified will then be compared with data provided by DofE and Hertfordshire County Council to determine whether similar patterns emerge and whether the findings correlate.
Identifying and grouping themes from the interviews will help demonstrate that these barriers are recurring issues rather than experiences limited to individual participants. Comparing these themes with the wider data provided by DofE and Hertfordshire County Council will also indicate whether the barriers identified within my sample are reflected across a broader population of young people, demonstrating that the findings are not isolated to the participants involved in this study.

Limitations:
As this is a small-scale study, the responses gathered from participants may not fully represent all barriers affecting young people's participation in the Duke of Edinburgh's Award. Furthermore, it is uncertain whether Hertfordshire County Council holds information relevant to this research or whether such information will be accessible to me.
The study also relies on convenience sampling, meaning participants may not be representative of the wider population of young people involved in DofE. Those who choose to participate may have particularly positive or negative experiences, which could influence the perspectives collected. In addition, participants may not accurately recall past experiences, creating the potential for recall bias. The geographical focus on South England may also limit the transferability of the findings to other regions of the UK, where social, economic, and organisational contexts may differ.
Despite these limitations, the study is intended to provide valuable exploratory insights into the barriers affecting participation in DofE and help identify potential strategies for improving accessibility and engagement.


Research timetable:

1) Research Proposal Development:
- Decide on a research topic and identify the overall aim of the project
- Carry out a literature review to develop understanding of the topic
- Create research questions and objectives based on gaps identified in the literature
- Discuss ideas and project plans with my supervisor
- Finalise and submit the research proposal for approval

2) Ethics Application:
- Complete all required university ethics documentation
- Identify any ethical issues that may arise and put measures in place to minimise risk
- Develop procedures to protect participants throughout the research process
- Prepare and organise all supporting documents
- Submit the ethics application and make any required amendments

3) Research Instrument Design:
- Develop interview questions that align with the research aims and objectives
- Ensure questions are clear, relevant, and free from bias
- Review interview questions with my supervisor
- Make amendments based on feedback
- Finalise the interview schedule
4) Participant Documentation:
- Create a participant information sheet outlining the study
- Develop an informed consent form
- Ensure all documentation meets data protection requirements
- Review documents with my supervisor
- Finalise participant materials

5) Participant Recruitment:
- Identify suitable participants for the study
- Send out recruitment invitations
- Provide participants with information sheets and consent forms
- Respond to any questions or concerns participants may have
- Confirm participation and arrange interview dates

6) Data Collection:
- Obtain informed consent from all participants
- Conduct semi-structured interviews
- Audio record interviews 
- Keep reflective notes throughout the data collection process
- Store all data securely and confidentially

7) Data Preparation:
- Transcribe interview recordings
- Check transcripts against recordings to ensure accuracy
- Anonymise participant information
- Organise data ready for analysis

8) Data Analysis:
- Read through transcripts multiple times to become familiar with the data
- Identify recurring patterns and themes
- Compare findings with existing literature
- Discuss emerging themes and interpretations with my supervisor

9) Dissertation Writing:
- Write dissertation
- Incorporate feedback from my supervisor throughout the writing process
- Complete referencing, formatting, and final checks

10) Final Editing and Submission:
- Proofread the dissertation and correct any errors
- Review citations and references for accuracy
- Ensure the dissertation meets the required word count
- Check that all assessment criteria have been addressed
- Submit the completed dissertation

11) Poster/Presentation Development:
- Identify the key findings, implications, and recommendations from the research
- Design an academic poster or presentation that clearly communicates the findings
- Create visual representations of key themes and results
- Practise presenting the research confidently and concisely
- Make final improvements based on feedback received
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