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INTRODUCTION 
 
Save the Children’s Scotland Ambassadors programme gives a voice to young people 
fighting poverty and supports them to make a real and lasting change for the poorest 
children across Scotland.  The Ambassadors are a group of young people aged 13 to 
16 who are campaigning on a single issue that they feel will make a difference to the 
lives of Scotland’s poorest children.  The Ambassadors are elected by their peers 
through involvement in other Save the Children programmes and decide themselves 
what issue to campaign on.  Save the Children’s role is to support the Ambassadors 
to achieve the change that they wish to see.   
 
The Scotland Ambassadors have chosen to focus their campaign on addressing the 
barriers that prevent young people aged 11-19 in poverty from accessing leisure 
activities that help them reach their potential – such as cost, transport and 
information.  The aim of the campaign is that young people in poverty will receive 
additional support to overcome these barriers.  The Ambassadors are particularly 
interested in exploring the role that discount cards could play.  This paper provides 
the background and context to this issue. 
 
THE ISSUE:  YOUNG PEOPLE IN POVERTY HAVE DIFFICULTY 
ACCESSING LEISURE ACTIVITIES  
 
Young people in Scotland who grow up in poverty are less likely than their peers to 
take part in leisure activities outside of school.  Scottish Government research in 
2008 found a stark difference in participation levels in sporting and cultural activities 
between the poorest youngsters and the rest: 1 
 

• Young people from the wealthiest areas are more likely to have participated 
in a range of ‘cultural’ related activities than those living in deprived areas, 
such as dance lessons; playing an instrument; painting or drawing.  

• Overall, those living in the wealthiest areas are 1.5 times more likely to have 
participated in these types of activities than those living in the most deprived 
areas. 

• The gap is particularly significant in terms of playing a musical instrument - 
the richest are nearly 3 times more likely to do so than the poorest. 

                                            
1 Scottish Government ‘Children’s Participation in Culture and Sport’ 2008 



• The poorest young people are also ‘significantly’ less likely to have visited 
cultural or historical attractions – such as museums or art galleries – than 
their better off counterparts. 

• In terms of sport, the richest young people are nearly four times more likely 
to be a member of a football club or a dance club than the poorest. 

• Also, young people from deprived backgrounds were significantly less likely 
to have attended sporting events than wealthier youngsters. 

 
Clearly, there is a strong correlation between growing up in poverty and low levels 
of participation in leisure activities.  This should concern us all, as it hinders the 
development of our poorest young people, and so reinforces and exacerbates the 
negative impact of growing up in poverty.  
 
WHY IS ACCESS TO LEISURE ACTIVITIES IMPORTANT FOR YOUNG 
PEOPLE IN POVERTY? 
 
Being involved in leisure activities – whether it’s playing sports; attending drama or 
music classes, or even simply going to the cinema with friends - is important for a 
young person’s development, and particularly significant for those growing up in 
poverty: 
 

1. Physical health  
 
Young people in poverty are usually less physically healthy than others of the same 
age – for instance they often have worse diets and take less exercise.2  Nearly 1 in 5 
(18.7%) of the poorest young people are morbidly obese, compared to only around 
1in 10 (11.9%) of the richest young people.3    
   
Keeping active means young people are healthier – they are less likely to be 
overweight, will have more energy and are more likely to live healthy lifestyles.  As a 
result, they are less likely to have health problems in later life. 
 

2. Social 
 
Living in poverty can make it harder for youngsters to make friends and socialise 
with others - and that this can be made worse by the absence of inexpensive leisure 
facilities.4   
 
Those who are involved in regular leisure activities improve their social skills – they 
get on better with others; co-operate more easily with people and even develop 
leadership skills.  
 
 
 
 

                                            
2 Scottish Government ‘Child Poverty in Scotland: a brief overview of the evidence’ November 2010 
3 Scottish Government, Scottish Health Survey 2009, Table 8.6. 
4 Joseph Rowntree Foundation ‘The costs of child poverty for individuals and society:  A literature 
review’ October 2008 



3. Emotional 
 
Children living in low-income households are nearly 3 times more likely to suffer 
mental health problems than their more affluent peers.5 
     
Being involved in sport, art or cultural activities – research by the Mental Health 
Foundation suggests - helps people become more confident, outgoing and reduces 
the chance of low self esteem or depression.   
 

4. Educational 
 
Young people who grow up in poverty do worse at school than their classmates – 
and are more likely to leave school with poor qualifications, or even none at all.6   
 
Learning is not only about what happens in the classroom.  Participation in 
extracurricular activities can teach a young person new skills and enhance 
educational performance.  In fact, young people who take part in a wide range of 
leisure activities often do better at school – they have better concentration; 
behaviour and achievement.7  
 
WHAT ARE THE BARRIERS TO CHILDREN IN POVERTY ACCESSING 
LEISURE ACTIVITIES? 
 
There are a whole host of reasons why children who grow up poor are less likely to 
be involved in the leisure activities that other children take for granted, including: 
 

1. Cost 
 

Many children find that using leisure facilities is too expensive.  Paying to be a 
member of a club, going to music lessons or taking a trip to the cinema can cost too 
much for children who come from poor backgrounds. Even if poorer children can 
afford to go sometimes, they can’t afford it regularly so only go once in a while.  
Sometimes, children only use facilities or take part in activities that are free.8   
 
Also, children in poverty may struggle to afford the extra costs involved in sport and 
cultural activities – such as transport to and from a venue or equipment needed to 
take part, such as a musical instrument or sports gear.9 
 

2. Distance to travel 
 
Poor children sometimes struggle to use a facility if it is too far away.10   They may 
not be able to afford the bus fare, for instance, or their parents may not have a car 
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to drive them there.  This is a particular issue in rural areas, where availability of 
public transport may be limited. 
 

3. Information 
 
Sometimes, children from poor areas don’t know what leisure facilities are available 
to them.11  So, even if there are things to do that are cheap and easy to get to, the 
children may not get involved simply because they don’t know about them. 
 

4. Quality of facilities 
 
Run down youth centres, leisure facilities and parks filled with rubbish and graffiti 
have been given as reasons by children who live in poor areas for not using local 
facilities.  If the places where activities take place are in bad condition and not looked 
after properly, children are less likely to want to use them.12 
 

5. Confidence 
 
Children who grow up in poverty may not think that the facilities that do exist in 
their area are for them, and so won’t use them.  This is often to do with a lack of 
confidence.  Young people in poverty are so used to not having many things or going 
to places that other children take for granted, they don’t think that good quality, 
affordable facilities are meant for them to use.   
 
Often, it is a combination of more than one of these barriers that prevent children 
living in deprived areas or in households living on low incomes being involved in 
leisure activities.   
 
WHAT IS THERE ALREADY TO HELP YOUNG PEOPLE IN POVERTY 
USE LEISURE FACILITIES? 
 
There is already some help for young people to access leisure facilities in Scotland.  
This support is summarised below, along with some of the reasons why they may 
not be working as effectively as they could be for those growing up in poverty.   

1.  Young Scot card 

The Young Scot National Entitlement Card is a free electronic smart card for all 
young people aged 11 to 26.  It is usually issued to young people by their school, or 
by the local council.  The Young Scot card gives discounts and special offers in over 
1400 shops and services across Scotland.  It also gives discounts on travel for 16, 17 
and 18 year olds.  All councils also produce information handbooks about discounts 
in that area.  In all, there are 380,000 Young Scot card holders.   
 
Many of the discounts available via the Young Scot card are available nationwide, 
such as in shops and restaurant chains.  However, in terms of accessing leisure 
activities, many of the discounts available are set by the council and vary between 
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different local areas.   In some council areas, there are extra discounts on council 
leisure services, such as free swimming in Glasgow, but not in all.  In terms of 
transport, a major barrier to deprived children participating in leisure activities, the 
Young Scot card does not provide discounted bus travel for those under 16 since 
the Government removed funding for this aspect of the card. 
 

2.  Young Persons Railcard 
 
The Young Person’s Railcard gives young people aged 16-25 (and those over 26 and 
in full time education) one third off the cost of rail fares in Britain.  It costs £28 for 
one year, or £65 for three years.  While the Railcard offers good value for money 
for young people over 16 who travel regularly, there are limitations for those living 
in poverty.  Most obviously, children under the age of 16 are not included, which 
mirrors the Young Scot travel discounts.  Also, the up-front cost may be difficult for 
young people in poverty to afford.  
 
As well as money off rail fares, the Railcard offers some other discounts – for 
example two for one deals at restaurants and money off art gallery and museum 
admission.  However, these are not especially accessible for young people in poverty 
- the two for one deal involves joining the ‘Gourmet Society’ for £25 and the 
National Art Pass costs £15. 
 

3. Young Persons Coach Card 
 
National Express offer a Coach Card for young people aged 16-26, or in full time 
education, that gives discounts of between 20% and 30% off coach fares.  The card 
costs £10 and can be used anytime across the UK.  As with the Railcard, the main 
drawback of the Coach Card is that it is not available to those under 16.  It offers 
less of a discount than the Rail Card, but then is also cheaper to purchase.   
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Save the Children’s Scottish Ambassadors campaign is an opportunity to explore 
ways in which to better support young people in poverty to access leisure activities 
that will improve both their quality of life and their future life chances.  In doing so, it 
is important that we build on the existing support outlined above and in genuine 
partnership with young people themselves so that all young people, no matter their 
background, can benefit from participating in leisure activities.     
 
You can keep up to date with the Scotland Ambassador’s Get In campaign, and 
watch their campaign film, on their Facebook page:   
 
http://www.facebook.com/GetInCampaign 
 
 

 


