Sport For
Development
A Youth Employment Solution

MLSE LAUNCHPAD
Located in Toronto’s urban
centre in Moss Park, MLSE
LaunchPad enables youth
facing barriers to use sport
to recognize and reach
their potential.
We believe that sport has
the power to change lives.
At MLSE LaunchPad we use Sport
For Development (SFD) to address
some of the most significant issues
facing youth today through our
four programming pillars:

SFD programs have
demonstrated a range of shortterm benefits for youth facing
barriers, but the long-term
impact of these types of
programs is largely unknown.

HEALTHY BODY

HEALTHY MIND

Sport for
Development

READY FOR SCHOOL

READY FOR WORK

We wanted to better understand
the impacts this approach could
have and whether this impact
could create long-term, lasting
change in the lives of the youth
we work with.

The intentional use of sport and physical
activity as tools to bring about positive
change in the lives of people and communities.

BACKGROUND
HOW DOES ADDING
SPORT ACTIVITIES TO A YOUTH
EMPLOYMENT PROGRAM
IMPACT CAREER OUTCOMES?
Toronto’s youth unemployment
rate is the highest of any region
in Ontario at 13.4% and has
trended above the national
average since the early 2000s.
The youth population of Toronto
is disproportionally made up of
youth facing barriers, including
Black, racialized and newcomer
youth. Black and racialized youth
in Toronto experience a higher
rate of unemployment than all
Toronto youth, with unemployment rates up to 28.0% and
23.9% respectively.

Youth employment plays a
significant role in generating social
stability and positive health
outcomes for individuals, families,
and communities. However, youth
face a range of difficulties in finding
and keeping work. Significant
obstacles to sustainable
employment exist, including the
level of education, skills, and
experience needed, as well as
mental health, attitudes, and
motivation. Work readiness and life
skills also play significant roles in a
successful job search and ongoing
job retention, with employers
frequently citing a lack of soft skills
or life skills as a central reason for
the termination of new employees.

Growing structural inequities
including systemic racism and
asymmetry in educational and
economic resources make job
attainment more difficult for youth
facing barriers. Youth who face
barriers are more likely to struggle to
secure work and remain employed.

Toronto’s youth
unemployment rate is
the highest of any region
in Ontario at 13.4% and
has trended above the
national average since
the early 2000s.

Employment training programs
that provide opportunities for youth
facing barriers to develop both
technical skills and life skills can
help to narrow the equity gap in
youth employment.

Youth unemployment can make it
more difficult for youth to get a job
in adulthood, and chronic unemployment and underemployment in
communities reduces the presence of
resourceful contacts that could help
youth to find work. Precarious
employment leads to adverse health
outcomes, exclusion from resources,
and decreased access to social
supports and services. Even among
youth who are employed, working
poverty and job precarity are welldocumented issues.

Life Skills
Soft skills that equip youth to
thrive in the community, classroom,
workforce, and the world beyond. These
skills include critical thinking, grit,
leadership, resilience, self-esteem, selfregulation, and social competence.

Employment training programs
that provide opportunities for
youth facing barriers to
develop both technical skills
and life skills can help to
narrow the equity gap in youth
employment.
Few employment training
programs worldwide
incorporate a physical activity
component to support
classroom learnings, and few
youth sport for development
programs focus on
employment as an outcome.
The impact on employment for
program graduates from
programs where sport is
intentionally included in
employment training
programs is largely unknown.

RESEARCH STUDY

AT MLSE LAUNCHPAD, WE BELIEVE IN THE
POWER OF SPORT TO HELP YOUTH REACH
THEIR FULL POTENTIAL, WHETHER THAT BE
IN THE COURT, IN THE CLASSROOM, OR IN
THE WORKPLACE.
OUR PROGRAMS
At MLSE LaunchPad, we wanted to
find an answer to these unknowns.
We believe in the power of sport to
help youth reach their full potential,
whether that be on the court, in the
classroom, or in the workplace. Our
approach to employment training
sees sport and physical activity as
powerful tools to teach the skills
required to gain meaningful and
sustainable employment.
We offer work readiness programs
that combine classroom or kitchenbased learning with on-court sport
components in an integrated
curriculum to assist youth in gaining
both the technical and life skills
required for employment in a variety
of sport and non-sport settings.
During the program, youth attend
employment training classes as well
as 1-2 hours of structured life skills
focused physical activity each week
facilitated by MLSE LaunchPad
coaches who specialize in incorporating life skills learning into sport.

OUR STUDY
As part of a 2-year research study,
we invited MLSE LaunchPad
members ages 18 to 29 to help us
determine the impact of this
integrated employment training and
sport program on employment
outcomes.

We also collected demographic
information about participants
including age, gender, race,
country of birth, and housing
status to determine the equity of
our program outcomes across
demographic groups, particularly
those that experience higher
rates of unemployment.

We checked in with participants
before their program start date and
at 6-months, 1-year and 2-years
after completing their 3-month
employment training program. All
youth participated in and
graduated from an employment
training program through MLSE
LaunchPad in collaboration with
NPower Canada.

NOTE
All data was collected prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Our Plus-Sport
employment training programs have
continued virtually and we are
continuing to monitor employment
rates and household income with
program graduates.

Youth were asked at each follow-up
to answer questions about their
employment status, household
income, and physical activity levels
to determine the short, medium and
long-term impact of participating in
the program.

OUR SAMPLE

169

Average age

MLSE LaunchPad members
between ages of 18 and 29
participated in our research study.

62%

were born outside Canada
(Average 7.8 years in Canada)

25.8 y.o.

Median household income between

$20,000

49% Black

3% Middle Eastern

19% South Asian

7% Mixed Race

11% East Asian

7% Central or
South American

4% White

$30,000

and

54%

13%

female

live in Toronto Community
Housing when entering
the program

39%

Have at least a University degree

23%

Have a Trades Certificate
Or College Diploma
Have a high school diploma
when entering the program

36%

RESULTS
AT 2-YEARS POST-PROGRAM,
70% OF GRADUATES WERE EMPLOYED
EITHER PART-TIME OR FULL-TIME.
RESULT NO. 1
Youth employment programs
incorporating technical skills
training, life skill development,
and sport and physical activity
components designed intentionally
to support and reinforce program
learnings at MLSE LaunchPad were
overwhelmingly successful at
improving employment outcomes
among youth facing barriers.
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ages 15-24 in Ontario.

Program graduates also
experienced a dramatic increase
in household income 2-years
post-program, with most
graduates (82.14%%) reporting
a household income above the
Low-Income Cut-Off (LICO) at 2years compared to 22.03% at
the start of the program.

PROGRAM GRADUATES WITH INCOME ABOVE LICO
PRE-PROGRAM
22.03%

6 MONTHS
38.57%

With program graduates
identifying predominately as
racialized or from low-income
households, this high
employment rate and increase
in household income for
program graduates represents
an equitable impact for youth
who otherwise would have
difficulty gaining entry to the
workforce.

1 YEAR
53.06%

2 YEARS
82.14%

RESULT NO. 2
Program graduates were more
prepared to succeed in a job
once they got it. Participants
reported feeling more confident
in their job skills and better
prepared to communicate with
co-workers because of the
program.

“I found this program when I was very
new to Canada and deliberately in
search of job. LaunchPad came out to
be a blessing for me. The instructors
helped us to develop soft skills,
introduced us to certain work ethics,
improved our communication
skills and boosted our confidence”

RESULT NO. 3
“I think physical activity does
reduce a lot of my stress. In my
regular routine right now, I try to
do some type of weekly physical
activity to reduce stress - running,
playing basketball - whatever it
might be. I find that physical
activity, every day, is an overall
stress reducer.”
This style of programming
encouraged participants to be
more physically active, and program
graduates were more physically
active than the general population
both during and after the program.
Seeing the direct impact of
engaging in regular physical
activity during the program
supported participants’
commitment to regular physical
activity outside of the program
beyond 1-year post-program.

MLSE LAUNCHPAD
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IMPLICATIONS FOR
EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS

THIS STUDY PROVIDES IMPORTANT INSIGHT
INTO HOW WE CAN DEVELOP EMPLOYMENT
TRAINING PROGRAMS THAT BETTER PREPARE
YOUTH TO SUCCEED IN FINDING AND
KEEPING WORK.
NO. 1

NO. 2

Augmenting technical skill
training in the classroom or
practical setting with
structured physical activity
improves long-term employment outcomes for youth.

Sport for Development
employment programs can
produce equitable impact and
reduce disparities in outcomes
among youth facing barriers to
employment.

Youth get the opportunity to
learn life skills and soft skills
that compliment their technical
skills, making them more wellrounded employees with
greater hiring potential. These
impacts are also sustained for
years after participating in the
10-week program.

Providing opportunities for
youth facing barriers to
employment to develop
technical and life skills can help
to close the employment gap
created and reinforced by
systemic and social inequities.
Equitable impact transcending
expected trends is an achievement to celebrate, and
represents an important and
concrete change that is likely
to generate a large ripple effect
in the lives of individual youth,
in the community, and at a
societal level.

NO. 3

NO. 4

Programs that include
physical activity support
youth to be more physically
active long-term.

Including a sport component is
valuable for program staﬀ, too.

Youth and young adults who
are given the structure to
incorporate physical activity
into their workday continue to
be physically active in the
long-term, and value physical
activity as an important
component to being prepared
to succeed at work.

Program staff told us that
on the days where youth
participated in the sport
component, youth were more
focused and engaged. Youth
also told us that they felt less
stress and learned more on
these days.

