Chiles Webster Baston Commission on
Poverty and Active Communities
Report from Roundtable 2: The Holiday Gap

1. Introduction
The Chiles Webster Baston Commission is examining how and why neighbourhood organisations use
sport to mitigate against the health and social inequalities that impact on young lives in
disadvantaged areas, across England and Wales.
The emphasis of the Commission is on finding, understanding and amplifying the experiences of
children, young people and the neighbourhood organisations that support them.
The inquiry will focus on:






What role do neighbourhood organisations play in social change?
Why does sport matter to children and young people in left behind neighbourhoods?
What do neighbourhood organisations have to say about what works?
What do commissioners expect?
What are the implications for future social and economic policy?

StreetGames is the Secretariat to the Commission, supporting the process of bringing experts
(academics, practitioners and young people) together to fulfil the aims of the inquiry.
The Commission is hosting a series of six roundtable events, each with a different theme. The first
roundtable was held on 28th January and focused on the theme of ‘Community Safety’ (the report
from the first Roundtable is available here[ADD LINK]).
Roundtable 2: The holiday gap
The second roundtable was held on 14th October 2020 and focused on the theme of ‘the holiday
gap’. It explored:





What is the ‘holiday gap’ and what is the impact of the holiday gap on young people’s health
and wellbeing?
What is the role of holiday programmes in addressing this gap?
How can sport/physical activity be used as a catalyst in programmes?
What issues/challenges are neighbourhood organisations delivering holiday programmes
facing? What facilitators are there/what could help them overcome these issues?

The Roundtable drew on three sources of evidence:
1. An online workshop chaired by Adrian Chiles. The list of attendees is available in Appendix
XX
2. A review of academic literature by Shinwell et al (2020), which was carried out and
circulated to participants before the workshop (available here [INSERT LINK]).
3. Other relevant ‘evidence’ (e.g. evaluation reports) that participants were invited to submit
following the workshop. Four items were submitted:
a. ‘Kitchen Social: an interim evaluation summary’

b. ‘North East Child Poverty Commission Comprehensive Spending Review submission
(NECPC) – Provision of free holiday activities and food’
c. ‘Fit and Fed Merthyr Tydfil 2019-2020 End of Project Report’
d. A summary of relevant research evidence from Dr. Clair Holley, Natasha Bayes, and
Dr. Carolyne Mason, Loughborough University.
Due to COVID-19, the Roundtable was held entirely online. This meant the Roundtable could not
include a visit to a locally trusted organisation (as in Roundtable 1) and that discussions were more
difficult because of the virtual nature.
What do we mean by ‘sport’?
Any way people choose to be active, not just formal, rules-based games.
What do we mean by ‘neighbourhood organisation’?
Groups based in and run by local communities. They are often small, with limited budgets and
resources. Whilst some organisations are focused on a single sport (e.g. football or boxing clubs)
many provide less formal sporting opportunities, usually offering a range of sports and tending to
not enter leagues. All have a broader remit providing local people with a place to go and something
to do: community betterment is their raison d’etre.

This report brings together the information collected at the Roundtable and is organised around
themes that emerged during the workshop discussion. Reference is made to where this is supported
or not by the other the sources of evidence. Six key themes arising from the discussions are
presented:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

The impact of holiday provision
Funding
The added value of voluntary and community sector provision
Lobbying/advocating
Support strategies
Challenges - capacity

2. Findings
I.

Impact of holiday provision

Workshop participants spoke about the potential impacts of holiday provision. It was felt that
holiday provision could positively impact:
-

diet and nutrition – “children eat a better diet when attending holiday clubs”;
physical activity – young people are more active when attending holiday clubs;
community cohesion – holiday provision can bring diverse groups of people together;
Education – holiday clubs can prevent ‘learning loss’ by keeping young people engaged.

Evidence submitted by Fit and Fed Merthyr Tydfil illustrated a range individual and community level
of impacts from the programme. The evaluation also estimates the ‘social value’ of the programme
to be far greater than the amount of funding invested, including £2,452,561 from frequent and
moderate exercise, £138,041 from relief from anxiety and depression, and £40,484 from general
training for jobs.

Holiday clubs were also an important source of (free) childcare, which was important in enabling
parents to work. This was thought to benefit individual families but also an important mechanism to
drive the economy.
“[Holiday club] attendance reduces pressure on household budgets as well as children and
young people illustrating several health and wellbeing benefits, including reduced social
isolation, improvements in behaviour, increased engagement in activities, experimenting
with new foods and learning cooking skills” (Kitchen Social, p.1)
Moreover, workshop participants agreed that holiday provision does not just impact these domains
(e.g. education, physical activity, economy, etc.) in isolation but has a more cross-cutting social
value. As such, holiday provision should not be viewed simple as a mechanism for alleviating food
insecurity but recognised as a stimulus for positive social change for individuals and communities.
Evidence submitted from NECPC reinforces this point, suggesting that holiday provision is not a
‘sticking plaster’ and the wide-ranging benefits are clear.
Participants stressed that holiday provision has positive impacts during other school holidays, not
just in the summer. The workshop heard of emerging research evidence that holiday provision has
positive impacts during shorter school holidays too.
The information presented in the evidence review concurs with and supports the Roundtable
discussion. The evidence review provides additional detail about the impact of holiday provision on
young people, families and communities, including on food insecurity, educational attainment,
health, social isolation, loneliness and mental health. The evidence review also provides more detail
on the adverse impact of the ‘holiday gap’.

II.

Funding

Workshop participants spoke about current funding arrangements for holiday provision. There was a
consensus that funding was an ongoing struggle for providers. Catering for large numbers of young
people was costly and many providers not in receipt of Department for Education (DfE) funding
often relied of foodbanks. Evidence from Holley et al also suggests that due to having finite
resources, holiday club providers often have to prioritise quantity of food over quality of food or
food experience which could be used to promote healthy eating. Evidence submitted from Holley et
al also suggests that working with food waste and food aid organisations can keep running costs
down but can creates challenges with being able to adhere to the School Food Standards that some
funder require.
“The lack of sustainable provision means that the holiday clubs are replicating some of the
challenges that families who experience holiday hunger/food insecurity face, such as not
supporting choice, reluctance to introduce children to novel foods, minimising food waste,
and pressuring children to finish meals” (Holley et al, p.1)
Participants discussed the DfE’s ‘Holiday Activities & Food’ (HAF) fund, which at the time of the
workshop1, provided £9.2million per year for up to 50,000 children – the equivalent of £184 per child
for the six weeks summer holiday. However, participants felt this needed to increase. Based on need
(1.4 million children in receipt of free school meals (FSMs) plus the additional 900,000 who have
sought FSMs in 2020), HAF funding should be £423million per year. The evidence submitted by
NECPC reinforces this point; “HAF funding has supported up to 50,000 children a year across the
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Following a campaign led by Marcus Rashford in October 2020, the HAF programme will be expanded with a
£220m investment to cover Easter, summer and Christmas in 2021.

whole of England, but there are almost 93,000 pupils in receipt of free school meals in the North East
alone” (p.2).
As well as increasing the total amount of funding, participants agreed funding should be more
equitably distributed. They felt it was not right that young people in one local authority could have
access to HAF funded holiday provision, whilst young people in neighbouring areas might not. They
felt that all local authorities should receive adequate funding based on need rather than having to
engage in costly and time-consuming competitive tendering processes. For example, evidence
submitted by NECPC describes how in 2019 and 2020 there were 11 unsuccessful bids received by
the DfE just from the North East. Some local authorities in the region that did not receive funding
have been able to, along with community organisations and charities in the area, ‘patch’ together
funding from different pots to support holiday provision, although generally on a much smaller scale.
Workshop participants were, however, cautious about whether the prospect of increased HAF
funding would be an opportunity for large private-sector service providers to bid for contracts at the
expense of smaller, local providers. Participants felt this would be to the detriment of service
delivery.
Finally, participants agreed that short-term contracts coupled with competitive tendering processes
were a distraction from service delivery for holiday club providers, limiting their potential impact. As
such, funding should be provided for more than 12 months and competitive tendering processes
minimised. Evidence from Holley et al also highlights the need for sustainable funding for holiday
club providers in order to plan to improve their offer. Similarly, evidence from NECPC is critical that
the HAF programme has remained a pilot scheme for three years with no clear long-term future.
The evidence review provides an overview of policy developments in holiday provision up to
December 2019, including details of the development of HAF funds and proposals in the Queen’s
Speech (December 2019) to establish £1billion fund to create affordable, accessible childcare before
and after school and to over the summer holidays. However, the evidence review does not include
information on the impact of funding nor the experience of funding processes as was covered in the
discussion.

III.

The added value of voluntary and community sector (VCS) organisations
delivering holiday provision

Workshop participants discussed the added value that VCS service providers can bring to holiday
provision, particularly in comparison to private-sector companies that may seek to ‘parachute’ into
an area to deliver a contract.
Firstly, VCS providers, are able to meet the broader needs of a community. By being based in
communities, VCS providers have a greater understanding of what is needed in those areas and so
are able to tailor their provision rather than just delivering what a commissioner/funder thought was
important. In many cases, this involved VCS providers going beyond what they were contracted to
do in order to provide a more ‘holistic’ service.
Secondly, VCS providers have reach into communities beyond what an external organisation could
achieve. Again, by being based in communities, VCS providers have established trust with
communities, meaning individual community members are more likely to engage with their services.
Participants doubted the efficacy of an external organisation trying to engage young people that
were often distrustful of services. Workshop attendees recognised, however, that they were not
engaging all young people and the need to move beyond those in receipt of ‘free school meals’ as

the inclusion criteria; casting further doubt on the ability of an external organisations to do the
same.
Thirdly, VCS providers are central to local networks and so are able to both make connections with
other local stakeholders to enhance provision and facilitate connections for community members to
other local resources. Delivering holiday provision was seen as a stimulus for VCS organisations,
facilitating building relationships and delivering activities for the rest of the year. The workshop
heard the example of the Newcastle’s ‘Best Summer Ever 2020’2, which, as well as providing
activities for young people, was able to connect parents to further support (e.g. employment
support, early help). Evidence submitted Kitchen Social illustrates how the programme facilitated
networks and relationships between hubs and partner agencies, enhancing the capacity of hubs.
Finally, VCS providers were thought to be better value for money than other potential providers;
“the VCS actually delivers more than the contracted ‘half day activity plus meal’”. They do this by
leveraging in other resources, such as donations, volunteering and other community support.
Evidence submitted from Fit and Fed Merthyr Tydfil illustrates the capacity of VCS organisations to
undertake partnership working and to secure funding from multiple sources.
The evidence review highlights examples of VCS provision, although does not explore the
mechanism through which VCS organisation provide added value to holiday provision.

IV.

Lobbying/advocating

A significant proportion of the online workshop was devoted to discussing strategies to lobby
decision makers about 1) increasing the breadth and amount of funding for holiday provision and 2)
the viability of community-based delivery.
It was felt that the ‘holiday gap’ is a recognised issue by government – evidenced by funding that is
already available – and that it is now a task of convincing them to increase funding to an adequate
level (around £423million per year for HAF was discussed). Evidence from NECPC argues that it is
time to move beyond pilot programmes and competitive bidding and, following proposals made in
Part One of the Nation Food Strategy3, to expand the HAF programmes to cover all children in
England in receipt of free school meals.
“The Government must use the Comprehensive Spending Review to deliver long-term,
sustainable funding for the provision of free holiday activities and food to children in all parts
of England – targeted at local communities where the incidence of free school meals,
disadvantage and child poverty is high, but in a way that is accessible to all children in receipt
of FSM, and is open access to those who are not. This funding should be devolved to local
authorities and VCSE sector organisations working at a local level, who best understand the
needs and assets of their communities and local families” (NECPC, p.3).
Tying into post-COVID recovery agendas was discussed. In the context of the total recovery package,
the amounts needed to fund holiday provision is relatively small but good value given the potential
impact. At the same time, the VCS has been much more visible, and their value much more
apparent, in response to COVID, in terms of adding value and supporting complex needs. As such,
decision makers are perhaps more likely than ever to be sympathetic to providing funding. Evidence
from Fit and Fed Merthyr Tydfil picks up this theme by pointing out that many more local family will
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https://www.streetgames.org/newcastles-best-summer-ever-2020
https://www.nationalfoodstrategy.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/NFS-Part-One-DP.pdf

have been forced into poverty due to COVID-19 and so the holiday provision will be a lifeline to more
families than ever.
Workshops participants talked about strategies to lobby Members of Parliament (MPs). Some
participants felt that whilst they had support from individual MPs in the past, this had little influence
on government policy – either because of party membership or constituency location; it can be easy
to gain local support from an MP (or councillor) but that this does not cascade further. However,
other felt that there are ‘allies’ in the House of Commons and that a potential pathway had been
established with the ‘School Breakfast’ Private Members’ Bill4.
Workshop participants discussed elements of a potential lobbying strategy. These were:
-

Developing a single voice from VCS holiday club providers to present a coherent message to
lobby backbench MPs;
Coordinating with established stakeholders (i.e. Sport Wales, Sport England);
Local authorities to collectively make the case to government to not be in competition with
each other for funding.

Workshop participants agreed that given the cross-cutting impacts of holiday provision, they should
be making a business case that connects multiple government departments and agendas, including
Department for Education (e.g. reduced learning loss), Home Office (e.g. crime reduction),
Department for Work and Pensions (e.g. childcare and employment), and Department for Health
(e.g. improved health and wellbeing. Framing the discourse around an investment in human capital
was discussed.
“If we are looking at a solution to addressing poverty, it is poverty that is one of the things
we are trying to address…we have to have a coordinated government response” (Workshop
participant)
The workshop heard the example of advocacy work for an extension of the school day in Wales – led
by Sport Wales – which brought together multiple partners from different disciplines advocating
together.
The evidence review similarly concludes:
“a multi-pronged approach is required to address to all the needs and challenges
experienced by low-income families during the school holidays….A coordinated response is
required from governments and local authorities to address the complexities and challenges
with implementing and delivering holiday clubs…to ensure programmes of holiday provision
are aligned with regional health strategies and initiatives” (p.27)
Specific strategies to achieve this are beyond the remit of the review and so not covered.

Types of evidence needed
Workshop participants discussed the types of evidence needed to effectively lobby decision makers.
It was suggested that good quality research evidence of the impact and value of holiday provision
already exists – even more so than for breakfast clubs. It was agreed that the research evidence
needs to be brought together with more personal stories and first-person account, possibly from
young people themselves. Another suggestion was that individual MPs/decision makers need to be
persuaded how their constituents will benefit from further funding.
4

https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/2789

The literature review has examined the evidence on the need for holiday provision, the
implementation of holiday clubs in disadvantage communities, and the perceived impact of
attendance at holiday clubs. It does not indicate any gaps in the evidence base. What evidence is
likely to be persuasive to decision makers is beyond the remit of the review and is not covered.

V.

Support strategies

Workshop participants also spoke briefly about potential approaches to support current delivery of
holiday provision. This included:
-

Thinking more about joining up funding at a local level for projects that are delivering
multiple outcomes;
Pooling of resources – sharing knowledge, intelligence, best practice, good ideas – so
projects can spend more time delivering rather than developing;
Forming an alliance of organisations to support people and agencies that are new to holiday
provision.

Evidence from Fit and Fed Merthyr Tydfil reinforces the importance of more collaborative and
strategic approaches to meet need at a local level. The report recommends, for example, a housing
association, food co-op, and food banks “work in unison to be the solution to food poverty within
the borough of Merthyr Tydfill” (p.8).
This theme is not picked up in the evidence review.

VI.

Challenges

Capacity
Despite the good intentions to start lobbying MPs and forming support networks, the VCS
organisations present in the workshop highlighted their limited capacity to act as an ongoing
challenge. It was felt that there was perhaps a disconnect between campaigners and practitioners
and that whilst some VCS organisation try/have tried to do both, they do not have the capacity.

Staff training, skills and knowledge
Evidence from Holley at al suggests that some providers face staffing challenges that reduce their
ability to promote health eating. For example, whilst staff may be willing to adopt positive practices,
they may lack awareness that interacting with children during mealtimes is beneficial or may not
have the knowledge or time to engage young people in food preparation. Staff in sports clubs,
particularly, may not have training in promoting healthy eating.
The ‘challenges’ theme is not picked up in the evidence review.

