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Sectarianism is personal. Before it is tackled, people 
need to look at themselves. Stand Up has helped to 
make the exploration of sectarianism a personal journey, 
recognising how it happens in ourselves and in our 
communities.  [Youth Worker, Glasgow]



Stand Up to Sectarianism (Stand Up) supports young people in 
communities affected by identity-related violence. The programme, 
designed and delivered by Youth Scotland, features peer education, 
youth worker training, a small grants scheme, resources and networking 
opportunities for young people. Innovative methods like story-telling, 
film-making and residential trips encourage young people to explore their 
identity, reflect on differences, break down barriers and talk about the 
issues facing their communities. 

Residential trips in Scotland and Northern Ireland offer young people and 
youth workers an opportunity to learn about sectarianism in a safe space 
that provides context.  They can talk openly and ask questions. Young 
people have a chance to travel, meet new people from diverse groups and 
get out of their comfort zones. 

This case study presents stories from young people and youth workers who 
have taken part in Stand Up. They describe the various ways that sectarianism 
manifests in communities across Scotland. Young people reflect on what they 
have learned from the programme, especially the residential trips which have 
inspired and empowered them to bring home new perspectives and shape more 
accepting communities.

We also hear from Ross McKenzie, a senior youth worker at the Corrymeela 
Community in Northern Ireland. He describes the significance of taking young 
people into the unique setting of the peace and reconciliation centre to explore 
sectarianism and discrimination.

https://iona.org.uk/island-centres/camas-small/, 
https://www.corrymeela.org/


In February 2020, the Youth Scotland Stand Up programme organised 
a workshop to offer young people and youth workers an opportunity to 
reflect on their journeys with sectarianism. They discussed divisions in 
their own communities, and took part in activities to explore identity.

When there’s an Old Firm game, I think people 
lash out. People are walking about with their 
team’s colours, the opposite team will be 
like, acting out towards anyone wearing that 
colour. I don’t see the point in that, they are 
the same person just with a different  
colour on.

One young person describes what it is like 
when intimidation and violence escalates 
and how easy it is to get involved in a 
sectarian stand-off:

See if you are away to Ibrox, they chuck pies 
and juices and that at you, and the second 
you try and do it back they jump over at you. 
They try to start on you. It’s a bad atmosphere 
because they like to chuck stuff at you. Aye, 
they sing songs about the IRA.

In August 2019, violent disorder between 
catholic and protestant groups took place at 
a march in Govan. Football is recognised as 
a focal point for sectarianism; and Glasgow 
is home to both Rangers and Celtic. Young 
people from the area told us about their 
experiences of sectarianism and how the 
divisions bring tension, violence, fear and 
trouble to their lives. 

On the night of the march, we had some 
street-based youth workers out and there 
was a catholic parade and the protestants 
clashed with them and there was bottles 
getting flung and riot police shutting off the 
roads. We’d never seen it that bad before. 
[Youth worker, Glasgow]

Some people could just be singing songs and then it could start a riot, 
but we just try to stay away if we can. The days that the football’s 

happening I stay at home.

Sectarianism takes many forms

 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-glasgow-west-49534599


We’ve got big issues with territorialism 
and gang culture, so lots of knives and 
that.  If they go into the other area, they are 
going to get battered because there’s a 
divide between two groups. [Youth Worker, 
Edinburgh]

It was this year they started chasing 
everyone with blades and that, I ken someone 
who got hit in the heid and they went to 
hospital. 

Discrimination comes in many forms.

There is racism too, between different 
people. People don’t understand other 
people. They just say things without thinking. 
It just comes out.

Youth Scotland’s Stand Up programme 
offered young people from different 
backgrounds the chance to come together 
to create a film that focussed on creating 
inclusive communities, watch it here.

Young people from Edinburgh describe identity issues in their 
communities, including gang violence, drugs and racism. 

Community divides are affecting young people 
across Scotland

Residentials offer young people the chance to break away from the tensions at home.

Researcher: what are you looking forward to about going to the residential in Northern Ireland?

It will be good to just get away, I want to get away from all the bad stuff that’s happening. The 
gang stuff.

I am excited to get away and have something new to do. My mum 
really wants me to get away from here to keep me out of trouble.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m1RhVlV_Ws0


 

A Stand Up residential can provide a safe space to explore issues around 
sectarianism. Through dialogue, experiential play and storytelling, young 
people are supported to embrace differences and learn how to have 
difficult conversations. The travel opportunities offer scope to explore 
sectarianism and division in an environment that gives context. 

Ross McKenzie, Senior Youth Worker from Corrymeela describes how the community 
fosters a safe space that encourages young people to break down barriers.

Our welcome is very much about 
how we build relationships 
and get to know people, being 
curious about them and not 
making assumptions. That’s what 
Corrymeela is all about for us. 

We have 55 years of history and 
experiences of working within peace and 
reconciliation. That’s decades of work 
exploring what’s happened here in Northern 
Ireland, in the UK and globally; learning 
from our own conflicts and the legacy of 
the troubles. There is duality here, not only 
being able to hold and support groups and 
explore their issues, but also to lead them 
to more peaceful engagement through 
building relationships and communication. 

Education comes through our lived 
experience and leading young people into 
the cities. We don’t just talk about it, we 
can walk through our country and see the 
changes; peace bridges, walls coming 

down, murals changing from paramilitary 
ones to community ones. You can still see 
the relevance of the troubles and history 
of conflict.  

Young people progress through a 
journey at Corrymeela. They establish 
relationships, feel comfortable and 
welcomed, and confront differences 
between communities.

Activities encourage them to identify 
their own similarities and differences, and 
then setting the scene in Northern Ireland 
showing the damage that holding on to 
your differences can bring.  
That’s the journey. 

Taking the learning home

They take this learning back to their own 
communities, and explore how they can 
get across those divisions. We advocate 
for cross community work for those that 
are already in conflict. We want them to 
be leaving with  hope, ideas and drive to 
change things when they get home. 



Residentials in a new environment encourage young people to step 
outside their comfort zones. They are supported to reflect on their 
experiences, without the social constraints or expectations that they 
might encounter at home. Young people shared what they had learned 
as a result of their experience, and the impact that it has had on them 
and their communities. 

I learned that everyone has similarities and differences even 
people you thought you had nothing in common with 
  SECTARIANISM ISN’T AS CLEAR AS CATHOLIC AND PROTESTANT

I learned that I don’t need to be scared of who I am  

 EVEN THOUGH WE DON’T LOOK THE SAME WE HAVE STUFF IN COMMON 

I learned every human being has something that makes 
us connect and relate 
   HOW AMAZING IT IS TO MEET OTHER YOUTH ORGANISATIONS

I learned so much about Belfast and how bad the divides were
    I LEARNED ABOUT SYMBOLISM AND ITS IMPORTANCE

 We learned how we identify identity 

Knowing what to say and at the right time, and always 
thinking about what you say and how someone else 
might hear it
          I DELIVERED A SESSION TO YOUTH WORKERS ABOUT SECTARIANISM

 

        I’M MORE OPEN TO THE WORLD

 

I changed my mind about assumptions I’d made
        
WE BUILT CONNECTIONS AND RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHER YOUTH GROUPS



Youth workers reflected on how the 
activities have changed the way they view 
banter, and encouraged them to learn more 
about their communities.

Stand Up has provided enough experience 
that has made me want to learn more; it’s 
about teaching the young people about 
taking their own opinions and follow their 
own paths, and not just listen to the older 
generation. The geopolitics of the world is 
worrying, the world is very binary now and 
there is marginalisation and that is where 
division starts.

 

Muirhouse used activities learned at 
a residential to look at exclusion in our 
community.  As a result, the young people 
made a film to be shown to local young 
people and access points to school, health 
community centres which was based on 
giving someone new or different a nod, a 
smile as a welcome rather than having to say 
something!

We had heard about the divide over there, the 
walls, the curfews, the barricades, it’s not like 
that here but we don’t want it to happen. So, 
we went over to get more experience about 
how they are living with it.

The wall that we saw in Belfast last year, it 
was mental how one side was one religion 
and the other side was the other religion. It 
was so big. I had never seen anything like that 
before.

The trip gave them the confidence to speak 
to their friends and family about how they 
might tackle sectarianism and prejudice at 
home.  

When I went back to school I was telling 
people what the experiences were over there 
and we brought it back here and told them 
we’ve got it lucky here, ‘cos we don’t realise 
how much the city is divided over there.

Stand Up gives young people opportunities 
to think differently. Enabling them to teach 
their peers from their perspective.

The stuff that happened there it could happen here. If people continue 
not caring about other people. I think if people from Scotland went 
over it would have the impact on them that we’ve got it lucky here, 

 I don’t think they realise the impact that it has on communities.

We need to do stuff to bring 
people together, if we could 
do that with everyone, all the 
problems would stop eh. To get 
to know each other, that  
would help it.

Banter swallows so many sins. 
Stand Up activities have given 
me the courage to say when 
something someone says is 
sectarian and so is wrong.

Young people described the impact of their visit to Corrymeela, they 
were shocked by the physical presence of division in cities like Belfast 
and reflected on their own communities. Youth Scotland’s Stand Up 
programme supports young people to think carefully about prejudice; a 
valuable skill in an increasingly polarised world.
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