
IFA Foundation: Exploring Impact Measurement and Benchmarking  

The IFA Foundation was established in 2017 as the charitable arm of the IFA, undertaking 

responsibility for all football development (‘participation’) and ‘corporate social responsibility’ 

work of the Irish Football Association across Northern Ireland. The Foundation also 

contributes significantly to growing ‘Women’s and Girls’ Football’. This responsibility is 

highlighted as three pillars within the corporate strategy, ‘A Road Map For Football’ (2022-

2027).  

In Northern Ireland, The Active Living: Sport and Physical Activity Strategy (2022) outlines the 

key milestones for sport and physical Activity. One of the key themes within the strategy is the 

need to understand and measure engagement in and the benefits of sport and physical 

activity.  

The increasing implementation of sport programmes to tackle a range of social, health, 

environmental and economic issues (Houlihan, 2007, Darnell 2007, Sugden, 2010), has led 

to a vast increase in literature related to the study of the impact of such programmes.  

A range of monitoring models have been applied to the measurement of sport such as return 

on social investment (WHO 2020) or outcomes-based accountability (Friedman, 2015). The 

later an evidence-based outcomes driven approach implemented across government in 

Northern Ireland.  

Consisting of a two-tier model of outcomes and indicators employed to assess both 

organisational performance and population impact, the approach promotes collaborative and 

co-design approaches between public, private and third sector to work across boundaries 

while focusing on outcomes rather than outputs.  

Understanding the current trends regarding measurement and what works in Northern Ireland 

will support the Irish FA in benchmarking performance against population impact. Aligning with 

government evidence-based outcomes will allow the IFA Foundation to better compare with 

other sports within NI and clearly highlight impact against the set strategic targets of both 

strategies. Establishing current baselines, impacts and outcomes will inform future Foundation 

resource investment to ensure maximal impact.  

This PhD seeks to investigate the impact measurement, determinants and correlates of 

football participation and all corporate social responsibility programmes within the Foundation. 

These results will shape and guide resource allocation and policy development to ensure that 

impact is being maximised. Specifically, the project will seek to address the following broad 

research questions: 

  

• Maximising impact, what are the key factors in increasing participation and social 

return?  

• What are the key determinants of successful attitudinal and behavioural change in 

different population groups, resulting in more people playing football across the 

recreational pathway? 

• How can new technology be used to create an improved and agreed evidence base 

concerning both population football participation levels and the benefits of football to 

local communities? 

 



This interdisciplinary project will feature a mixture of systematic evidence reviews and primary 

research using quantitative and qualitative methods. The specific research questions will be 

developed in collaboration with Ulster University and the IFA Foundation.  

 

The PhD offers the successful candidate an opportunity to develop expertise and research 

skills in policy implementation, the surveillance of population football activity and the 

outcomes-based accountability approach to policy development.  


