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Following
My Passion
The Life and Times
of Steve Grainger

According to Steve Grainger’s
old schoolteacher, ‘there is no such
word as “can’t”’. Craig Smith
discovers that this adage has
remained with the chief executive
of Youth Sport Trust throughout
his life and, indeed, his career at
the forefront of achieving sporting
excellence.

or a person who has always had an involvement in sport since
the days running around the athletics track at Saltscar
Comprehensive School, Redcar, it comes as no surprise that
Steve considers sport to form the biggest part of his life. With
two girls, Hayley (aged 11) and Amie (aged 15), and his wife Julie,

Steve can combine his two passions of sport and family to shape the active
and healthy lifestyle he believes ‘is fun and enjoyable’.

‘Sport has always been a part of my life.  Although I was never brilliant at any
sport, I believe it to be integral. For as long as I can remember, Saturday
mornings were spent in the sand pits.’

Nowadays, family life in Mansfield is combined with ‘taking part in sport’,
something which Steve admits he loves to do.

‘We all enjoy doing sport. When I get the time, it is increasingly spent on
sport at my athletics club. My 15-year-old daughter competes at the same
club and my 11-year-old dances and swims.’

In between competing with his athletics club, Mansfield Harriers, where he
also writes reports for submission to the local paper, and overseeing the
sporting development of his two children, Steve likes nothing more than to go
skiing with his family in the French Alps. ‘We do like going on holiday’, he says.

With such a pedigree in sport, it is easy to assume that the career pathways
of both Hayley and Amie are already mapped out, though this is something
that Steve refutes. ‘I am a big believer that they will do what they want to do.
I hope they will continue participating, as they both have great coaches in
what they do, but it is important that they find what is right for them. We just
want to encourage them to try as many things as they can.’

‘Ever since I went to
Leeds for the
interview for a
college course at
Becketts Park, it was
like a chocolate lover
walking into a
chocolate factory.’
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LIFE AND TIMES

Despite his love for everything sport,
it was not always clear what the
future held for Steve as a child
growing up in Redcar…until, that is,
he visited the impressive Carnegie
complex at what was then Leeds
Polytechnic. ‘From the age of around
14, I wanted to be a policeman. I
always wanted to work with people.

‘Initially, I was pre-committed to this
but, ever since I went to Leeds for the
interview for a college course at
Becketts Park, it was like a chocolate
lover walking into a chocolate factory. 

The way that sport dominated that
campus made me convinced that was
where I wanted to be. I went on to
have the same feeling when I got my
first job in sport – both showed me
the power that sport had to change
lives.

The move into sport should not
come as too much of a surprise
though, considering his mum was a PE
teacher and his dad a teacher who
also ran school football teams.
However, as ‘there were not many
opportunities at college in the mid-
80s for a career in sport,’ the pathway
looked to have obstacles – though
these proved to be no stumbling
block.

‘I did a leisure studies degree at Leeds
Polytechnic, which is now Leeds Met.
After which, I then saw a job
advertised for athletics development
work for Mansfield District Council.

‘In 1992, I joined the National
Coaching Foundation (NCF) and
worked with Sue Campbell. The Youth
Sport Trust was established in 1995
and I moved there from the NCF,
where I continued to work with Sue,
taking over from her as chief
executive in March 2005.’

For those young people who wish to
pursue their dreams and a career in
sport, Steve offers sound advice.

‘It is important to continue taking
part in sport. I still run with my local
club and have run since my early 20s,
though I only joined the club four
years ago. In fact, it was probably my
daughter’s engagement that got me
involved.

‘You can spend all day training on
your own, but you will not improve
massively unless in some form of
semi-structured regime of a club. On
top of the training received, you
cannot underestimate the social
impact of coaching.

‘When I was starting out, the best
advice I received was just to do the
best you can. My inspiration during my
younger years was the late Ron
Pickering, an athlete in his day and a
fond BBC commentator who was
heavily involved in athletics coaching.’

When asked how much of an impact
people like Ron had on his career,
Steve said: ‘He was a great inspiration

in my early years…a very genuine guy
who knew what sport meant to
people. He was one of the original
national athletics paid coaches when
sport began to professionalise, and I
was lucky enough to meet him before
he died.’

Casting his mind back to other
inspirations, Steve couldn’t go without
mentioning the two people who he
forged links with while still at school.

‘My maths teacher at school, Eric
Watson, got me into athletics and a
club. I do often wonder if I would
have ended up doing what I have,

without the guidance of Eric.’

‘Also, when I first joined a club, Ron
Simmons was the team manager on a
voluntary basis and such an
inspiration. He promoted the social
aspect of sport and embraced
everyone to be a part of it…which
later made me a regular out on the
track and field, coaching every
Wednesday night and Saturday
morning.’

So, with many youngsters considering
a career in sport, who does Steve see
as good role models for emerging
talent?

‘We have some fantastic coaches of
kids and adults, both voluntary and
paid. There are several people at
grass-roots and international level, but
the person who I would say embodies
enthusiasm, passion, experience and
knowledge is Sir Bobby Robson.’

Steve also pinpoints Dame Kelly
Holmes as the one who can, and is,
making a difference in the
development of youth sport.

‘She has a degree of inspiration that is
second to none. She overcame so
much to win those two Olympic gold
medals and has put a lot back in to
encourage kids to participate in
sport.’

In fact, Kelly’s inspiration has probably
rubbed off on Steve himself, as he is
now a veteran marathon runner,
having ran the London Marathon five
times – the last time in memory of his
cousin, Calum, who died in November
2005.

‘I have trained with the Harriers and

done five marathons from 2002–2006.
Without the coaching support, I am
not sure whether I would have
achieved my goal.’

Spurred on by the memory of his
cousin and the fact his coach, Pat
Carlan, was diagnosed with cancer
before the 2006 marathon, gave Steve
extra incentive to beat the elusive
‘under three hours’ target that had
marginally eluded him in previous
years.

‘I never believed I could run it under
three hours, though the memory of
Calum and thinking of Pat managed to
get me through the tough moments,’
he said.

‘When I got to about 25 miles, I knew
then I had broken the three hours
and began to slow. But the crowd
began shouting for me to move, which
made me carry on. 

‘When I realised I had beaten three
hours, there was a feeling of
exhilaration and personal
achievement. I think, subconsciously,
there was something working
overtime in my head to do something
for those two people.’

Steve has used the money he raised
from running the marathon to help
set up a fund and scholarship in
memory of Calum, which is going
from strength to strength. The family
hands out awards from the fund to
emerging athletes and canoeists – the
sports Calum loved – on his birthday.
Twinned with developments made in
youth sport, it is no surprise Steve
believes all the hard work to promote
sport to young people is beginning to
pay off.

‘One of the great things about sport
is that you can recognise your role –
and everyone has a role. The UK now
has a solid foundation in sports
participation in place to create a
world-class system. However, there is
still a need to promote club
opportunities, despite us getting back
to having more inter-school
competitions…Sport has to continue
to market itself and get better.’

‘When I was
starting out,
the best advice
I received was
just to do the
best you can.’
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