Transcript for Adolescence Seminar
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Good afternoon, my name is Ieuan, and this afternoon I will be discussing the role of youth workers in supporting young people’s psychological wellbeing and their transitions through adolescence. 
I will explore key developmental transitions, changes in relationships, wider social pressures and how youth workers should respond in line with Welsh policy framework. 
This seminar is founded in developmental theory, current research and national youth work policy in Wales. 
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Adolescence is a stage in one’s life of rapid biological, cognitive and emotional change. Steinberg (2017) suggests it is one of the most significant developmental stages outside of early childhood.
The World Health Organisation (2024) defines adolescence as the period in life from ages 10-19. Through this stage of their life young people experience puberty, identity exploration, emotional development and increasing independence. 
Erikson’s psychosocial theory identifies adolescence as the stage of identity versus role confusion, where young people begin to ask, ‘who am I?’ (Erikson, 1968).
Piaget’s literature helps us to understand the shift to abstract thinking and more complex decision making (Piaget, 1972).
And Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory tells us that development is shaped not just by an individual, but by family, peers, schools, communities and wider society (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
These transitions create both opportunities for development and potential vulnerabilities.
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Through adolescence, family relationships begin to change. Young people pursue greater autonomy, which can lead to more conflicts and emotional distancing Steinberg and Morris (2001) highlights that this is a normal part of development. 
Attachment theory assists to explain why some young people manage these changes more effectively. Those with strong attachment relationships often navigate conflict and independence with more confidence (Bowlby, 1988).
Simultaneously, peers become much more influential. Young people may feel pressured to fit in, conform or to take risks. Social identity theory discusses how group memberships shape behaviours, belonging and self-esteem (Tajfel and Turner, 1986).
These relationship changes have a direct influence on psychological wellbeing.
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An adolescences development doesn’t happen in isolation. Young people are also shaped by wider social pressures and inequalities.
Poverty and the cost-of-living crisis place significant strain on families and communities. The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2023) suggests that financial pressure is one of the largest contributors to poor mental health among young people. 
Digital influences, including social media comparisons and cyberbullying, also have an impact on self-esteem and wellbeing.
Employment instability and limited opportunities in some Welsh communities can create anxiety about the future. 
Housing insecurity, overcrowding and homelessness risk can cause further vulnerabilities. 
These societal pressures are recognised in the Welsh Government’s All-Age Mental Health and Wellbeing Strategy (2025), which suggests early help, community-based support and trauma-informed practice. 
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Impact from Communities 
These pressures don’t just affect individuals; they shape entire communities.
In area of depravation, youth provisions are often reduced, leaving fewer safe spaces for young people. Obstacles to mental health support can mean early signs of concern go unnoticed. 
There is also an increased risk of exploitation, specifically where poverty and social isolation are present.
CWVYS (2022) stresses that youth work acts as a protective factor in these contexts. Youth workers provide safe, inclusive and non-judgemental environments, trusted professional relationships and opportunities for participation, which help shield the impact of social inequality.
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Youth workers are crucial in supporting young people’s psychological wellbeing. 
Firstly, youth work is based on voluntary participation. This means they choose to engage, which supports the building of trust and openness. The National Occupational Standards for Youth Work (Wales) (2023) highlights the importance of these voluntary and respectful relationships. 
Youth workers provide early intervention and prevention by noticing changing behaviour, mood or engagement. They offer holistic support, and good connections with partner organisations that they can signpost young people to, for more professional support where required. 
Youth work also offers safe, inclusive and non-judgemental spaces where young people can explore their identity, challenge discrimination and build confidence. 
With informal and non-formal education, such as group work, creative projects and issue-based sessions. Youth workers help young people develop resilience, social skills and emotions regulation. 
This support is extremely important during key transitions such as moving schools, managing peer conflicts, coping with exam pressures or preparing for employment. 
Slide 7
Youth work in Wales is founded in rights-based and trauma-informed practice.
The UNCRC underpins youth work, specifically Article 12, which gives young people the right to be heard, and Article 24, which focuses on health and wellbeing (United Nations, 1989).
Trauma-informed practice is fundamental to supporting young people who may have experienced adversity. The Welsh Government’s Mental Health Strategy (2025) highlights principles such as safety, trust, empowerment and collaboration. 
The 2026 Youth Work Guidance reinforces the need for early help, multi-agency working and inclusive practice (Welsh Government, 2026).
Together, these frameworks make sure that youth workers support young people in ways that are ethical, evidence-based and underpinned by national standards. 
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To conclude, adolescence is a stage in life of complex developmental transitions, shaped by rapid biological, cognitive and emotional changes. 
Young people's wellbeing is firmly influenced by shifting family dynamics, the escalating power of peer relationships, and wider social pressures such as poverty, digital culture and inequality. 
Youth workers play a pivotal role within this context, by offering trusted professional relationships, early intervention, advocacy and safe, inclusive environments to support young people to navigate these challenges.
Youth work practice is firmly grounded in developmental theory, rights-based approaches and Welsh policy framework, ensuring support is ethical, evidenced-based and responsive to young people’s needs. 
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