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Boundaries within your Youth Work Practice

Working with young people is an honour and a privileged position, however it is a position that is has the capacity to be abused, as a result, boundaries are essential, not only for the young people but for youth workers as professionals. As youth workers we have responsibility for the care and safety of young people at all times. These responsibilities and therefore the boundaries become even more important when working in residential settings. The need for trust and respect between the service users and staff is vital for good youth work practice to take place.  There must be clear boundaries, and these must be upheld at all times. These values form the foundation of the principles of youth work. These boundaries however and the guidelines that youth workers adhere to can affect the relationship between youth workers and young people. 
The National Occupational Standards for youth work states clearly the importance of relationships: 
“Purposeful relationships with young people are at the heart of good youth work. It is important to know how to initiate such relationships and also the ways in which they can be maintained”.
( Learning and skills improvement service,2012).

A clear set of boundaries are important, allowing staff, volunteers and service users to provide or utilise a service according to agreed expectations, ensuring that everyone receives the same quality of service, in a safe and controlled way. 
This assignment will discuss and explore the need for these boundaries and their importance. It will also demonstrate how essential CPD (continuing professional development), and the importance of frequent reflection is for youth workers, in order to be aware of any new policies concerning youth work practice and adding to professional and personal knowledge. This need for boundaries will be explored within the practice of the placement that I am currently in.  This assignment will also include reference to the National Occupational Standards (NOS) and the Learning and Skills Improvement Service (LSIS) where the values and principles at the basis of all youth work are set out. The importance of purposeful relationships has already been mentioned but the setting in which these relationships take place and the dynamic of them must be considered. These considerations have led through legislation and guidelines to a set of procedural documents in most workplaces. These documents outline how these relationships should be governed, whilst maintaining professional boundaries and safeguarding all individuals in the relationship. These guidelines should also identify the procedures to follow should these boundaries be at risk of breaking down.

As professionals we must uphold a clear boundary that is in line with policies and procedures that are currently in place. As professional workers one needs to work towards the highest standards, creating a balance of caring for the young people that one works with, and not complicating these boundaries, i.e. in personal issues (Youth Worker) or young person’s issues, or, divulging personal information like contact details (Sapin, 2013). As youth workers who have a generally less informal relationship with young people, one needs to establish an appropriate support level to individuals, whilst continuing to maintain the balance of approachability and professionalism (Young, 1999). Youth Workers use different techniques and informal social approaches like sense of humour to gain trust and build relationships with young people (Ingram & Harris, 2001). This informality means that there is a need for clear and precise boundaries put in place to protect both parties involved. Often the investment in time and emotion in youth work can lead to many workers experiencing negative effects (Ingram & Harris, 2001). 

Appropriate youth work practice and maintenance of boundaries within this profession has been established through youth work principles. These professional principles of youth work aim to make certain that workers can be trusted to work for the benefit of the young people they support. The maintenance of a professional boundary is essential to limit the possibility of close personal involvement. It is easy in this setting for emotive and caring relationships to slide towards a more personal involvement and requires workers to remain aware of their youth work role (Sapin, 2013). Reflection and supervision have been highlighted as ways to maintain these professional boundaries (O’Leary et al, 2013). 

Boundaries are important for staff, volunteers but most importantly it is for the benefit of the young people / service users that we support, clear boundaries also help set out the importance for a service to operate to the highest of standards that we as youth workers need to be setting for the benefit of all involved. In a 2008 publication Wolf and Krebs show the zone of helpfulness in relation to nursing and maintaining professional boundaries. This diagram helps to explain the concepts of over and under involved and indicates the blurry areas of boundaries that apply to people who work at an intimate level with service users, this includes youth workers.
[image: ]
The zone of helpfulness is in the centre of this diagram showing the middleground where the majority of youth work practice should happen, this helps to maintain effectiveness whilst retaining client safety. Over involvement lies to the right of the diagram and would indicate boundaries being crossed, this could include over use of services or over reliance on a youth worker. Under involvement lies to the left of the diagram, and includes distance and disinterest in a service user, often leading to neglect. Under involvement is often detrimental to the service user and the professional (Wolf and Krebs, 2008). All youth workers should aim to work within this zone of helpfulness, in order to do this the recognition of being close to either end of this diagram is essential. The practice of reflection is a way to identify when you are moving closer to these ends of the diagram, where boundaries are likely to be crossed. 

The word boundary summons the image of a rigid line, however in youth work this is often not the case, it is a common assumption that youth work relationships are all equally vulnerable and set boundaries to youth work all assume the same level of protection. However, this level of vulnerability in relationships has been argued by Banks and Gallagher (2008), who point out that a rigidity of boundaries leads to grey areas in boundary setting in youth work and can become a negative to the application of youth work practice.  These grey areas have led to further rigidity in boundary setting as a requirement to protect not only individuals but often the organisation itself by minimizing the risk of boundary crossing. This management of boundaries is often attributed to a need to be professional and remain objective (McDonald, 2009) and is a way of limiting emotional involvement. Other authors point out that the building of relationships has the capacity to be used as an excuse for the breakdown of boundaries (Cooper, 2012). 

The problem of relationships and their dynamic is shifting, many young people now communicate through online media sources and this in the future may present itself as a youth work area, however, boundaries of professional workers in this area often discourage online communications and this has the capacity to prevent or limit a potentially helpful means of youth support (Jaynes, 2019). Often the relationship between worker and service user is undermined by the professionalism that is expected, as a result of boundary management, and can lead to detachment in both parties, not fully representing healthy and sustained youth and adult relationships (Hart, 2016).

When working in the environment that is sensitive, we are bound to come across these situations that include boundaries that may have complications and implications for the practice in which we operate in.

When working with young people in a youth work setting extra care must be taken to not overstep boundaries and form close relationships with people we are entrusted to support and guide through adolescence, there is a fine boundary line that if not adhered to with care, can stray into dangerous territory, as youth workers we are concerned to putting the needs of the young person at the centre of and forefront of our minds. 

However, we must be aware of working within policy which states that we as staff or volunteers must be open and transparent about a possible dual relationship that could occur, this could be caused by the fact the relationship means that you tend to see each other outside of work and not intentionally, but in this happening you must state from the outset that you would indeed need to remain open and transparent which is being very discret and not putting your private information out there for anyone to have access to.

Because the main important point of all that we do with in the project is keeping both parties safe and that means that the strict but equally important issue of boundaries must be upheld at all cost, as it is the responsibility of the youth workers and the company in which you employed by. 

In order to safeguard young people there is an act called the Children’s act (1989) which is there to protect the young people that we are looking after and working with, we as trainee youth workers have to be aware of the following issues that could include any form of abuse, as an indicator we as youth workers would need to follow guidelines and policies which are in place for dealing with the ever present threat of abuse in which ever form it may be, there would need to be an initial assessment taken of the issue, in whatever form this is presented.

The initial assessment poses a set of questions aimed at gleaning enough information to approach and solve the issue and most importantly put appropriate measures in place to protect the child. During this process both staff and volunteers have a duty to report anything suspicious or any allegations or disclouseres to the general manager, and as youth workers we need to follow the organisation policy that is currently in place. These questions are all fact based and aim to identify problems so an appropriate response can be put in place (Wales.Gov.UK, 2008).

During this essay, I have been looking at the complex issue of boundary management which needs to be in place to protect both parties within the projects that we as youth workers are constantly involved with. There are many other factors that are affected within this profession and the main topics arguably would be boundary setting’s within this complex field of work that we as youth workers are very privileged to be in. With the amount of red tape that is out there for the protection of both the youth worker and the young people this has some limitations, when dealing with such sensitive matters that would not necessarily happen otherwise. With the polices that are in place, practice guidelines are a useful resource to manage the boundaries for both the young people and the youth workers that are dealing with this sensitive subject.

As a result of dealing with these issues we are having to remain completely unbiased and also we are having to remain impartial to the situations that arise as a result of dealing with the young people. When dealing with the complex and sensitive issues we are faced with daily, we as youth workers, but also as feeling emotional people, need to be very much aware of shutting off after work so we can just relax and not take other peoples issues home, and there needs to be in place support for those who have to deal with a disclosure or incident that has happened during a typical session. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Also looking at the complex issues of boundary management I have noticed that there is a real importance to the aspect of safety in this subject area, which has tendencies to blur the boundary lines within the youth work context. This capacity to work outside of professional involvement levels could lead to boundaries being crossed and the result can be as serious as going to prison for divulging information that is given in absolute secrecy, especially in regards to sensitive information.

If this were to happen then as mentioned previously there could be consequences on all levels, which could have major impact on the way in which the service is run in the future. In addition, there would be little trust from employers and service users increasing the likelihood of boundaries being pushed even more towards the underinvolved side of the spectrum, and a possible increase in unwanted actions happening. Therefore, we, as youth workers, would need to look at addressing the importance of boundary management and the implications that working outside of the zone of professionalism could impose on ourselves, on our professional organisation, but most importantly on the young people that we work for. 
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