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Young People, Social Media and AI – Risk, Opportunity and the Role of Youth Work in Wales
Introduction
Social media and artificial intelligence (AI) are now embedded within the daily lives of young people in Wales. Platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and Snapchat shape identity formation, peer relationships and access to information. Meanwhile, AI technologies influence education, employment and digital interaction in ways that were unimaginable when earlier youth work policies were written. While digital tools provide opportunities for creativity, connection and learning, they also introduce risks including cyberbullying, misinformation, exploitation and mental health pressures.
Youth work policy in Wales has evolved significantly from the Youth Work Strategy for Wales to the Youth Work Strategy for Wales, and most recently to Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes. This blog explores how these policies shape the support offered to young people navigating social media and AI, highlighting shifts in emphasis from access and participation to digital resilience and rights-based practice (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019, P.32) (CLDSCS).

The Impact of Social Media and AI on Young People
Social media can foster belonging, creativity and political engagement. Young people use digital platforms to express identity, build communities and access educational content. AI-driven tools support learning, language translation and personalised study support. For some marginalised young people, online spaces provide validation and representation not found offline.
However, risks are equally significant. Research links excessive social media use to anxiety, body image concerns and sleep disruption. Algorithm-driven content can reinforce unrealistic standards and echo chambers. AI-generated misinformation and deepfakes challenge young people’s ability to critically evaluate online material. Additionally, online grooming, exploitation and cyberbullying present safeguarding concerns.
Under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, young people have the right to access information (Article 17), protection from harm (Article 19) and participation in society (Article 12). In Wales, these rights are reinforced through the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011, requiring policymakers to consider children’s rights in decision-making. Digital engagement therefore sits within both opportunity and protection frameworks (CLDSCS, 2019, P.57)



2007: Participation and Access in a Pre-AI Context
When the 2007 Youth Work Strategy was introduced (Welsh Assembly Government, 2007), social media was emerging but had not yet become dominant. The policy focused strongly on participation, informal education and universal entitlement. Digital literacy was not a central theme, but the principles of voluntary engagement and empowerment provided a foundation for supporting young people in emerging digital spaces.
At this stage, youth work’s response to online risk was largely reactive and safeguarding focused. The strategy emphasised partnership working and support services but did not yet address digital identity, algorithmic influence or AI technologies. The policy context reflected a time when digital engagement was expanding but not fully understood.

2019: Wellbeing, Safeguarding and Digital Realities
By 2019, digital life had become central to young people’s experiences. The updated Youth Work Strategy (Welsh Government, 2019) demonstrates a broader focus on wellbeing, resilience and sustainable provision. Although AI is not extensively foregrounded, the strategy recognises the changing landscape affecting young people, including online environments.
The 2019 approach places stronger emphasis on safeguarding, workforce development and partnership working (CLDSCS, 2019, P.69). Youth workers are increasingly required to understand online risk, digital exploitation and mental health impacts. Digital youth work also emerged more prominently, particularly in response to increasing online communication and later accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic.
Compared to 2007, there is a clearer recognition that youth work must adapt to technological change. The shift moves beyond simple access toward building critical thinking and resilience (CLDSCS, 2019, P.19).

2022: Rights, Inclusion and Digital Empowerment
The 2022 Principles and Purposes document reflects a more explicit rights-based and inclusive framework (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). The five pillars — educative, expressive, participative, inclusive and empowering — provide a strong structure for addressing digital challenges.
· Educative: Youth workers promote digital literacy and critical evaluation of AI-generated content.
· Expressive: Young people are supported to use digital platforms creatively and safely.
· Participative: Young people influence digital programme design and discussions about online safety.
· Inclusive: Efforts address digital exclusion, recognising inequalities in access to devices and connectivity.
· Empowering: Young people develop agency to navigate online spaces confidently and responsibly.
This represents a clear progression from 2007. Digital environments are no longer peripheral; they are central to youth development. The focus shifts from access alone to critical engagement, safeguarding and empowerment.

How Policy Shapes Practice
Youth work policy shapes provision through funding priorities, workforce training and partnership expectations. In the context of social media and AI, this means:
· Delivering digital literacy workshops.
· Supporting young people experiencing online bullying or exploitation.
· Addressing misinformation and harmful online narratives.
· Reducing digital inequality.
· Promoting safe online participation.
The contrast across policy periods demonstrates increasing sophistication in understanding digital realities. Where 2007 emphasised entitlement and participation broadly, 2019 and 2022 embed safeguarding, wellbeing and rights more explicitly within technologically complex contexts.






















Young People and Substance Misuse – Prevention, Protection and Policy in Wales
Introduction
Substance misuse among young people remains a complex and evolving issue in Wales. While experimentation with alcohol or drugs has long been associated with adolescence, the wider social context — including poverty, trauma, mental health challenges and peer influence — shapes how and why young people engage with substances. Youth work plays a crucial role in prevention, education and support, operating within a policy framework that has developed significantly over the past two decades.
From the Youth Work Strategy for Wales to the Youth Work Strategy for Wales, and more recently Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes, youth work policy in Wales demonstrates a shift from general participation-based approaches to more holistic, rights-based and preventative models. This blog explores how substance misuse impacts young people and how evolving policy shapes the support youth workers provide (CLDSCS, 2019, P.27).

The Impact of Substance Misuse on Young People
Substance misuse can involve alcohol, illegal drugs, misuse of prescription medication and emerging concerns such as vaping or synthetic substances. For some young people, use may be experimental; for others, it becomes habitual or linked to coping with trauma or adversity.
The consequences can be significant. Physically, early substance use may impact brain development and long-term health. Psychologically, there are strong links between substance misuse, anxiety, depression and low self-esteem. Educationally, attendance and attainment may decline, increasing the risk of disengagement or becoming NEET (Not in Education, Employment or Training).
Young people involved in substance misuse may also become vulnerable to exploitation or criminal networks. However, it is essential not to frame young people as inherently problematic. Substance misuse often reflects deeper structural or emotional challenges rather than moral failing.
Under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, young people have the right to health (Article 24), protection from harm (Article 19) and access to information (Article 17). In Wales, these rights are embedded in domestic law through the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011, reinforcing the duty to provide preventative and protective support.

2007: Targeted Support and Partnership Working
The 2007 Youth Work Strategy (Welsh Assembly Government, 2007) focused strongly on universal entitlement and participation. Substance misuse was addressed within the broader youth support services framework, particularly through partnership working with health and community agencies.
The emphasis during this period was on engagement and diversion. Youth work offered safe spaces, informal education and relationship-based support to reduce risk-taking behaviours. However, policy language did not yet fully reflect trauma-informed practice or the deeper understanding of adverse childhood experiences that shapes contemporary responses (CLDSCS, 2019, P.35).
Compared to today’s context, the approach was more service-based and less explicitly rights-driven. Prevention existed, but it was often reactive rather than embedded within a wellbeing framework.

2019: Wellbeing and Preventative Practice
By 2019, the Youth Work Strategy (Welsh Government, 2019) demonstrates a broader recognition of young people’s holistic wellbeing. Substance misuse is understood within interconnected issues such as mental health, safeguarding and inequality.
The strategy emphasises “young people thriving” and recognises youth work as a preventative intervention. This marks a shift from earlier approaches. Rather than focusing solely on behaviour management or diversion, the 2019 framework positions youth work as developmental — building resilience, confidence and informed decision-making.
Workforce development is also prioritised, acknowledging the need for trained practitioners who understand safeguarding, mental health and harm reduction. Compared to 2007, there is clearer recognition that substance misuse cannot be separated from structural inequality and emotional wellbeing (CLDSCS, 2019, P.10).

2022: Rights-Based, Inclusive and Empowering Practice
The 2022 Principles and Purposes document further strengthens a values-led framework (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). The five pillars — educative, expressive, participative, inclusive and empowering — provide a structure for substance misuse prevention and support.
· Educative: Providing accurate, non-judgemental information about risks and consequences.
· Expressive: Creating safe spaces for young people to discuss pressures and experiences.
· Participative: Involving young people in shaping prevention programmes.
· Inclusive: Recognising that vulnerability may be linked to poverty, trauma or discrimination.
· Empowering: Building resilience and decision-making skills.
This reflects a clear evolution from earlier policy. Substance misuse is no longer viewed only as a behavioural issue but as a wellbeing and rights issue requiring relational and preventative responses.

How Policy Shapes Youth Work Practice
Across policy developments, several consistent themes emerge:
1. Voluntary Engagement – Young people choose to access support, making conversations about substance use more open and trusting.
2. Partnership Working – Youth services collaborate with health, education and safeguarding agencies.
3. Informal Education – Learning occurs through dialogue rather than formal instruction.
4. Prevention over Punishment – Focus shifts toward harm reduction and resilience-building.
The contrast between 2007 and 2022 demonstrates increasing sophistication. Where earlier policy centred on access and diversion, current frameworks integrate rights, safeguarding and trauma awareness. Youth workers now operate within clearer expectations around accountability, quality assurance and wellbeing outcomes (CLDSCS, 2019, P.73).
























Young People and Poverty – Inequality, Rights and the Role of Youth Work in Wales
Introduction
Poverty continues to shape the lives and opportunities of many young people in Wales. While often discussed in economic terms, youth poverty affects far more than household income. It influences educational attainment, mental health, social participation, housing stability and long-term life chances. For young people, poverty can mean exclusion from activities, stigma within peer groups and reduced access to opportunities that support development (CLDSCS, 2019, P.78).
Youth work in Wales operates within a policy framework that has evolved considerably, from the Youth Work Strategy for Wales to the Youth Work Strategy for Wales, and more recently to Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes. This blog explores how poverty impacts young people and examines how youth work policy has shifted from focusing on universal access to embedding a stronger rights-based and social justice approach.

The Impact of Poverty on Young People
Poverty affects young people in multiple and interconnected ways. Limited financial resources can restrict access to extracurricular activities, digital devices, transport and suitable study environments. Young people may miss out on school trips, sports clubs or social events, leading to social isolation and reduced confidence.
Educational outcomes are often shaped by economic background. Young people experiencing poverty may face barriers such as food insecurity, unstable housing or limited parental support due to financial stress. These factors can increase the likelihood of disengagement from school and risk of becoming NEET (Not in Education, Employment or Training).
Mental health is also closely linked to poverty. Financial hardship can contribute to anxiety, stigma and low self-esteem. Young people may internalise blame for circumstances beyond their control, affecting identity formation and aspirations.
Under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, children and young people have the right to an adequate standard of living (Article 27), education (Article 28) and participation (Article 12). In Wales, the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 strengthens this rights-based approach, requiring decision-makers to consider the wellbeing of children and young people. Poverty therefore represents a structural barrier to rights fulfilment.

2007: Universal Entitlement and Social Inclusion
The 2007 Youth Work Strategy (Welsh Assembly Government, 2007) was heavily influenced by the principles of universal entitlement first outlined in Extending Entitlement. The emphasis was on ensuring that all young people, particularly those facing disadvantage, had access to youth support services.
Poverty was recognised as a factor contributing to social exclusion. Youth work was positioned as a means of providing safe spaces, guidance and informal education to support young people’s personal and social development. However, while inequality was acknowledged, policy language was less explicit about structural poverty and social justice compared to later frameworks.
The approach focused on access and participation rather than directly challenging systemic inequality. Youth work acted as a supportive intervention, helping mitigate the effects of poverty but not necessarily framing it as a rights-based injustice.

2019: Wellbeing and Preventative Intervention
By 2019, the Youth Work Strategy (Welsh Government, 2019) reflects a more holistic understanding of young people’s wellbeing. Poverty is increasingly recognised as interconnected with mental health, safeguarding and educational outcomes.
The strategy’s aim of ensuring “young people are thriving” signals a broader developmental approach. Youth work is described as preventative, helping reduce long-term negative outcomes linked to inequality. There is greater emphasis on workforce development, sustainable funding and partnership working across sectors.
Compared to 2007, the 2019 framework acknowledges that poverty cannot be separated from wider structural challenges. Youth work is positioned within a collaborative system addressing health, housing and education alongside personal development.

2022: Inclusion, Rights and Social Justice
The 2022 Principles and Purposes document strengthens the commitment to equality and inclusion (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). The five pillars — educative, expressive, participative, inclusive and empowering — provide a clear social justice orientation.
· Inclusive practice explicitly commits to challenging oppression and inequality.
· Participative practice ensures young people experiencing poverty have a voice in shaping services.
· Empowering practice supports young people to understand their rights and advocate for change.
This represents a significant shift from earlier policy. While 2007 focused on access and entitlement, the 2022 framework frames youth work as actively challenging inequality. Poverty is not simply a background factor but a structural issue affecting rights and wellbeing.

How Policy Shapes Support in Practice
Policy development directly influences youth work provision in several ways:
1. Free and Accessible Services – Ensuring financial barriers do not prevent participation.
2. Targeted Outreach – Engaging young people who may be marginalised or isolated.
3. Holistic Support – Linking young people with housing, employment or wellbeing services.
4. Advocacy and Voice – Supporting young people to influence decisions affecting their communities.
The progression from 2007 to 2022 demonstrates increasing recognition of poverty as a systemic issue. Youth work moves from mitigating disadvantage to embedding rights-based empowerment and partnership approaches.



























Young People and Education in Wales – Engagement, Inequality and the Role of Youth Work Policy
Introduction
Education plays a central role in shaping young people’s life chances, wellbeing and social mobility. In Wales, educational reform has aimed to create a more inclusive, skills-based and learner-centred system. However, many young people continue to experience barriers to engagement, including poverty, additional learning needs, mental health challenges and risk of becoming NEET (Not in Education, Employment or Training).
Youth work operates alongside formal education, providing informal and non-formal learning environments that support personal and social development. Over time, youth work policy in Wales has evolved from the Youth Work Strategy for Wales to the Youth Work Strategy for Wales, and most recently to Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes. This blog examines how youth work policy complements education in Wales, highlighting contrasts between earlier and more recent frameworks.

Education Challenges Facing Young People
While Wales has undergone significant curriculum reform, including the development of Curriculum for Wales, challenges remain. Educational inequality persists, particularly among young people from low-income households, those with additional learning needs and care-experienced young people.
Disengagement can manifest through poor attendance, exclusion or reduced attainment. Mental health difficulties have also been increasingly linked to academic pressure and post-pandemic disruption. Young people who leave formal education prematurely are at greater risk of becoming NEET, limiting long-term employment and training opportunities.
Under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, young people have the right to education (Article 28) and to develop their personality and abilities to their fullest potential (Article 29). In Wales, the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 reinforces the responsibility to ensure educational systems support children’s rights and wellbeing.

2007: Supporting Participation and Access
The 2007 Youth Work Strategy (Welsh Assembly Government, 2007) positioned youth work as complementary to formal education. Rooted in the principles of Extending Entitlement, it emphasised access, participation and universal entitlement to youth services.
At this stage, youth work was framed primarily as a support mechanism to enhance educational engagement. Informal education was recognised as valuable, but the policy language maintained a clearer distinction between formal schooling and youth provision.
Youth workers often supported young people at risk of disengagement, providing mentoring, advice and safe spaces. However, the structural relationship between youth work and educational reform was less explicitly integrated than in later policies.

2019: Integration, Wellbeing and Thriving Young People
By 2019, the Youth Work Strategy (Welsh Government, 2019) reflects stronger integration between youth work and the broader education agenda. The strategy aligns youth work with Curriculum for Wales’ four purposes, emphasising young people as ambitious, capable learners and healthy, confident individuals.
This marks a significant shift from 2007. Youth work is no longer positioned solely as supplementary but as a partner within the wider educational ecosystem. The focus on young people “thriving” extends beyond academic attainment to include emotional wellbeing, identity and resilience.
The 2019 framework also recognises youth work’s preventative role in reducing NEET figures through early engagement, targeted support and partnership working. Compared to 2007, there is clearer recognition of youth work’s strategic value within educational policy.

2022: Informal Education and Holistic Development
The 2022 Principles and Purposes document (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022) strengthens the conceptual understanding of informal and non-formal education. It emphasises that youth work enables young people to develop holistically — socially, emotionally and politically — alongside academic growth.
The five pillars provide a framework that complements formal education:
· Educative: Supporting skill development outside classroom settings.
· Expressive: Encouraging creativity and confidence.
· Participative: Promoting youth voice in decision-making.
· Inclusive: Ensuring education-related support reaches marginalised groups.
· Empowering: Developing autonomy and lifelong learning attitudes.
This reflects a broader educational philosophy. Rather than viewing attainment as the sole indicator of success, youth work supports personal growth and resilience. Compared to 2007, there is a clearer articulation of youth work as a distinct yet equally valuable educational practice.

How Policy Shapes Support for Young People
Youth work policy influences educational support in several practical ways:
1. Re-engagement Programmes – Targeted support for young people at risk of becoming NEET.
2. Mentoring and Informal Learning – Complementing classroom-based education.
3. Emotional Wellbeing Support – Addressing barriers that impact learning.
4. Youth Voice Mechanisms – Ensuring young people influence educational decisions.
5. Partnership Working – Collaboration between schools, local authorities and youth services.
The evolution from 2007 to 2022 demonstrates increasing integration between youth work and education systems. Where earlier policy emphasised access and entitlement, more recent frameworks recognise youth work as central to holistic educational success.

Contrasting the Policy Evolution
The 2007 strategy emphasised participation and social inclusion, viewing youth work as supportive of formal education. The 2019 strategy positioned youth work more strategically within the national education mission, highlighting wellbeing and preventative intervention. The 2022 Principles and Purposes document further clarifies youth work’s unique educational contribution through informal and non-formal learning models.
This progression illustrates a shift from service access toward systemic integration and rights-based educational development.















Young People, Homelessness and Housing – Vulnerability, Rights and Youth Work Policy in Wales
Introduction
Homelessness and housing insecurity are critical issues affecting young people in Wales. While rough sleeping is the most visible form of homelessness, many young people experience hidden homelessness, including sofa surfing, temporary accommodation or unstable housing arrangements. Housing instability can disrupt education, employment, mental health and social relationships, placing young people at increased risk of exploitation and long-term disadvantage.
Youth work in Wales plays a preventative and supportive role, operating within an evolving policy framework from the Youth Work Strategy for Wales to the Youth Work Strategy for Wales, and more recently to Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes. This blog explores how homelessness impacts young people and how youth work policy shapes the support available to them (CLDSCS, 2019, P.90).

The Impact of Homelessness on Young People
Young people may become homeless due to family breakdown, poverty, care experience, domestic abuse or mental health difficulties. For some, leaving care without sufficient support increases vulnerability. Others may face eviction due to financial hardship.
Housing instability affects all aspects of development. Educational attainment may decline due to frequent moves or lack of study space. Employment opportunities become harder to sustain without stable accommodation. Mental health can deteriorate as uncertainty and insecurity increase stress and anxiety.
Young people experiencing homelessness are also at greater risk of exploitation, substance misuse and involvement in the criminal justice system. Social isolation and stigma can further marginalise individuals, reducing access to supportive networks.
Under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, young people have the right to an adequate standard of living (Article 27) and protection from harm (Article 19). In Wales, the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 reinforces the responsibility of public services to consider children’s rights and wellbeing in policy decisions.




2007: Access and Support Within Youth Services
The 2007 Youth Work Strategy (Welsh Assembly Government, 2007), influenced by Extending Entitlement, focused on universal access to youth support services. Homelessness was addressed primarily through partnership working between youth services and local authorities.
At this stage, youth work was framed as a supportive environment where young people could access advice, guidance and safe spaces. While housing instability was recognised as a risk factor for social exclusion, the policy emphasis was largely on engagement and participation rather than systemic housing reform.
Youth workers acted as advocates and referral agents, connecting young people with housing services. However, the preventative dimension was less explicitly articulated than in later frameworks (CLDSCS, 2019, P.14).

2019: Prevention, Thriving and Partnership
The 2019 Youth Work Strategy (Welsh Government, 2019) demonstrates a stronger preventative focus. The aim of ensuring “young people are thriving” reflects a broader understanding of wellbeing that includes housing stability.
(CLDSCS, 2019, P.14) Partnership working is emphasised more explicitly, recognising that youth work must collaborate with housing providers, social services and community organisations. The strategy positions youth work as a preventative intervention that reduces long-term negative outcomes linked to instability and inequality.
Compared to 2007, there is clearer recognition that housing insecurity is not simply an individual issue but linked to structural challenges such as poverty and lack of affordable housing. Youth workers are expected to operate within coordinated systems rather than acting solely as referral points.

2022: Inclusion, Safeguarding and Empowerment
The 2022 Principles and Purposes document (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022) strengthens the rights-based and inclusive approach. The five pillars provide a framework for supporting young people experiencing housing insecurity:
· Educative: Supporting young people to understand housing rights and responsibilities.
· Expressive: Creating safe spaces where experiences of homelessness can be discussed without stigma.
· Participative: Involving young people in shaping housing-related support services.
· Inclusive: Actively engaging those who may be marginalised or hidden within temporary accommodation.
· Empowering: Building confidence and life skills necessary for independent living.
This represents a significant development from earlier policy. Housing instability is addressed not only through support and referral but through empowerment and rights awareness.

How Policy Shapes Youth Work Practice
Policy evolution influences youth work practice in tangible ways:
1. Early Intervention – Identifying risk factors such as family breakdown or financial hardship.
2. Advocacy – Supporting young people to access housing services and understand entitlements.
3. Life Skills Education – Informal learning around budgeting, tenancy rights and independent living.
4. Safeguarding – Protecting young people from exploitation linked to homelessness.
5. Partnership Working – Coordinated responses between youth work, housing and social care services.
The contrast between 2007 and 2022 demonstrates a shift from access-based service provision toward integrated, preventative and rights-driven practice. Youth work increasingly operates within systems leadership models that emphasise accountability and sustainability.

Contrasting Policy Development
The 2007 strategy centred on participation and entitlement, ensuring young people could access youth services regardless of circumstance. The 2019 strategy embedded a preventative and wellbeing-oriented approach, highlighting cross-sector collaboration. The 2022 Principles and Purposes document further positions youth work within a social justice and safeguarding framework, explicitly challenging inequality and supporting empowerment.
This progression reflects growing awareness of housing instability as both a structural and rights-based issue. Youth work policy has adapted to recognise the complexity of homelessness among young people.
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Appendix

AI Declaration: I have not used AI to support my work
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