In Wales Youth work is a voluntary service which can be accessed by all young people aged 11-25. It is a professional practice that supports the personal, social and educational development of young people (Principles and purposes, 2022). According to the National Youth Agency (2020), the aim of youth work is to ‘Enable young people to develop holistically, working with them to facilitate their personal, social and educational development, to enable them to develop their voice, influence and place in society and to reach their full potential.’ Within this essay we will explore the core principles and values that underpin youth work practice, examine how these principles are applied across various contexts, for example schools and community-based projects and consider their similarities and differences. Finally, the role and responsibilities of a youth worker will be explored and will reflect on how they maintain the principles. 
The word principle is defined by Cambridge dictionary (2019) as ‘a basic idea or rule that explains or controls how something happens or works.’ Regarding youth work the principles guide youth workers how to interact with young people and ensures that the service is consistent for all. Youth work is grounded in the voluntary participation of young people (Principles and purposes, 2022), by allowing the young person to choose to participate ensures they are more likely to engage and feel empowered. Kim et al (2024) stated that giving people a choice is crucial due to ethical considerations and effectiveness, as it shows respect and encourages independence. When young people feel they have control over their involvement, they are more likely to take responsibility for their learning and personal development. This principle clearly separates youth work from compulsory services, such as school-based education, and reinforces its empowering nature. A fundamental principle to youth work is that it is inclusive and equal (Principles and purposes, 2022), this aims to eliminate barriers and create opportunities for all young people, regardless of background, ability, gender, ethnicity or religion. The National Youth Agency (2025) states that young people are more likely to participate, learn more effectively, experience personal growth and have improved wellbeing within an inclusive and equal environment, this demonstrates why inclusion is not only a value but a necessity for effective youth work practice. Inclusivity ensures that young people feel safe, respected and valued, which strengthens engagement and positive outcomes. 
The National Youth Agency (2024) highlights the 4 cornerstones of youth work. The first one being participation which involves supporting young people to identify their own needs, express their views and become active participants in their own development. Youth workers work with young people rather than for them, encouraging decision making, Youth link Scotland states ‘Youth work is an equal partnership. The young person is recognised as an active partner who can, and should, have opportunities and resources to shape their lives’. The second cornerstone is equality; it states that youth work should be available for all young people and differences are respected. Furthermore, education is the third cornerstone, youth work gives the opportunity for young people to learn outside of school in an informal setting. This learning is often informal or non-formal, allowing young people to develop skills such as communication, confidence and problem-solving (Principles and purposes, 2022). The final cornerstone is empowerment; this involves giving young people the confidence to make their own choices and take control. Overall, by having principles it guides youth workers to be consistent, ethical and the ability to adapt which allows long term success (Standards hero, 2025).
Youth work can take place in different settings such as detached youth work, centre-based youth work or school, while the core values and principles remain the same, the way they are applied can differ depending on the context. Detached youth work is when the youth worker meets the young people in their environment such as streets, that National Youth Agency (2020) states that it uses the principles of in-formal education to engage young people. This approach can be seen as highly accessible and inclusive compared to centre based services, as it removes barriers such as transport, cost or confidence that prevent young people from attending a youth centre. Detached youth work allows young people to have greater control over when and where they engage, which reflects the principle of voluntary participation. Non-institutional settings, such as streets or cafés, can feel more comfortable for young people. This approach is particularly effective for engaging young people who may don’t want to access building-based services. While the principles and purposes say that youth work wants to help young people develop personal, social and educational skills, detached youth work focuses on personal and social education. This is quite a big difference to other youth settings, this is mainly because they want to keep young people safe by educating them on drugs, criminality, poverty and more. This focus is largely due to safeguarding concerns and the immediate needs of young people in these environments. Young people in school-based youth work are usually forced to participate as it is compulsory (Smith, 2025). This is different to other settings and may result in less engagement of the young person as they lack control and it can be seen as not respecting them as they are choosing for them, this is not empowering for the young person and goes against the principle. School based youth work is usually on a 1 to 1 setting (Pembrokeshire youth, 2024), so there is less development of social skills, but it also gives the young person individual support which they may benefit more from. Centre based youth work is held in a specific venue which can be seen not as inclusive as some young people would be unable to access it due to transport or location, with detached youth work this is not a problem. However centre based youth work provides young people with a safe place and a variety of activities, safety is often a concern with detached youth work as the young person and youth worker are vulnerable if the environment isn’t safe. 
Youth workers follow the National Occupational Standards (NOS) to maintain the principles; NOS (2019) has a summary map which provides activities to deliver youth work effectively. There are 5 levels; work with young people and others, facilitate learning and development, demonstrate commitment to inclusion and equity, plan and implement strategies and activities, develop, lead and manage others and finally work with communities. Youth workers create a safe environment for young people where they feel respected and listened to which maintains principles. They advocate young people’s needs and help express their opinion, this promotes empowerment and participation. Youth workers also encourage informal learning through different activities and having discussions with others, this encourages the young person to develop many skills, like their personal social and educational skills. Young people and a youth worker can build a positive relationship based on trust and respect. By building these relationships the young person is more likely to engage and learn. Youth workers should promote inclusivity and equality therefore the activities and the area should be accessible to all young people. Youth workers may struggle to maintain this principle when they consider young people with disabilities, Ofsted (2013) stated that 4-6% of disabled young people access the local youth work. This may be due to there being a lack of a lack of ramps to access the centre or toilets, issues with transport or the lack of a safe travel route (blocked or unsuitable paths), a lack of staff trained in sign language or other disabilities. 
In conclusion, youth work in Wales is underpinned by core principles and values which ensures effective practice. The key principles include, voluntary participation, empowerment, working with not for them, being inclusive and equal, advocate, to promote their personal, social and educational development and more which are outlined in the purposes and principles (2022). By following these principles, it ensures that youth work stays young person centred. While these principles are used in each youth work settings they may be applied differently and results in different strengths and challenges for them. Youth workers have a vital role in maintaining these principles and they can look at the National occupational standards to ensure effective youth work practice. Overall, the principles are needed to have a consistent and a positive experience for all young people.
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