1. [bookmark: _Toc45110160]INTRODUCTION 
This dissertation is going to be looking at Understanding the experiences of LGBTQ+ young people in society today: a study of a group in South West Wales; lessons for youth workers and young people’s practitioners. There has been a growth and understanding in the language and experiences surrounding the LGBTQ+ community, with more visibility available on social media, on television and within local communities (Peer Power, 2023) allowing more young people to feel more comfortable in their gender identities and sexual orientation. Over the past four years the researcher has been working with young people in a youth group setting, and through that time has developed trusted relationships with the young people (CLDSCS, 2019). The researcher is also a part of the LGBTQ+ community and recognises their bias towards certain topics, however they want to better understand the issues that affect the young people so that they can create an environment of change. One of the main reasons of doing this study is to document young people’s experiences and to better understand what barriers they are facing in schools and in their day to day lives. Through research and reading, the researcher has struggled to find significant amounts of information around this subject area especially from a standpoint of living in a rural area in South Wales.
Through working with a group of young people, the researcher has been made aware of some of the problems young people deal with daily, and the lack of understanding and support they receive from their teachers, counsellors, and families. This research will help us better understand barriers, but it will also allow the researcher to ask questions to the people that work with young people to also hear their voices about what challenges they are facing, and how equipped they feel to deal with them. By talking to the young people and the practitioners, there is an opportunity to identify how as a community we can best support the young people in their transitions into adulthood, but to also be able to support teachers and youth workers in their abilities to be able to communicate and treat all people as individuals and equally (CLDSCS, 2019; YWWRG, 2022).
[bookmark: _Hlk165568049][bookmark: _Hlk165568092]Young people who identify as part of the LGBTQ+ community are more likely to experience bullying (Stonewall, 2016, np), mental health problems (Fish, Baams and McGuire, 2020, p.229-243) and homelessness (Homeless Link, 2022) to name a few. The aim of the research is to see what support the young people receive and how they feel in their day to day lives when it comes to schools, their communities, their social groups, and their use of social media. By better understanding their experiences, we can then collaboratively work together to ask questions of the practitioners they work with to also gain knowledge and information from statutory and voluntary sectors.  This will help to identify the needs of all parties and hopefully put some recommendations in place. There is a need for practitioners to share their views to identify shortfalls that could affect the health and well-being of young people.
The research will be done in two stages: the first being a focus group with a group of LGBTQ+ young people, and the second being a survey for young people practitioners which will be designed in collaboration with the young people. The purpose of doing research this way is to hear the experiences from both sides which will ensure that any recommendations will be unbiased and based on what both sets of respondents have discussed. The main beneficiaries from this research will be the young people themselves, and the researcher is hoping to work with them collaboratively to ensure that their voices are heard and will attempt to empower (YWWRG, 2022) them to work towards making change happen. It could also be an opportunity to make changes that will benefit them in the different settings they attend like schools, in their communities and within their social groups. 
The researcher’s motivations into doing this research are that they have seen over the past four years some of the struggles the LGBTQ+ youth group have endured. There have been many informal discussions during sessions, and the researcher would like to document the issues facing the LGBTQ+ community currently, whilst also ensuring the voices of the group are heard. One of the five pillars of Youth Work (YWWRG, 2022) is to empower young people, and an aim of this project is to empower young people and give them the tools to be able to fight for their rights (Unicef, 2024), to ensure that they can be treated equally, and to ensure that they are educated to the standards that are laid out in the LGBTQ+ Action Plan for Wales (WG, 2023). By ensuring that the young people are allowed to share their feelings and experiences, there is a hope that we can create models of change for the future. This research project is a small-scale project, however there could be scope to expand on the work in the future by delving deeper into some of the issues that will be presented in this work. There will be opportunities to create an environment of change and reach the aims and objectives of the research.
The primary aim of this research is to understand the experiences of the young people and how society has affected them and supported them as they come to terms with their identities and sexual orientation. By learning where they feel safe, what their support networks are, and being able to discuss issues affecting them can only teach youth workers how they can empower these young people. The objectives of this research activity are to gain knowledge through the lived experiences of the young people, and to be able to identify the needs of an issue-based group, whilst also hearing the experiences of young people’s practitioners via an online survey. By using sets of data from both aspects of the research we can then triangulate findings to see where there are gaps in the needs of the young people, and potentially being able to identify training needs for teachers as an example.
The researcher is aiming to create a safe environment for the young people to grow and thrive, and as an active member of the wider LGBTQ+ community to create changes and potentially offer support to practitioners working with these young people. There is a need as a community to ensure that all young people are given the same opportunities, and the researcher would like this work to lead to changes within the current systems.
2. [bookmark: _Toc45110161]
LITERATURE REVIEW 
[bookmark: _Hlk165560507]For the review of literature, the researcher will explore past research, current policies and what is going on in the press around some of the issues and themes associated with the research project the researcher is conducting, which focuses on Understanding the experiences of LGBTQ+ young people in society today: a study of a group in South West Wales; lessons for youth workers and young peoples’ practitioners. The author will look at four main themes in their research for this Dissertation which are school, social media, community, and social groups.  These themes have therefore guided the author’s reading for their Literature Review.  It will be important also to examine how the LGBTQ+ community are affected by what is happening in Government, in the news and in society today.
There are many issues identified that affect members of the LGBTQ+ community, with some examples being mental health problems, bullying and homelessness. According to Stonewall (2016, np) ‘42% of LGBT+ school pupils have been bullied in the past year, double the number of non-LGBT+ pupils (21%)’, showing that bullying in schools is high for young people.  However, the bullying does not always happen at school. The rise of social media has also had an impact, with cyberbullying on the rise with the WHO finding that since 2018 cyberbullying had increased by three percent for both boys and girls (2024, np). Cyberbullying can consist of sending threatening anonymous messages, encouraging risky behaviours, and posting embarrassing posts about their peers (UNICEF, 2024, np). Stonewall (2016, np) also discusses that nearly twenty percent of LGBTQ+ people have experienced being homeless whilst twenty-four percent of young people that are without a home identify as LGBTQ+ (Homeless Link, 2022, np). Reasons for a young person becoming homeless can be because of being evicted by parents for coming out, but also the fear of not being accepted in their communities.	Comment by Angharad Lewis: Support with evidence
Social media has greatly increased with huge technological advances, and young people from the LGBTQ+ community are seeing the positive and negative sides of social media. Craig et al. (2021, np) notes how within their daily lives, where they could be facing isolation and discrimination, the use of social media can offer a sense of safety and belonging within queer spaces.  It can also be a source of information with visible queer representation available online. Although Fisher et al. (2024, np) notes that ‘social media experiences may be a double-edged sword’, there are negative aspects which include cyberbullying, spending a lot of time online which can lead to sleep deprivation and reading negative comments on posts which can lead to higher rates of stress, anxiety, and depression. Social media is continuing to develop; therefore, youth workers need to adapt and learn to be able to clearly inform young people of the positives and the negatives of being online. 
[bookmark: _Hlk165568231]Within the last two years there have been several attacks on young people who are transgender, one being the murder of a young transgender girl by two of her peers (Pidd, 2024, np). The murder was committed because of her identity with many members of the transgender community now left feeling unsafe and vulnerable. Hate crime is defined as ‘any criminal offence which is perceived, by the victim or any other person, to be motivated by hostility or prejudice towards someone based on a personal characteristic’ (HO, 2023, np), and in 2023 while sexual orientation hate crime instances decreased by six percent, there was an eleven percent rise in hate crime instances against transgender people (ibid). There are many instances where hate crimes are not reported for different reasons, and according to the LGBT Foundation (2023, np)
YouGov data shows that four in five anti-LGBT hate crimes and incidents go unreported, with young people particularly reluctant to report their experiences to police. Reporting rates are increasing but still dangerously low. 
(LGBT Foundation, 2023, np)
There are many different reasons behind not reporting a hate crime which include a lack of believing a crime has been committed and how serious it is, how the police will respond to an allegation and what will be done, the feeling of being victimised, and of repercussion around the reporting of a crime (Cuerden and Blakemore, 2020, np).
Research (Fish, Baams and McGuire, 2020, p.229-243) shows us that LGBTQ+ young people are at higher risk of suffering with mental health disorders including anxiety, depression, self-harm and having suicidal ideations which comes from coming out, lack of support systems from the communities they are in, examples being schools and social settings. Stonewall (2018, np) found in their last health report that fifty-two percent of the LGBTQ+ respondents experienced depression within the past year with ‘One in eight LGBT people aged 18-24 (13 per cent) said they’ve attempted to take their own life in the last year’. The risk of young people suffering from mental health disorders and attempting suicide is also affected by adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), with an ACE being described as a negative experience in the formative years which can include problems at home, bullying, homelessness (Asmundson and Afifi, 2020, pp5-7). A study by Vanderbilt University Medical Centre (2018, np) shows that LGBTQ+ people are at higher risk of experiencing an ACE with the percentage experiencing three or more at fifty-two percent, whilst their heterosexual counterparts were at twenty-six percent. This shows that there is a higher chance of LGBTQ+ young people experiencing more negative experiences, and therefore there is a need for organisations like schools, Government, and charities to protect them.
There are changes being made in Government, with an example being the LGBTQ+ Action Plan for Wales (WG, 2023).  It has set out a plan to make Wales the most LGBTQ+ friendly nation in Europe, and is looking to achieve a more inclusive, discrimination free country by developing a framework to support and help people from the community to have their voices heard. There are several goals within the plan and there are two that directly link to the author’s research which are to ‘ensure education in Wales is inclusive’ and ‘listen to, and work with, our LGBTQ+ communities’ (WG, 2023, p.7). 
Within schools there are several areas to discuss including how to ensure education is inclusive in Wales. A recent change to the curriculum now ensures that young people are taught about relationships and sexuality education (WG, 2022), where previously it had been very gendered and had excluded young people who are gay or questioning their genders, and therefore the education was lacking within the community. This new law is supported by other organisations.  For example, the Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2024, np), 
supports the inclusion of Relationships and Sexuality Education in the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021. This law will make sure all children and young people have opportunities to develop their understanding of relationships and sexuality.  This will help empower children and young people with the understanding and skills they need to make informed choices and to be happy, healthy and safe. 
(Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2024, np)

However, there has also been protests around the new curriculum with a group of parents taking their case to court to disallow their children from participating and attempting to stop the roll-out of the new curriculum, ultimately losing their legal bid. Their concerns included that young people would be ‘indoctrinated’ and made to learn about topics they were uncomfortable with (Lewis, 2022, np). The implementation of the new curriculum will only strengthen the education of young people from both sides; the LGBTQ+ young people will have a proper education, but it will also educate their peers. This in turn could help create a safer, more inclusive community of young people.

Schools are following this framework and implementing the changes to a more progressive and equal Wales (WG, 2015), however over the past year there has been negative comments coming from the British Government. Sunak and members of his government have been outwardly and publicly transphobic, and at the last party conference said: “a man is a man, and a woman is a woman. That’s just common sense” (Walker, 2024, np). This rhetoric is gathering momentum and has other high-profile individuals using their platforms to be transphobic (Muir, 2023, np; Cain, 2022, np). 	Comment by Angharad Lewis: Evidence this

The Literature Review now moves on to consider the healthcare that currently supports LGBTQ+ young people with their mental health and their identity.  This is currently under big stress with only one clinic available to gender questioning young people (Cass, 2024), coupled with the long waiting lists for mental health disorders (Thomas, 2022, np; Punton et al. 2022). An independent review commissioned by the UK Government, known as the CASS Review (Cass, 2024), focuses on the healthcare of transgender young people and has recently been released in England. The purpose of this review was to investigate the needs of young people with gender dysphoria or incongruence, with the full review continuing to make thirty recommendations for the future of transgender care for young people, with recommendation 23 stating: 
NHS England should ensure that each Regional Centre has a follow through service for 17-25-year-olds; either by extending the range of the regional children and young people’s service or through linked services, to ensure continuity of care and support at a potentially vulnerable stage in their journey. This will also allow clinical, and research follow up data to be collected. 
(Cass Review, 2024, p.225)

This recommendation acknowledges the need for a more robust and supported system of care for young people, but on the other hand will not allow for young people to be able to begin transition until they are twenty-five years old. Stonewall (2024, np) commented on the report by saying that the report ‘can play a vital role in achieving this aim, if its recommendations are implemented properly.’  Furthermore, they continue to discuss the need for everyone to listen to Dr Cass’s plea: 
to remember the children and young people trying to live their lives and the families/carers and clinicians doing their best to support them. All should be treated with compassion and respect.
(Cass, 2024, p 232)

The education and understanding of practitioners are key to ensure the young people can continue to grow and thrive, and the importance of creating safe spaces for LGBTQ+ young people is imperative to create a sense of community and belonging to be able to access resources and support (Out and Proud, 2023, np). To create a sense of community can enhance the experiences of young people, and research (Atif et al. 2022, np) shows that having one positive adult role model that impacts upon them can allow a young person to navigate adolescence with a clearer sense of who they are, and a better sense of well-being. Youth workers can build and maintain relationships with young people (YWWRG, 2022; CLDSCS, 2019) and create a space where young people are empowered and can grow as individuals. Wood, Westwood, and Thompson (2014, p3-5) comment that youth work offers a time and space for young people to have their voices heard, that youth workers challenge inequalities and injustices and is done working in partnership with the young people.
The research shows that young people from the LGBTQ+ community can face many adversities and it could become a very lonely and isolating time as they navigate adolescence. However, by creating safe spaces and a community, the adverse effects can be mitigated. By offering supportive, educative, and safe spaces, the experiences of LGBTQ+ young people can be positive, and this can prepare them well for successful futures. 


3. [bookmark: _Toc45110170]
METHODOLOGY/METHODS 
This chapter will explore which methods and methodology the researcher will use within their research project and the reasoning behind these. This research will be an empirical research study and it is said that ‘the aim of empirical research is to clarify understanding. However, very often the way in which we set about research is coloured by our current view of things’ (Langston et al, 2004, p.155). Within this research project the researcher is aware that there may be bias involved as they belong to the community they are researching, however they will be seeking ethical approval using the BERA (2011) and University guidelines, which will outline these biases and how they will mitigate the risks of influencing any responses.
Research methods are the tools used to gather data, examples being surveys, focus groups and interviews, whilst the methodology concentrates on the approach and the reasoning of picking these tools (McAteer, 2013, p.21-25). The methods use tools to be able to gather relevant data in the research project and the methodology distinguishes the reasoning and the unpicking of the data to form a broader knowledge of the subject matter. The researcher has decided to have two different methods to approach their subject matter in the hope of being able to triangulate their findings from different perspectives within their area of research. The research will be done in two stages with the young people being part of the first stage, and youth workers and young people’s practitioners being a part of the second stage of the project.
There are many methods that can be used to collect data, and within this project the researcher intends to collect qualitative data through holding a creative focus group with the young people and then forming a survey from these findings to send out to the people who work with young people. The author is intending to work collaboratively and will attempt to engage the group to help form the survey questions as the impact of empowering (YWWRG, 2022) the young people is powerful and could help the group take ownership of their experiences. The reason behind collecting qualitative data as opposed to quantitative data, is to better understand the lived experiences of the group in more depth and attempting to create a climate of change for them. Understanding their experiences are important to assist in creating an environment where they can create safer spaces for their peers and to allow them to feel like they are heard. The difference between qualitative and quantitative data according to Bell and Waters (2014, p.9-10) are that quantitative research is used to collect data and uses numerical data which can then be turned into statistics, whilst qualitative methods look at understanding individuals’ experiences and their views of the world.
For this research, it is important to gain qualitative information to be able to enforce real changes based on the experiences of the young people and the practitioners that work with them.  The findings will enable the researcher to create interventions and to help make change happen within the LGBTQ+ community. The Principles and Purposes of Youth Work (YWWRG, 2022) are aligned with a qualitative research project as the five pillars discuss that educating, empowering, and getting young people to participate voluntarily will allow for real experiences to be shared and give the young people a sense of independence in the discussions.  By using a method which is creative and collaborative, it allows the author to gain more in-depth data, and they will be able to ask more about their responses and gain a clearer understanding of the young people and their experiences.  It will also allow the author to do this in a way that is conducive to working with young people. For this work the author understands the importance of using a method that will engage the young people and will encourage their participation. The importance of using the correct method is key to conducting a successful session and to get the most conclusive data. As discussed in the literature review chapter, research shows that young people from the LGBTQ+ community struggle more with their mental health, their safety at home and their safety within their communities (Fish, Baams and McGuire, 2020, p.229-243; HO, 2023, np). Over the past four years, the author has built relationships with young people (CLDSS, 2019) that are honest and trusting, which has opened conversations around the experiences and problems they face in different settings. This has led the author to wanting to formalise these discussions and attempt to create a collaborative system of working to be able to make changes. 
The first stage of the research will use a creative focus group which is defined as:
a qualitative research method that involves facilitating a small group discussion with participants who share common characteristics or experiences that are relevant to the research topic. The goal is to gain insights through group conversation and observation of dynamics.
							(Simply Psychology, 2023, np)

The creative focus group will be flipchart paper on a table with lots of different coloured pens, where young people can write down thoughts and maybe even draw pictures to show their feelings around certain headings that will be on the pieces of paper. The headings will include topics such as schools, social media, community, and social groups and the group will be aware of the subject matter beforehand as they will have received an information sheet and returned a consent form. By allowing the young people to be creative in their responses, this may give me better insight into how they really feel and open a dialogue.  Art and creativity allow young people to maybe express feelings and experiences they may not do usually. The reasoning behind the creative focus group is that the researcher wants to engage the young people in a fun session to gain honest and true reflections of their experiences, in the hope that being creative can open avenues of dialogue and to gain a more in-depth understanding over their feelings. There are findings that state that creativity is participatory and can engage young people in forming thoughts and to ask more questions (National Youth Council of Ireland, 2022). Doing this type of focus group will hopefully ensure more qualitative data is collected allowing the researcher to be able to guide the conversation and dig deeper into their experiences, in turn attempting to discuss changes they would like to see in the settings they are in. The researcher will also work in collaboration with the young people regarding the second stage of the research and will include them in designing the questions the researcher could include in a survey to send out to practitioners. The impact of working with the young people could potentially be very powerful as they will feel like they are a part of the work, and they can ask questions they may feel they cannot in person.
The second part of the research will be to create a survey to send out to the people who work with young people.  This will potentially give us data to be able to see how the practitioners feel around working with LGBTQ+ young people, what they feel their barriers are, and to also see potential examples of good practice within different settings. The survey will be anonymous so that the respondents can answer truthfully about their experiences, and the intention is that the young people can work alongside the author to create some questions to ask. The survey will contain mostly open-ended questions but there will be a couple of questions in a quantitative way to gauge their feelings around certain topics. The survey will include seven questions.  In a sense, it will use a mixed-methods approach (Kara, 2015) due to the inclusion of one Likert Scale question to close the survey, which will provide the researcher with an opportunity to ascertain how many respondents agree/disagree with the given statement, and to what extent. However, it is mainly a qualitative survey which therefore meets the methodological approach for this dissertation, this giving the researcher a better understanding of the experiences of the research participants. It is important to analyse the data from more than one side and this will create more accurate data. Most of the questions will be there to gain insight into how practitioners feel around certain aspects of working with LGBTQ+ young people and these findings will be key to being able to see the experiences from both sides of the coin. 
The purpose of doing a focus group, followed by a survey is to gain insight into how both sides feel about certain topics. The author can then compare the findings to literature around the subjects that arise, and this will allow the author to triangulate their findings to form a clearer and more accurate piece of research. As a small-scale research project, it will be important to not gather too much information, however the important part will be to cross-check the information and to challenge any data that does not match up (Bell and Waters, 2014, p.120).  It will be important to see the work from more than one side and hopefully then the researcher can conclude the work with recommendations based on all the research collected. The aim is to be able to better understand experiences and to be able to create realistic changes within the settings to work towards achieving the goals of national legislation.
Alongside the methodology it is important to acknowledge the ethical considerations that need to be in place before conducting any research with young people. The researcher will complete a university ethics form which will consider the aims and objectives of the research project. They will also need to consider the risks involved to the participants, themselves and to the University as some of the subject matter could be difficult to discuss but to also ensure all work is completed professionally. All participants prior to the focus group will have an information sheet to consider if they would like to take part in the project whilst also getting a parent/guardian to sign a consent form to allow their participation. During the focus group there will be safe spaces and opportunities to voluntarily withdraw if they no longer want to participate. Any research project will be ethically approved before any research happens.
The researcher acknowledges that this research will be based on a small number of participants, therefore meaning that there will be limitations to the scope of the project. However, to gain a small understanding of an issue-based group could potentially lead to a larger project and to expand on their findings in the future. Through their research there has been little written about LGBTQ+ young people in a rural area in Wales and this project will allow the researcher to begin to explore the experiences and issues facing them currently. 

4. 
PRESENTATION OF DATA
Within this chapter the researcher presents the data they have gathered for their research project, firstly presenting the data from their focus group with the young people, followed by the data from the survey sent to youth workers and young people’s practitioners.  In order to ensure the anonymity of participants when presenting the data, the young people participants from the focus groups will be referred to as YP1, YP2, YP3 and so on.  The young people practitioners who were the survey respondents will be referred to as P1, P2, P3 and so on. 
To begin the researcher will present the findings of their focus group which explored young people’s experiences in different settings. For the focus group there were two adults present while six young people aged between eleven and twenty-five participated. The focus group was setup as follows; there were four pieces of flipchart paper laid out with different coloured pens with different topic titles; the titles were school, social media, community, and social groups. 

Schools
The initial conversation began around experiences and feelings regarding schools and being in school, and the two main points to arise were bullying and a lack of education. Four of the participants experienced bullying in school around being part of the LGBTQ+ community, with the lack of support for transgender young people also being an issue. YP3 wrote that ‘being gay was fine but anything to do with transgender young people the teachers were not interested and did not understand’, with young person YP6 saying that ‘homophobia and transphobia is not treated or viewed as bullying’. There was a conversation around support from teachers in schools and the lack of safe spaces available.  YP4 disclosed that their school had created a safe space, held an initial session, and within the first session a young person disclosed they were questioning their identity. The teacher who had set up the group then proceeded to call the parents and ‘out’ the young person to them. YP4 argues that ‘safe spaces should be safe’, and that the teacher broke the confidentiality of the young person and has now broken the trust of the group. 
A secondary conversation during the focus group was around the education and training of the staff members at schools:
When I brought up having more LGBTQ+ education at my school I was told by a teacher “we can’t really do that because some parents will think we are trying to make kids gay” and I think that is more of an excuse to not educate more and just shake it off. (YP1)
Education and the way teachers speak and support young people was a reoccurring theme whilst discussing their experiences at school, with the participants discussing the lack of confidence that teachers have around discussing LGBTQ+ issues, with YP5 saying ‘schools are too scared to talk about LGBTQ+ rights and it is put on older LGBTQ+ people to educate’.  Young people noted they have no confidence in their school settings to discuss being bullied, to discuss their feelings and they do not feel safe. 

Social Media
The conversation around social media had a mixed reaction with some discussing the positive reaction to social media but then also disclosing the negative aspects of it. YP5 said:
There are a lot of good sides to social media with a lot more representation being available but there is also a lot of hate online and news about anti-LGBTQ+ laws. While it is important to be aware it is bad for mental health and very disheartening to see.
 The participants all agreed that there was a lot more representation online which has allowed them to feel they are valid and able to explore their identities.  Having role models has allowed them to feel more confident and able to be themselves, whilst YP3 commented how they had ‘found the youth group through the group’s Instagram page’ and it was how they ‘found that community exists’. The negative aspects the young people found was that although there was more representation online, there was also a lot of hate, with one key theme being that social media sites were very slow to remove hateful comments. YP6 commented that social media networks were ‘allowing the normalisation of hate to trans and queer people with little consequence’, whilst YP1 agreed that there was ‘a lack of action against hate speech’. Although the young people identified that there are many great aspects of social media including finding their community, meeting like-minded people, and finding out information, there was also a big conversation around how young people are trolled and bullied online for their identities. Three participants agreed that although they used social media frequently, they were wary of believing everything they read, and as YP6 noted, ‘there is so much misinformation around LGBTQ+ subjects/topics online’. 

Community 
The next topic discussed was community, and how being a part of the LGBTQ+ community in a rural area affected their lives, with all participants saying how they did not feel supported nor felt safe in their communities. YP1 said:
I feel anxious going out the way I dress and present myself, then within Carmarthen I don’t feel safe walking past groups of young people or roadmen as I’m worried, I will get harassed, followed, or attacked in some way.
This response was elaborated on during conversations with the group with two others saying they would not dress as they wished due to the fear of being harassed, and always tried to walk in groups whilst in town as they had all been harassed previously. YP3 said how ‘there is a fear within the queer community due to everything going on in the press’, whilst YP6 said, ‘Police don’t seem to respond as quickly as they usually do if it’s a queer or trans person that is being harassed/in trouble’. 
On the other hand, YP2 said that Carmarthen has a strong sense of community with two of the young people commented that Carmarthen youth project was their safe space; ‘DrMz is my safe space, because it’s an open group for all LGBTQ+ people and there is no judgement and no matter what you identify as, you are always respected’ (YP2).

Social Groups
The discussions around social groups during the session tended to lean towards the small community of friends they have made at the youth group because it was a specific LGBTQ+ group.  Before they attended, they knew very few people but now they see each other daily.  YP2 affirms this and notes how,
I find social group wise, I have limited myself to a small network of LGBTQ+/queer people, I feel less accepted as myself around non-queer people, while living in cities I found that there was a more welcoming experience. I’m not sure if this is a social or cultural thing, or just the fact that I do feel uncomfortable being visibly queer in Carmarthen. (YP2)

The theme of keeping social groups small was brought up by others saying that they only socialised with queer people as they felt seen and not judged. YP1 felt very hopeful about their future social groups also saying that the college they had interviewed at had ‘gender questions on the application forms, had gender neutral bathrooms and had tutors that asked pronouns’. This in turn has allowed them to accept a space at college and they are looking forward to making new friends.

Survey Results
The secondary part of this research was to create a survey to send out to youth workers and young people’s practitioners; at the end of the focus group the young people came up with questions which were tailored into the final survey sent out. Sixteen people filled out the survey with job roles ranging from teachers to youth justice, counselling, youth workers to support workers and other job roles. The variety of the job roles is important to gauge the level of understanding across the board and not just in statutory sectors and the chart below demonstrates the range of respondents.


The first question was: ‘How confident do you feel about discussing LGBTQ+ subjects with young people? Why do you feel this?’ Seventy-three percent of the respondents answered they were confident, stating that having previous experiences and training has helped them.  Some of the respondents identified in their responses that they are members of the LGBTQ+ community themselves, and therefore felt confident as they understood the issues facing young people.  This is captured well in the response by P6 who noted that ‘I feel really confident discussing queer topics with young people, as its not only a part of my own life, but I also feel it’s important to discuss it in order to create a safe and inclusive environment for people to learn and feel accepted.’.  The respondents that were not confident in discussing LGBTQ+ subjects with young people were still learning about the subject areas and wanting more training, with P15 commenting that they were worried that ‘too much information causes confusion’ and P10 saying they were ‘Semi-confident, I am still learning and understanding more about LGBTQ+ issues.’
The second question was: ‘When did you last have LGBTQ+ training, and was it in house or external? Who was the training with and how do you feel it has benefitted you?’ Ten of the sixteen respondents commented they had had no training around LGBTQ+ topics and subjects, with the main theme being more training would be beneficial to understand and to be able to support the young people better. For example, P commented: 
I don’t think I have ever had any LGBTQ+ training. But I do think this would benefit me in my job role as the majority I work with are part of the LGBTQ+ community. 

The respondents that had received training had had in-house training or had searched for their own personal training via online learning portals to gain better understanding.  P8, who works in youth justice commented:
It is beneficial as things are constantly changing. It’s helpful to understand LGBTQ+ issues as it is becoming more established. Maybe the training has empowered people to speak about how they really feel and talk about who they are/want to be.

P1, who is from the charity sector noted ‘It was beneficial in a way that it showed me how to support young people who are a part of the community or are unsure.’

The third question was: ‘If a young person was confiding in you around questioning their gender or sexuality would you know how to support this person? What support would you offer, and which organisations are you aware of that you could signpost the young person to?’ All the respondents agreed they would know how to support the young people and be able to offer them a safe space to be open about their experiences.  For example, P11 shared that ‘My primary response would be to listen rather than contribute and then I would suggest googling together what is in our local community and put together a list of information and contacts’ and P2 going further saying:
My project has a support group for trans, enby and exploring young people. I am also aware of a few other support groups in our local area. I have great contacts in Pride Cymru, Transaid, Mermaids, Stonewall, and many other organisations.

Additionally, seventy percent knew of external organisations like Mermaids, Stonewall, Umbrella Cymru and LGBQ Cymru Helpline to signpost the young people to. Three respondents said they would follow their in-house safeguarding procedures but would have to research into external resources as they were not aware of who and where to signpost too.

The fourth question was: ‘Would you report a fellow colleague if they said something discriminatory behind a young person's back?’ All respondents commented they would report, but three of the respondents said they would challenge their colleague first to find out the root of what has happened before taking the matter further.  For example, P6 stating ‘Definitely, just because they're the "adult" and an "authority figure" in the environment doesn't give them the excuse to be discriminatory.’  The resounding answer was that every person would react to discriminatory behaviour and defend the person being discriminated against. The author received feedback for the questionnaire from two sources, who stated that this question was a little vague and if the author had expanded on the question, they could have given more detailed answers.
The final question was an agree/disagree Likert scale which required participants to consider the following statement ‘LGBTQ+ people are treated right in the UK. How well do you agree with this statement?’
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The scale was marked from one to ten with one being disagree and ten being they agreed with the statement, and by looking at the above chart which illustrates the responses, it shows that twelve of the sixteen respondents scored a five or less for the question. 
To summarise, the main findings from the survey was that young people’s practitioners lack training in the field of LGBTQ+ subjects and topics and felt that they would benefit from more in-depth training with P1 saying training ‘would be beneficial in a way that it showed me how to support young people who are a part of the community or are questioning their identities’. Although the respondents all feel confident in discussing LGBTQ+ topics, the lack of training in this field could lead to misinformation for the young people.


5. [bookmark: _Toc45110190]
DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 
This chapter will explore the data the researcher has recorded during their research project and try and determine the meaning in the context of the experiences of LGBTQ+ young people. The data shows that there are differing opinions in the experiences of young people and of the practitioners who work with them. For example, the young people feel they are misunderstood and not supported to the level that is needed, whereas the practitioners feel that they are able to support and offer safe spaces for them. The key findings from the data included the lack of training and support given to teachers and other practitioners, the need for safe spaces and where and how the young people find them, and how society treats the LGBTQ+ community currently. These findings will help assess the impact on the wellbeing of the young people, and the effectiveness of key adult figures in the lives of LGBTQ+ young people.
The young people were consistent in their experiences of being let down with support and understanding of their problems and feelings, saying they did not feel the practitioners understood enough about the topics, and that they felt they were being shut down for expressing their identities. YP3 said that the teachers were ‘not interested and didn’t understand’ issues facing the transgender community and although they were supportive of gay conversations, more needs to be done. The findings from the survey confirm that practitioners are under trained in the issues concerning the LGBTQ+ community, with P4 responding saying they have had had no training and would find it beneficial as they work with the LGBTQ+ community. The number of survey participants who had not had any training was high with ten of sixteen not having any training at all, although P1 stated that training had benefitted their practice and allowed them to be more confident whilst working within these subject areas. P16 wrote they had received training ‘In house, I don't recall when. Not sure if it benefitted or befuddled me’ which shows that the LGBTQ+ Action Plan for Wales (WG, 2023) potentially needs to have a more streamlined approach to reaching the targets it has set out. Whilst there is a need to improve the education and support for young people there can be detrimental effects when their issues are not addressed including their mental health and mental wellbeing (Fish, Baams and McGuire, 2020, p.229-243), which can lead to self-harm, suicide ideations and withdrawal from society.
The discussion of safe spaces and social groups were discussed within the focus group with YP5 saying that the local LGBTQ+ youth group was their safe space and where they socialised and YP5 agreeing that LGBTQ+ youth groups were important as they felt understood and accepted as they are. The LGBTQ+ Action Plan for Wales (WG, 2023) discusses the need to create a safe and inclusive Wales, and this includes ensuring that education is inclusive for all young people. Although this is what the WG is attempting to achieve, there are times when the statutory sectors are failing, with YP4 discussing about ensuring that ‘safe spaces are safe’ as a teacher had created a safe space where a young person came out socially and proceeded to out them to their parent. The lack of trust and belief the young people have within their school settings is troubling and it is key that members of the LGBTQ+ community can offer safe spaces like youth groups to encourage the young people to have their own community where they are fully accepted. The five pillars of youth work (YWWRG, 2022) include creating an inclusive, expressive, and empowering environment for the young people to engage with and the importance of youth and community groups is crucial. 
The survey participants were asked if they would know how to support a questioning young person and what support was available to signpost young people to; all sixteen of the respondents said they would feel confident in supporting and listening to the young people with respondents replying with how they would support them. The responses consisted of ensuring in-house safeguarding procedures were followed and seventy percent of the respondents were aware of specific external organisations the young people could be signposted to. P10 wrote they would ‘signpost to an LGBTQ youth club or organisation depending on where they live. i.e. YMCA, DrMz, Stonewall, Umbrella Cymru, Pride Cymru, Glitter Cymru etc’. The need for practitioners to know and be able to identify safe spaces to signpost to is imperative with the young people needing the support.
Social media plays a big part in the development of young people and as we are amid a screen culture era, there are benefits to the young people using social media which include representation and information freely available online.  However, YP6 spoke about the misinformation available online and they were wary of believing everything they heard, with YP3 saying they would not have the community they have now if they had not found the youth group whilst searching online. The use of social media has many drawbacks and the members of the focus group agreed with YP6, noting that there was not enough done through social media channels to prevent and delete harmful comments, and this could lead to in person bullying. 
Within schools there were discussions around bullying and the lack of support from the teachers regarding bullying, where YP6 commenting that ‘homophobia and transphobia is not seen as bullying’. Therefore, the lack of understanding around LGBTQ+ issues is clear. Four of the young people who participated in this research disclosed they had been bullied at school, while statistically the number in bigger research projects (Stonewall, 2016) shows that young people who identify as LGBTQ+ are twice as likely as their non-LGBTQ+ peers to be bullied at school. The practitioners all agreed that they would all report discriminatory practice if they witnessed their colleagues doing so, with P6 stating ‘Definitely, just because they're the "adult" and “authority figure" in the environment doesn't give them the excuse to be discriminatory.’ This confirms that practitioners want to create inclusive and safe spaces for all young people, however YP5 discussed how schools feared having the conversations and the work of educating young people was left to elder queer people in the community. 
On a wider matter, one issue discussed was the support offered by local authorities including the police, mental health services and how they were treated within their local communities.  Police response times to hate crimes were discussed, and although no police officers responded to the survey, the feelings from the young people were that they did not feel safe in their communities. YP6 spoke around the police not responding to reports to queer or transgender related crimes, and this is something the group experienced at their youth group. YP6 refers to police not responding and the instance in the past included the police ‘taking three months to respond to an instance of hate crime’.  According to the LGBT Foundation (2023), statistics show that hate crime within the LGBTQ+ community is disproportionately high, and the lack of trust leads to fewer young people reporting instances of hate crime. Within their communities, young people experienced bullying, being name called and being followed, with YP1 talking about how they change their appearance whilst walking through the local town and tended to walk with groups of their peers, most of whom they had met at the local youth group.
The final question within the survey asked LGBTQ+ people are treated right in the UK. How well do you agree with this statement? The question was asked on a sliding scale and the results are startling.  Of the sixteen respondents, twelve chose to score a five or less, with many things being able to contribute to the feelings of discontent within the LGBTQ+ community. Currently, the news is filled with transphobia from the highest offices in the country (Walker, 2024, np), with well-known authors also sharing transphobic content across their social media networks (Muir, 2023, np). After examination, the newly released Cass Review (Cass, 2024) is trying to ensure that young people are not able to express themselves fully and be individuals which has come under scrutiny from many advocates of LGBTQ+ rights. There have been attacks on young queer people (Pidd, 2024) in the United Kingdom and abroad, with the narrative now creating an unsafe and scary place for young people to be who they are and demonstrates that there are negative feelings around how well the LGBTQ+ community are treated in society currently.

6. [bookmark: _Toc45110191]
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
. This chapter will conclude the research project and summarise the main findings of the research will set out some recommendations for practice. Within the focus group the main findings came from the experiences of young people in schools, where the young people felt, they were not listened to, not supported, and felt that teachers were not trained enough in the areas of LGBTQ+ issues (YP3, YP5). This was also verified by the respondents of the survey where practitioners said they had no training in the field (P4,) with another practitioner discussing how the training was ‘befuddling’ (P16). A lack of training could lead to misinformation, and a feeling of lack of trust with their teachers, leading to young people looking elsewhere for information. 
Although practitioners were aware of external organisations and safeguarding procedures if a disclosure was made to them, the young people disagreed that they would be treated with dignity and be treated fairly. Statutory bodies such as schools, the police and mental health provisions have failed to protect and support members of the LGBTQ+ community, leading to distrust from the community. However, the young people are being affected more as they navigate the whole range of changes they face during adolescence whilst also navigating the added stress of finding their identities. YP3 discussed that ‘Police don’t seem to respond as quickly as they usually do if it’s a queer or trans person that is being harassed/in trouble’. These highlighted issues make us aware that there is a lack of support for the LGBTQ+ community and identifies the need to build and mend relationships with statutory organisations by potentially having open conversations together about how to improve the support offered.  YP2 discussed that their local youth group was their safe space and offered them a space of ‘no judgement and no matter what you identify as, you are always respected’. This point showcases how vitally important youth work is to young people who identify as part of the LGBTQ+ community and reflects the core values of youth work of promoting equity, inclusion, and providing safe spaces for young people to be able to express themselves (YWWRG, 2022. CLDSCS, 2019). The need for safe spaces is imperative to allow the young people to be able to socialise, make friends and allow them to meet people from their communities.
Social media has lots of queer representation and information freely available to young people, however young people also experience a lot of hate crime online and can find a lot of misinformation there. Social media could be used as a positive tool by using it to potentially create resources and to educate people and to collaboratively work with all members of the community. 
Through this research, many conversations were started, and one thing that became clear was that the main issue facing young people and practitioners was the lack of training given to practitioners. P4 said that training would be beneficial to them as they work with members of the LGBTQ+ community, whilst P1 said that training had allowed them to gain confidence in working with the LGBTQ+ young people. Training is imperative to ensure the young people have all the information they need to make decisions, or this could lead to making risky and dangerous decisions. Below are four recommendations for practice that could be implemented to create a more inclusive and collaborative approach to rebuilding relationships with young people who identify as LGBTQ+:
Recommendation 1: To work collaboratively with young people, young people’s practitioners, and relevant organisations to create training tools and resources that can be used in different settings to educate the non-LGBTQ+ community around the issues facing LGBTQ+ young people and how best to support them.
Recommendation 2: Produce a document to send to local councils and Welsh Government about how the LGBTQ+ Action Plan for Wales (WG, 2023) is currently failing in the core values of creating safe and inclusive spaces for all members of the community, with young people to be at the centre of the work and potentially presenting the work together.
Recommendation 3: To ensure that youth centres continue to provide safe spaces for LGBTQ+ young people, looking into getting funding to create drop-in sessions across different youth groups in West Wales as currently Carmarthen Youth Project is the only one with young people travelling from all over the West of Wales.
Recommendation 4:  To engage in wider research across Wales in order to hear the voices of other LGBTQ+ young people, and to capture their experiences in order to fully understand and appreciate the experiences of LGBTQ+ young people in today’s society.

By working within the policies of youth work and the policies laid out by WG, as a group of practitioners we can create a society of change and work towards meeting the recommendations of the LGBTQ+ Action Plan for Wales (WG, 2023). By working collaboratively with the young people who are part of the community there can be changes made, and LGBTQ+ specific training can be created to teach practitioners and organisations about LGBTQ+ issues. By using the experiences of the young people, this can be used to show the impact of the issues facing them and can be used to create a cultural change. Subramaniam (2021, np) discusses that ‘Lived experience matters for many reasons, not least of which is that only someone who has been through an experience knows the nuances and complexities of dealing with it’, showing that by listening to the young people and their practitioners, real changes can be made to better their experiences in the future. The aim of this research project was to better understand the experiences faced by this issue-based group and how important it is to work with them to better their experiences moving forward. Through the implementation of the recommendations above, there is a real opportunity to create a society of change, to create a network of training in a field that is shown to not have enough, and as a youth worker to create an environment where young people are heard and have an important voice in decisions that affect them (Unicef, 2024). By giving young people a voice, we can ensure they are empowered to be able to fight for their needs and help create change makers within their communities. 
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