YOUTH WORK AND WELL-BEING

The true measure of a nation’s standing is how well it attends to its children – their health and safety, their material security, their education and socialization, and their sense of being loved, valued, and included in the families and societies into which they are born.
UNICEF (2007, p. 1) 

Young people in Wales are in a crisis, Wales is in the midst of a widespread recession which is unprecedented in a generation.  Welsh children fare worse, on average, than their counterparts in England and Scotland under six wellbeing outcomes (Pedace, no date).  As a nation and as a sector devoted to improving the condition of the young, we are living once more in wintry and troubled times (Wylie, 2010).  This paper considers some of the current issues impacting on the health and well-being of young people and how youth work might respond.

What are the implications of this recession?
Of all age groups young people arguably continue to be hit hardest by the recession.  50,200 (22%) of young people aged 16-24 who are available to work are estimated to be unemployed in Wales.  Over a third of Welsh Job Seeker’s Allowance claimants are aged 18-24 (ONS, no date).

Recent research by the Prince’s Trust has found that thousands of unemployed young people are concerned about their future prospects, nearly half of the young people who are not in education employment or training fear they will never have enough money to provide for themselves or their children, more than one in five of these young people feel they will never amount to anything and more than two out of five young people who are not in education, training or employment don’t have enough money to buy smart clothes to wear to an interview (Prince’s Trust, 2010).  Among 16 to 24 year olds, unemployment is highest for those with no qualifications.  43.2% of 16 to 24 year olds with no qualifications were unemployed in Autumn 2009 which was an 11% increase in one year and youth unemployment in Wales is the fourth highest level across the regions of the UK (IPPR, 2009). 

This issue of being without work is not solely a problem isolated to young people with low level qualifications or even to the young people of the United Kingdom but one which is evident across the European Union.  The European Youth Forum have noted that young people have not been adequately provided for and despite being more educated and driven than previous generations, they face structural hurdles in accessing the labour market (European Youth Forum, 2011).  

Even if we look at the outcomes of formal education young people in Wales are not in a strong position in comparison to young people across the developed world.  The PISA results from 2009 confirm that just three countries within the 34 countries of the OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development) had lower reading scores than Wales and these countries were Turkey, Chile and Mexico (Bradshaw, Ager, Burge and Wheater, 2010).  In relation to mathematics we compare even less favourably, compared to the OECD and other developing countries there are 35 countries with statistically significant scores which are higher than Wales.  The study also found that pupils in Wales spend more time chatting online and reading emails than the OECD average but also acknowledge that a high proportion only read if they have to.  Having said that pupils in Wales are reportedly better able to overcome disadvantage and achieve scores higher than predicted by their background when compared to some other OECD countries (Bradshaw et. al., 2010).  So we can see that young people in Wales are not achieving the outcomes from formal education which will enable the country to radically improve its position in the success league of the OECD, regrettably, the results of which could include continued stagnation in job opportunities for young people.

Worklessness, unemployment, economic inactivity, however it is called the condition of being without regular purposeful activity has a significant impact upon both health and well-being, illustrated by increasing levels of mental health issues including anxiety, depression, eating disorders and self-harm (World Health Organisation, 2009).

So in Wales the effects of recession among the young are many and varied, the literature suggests these effects are physical and social as well as psychological.  These areas are all central to individual and general well-being, and as youth workers are legitimately concerned with the holistic needs of young people, these areas should be a central concern to youth and community workers.    

What can Youth Work do to limit some of these problems and enhance well-being?

Youth Work can improve young people's well-being. What I am really interested in is how this can be achieved. There are some weaknesses as usual with the existing research, for example there is little evidence of what activities for young people actually enhance their well-being. There is growing evidence of that among the adult population but little of its effects in relation to the young. 

Moving to consider the role of Youth Work and that as someone has said it's not rocket science - it's more complicated than that. I also think that it's not formal education - it's bigger than that. I mean formal education in the sense of depositing education, criterion assessment, approaches which are curriculum driven, or which are based upon standardisation, the results of which are measured by standardised testing. In this sense there are huge questions for Youth Work about its role and what those in charge of it want it to achieve. 

I think in a sense even youth work leaders do not grasp what youth work can bring to the lives of young people, their communities and ultimately to society in terms of cultural change. There is a lack of a clear vision for society in Wales and the UK because of the recent increase in individualism and commercialism (in my assessment, from my perspective) profit has come to be seen as more important than culture and human flourishing.

If we as Youth Workers begin to see this bigger picture of what Youth Work can be - liberatory, empowering, conscientisation as Paulo Freire called it, then we can begin to develop that vision of well-being, of human flourishing and ultimately what values we want our society to pass on to young people. 

There is a question next of what values are really important - what do 'we' as a society think is really important, is it jobs, continual economic growth with all the pressures that brings for individuals, society and the environment? Or should we begin to think differently about what 'success' looks like. Or is there a third way, a compromise between these potentially competing perspectives. 

The New Economics Foundation have carried out some research and value wellbeing as an important concept, identifying five important characteristics which foster wellbeing – 1. to 'connect' with people around us; 2. to be physically active; 3. to take notice of things and to be curious; 4. to keep learning about life, and lastly 5. to give something back, to contribute something to others (NEF, 2008).

So, that is my thesis in a nutshell, to check whether these five things can improve young people's well-being through a process of Youth Work. This begs the question - will all 'Youth Work' bring equitable results in young people's wellbeing. That as yet is not known.

Let us acknowledge that young people’s transitions to adulthood are becoming increasingly complex and in some areas elongated due to delays in the realms of housing, employment and in taking on traditionally adult relationships.  Employment may well be one of these areas most keenly felt by young people and society.  It has been noted that there has been a big fall in the numbers of young people in full-time employment and that youth unemployment has become a fact of life and a focus of social concern across Europe (Bradley and Hickman, 2006).  The authors state that young people entering the labour market in the early twenty first century are more likely to enter part-time or casual work, more likely to shift from job to job for many years and they enter new types of jobs (Bradley and Hickman, 2006).

There has for some time been a realisation that employment is not the same as it once was, that a job is no longer a job for life.  This change in employment opportunities and patterns of work has had considerable repercussions in relation to what sort of employment young people are being prepared for.  

What can Youth Work do to combat some of the effects of recession?

The European Youth Forum propose that Youth Work organisations through their principled approach to non-formal education help to foster the kind of qualities needed to work with others which employers so often require of young people and so often bemoan their lack.  Youth Workers when asked will agree that these soft skills (a term which does little to illustrate their elusiveness among the young) as they are often described are the stock in trade of Youth Work where young people take part in activities which help them to learn commitment, show initiative and take responsibility.  Youth Work additionally offers young people opportunities for interpersonal interaction, conflict resolution, leadership, management, planning, team-working skills, and problem solving skills (European Youth Forum, 2011).  

Youth Work in Wales is based upon a form of non-formal learning (NFL) which has been described as:

learning embedded in planned, organised and sustained education activities that are outside formal education institutions.  The purpose of NFL is to provide alternative learning opportunities for those who do not have access to formal schooling or need specific life skills and knowledge to overcome different obstacles.  Non formal learning is also intentional from the learner’s point of view, as opposed to incidental or random types of learning (UNESCO, 2006). 

So this form of learning holds significant potential to not only complement formal education but also to respond to young people at times and in locations that are not perhaps traditionally associated with learning.  One of the keys though to a successful outcome from NFL is that those taking part in it recognise and appreciate the potential of the process they are involved in.

The National Youth Service Strategies for Wales have set out desired outcomes from Youth Work, these being active participation, wider skills development and enhanced emotional competence (WAG, 2007, Welsh Government, 2014, 2019).

These outcomes are entirely consistent with an approach which prioritises well-being and the enhancement of soft skills.  The strategy suggests Youth Work providers should offer opportunities through active participation for young people to enjoy themselves, contribute to society, improve their health, fitness and wellbeing, learn new skills, enhance their knowledge and learn to manage risk (WAG, 2007).  All these outcomes are consistent with evidence from the literature on the constituent components of wellbeing.  

Youth Work is ideally situated to encourage and foster young people’s active participation in social life whether at the most basic level of simply enjoying themselves through trying new activities or by contributing more directly to society by helping organise a community event or as a young carer.  Regularly taking part in Youth Work serves a useful social function and encourages young people to see the positive effects fostered through consistency.

Figure 1 goes some way to illustrating the complexity of health as an idea.  Wellbeing similarly is an extremely complex concept to truly understand.  When we begin to unpick the determinants of health and how these affect young people in Wales we can see how the different facets of health and wellbeing interrelate in the lives of young people.  

Figure 1. Factors which affect the health of the population of Wales


Health Challenge Wales (no date)

Youth Work can provide a space where young people have the opportunities to experience new activities, where they can experience alternative approaches to life, to learn the importance of contributing to society, family and friendships.  Youth Work should increasingly position itself to enable young people faced with the difficulties outlined above to ask questions, to pose themselves questions about what sort of life they want to live.  All too often Youth Workers find themselves reiterating tired old arguments borne of concerns based upon quasi political ideology, of child as victim, worthy child, child as threat, child as current citizen but often most importantly in contemporary discourse the child as future productive citizen (Piper, 2008, 51).  This neoliberal hangover from the Thatcherite and New Labour eras has projected the vision of the productive citizen as necessary for achieving individual potential.  This idea of economic productivity as being all there is when measuring individual success in Britain lives alongside modern society like a nuisance neighbour.  This theme of economic productivity and continuous economic growth has considerable influence on the social milieu and therefore on the lives of young people in Wales.  This situation contrasts with that of the milieu of some of the Scandinavian countries where there exists a more liberal tradition of young people being better considered than in the UK.      

Rowan Williams made a speech where he stated that: 

the whole of the social complex of which they're (children and young people) part makes them the persons they are. And that is true whether we like it or not, whether we notice it or not. When a culture ignores or sidelines the question of what it actually wants to produce, what kind of human beings it actually wants to nurture, when it assumes indifference, it still educates. That is to say it still shapes a certain kind of person. And if that turns out to be not quite the sort of person we would like to see in huge quantities, well, we might have guessed.
(Williams, 2005, n.p.)

So what does Welsh society teach young people, what are the qualities it wants to nurture, what type of person does it want to produce.  The current social policy for children, young people and families in Wales is one which purports to put families first, the desired outcomes of which include:

· working age people in low income families gaining, and progressing within employment;
· children, young people and families, in or at risk of poverty, achieving their potential;
· children, young people and families are healthy, being safe and enjoying well being; and
· families being confident, nurturing, and resilient.
(Welsh Government, 2011)

So this is the stated policy of the devolved administration, Youth Work must question itself as to how it can contribute to the achievement of these stubborn, elusive outcomes.  Firstly the government seeks to use its levers of power through local government to achieve these outcomes by reducing child poverty levels in Wales, a vision base upon what Christine Piper recognises as a risk management approach (Piper, 2012), this is supported by the familes first policy which acknowledges the value of spend to save initiatives, risks being regarded as financial risks of public services not acting to reduce lifetime costs of benefit dependency and so on.  In addition, the Families First guidance suggests some principles for action including adopting a strengths based model rather than one based upon a deficit model and having appropriately skilled and trained staff capable of coordinated working and early interventions.  This approach to transforming lives is one of an increasingly long list in the UK which assumes that ‘our notion of the child (family) depends on what we ‘know’ about children (families) at any point in time and that our images will change as our knowledge becomes ‘better’ and more ‘accurate’ (Piper, 2008, p. 29).  

This relies on a society where Piper suggests science is our current producer of ‘facts’ or truth’ in relation to the lives of families.  There are undoubted risks to this view of evidence based policy, one based on a predominantly technicist view where investment approaches tend to require ‘governmental micro management and audit’ to ensure public support for the policy is sustained (Piper, 2008, p. 197). There are inherent difficulties to achieving these families first outcomes even though the policy suggests that success will be measurable progress for the whole population.  In that sense it is aposite to consider which outcomes can be measured at such a level and ultimately the extent to which cause and effect may be attributable.  
 
It is well established that Youth Work can make a really valuable contribution in enabling young people to gain the skills so valued by employers including understanding customer needs and following instructions, good communication and working with others, adaptability and flexibility and showing initiative along with the basic skills of literacy and numeracy (Futureskills Wales). Youth Work should take the opportunity presented by the current social context and maximize its contribution to wider social progress for children, young people and communities through its unique contribution of radical and empowering social education. 
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