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This submission will critique the research article ‘Young people need youth clubs. A needs analysis in a London borough’ Thompson and Woodger (2020) which focuses on the needs of young people in one of the top 20 ‘most deprived’ areas in the UK, according to the Index of Multiple Deprivation (Leeser, 2019). Upon exploration of census Data, population figures identified the area where this research was conducted, Lewisham, with a population in 2011 of 275,900 (ONS, 2023) has grown in the last ten years to 300,600 people (ONS, 2022), a rise of 9.0%. Initially, there will be a brief exploration of the literature researching youth needs and youth service delivery in suburban areas. London has numerous areas where affluence and deprivation are closely situated due to the consistently developing nature of the Capital City. With new housing developments, expensive and out of reach for many, encouraging local shop prices to increase, deprived residents risk becoming more isolated and further deprived intergenerationally (Gidda, 2020). Tackling the problems associated with deprivation in London for young people is a complex problem which has been exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic and cost of living crisis (WPI Economics, 2022), however, listening to the voices of these young residents and encouraging participation is an important way to begin to understand how youth services can address their concerns (Garcia, Macedo and Queiros 2021) and may provide developers with a tool to implement young people’s input to the design and planning process to better meet their needs (Wilks and Rudner, 2013).
A critique of the methodology, methods and context of the research article will be incorporated. Critical evaluation of this article may help to improve our knowledge of youth service delivery in urban areas of the UK.

Youth clubs are an important provision for young people, initially introduced from an idealist perspective (Smith, 2021) to improve the social aspect of young people, providing amusement and learning opportunities Over time the importance of these clubs appears to have declined with numerous successive governments cutting budgets for the youth sector (Scally Mag Team, 2021). Weale (2020) notes a 70% cut in youth funding in less than a decade reflecting the lack of importance government seems to place on young people in the UK, further verified by a 2020 report by the YMCA (YMCA, 2020). This report shows that funding in England fell every year, from £1,357 million in 2010/11, to £398 million in 2018/19 (see figure 1).
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Figure 1. Youth services expenditure in England between 2010 and 2020 (YMCA, 2020).

The YMCA (2020) report describes how the negative impact of these cuts were hidden for numerous years until young people's mental health, a rise in knife crime and increasing loneliness and isolation amongst young people were identified. Covid–19 pandemic amplified the requirement and need for youth services amongst young people as they were heavily impacted by the pandemic (Mistlin, 2021). 66% of 1,759 youth organisations surveyed in a report by UK Youth had noticed increased demand for services, worryingly in the same report 83% of these organisations also noted funding decreases and 64% were at risk of closing within a year (UK Youth, 2021). With current financial pressures worsening (Ogden, 2021) years of funding cuts to the youth sector (YMCA, 2020) in combination with increased demand for services (UK Youth, 2021), means that young people are in desperate need for services and centres that can meet their needs. Urban youth identify crime as a problematic factor in their lives and numerous causal factors associated with youth crime may be alleviated through youth provision such as clubs and centres (Scally Mag Team, 2021). 


The study begins with using an interpretivist approach (Bryman, 2004, p. 13-16) to undertake explorative research (Nardi, 2018, p. 10-11), using a quantitative survey, conducted in 2011 to understand urban youth needs and youth service provisions. The process of trying to understand youth needs and enable their voice is more relativist in nature, quantitative methods, however, do make this research more reliable, but may miss vital information regarding youth needs by missing out on qualitative answers and ignoring the complexity and dynamics of urban environments (Walliman, 2021, p. 23). This survey was quantitative in nature and respondents were provided with a list of answers to rate what they believed the needs of young people in their community were. Quantitative data is considered, from a positivist perspective to be more reliable and repeatable (McNeill and Chapman, 2005, p.28-29; Walliman, 2021, p. 22), meaning that for this type of social data if it was a success at identifying the needs of young people in this borough, it could easily have been rolled out in other urban areas to identify youth needs. 

The authors were trying “to identify the youth's most pressing needs” by investigating the collective stakeholders including youth responses. A quarter of the Borough population was made up of adolescents (70,100) aged 0-19 years old, during the 2011 consensus. This research was conducted with local stakeholders and unfortunately was responded mostly from parents and professionals (227 people) than young people themselves (199 people), which may have biased the results to not fully represent the needs of young people in this area. By utilising professionals working within the youth sector however, the researchers may have gained knowledge from experienced professionals working daily with young people, who understand the reality of being young in a London Borough. Walliman (2021, p. 70) noted that more data is usually more reliable. With only 199 youth respondents out of a population of 70,100, this limits the reliability of the data for representing the views of young people in this location, Walliman (2021, p. 95) states how non-representative samples are not usable to determine generalizations about a population, and it could be argued the views of the adult respondents is not representative of the research aim in this study.




Using quantitative methods, however, make data processing after research completion a smoother process, as this is usually mathematically processed with a variety of technological tools to process and analyse the data (Walliman, 2021, p. 72; Nardi, 2018, p. 16).  On the other hand, processing of qualitative data can be time consuming and costly for researchers, relying on human interpretation, meaning that the choice to use a quantitative survey for this research allows insight into the lives of young people without being limited by extensive data processing, time constraints on research and cost (Walliman, 2021, p. 72-73; Nardi, 2018, p. 16).  

The study points out high diversity in the Borough with numerous ethnicities and languages spoken within the community. They also refer to the index of multi deprivation (Smith, T. et al., 2015), placing the Borough in the top 20% most deprived in the UK at the time of the study.
The article only discusses the findings of the needs assessment and is vague in terms of how the surveys were conducted and what questions or topics were raised to ascertain the responses. The authors do state that the survey was quantitative so must have been undertaken as a rating of importance or choice-based survey. The report concluded that there was a strong emphasis that youth clubs were essential and prioritised as the highest form of provision for adolescents. Additional services and funding for youth groups were key to achieve preventative measures and that this would be more beneficial to the youth population, rather than intervention methods at a much later date. There was also a vital need for mental health and wellbeing services and crime and safety which could empower the safety and wellbeing of the Borough (Thomson and Woodger, 2020).
 









The local government association (LGA) has a long-term vision for youth services and provisions called ‘bright futures’. Their mission statement upholds; “We want to support councils and work with the government to get young people the properly funded youth services they deserve” (LGA, 2018).
This publication stresses the importance of local councils in the delivery and organisation of youth services in their community. The ‘Bright futures’ document argues that local councils should be able to oversee and coordinate services for young people within the community. The association believe this is the best approach for the future of youth provision, as local authorities should have the advantage of knowing their young people and community best. Council knowledge of geographical problem areas and socioeconomic markers would allow councils to place services in the most appropriate locations to have the maximum impact for young people (LGA, 2018). 

The co-ordination of services and effective integration should allow councils to best co-ordinate and oversee youth provisions in their community. This close integration between professionals from all sectors and involvement of youth leaders and young people in the planning process for council services, would allow better identification of youth needs (LGA, 2018). A key factor in the appointment of local councils to undertake the planning and provision of youth services, is that they already have the statutory responsibility that they must comply with to provide educational and recreational provisions for young people. Councils already work with numerous partners from all services and a statutory duty to improve co-ordination between these services for young-peoples wellbeing (LGA, 2018). Youth clubs could be considered a recreational opportunity but also provide a vital service to young people, aiding in the identification, signposting and provision of support when appropriate.

 







In February 2020, Rachel Dickinson who was the leading president for the Association of Directors of Childrens Services (ACDS) published a call for a ‘clear national vision and strategy for youth services’ (ACDS, 2020). Dickinson stated that the National Citizenship Service (NCS) has been favoured as a ‘flagship programme’ for young people. Aimed at 16–17-year-olds for a four week summer programme that has shown good results, although has remained outside the normal youth service provision scope and is inaccessible to some young people due to part self-funded by the young people. ACDS (2020) highlights the importance of youth workers in the safety and wellbeing of young people and how youth work can have a transformational impact on young people's lives and is hopeful that governmental youth service investment pledges will improve youth services in the UK. Dickinson explains how budget cuts over the last ten years are now apparent in the rising needs of young people and is concerned that charities and voluntary sectors which have stepped in to provide funding for youth provisions are also affected by financial concerns. Dickinson raises concern over the short time period of the NCS and notes that young people should be able to access youth services all year round and not only during summer months as the NCS programme (ACDS, 2020).

On the 1st February 2022 the government published a policy paper, titled ‘Youth Review: Summary Findings and Government Response' (UK Government, 2022). The paper explains that since the pandemic, the young population in the UK have been impacted greatly which has had a detrimental impact on their anxiety levels and their mental health. During the pandemic the youth population witnessed a vast rise in unemployment and sacrificed a year of education. The one positive side of this disruption was the recognition of youth workers as key workers, highlighting their importance as critical to youth services (UK Government, 2022). The Department for Digital Culture, Media and Sport led a review of the services available to young people. This was with the intention of creating a clear vision for out of school recreational services available to the young population. The UK government reviewed the views and wishes of roughly 6,000 young people and concluded that the top 3 priorities were as follows: Regular clubs and activity’s, Adventures away from home and Volunteering opportunities (UK Government, 2022). Following on from this youth review the government promised £560 million funding, which is set to deliver up to 300 new or improved youth spaces and services within the countries most deprived areas. This increase in youth spaces is forecast to create over 45,000 additional youth activities every year over the next ten years. The funding is also set to reform the NCS which will become a year-round opportunity for thousands of young people (UK Government, 2022). 

This publication focuses on young people and how to put them at the centre of recovery from the recent upheavals caused by Covid 19 and with a guarantee that The Duke of Edinburgh's Award’ will be available in every English high school, with the importance of investment in youth is apparent in this document. The concern however, is whether current financial concerns will continue to exacerbate the discrepancies between funding and youth provisions in the UK, negatively impacting the youth services themselves and in turn the young people who should be supported by these services (UK Government, 2022). 

According to GOV.UK, during March 2019, a policy plan was drafted, agreed and published. The publishment contains the plans drawn out to tackle crime in the Lewisham area. The plans reveal the statistics between 2017 and 2019. The statistics acknowledge the following:
Knife crime had risen by 2%, whereas injuries from knife crime had dropped by 16%. Gun crime had reduced by 5%, violence towards others had increased by 1%, sexual offenses increased by 5% and domestic abuse cases had also risen by 4%. Homicides had dramatically increased by 25% and disability hate crime was at an all time high with an increase of 240%. However, race and religious related hate crime had dropped 17% and homophobic hate crime had also dropped 9%. The measures that were put in place, which influenced the decline in the crime statistics in Lewisham were as follows; 90 new safe havens were set up across Lewisham and officers were appointed to liaise and work within the county’s schools. This was done so with the help of a charity called ‘For Jimmy’. The BCRP, which is ‘Business Crime Reduction Partnership’, hosted a training session with businesses to understand more about the following three key areas for improvement; Safer online, safety at home and safer communities (Gov.UK, 2019).






Youth crime prevention programmes are funded and listed on the government website. The two main youth prevention programmes are the ‘Youth inclusion programme’ and ‘Youth inclusion and support panels’. The youth inclusion programmes are available for ages 8-17 years. The programmes generally last for around six months at a time. The youth inclusion and support panels programme consists of local youth workers and social workers and they assist 8-13 year olds by advocating for them to ensure they receive access to local services that will keep them away from the influence of crime. Both programmes liaise with the youth community involved and their family members to come to an agreement by all parties. This is known as the intervention plan (GOV.UK, no date).
 
Garasia, Macedo and Queiros (2015) notes concern that youth work may be moving away from generalized youth provisions such as, clubs moving towards more targeted interventions, arguing that if youth work is specifically targeting social problems that it is meant to solve or mitigate, then youth work itself becomes a tool to fix this problem and moves away from the empowerment of individuals and focuses on vulnerable or excluded youth, viewing young people as a problem to be solved. Garasia et al. (2015) also argue that the foundational complexity of youth work to the masses is being undermined by the move to individualisation through a range of factors. Neoliberalism and the privatisation of youth services undermined community and community development by moving towards individual services for the individual, also, managerialism and authoritarian practice has led workers to concentrate on the individual ‘projects of the self’ rather than the larger social picture of youth work and young people's rights, ‘projects of the social’ (Garasia et al., 2015). Funding cuts and this neoliberalism may be responsible for the shocking news that between 2011 and 2019, 81 youth clubs and council youth projects have closed in London and 800 full-time youth service posts have been removed (Berry, 2018). In this circumstance it is not surprising that the young people of Lewisham prioritised youth clubs as their primary need. 79% of the survey respondents agreed that crime and safety was the most pressing need for young people in the borough. 55% identified that wellbeing and mental health services were the second most pressing need. 51% identified drug and alcohol misuse, 44% identified school problems as an area of need and 44% also agreed that family relationships and support was a need. 43% suggested a need for places for the younger generations to socialise safely, 33% identified the need for sex and relationship education within the younger community and 30% of the participants identified unemployment as a key area of need within the community, 21% identified teen pregnancy as a need and 9% identified other needs such as housing, poverty, social media, disability and domestic abuse services.

82% of the respondents expressed the support for full local and national governmental funding of youth services, alongside grants and trusts (58%) and other Charity funding (43%). 54% of respondents thought there was not enough youth provision in the borough, negatively impacting the quality of life for the youth community. This study notes the financial climate in the U.K. and its impact on youth services showing that main youth provider in this area is still primarily funded by the local authority even though it is management by the local authority ended in 2016. This implies that funding for this sector had previously been cut from the local authorities' budget plan and is under pressure to keep functioning.

The study focuses on young people's needs by considering numerous stakeholders, parents and professionals. However, out of population of 275,900 only 227 adults, both professionals and parents, responded to the survey. With an additional 199 young people aged between 8-19 also responding to the survey. Therefore, the survey for the Borough was only based on the views of 0.15% of the Borough population and only 0.3% of the children and young people (0-19) in this borough (70,100). Therefore, the primary limitation of this study is the volume of participants in ratio to the wider community. Further limitations are that the survey was not well responded to initially, with primary responses from mainly adults. In response to this it was pushed in existing youth services and offered out to schools, with the aim to reach the wider community and gather opinions of younger people. The authors note that this survey was designed to assess the needs of young people including those who did not access   the services, in this circumstance this data does not fully represent the youth communities that the researchers were trying to understand.






Results of the survey would have been more conclusive, had the survey been offered to the alternative youth groups within the wider Borough community. The survey considers the demographic stance of the findings, such as age, ethnic background, and gender. The survey was professionally created by the initial researchers, the survey was passed on to the main youth services which are not governed by the local authority even though still partially funded by them. Even though this data set represents most of the Borough’ 18 wards, most respondents were from 5 wards where key youth work provision is based. Again, this does not fully represent the young people who live in this Borough and could have gathered more in-depth information if rolled out more extensively and incorporating young people who do not access youth provisions. 
 
The survey used an ontological approach as it considers the demographic response and financial statistics which could result in failures to meet the needs of the community. Alongside this, the study uses an ethnography approach, considering the cultures within the Borough community. Geological status is considered and the statistics of different ethnic groups within the Borough community, of which could contribute to why certain issues needed addressing more than others and what was lacking. The diversity in cultures across the Borough community was also considered. The study, however, takes ethical considerations by being completely anonymous. 

Whilst also including professionals that work within the youth community, such as: police, youth workers and social services. The parents within the community were also given the opportunity to take part in the survey to empower them to have their own say in the matter. The youth community was also given the right to participate in the survey, however it could be argued was not fully represented due to the methods of data gathering and distribution of the research survey.








Conclusion 

The overall consensus concludes that the youth population needs youth clubs and services readily available. The aim was to improve to safety and social well-being of the youth community due to a decline in prioritising the importance of such amenities in recent years and funding being reduced, as a measure of government cutbacks. The importance of these services were brought to attention after an increase in knife crime, mental health, isolation and loneliness were identified within the youth community. Post the Covid 19 pandemic, the demand for services within these areas dramatically increased. Youth groups and services were identified as the key solution to decreasing such issues within the youth population. Repeating this research concentrating on youth respondents and using a mixed method approach with open questions for qualitative responses may give a better insight into the reality of youth living in urban London. With this knowledge, resources could be better placed to support youth in urban environments more effectively. Initial surveys that were conducted towards the 2011 consensus mostly had adult and professional responses. A more mature understanding of the youth population within the county was brought to light by the professionals and parents of the youth community. The study’s highlighted that the Borough was an extremely diverse community with numerous ethnicities and languages. Also brought to light, was that the county was at the time placed in one of the top 20% most deprived counties in the UK. The improvement of youth provisions was identified as a preventative measure that should be focussed on more, as opposed to intervention methods. The local authorities were nominated as the leading commissioners for such youth provisions. this was done so on the basis that the local authorities would understand their own community and geographics best. Also, there are professionals working with the local councils that would have to follow strict policies and guidelines to protect safeguarding. Services readily available to the youth community had improved by 20202. However, improvements were still required. Anxiety levels and mental health had increased massively during the pandemic and had impacted the youth community the most. Regular clubs and activities, trips away from the home setting, volunteering opportunities all for the youth community, were identified as the top three provisions that require the main focus for improvement. The lack of such provisions for the youth population was found to negatively impact crime ratings. When reviewing statistics, the youth provisions that had improved over the recent years, showed that there was a decline in certain areas of youth crime within the community.
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