Introduction
This critical evaluation will focus on the research article by Elsen and Ord (2023), which centres on how a youth work lens can strengthen the mental health and wellbeing of young people through a 1-2-1 and group work programme, particularly during a growing mental health crisis and lack of statutory support. This critique will outline the literature review Elsen and Ord (2023) used to contextualise the research and how wider studies may compliment or contradict this article, which will then be followed by a deeper analysis of the methods and research design within the study. Lastly, ethical considerations will be made to enquire whether the research was carried out with the participants in mind. This overview will also consider how this study can be applied to wider youth work settings and what the data could lead to for future policy and research on young people’s mental health. The significance of youth work is often overlooked in not only society, but also research (Gormally and Coburn, 2014). Therefore, this study by Elsen and Ord (2023) contributes to a gap in knowledge on how the everyday practices and values of youth work can support and improve young people’s mental health, and importantly, how. It will be argued that research such as this can help recentre the importance of youth work in shaping young people’s lives, and demonstrate how its practice could be increasingly introduced to areas like public health to aid a growing demand for mental health support services (NHS Digital, 2022). 
Literature Review 
This article outlines three key areas of discussion as part of the research context; young people’s mental health, ‘medicalisation’, and youth work approaches to mental health (Elsen and Ord, 2023). The mental health of young people is becoming more of a concern for researchers and policymakers, where we are seeing the highest number of adolescents referred for mental health support since 2021 (Holt-White and De Gennaro, 2022). Elsen and Ord (2023) make detailed reference to the reasonings behind this, arguing that this is symptomatic of the Covid-19 pandemic, young people’s use of social media, academic pressures and wider issues such as the cost of living crisis. This can be supported by secondary data, where it has been found 22% of 19 year olds have a mental health disorder, with young women being more likely to have declining mental health (NHS Digital, 2022). Moreover, cyber-bullying impacted 70% of all young people who accessed social media (Royal Society for Public Health, 2017: 2), and other theorists have suggested how a lack of mental health provision in schools are diminishing young people’s mental health support (Holt-White and De Gennaro, 2022). These issues have been cited by others who have also focused on a youth work approach to mental health problems (Charraighe and Reynolds, 2023; Sonneveld et al., 2020), which emphasise the importance of Elsen and Ord’s (2023) evaluation of support offered to young people with mental health problems.
These issues have not just exacerbated young people’s mental health, but also led to a decline in the help provided by statutory services. For example, it was found how only a third of young people were able to access professional mental health services such as the Child and Adolescents’ Mental Health Service (CAMHS), as a result of declining budgets and an increase in waiting times (NHS, 2022). As such, Elsen and Ord (2023) argue that there is a disparity in the levels of young people seeking support and those who actually receive it. This consideration makes studies such as Elsen and Ord’s significant in raising awareness, and illustrates how through research solutions can be developed to address this problem. However, the article also flips this and argues how medical approaches to mental health may not always be appropriate for young people, due to what they call a rise in ‘medicalisation’ (Ibid: 1432). Elsen and Ord suggest that due to a recent surge in mental health campaigns and raise in awareness of mental health disorders, we are seeing everyday issues being problematised heavily for young people. This connects to Mansey’s (2017: 125) argument, where he suggests that each person will naturally experience loss or low mood, and although we are not to overlook this, we need to appreciate whether the medicalisation of these issues is the best way to support people. Heyes et al. (2020: 28), for example, found when researching young people’s mental health services how ‘medicalised jargon’ used by professionals was an obstacle to building rapport with young people and therefore providing sufficient support. 
This leads on to the last element of Elsen and Ord’s discussion (2023), where as a result of young people not being able to gain support and issues with medical professionals problematising mental health, the article argues for a youth work approach as an alternative to combatting young people’s mental health problems. This is because youth work focuses on the strengths and abilities of young people in order to aid their personal development (Ord and Dewey, 2011), which is a direct contrast to medical approaches that aim to diagnose individuals (Elsen and Ord, 2023: 28). Youth workers supporting young people’s mental health is not a new phenomenon, however – other studies and researchers have appreciated the positive, nurturing effect of a youth work approach to mental health (Wright and Ord, 2015; Davies, 2000). Nevertheless, what is interesting about Elsen and Ord’s research is how they argue for youth work approaches as a default before a young person is referred to specialist services. This opens more ways for young people to access support, as well as provide another layer of intervention that may be beneficial to them rather than stigmatising. This article is also rich in context through the authors appreciating mental health from various angles, such as covid-19 and social media. In sum, Elsen and Ord’s (2023) literature review emphasises the significance in this research being undertaken, which allowed the reader to consider different approaches to supporting young people’s mental health in ways that are not just purely medical.
Critical Overview 
The aim of this research by Elsen and Ord (2023) was to appreciate a youth work approach to young people’s mental health problems through a youth work organisation’s support programme, which was achieved through a case study research design. Although the authors noted their approach in design, they did not elaborate on why they chose to use a case study approach and how this was achieved. As there are multiple different types of case study designs and reasons for researching them (Yin, 1994), this leaves the methods chapter feeling incomplete in places to the reader, as justifications were not provided to why certain designs and methods were applied. The main focus of case study research is to uncover the complexities and individuality of one case, which could be a person or a group; in this case, a youth work organisation. For Stake (1995: xi), a case study is ‘…the study of the particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to understand its activity and within importance circumstances’, where the data that is mostly uncovered is qualitative and interpretive, as it appreciates multiple perspectives from that case (Simons, 2009). Nevertheless, Elson and Ord (2023) argue youth workers themselves use the experiences of young people to understand their lives and how to support them, and although it is not clear, one can surmise this may be the reason they derive from a qualitative, case study approach. 
Case study designs can also gather quantitative data, as according to Yin (1994), the methods you apply does not define the case study approach. Charraighe and Reynolds (2023: 6), for instance, studied youth work as initial mental health support for young people, where they used an online survey to identify the mental health issues youth workers were supporting young people with and how. Interestingly, although their method was quantitative, Charraighe and Reynolds (Ibid) expressed how their position was constructivist in nature, where they used open-ended questions in the survey to allow real-world accounts of youth workers to come through. Unlike Elson and Ord (2023), Charraighe and Reynolds (2023) provided context as to why they used specific methods and how they reached their design through their epistemological position. Doing so allows the reader to be grounded in the study, as well as permit the researchers to uncover the study’s aim (De Vaus, 2001). Research like Charraighe and Reynolds’ (2023) also combats the argument that a case study approach can restrict the generalisability of the research, as their approach in methods can be applied to other youth work settings, which can be difficult with small-scale, qualitative studies. When critically evaluating Elsen and Ord’s (2023) article, it was therefore significant to compare it to other studies that have considered the methods they use and how they reached that conclusion. Their lack of methodological grounding weakens the robustness of the research, and therefore, potentially the research findings.
Elsen and Ord (2023) do not provide a research question, which some could argue leaves the study lacking direction and clear boundaries (O’Leary, 2017). It is not always necessary to have a defined research question, particularly with qualitative research, as the main aim is to explore in depth the phenomena at hand, rather than find a certain answer to a question. This aligns with the constructivist position, which ‘…emphasises the hold our culture has on us; it shapes the way we see things…’ (Crotty, 1998: 58). Elsen and Ord (2023) used 27 semi-structured interviews with youth workers and key stakeholders of the youth work organisation studied – such as GPs, teachers and parents – and a focus group with young people to appreciate how the organisation supports their mental health. Interviews are widely used in young people-focused research, where similarly to youth work practice, communication and listening allows one to understand another’s reality and experiences (Choak, 2011). Elsen and Ord’s (2023) use of methods would uncover this aim. However, what the authors do not include is who accounted for the 27 interviews; how many young people in comparison to stakeholders were interviewed, and why? Arguably, the opinions of the young people are most valuable in this research, as the authors are most interested in how they feel youth work impacts on their mental health. Not including this information therefore leaves the reader questioning the data, and how well balanced the voices of young people are compared to others. 
What is also important within youth work research with young people is considering any ethical concerns between researchers and participants. Unfortunately, there is no mention of ethics in the article, which could endanger the integrity of the research. For example, being aware of your positionality as a researcher is an important part of qualitative research, where you need to acknowledge how the participants view the researchers and the study, and how this may impact on what could be found in the data (Choak, 2011: 105). For example, Elsen and Ord (2023) came into the organisation externally, which can lead to problems in developing rapport with participants with no prior relationship being established, whereas researcher who are already in the field have this advantage. This could impact the knowledge that is elicited in the study, where researchers need to reflect on their position as part of their enquiry. It is also important to create a private space to interview participants, particularly young people (BERA, 2018). However, the authors do not include how and where the interviews were arranged; was this in the participants’ homes, or the organisation’s centre itself? These questions are important to the efficacy of the research, yet this was not provided. In contrast, research by Sonneveld et al. (2020: 3) studied youth work approaches for ‘socially vulnerable’ young people, where they considered ethical issues such as access, right to withdrawal, consent, confidentiality and anonymity. If Elsen and Ord (2023) also included this information, this would have strengthened the research’s vigour and integrity for study.
Not only is it important to critically evaluate the methodology and ethical considerations of the article, but also the data uncovered in the research. Elsen and Ord (2023: 1433-46) discuss finding three themes from their enquiry: wellbeing-based 1-2-1 youth work; wellbeing-based group work; and outcomes for young people. They found how youth workers were able to build a relationship individually with young people without the restrictions of a medicalised setting, where the young people expressed how the support differed from counselling in the sense that it was less formal and more supportive (Ibid: 1433). As there was no pre-defined outcome for this work, the youth workers spoke of how they were able to focus all their attention on the young person whereas a psychologist, for instance, would not be able to do so. This relates to Rickwood and Mazzer’s (2012: 10) research, where they found that youth workers were more likely to refer young people to community services rather than statutory mental health services, as they preferred self-help strategies over medicalised care. This illustrates the relevance of findings in the article, and demonstrates how a youth work approach to mental health can be valuable to young people in many contexts. As a way for the young people to not depend on one youth worker entirely, the organisation also used group work. Youth workers expressed how they felt able to respond fairly and efficiently to each young person, where specific needs could be identified and worked through thoroughly with the young person (Ibid: 1434). Young people also felt less overwhelmed in this setting, where the opportunity to make friends and gain peer support was provided. 
The authors found that there was a positive outcome for the young people’s mental health, where they reported a reduction in stress and anxiety levels (Elsen and Ord, 2023: 1435). This was because of the non-stigmatising environment the youth workers offered to the young people, where the positive impacts of the organisation were not only felt by them, but also those in their lives, such as family members and teachers. Improved family dynamics and better school retention were some of the changes noted. For Elsen and Ord (Ibid), this illustrates how a non-medicalising approach to young people’s mental health issues can have a constructive impact on their lives. Although the research findings are mostly explained through interview and focus group extracts, they also use secondary data to further support their claims. For example, they use statistical data to appreciate how the case study was located in a deprived area, which has been connected to young people having mental health problems (Office for National Statistics, 2021). However, there was no mention of using secondary quantitative data as part of their discussion in the methods chapter of the article. By not explaining the methodological reasoning behind this, despite deriving from a qualitative lens, this leaves the reader questioning the research findings, in sake of what is uncovered. Therefore, one could argue that this study would have aligned better with a multi-method, pragmatist approach to reflect their methods and positionality. This would have allowed Elsen and Ord (2023) to utilise methods that are best to identify the enquiry, in a way that recognises multiple data sources and knowledge (Maxcy, 2003).
Limitations of the Study
As previously noted throughout this critical review, a main criticism of the article is how the authors do not rigorously explain their decisions with using specific methods, and do not include key information on the case study design itself to the reader. What was also not included in the article was how long the authors immersed themselves in the case study to appreciate the impact of the programme themselves. Although the authors found that the youth work organisation positively enhanced the mental health of young people through their 1-2-1 and group work, the data could have been strengthened by the authors following up with the young people after their youth work provision ended, to uncover whether there had been any relapses in their mental health and as a result, if this impacted on the success of the programme. Despite the article suggesting that a youth work approach to young people’s mental health problems can be used initially to professional support, there is also a danger of young people becoming dependent on youth workers. Elsen and Ord (2023: 1437) recognise this limitation in the article, and suggest that other support could be offered after a youth work relationship has ended, such as referring young people to more services rather than the support ceasing altogether. Further, it is refreshing to see research that appreciates the value of a youth work approach and youth workers, yet it is undeniable the strain the service has felt in recent years. 
Youth services have had their funding cut by £387 million between 2010 and 2018, which has left many organisations struggling to fund programmes such as mental health interventions (Davies, 2019). This means that although there is opportunity for youth work to fill a gap with mental health support, this may add undue pressure as a result of little funding and resources. Finally, the last limitation identified was a danger of diminishing the importance of statutory mental health services off of the basis of this research. With non-medicalising approaches, referrals to youth work programmes do not have to be done by an individual who specialises in mental health, such as a psychologist or counsellor. This means that the seriousness of a young person’s mental health condition, which could need a medical approach, can go unrecognised. Therefore, these findings by Elsen and Ord (2023) need to be treated with caution when considering the level of support young people should gain in relation to their mental health. Although this was not uncovered in the data, this highlights how attention needs to be given to the seriousness of a young person’s mental state before a decision is made on the level of support provided. A joined-up approach between statutory mental health services and youth work approaches may be the solution to this, where agencies can work together to determine the best outcome for young people who are vulnerable. 
Implications for Policy and Practice 
This critical review has considered the theoretical background, methodological tools and accounts uncovered by Elsen and Ord (2023) to appreciate the contribution this research makes for youth work policy and practice. Despite the weaknesses and limitations discussed in this review, the findings offer ways for youth workers to sufficiently support young people and their mental health, specifically through a combination of 1-2-1 and group-led work which derives from a supportive, informal approach. Not only does this research emphasise the importance of alternative approaches to mental health support (Charraighe and Reynolds, 2023), but it also legitimises the profession of youth work practice in general, and how its provision can be just as significant as more medicalised, statutory services. This research can be used by policy makers to create multi-agency approaches to mental health support that incorporates both the formal, public health perspective of mental health professionals and the informal, empathetic approach of youth work practice to curate the best care for a young person and their mental health. As Sonneveld et al. (2020: 9) say, ‘…municipalities can decide whether, and to what extent, they use youth work services as a form of preventative welfare provision in the implementation of a youth policy aimed at prevention and positive youth development’. This may appease the financial pressures and increased demand mental health services are facing, where those who do not require intensive medical support could be filtered through having youth work support. 
Nevertheless, the opportunities that come from this research are faltered by the discrepancies in the positionality, methods and ethics within the article. Further research is needed to appreciate youth workers’ roles in supporting young people’s mental health, done so in a way that allows the reader to understand each decision made during the study, and why. As suggested by the authors, one area of enquiry that could be explored on the basis of this study is a comparison between the 1-2-1 interventions and group-based work, and how such approaches could implicate outcomes for young people (Elsen and Ord, 2023: 1437). What would also be of interest is how youth work approaches to mental health could impact on long waiting times within medicalised services, if at all, and what this could tell us in relation to youth work as an early intervention strategy for young people prior to gaining professional support. Such research opportunities are optimistic, where Elsen and Ord (Ibid) invite further exploration on this topic. What this article has highlighted the most, however, is the importance of youth work practice and how it can be used to tackle the growing mental health crisis young people are facing (NHS Digital, 2022). Rather than medicalising the experiences and feelings they are going through, this article has found how youth work can be used as a ‘protective factor’ for young people’s wellbeing (Charraige and Reynolds, 2023: 4). Yet, youth work funding cuts may impede this possibility of expanding youth work mental health provisions for young people. 
Conclusion 
This critical overview has evaluated the article by Elsen and Ord (2023), through: a thorough appreciation of the literature review and how the authors contextualised their claims; analysing their methods and how their decisions to use certain tools impacted the knowledge gained in the research; and a recognition of any ethical concerns which may or may not have been identified by the authors. It was clear that there were weaknesses, where no explanation was given for significant parts of the article, such as the reasoning behind certain methodologies or no ethical considerations being included. This impacted the rigour and integrity of the research, as well as implicated what was found through discussions with youth workers, young people and key stakeholders (Ibid). Despite these limitations, this article has began to bridge the gap between youth work practice and research (Gormally and Coburn, 2014). It has found how through a youth work lens, young people were able to make decisions about their own mental health provision, instead of having to depend on medicalised, statutory interventions that are curated towards diagnosis rather than support. This has renewed a significance and sense of priority with youth work practice generally, as well as specifically towards being an option for mental health support. Therefore, although this article fell short in areas worth noting, it was also a complex and refreshing piece of research that welcomes further enquiry into youth work as an initial measure for young people’s mental health problems. 
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