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Discuss the core principles and values that underpin effective youth work practice.
Youth work is a distinct educational practice focused on voluntary participation, informal learning with a commitment to advocate on behalf of young people’s rights and voices. In Wales, youth work is described as educative, empowering and person-centred practice that supports young people’s personal social and emotional development (Welsh Government, 2022, p. 4). These principals underpin all forms of youth work form relationship building to responding to the ever-changing needs of young people which help develop youth work programmes. This essay will discuss the core principles and values that underpin effective youth work practice. It will examine how these are applied across the different settings and consider the responsibilities of youth workers in maintaining these values within an everchanging social landscape. 
The first principal of youth work for discussion is a young person-centred approach. A young person-centred approach identifies young people as active participants in their own development instead of passive recipients of services. The Welsh Government (2022, p. 6) highlights that youth work must “start where young people are at”. This means that youth workers must understand and listen to young peoples lived experiences, interests and aspirations and tailor the youth work to their specific needs. Young person-centred practice involves active listening, respect for people’s individualities, supporting autonomy and allowing young people to have an input into provision activities and programmes. This principal aligns with Article 12 of the UNCRC, which gives young people the right to have a voice and have their voice taken seriously (UNICEF, 1989, p. 3).
Voluntary participation is a crucial part of youth work. Young people must have a choice and choose to engage in youth provisions. This choice fosters a relationship based on trust rather than pressure. Jeffs and Smith (2010, p. 27) claim that voluntary participation empowers young people to take pride in their learning and encourages natural motivation. Voluntary participation means that youth workers must create a welcoming and inclusive environment for all young people. There is also a requirement for youth workers to reflect and improve on their practice when young people disengage and ensure practitioners are avoiding controlling approaches in their work. Voluntary participation strengthens youth work as a partnership between young people and youth workers. 
Youth work is a form of education that operates outside of formal schooling. Informal and non-formal education allows young people to learn through experiences and participate in non-traditional ways. ETS Wales (2017, p. 9) recognises informal education as a fundamental method for supporting personal and social development. Informal education incorporates experiential learning and peer learning as a base to allow young people to learn at their own pace and skill level. It is also important to allow leadership opportunities for young people to improve their social and emotional development as well as understand teamwork and group dynamics. With the approach of informal and non-formal education it allows practitioners the flexibility to respond to the emerging needs of young people which may include mental health, relationship and identity difficulties.
Empowerment encourages young people to develop confidence, individuality and help to influence decisions that affect them. Participation is not just consulting young people, it is ensuring young people are involved in the planning, delivery and evaluation of youth work activities. Davies (2015, pp. 41-42) suggests that empowerment is central to democratic youth work and strengthens young people’s sense of ownership. This argument is in line with rights-based approaches embedded in both Welsh policy and the UNCRC. Empowerment requires youth workers to facilitate a sharing of power, while allowing all young people to have a voice and be heard. This supports critical thinking and encourages leadership.
Youth work is embedded within social justice, equality and inclusion are essential values in youth work. Youth practitioners must be non-judgemental and welcoming to all young people. Youth workers must have the confidence to actively challenge discrimination, which in turn creates inclusive spaces and promotes equality. The Welsh Government (2022, p. 10) highlights that youth work must be accessible to all young people, specifically those facing disadvantages. National Youth Agency (2023, p. 3) suggests anti-oppressive and anti-discriminatory practice forms the base of youth work, recognising it should be accessible and inclusive to all young people. It is also important to reflect on personal biases and to advocate on behalf of marginalised young people. This value is hugely important for building trusting relationships and ensuring youth work supports a fairer society. 
Youth work is underpinned by an ethical code that highlights the importance of confidentiality, safeguarding, respect and professional integrity. It is also essential for youth workers to maintain professional boundaries which protects both young people and them. ETS Wales (2017, p. 14) emphasises the importance of ethical decision making and safeguarding responsibilities. Youth workers must be able to navigate complex situations such as disclosures, risks or conflicts while maintaining trust and respect. 
Open access youth clubs epitomise voluntary participation and a young person-centred practice. Young people have the choice to attend any open access provision. The informal setting allows youth workers to build trusted relationships naturally. Activities and programmes should be designed with young people, to support participation and empowerment which form part of the 5 pillars of youth work (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022, pp. 8-9). Youth workers apply values in open access provisions by creating inclusive, non-judgemental and safe spaces. Youth workers should offer informal learning opportunities while responding flexibly to young people’s ever-changing needs. Open access youth work is normally the first point of contact for many young people in an informal setting; this makes it a fundamental part of early intervention. 
Targeted youth work is aimed at specific groups of young people normally with similar interests and views like young carers, LGBTQ+ young people and those at risk of disengaging from education (NEET). While this work should be more targeted, participation should still be voluntary while being more structured and goal specific. Targeted youth work should have an additional tailored approach towards the identified needs of the young people. These provisions should be safe spaces particularly when targeting more marginalised groups such those engaging with youth justice services. Youth workers supporting young people in these settings need to advocate and empower individuals whilst they navigate the wider support systems they may need. Targeted youth work can be challenging due to trying to meet corporate needs and outcomes whilst still empowering young people to meet their own personal needs and interests. This can be done by following the five pillars of youth work which Youth Work in Wales Review Group (2022, pp. 8-9) state are educative, expressive, participative, inclusive and empowering. 
Detached, outreach or street-based youth work takes place within the community or public spaces where young people are normally seen congregating. Street based youth work is traditionally used to engage with young people who would normally not attend open access youth provisions. The principals of youth work are used in detached youth work by meeting young people in their own spaces on their own terms, which can support building trusted relationships in their own environments.
Digital youth work is a much more modern setting for youth work; its more recent introduction has brought about new opportunities as well as new challenges. Running online youth groups makes the provision more accessible for a wider range of young people, especially those with significant barriers such as mental health or anxiety difficulties. When using online platforms to communicate with young people, it is essential that youth workers uphold the same principals and values as they would in face-to-face sessions. Participation, inclusion and ensuring strict professional boundaries are some of the most important values whilst creating safe online communities (National Youth Agency, n.d. a). Digital youth work can also be a great tool to highlight youth voice through online platforms to help it reach a larger audience. Digital youth work shows the adaptability of youth work to meet the everchanging needs of young people. 
Youth workers roles and responsibilities can differ vastly from one and other, however there are some foundational roles and responsibilities that are required by all. The ability to build trusting relationships is one of the core principles of youth work (National Youth Agency, n.d. b). Youth workers should do this by being trusted adults that abide by ethical and professional standards. This ensures young people and practitioners understand professional boundaries and safeguarding responsibilities. Having trusting relationships allows youth workers to advocate for young people not just with stakeholders, but with the wider services and communities. It also allows youth workers to facilitate informal and non-formal learning that supports young people to develop their social, emotional and cognitive development.
To conclude successful youth work is grounded in principles and values that put young people first. Effective youth work focuses on young people’s rights, voices and wellbeing. The principles of youth work; young person-centred practice, voluntary participation, informal education, empowerment, equality and ethical practice shape the way youth workers engage with young people across a multitude of provisions. Irrelevant of the setting youth work must remain adaptable, inclusive and empowering. Youth practitioners play a pivotal role in upholding the principles and values of youth work while navigating a complex ethical landscape and advocating for young people. Finally, it is essential that youth workers consistently apply these values and principles to make meaningful and lasting impacts on young people and the communities they belong to.
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