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Resilience is futile: a critical exploration of the health and well-being of children and young people in Wales and the extent to which risk-based discourses shape health and well-being policy and practice for children and/ or young people.


Within this assignment, the author will be exploring a number of different points around resilience of children and young people in Wales, and the affect it has on their well-being. The assignment will be predominantly explored from a youth work perspective, critiquing the extent of which risk-based discourses may shape the policy and practice within Wales. Youth workers work with young people aged 11-25 years across Wales, providing support through voluntary engagement (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2013)(YWWRG).

Well-being is a term often used to describe the way a person views themselves to be contented, healthy or successful within society (Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, 2018). Although, others may feel that this viewpoint is somewhat inaccurate, in the sense that success cannot be measured by the way in which you have health; however it is viewed upon material objects and your status within society (Dorling, 2015; Knight, La Placa, and McNaught, 2013). Well-being will be addressed by the author in the sense of subjective well-being deficit, alongside the health benefits to addressing these criticised discourses. 

Inequality amongst children and young people appears to be an occurring pattern, within rights to access services in the communities that they live in (Jeffs and Smith, 1990). The strain on services and lack of social support could appear to be having an affect on their resilience; problems of communication and coordination breakdowns are wasting resources, agencies and services created to support young people (Roaf, 2002). By wasting these resources, children and young people may be more likely to slip through the cracks of society; providing young people with a lack of empowerment, in turn influencing a negative mental health and resilience to life issues (Roaf, 2002). 

Throughout the assignment the author will be addressing resilience from a youth work perspective, analysing the way in which young people’s resilience is viewed upon in society today. Larkin (2013) discusses the evidence available, exploring that pre-pregnancy and pre-natal influences can have an impact on the future well-being of a child before even reaching adolescence. The author believes that although this evidence is available, building resilience within children and young people is not always needed; the way in which society protects its children and young people from harm can do more damage to young people, without realising. Barker (2009) supports the author’s point by looking at support workers within universal services as a go to point for young people to address problems, as agreed with by Walker (2008, p.9). This indicates that there is opportunity for young people to naturally build their own resilience without support. Those individuals that need support can access these services when needed, rather than having universal support services working with young people when they do not have a need. By addressing resilience issues amongst young people in this manor, youth services then become available to support individuals with other issues and topics more relevant to young people. 

Even though the author, Walker (2018) and Barker (2009) all believe that this would be a more appropriate way to deal with resilience amongst children and young people, there are a number of different opinions on this being the most accurate cause of action. Children in Wales (2014) have courses available for children and young people in order to support with their emotional well-being and build on their resilience. Children in Wales (2014) state on their website that “0% of children and young people who experience a mental health problem have not had appropriate interventions at a sufficiently early age” (Children in Wales, 2014, http://www.childreninwales.org.uk/item/mental-health-wellbeing-children-young-people/). This statement could be seen to agree with Larkin (2013) in the sense that it is the parental job role to provide security and attachments as a way of building natural resilience. Yet, from a youth work perspective, it is stated within The Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes (YWWRG, 2013) that youth work provides safe environments for young people to develop and support their well-being. In this case, it could be seen that all young people struggle with needing a safe space for their development during adolescence, rather than it being a lack of resilience (Batsleer and Davies, 2010, p.52). 

The author plans to break down the main body of the assignment into three main categories of contemporary issues to explore. These are austerity and social control, social norms and opportunities, and finally, young people and play. The author feels that these are predominant discourses that need to be discussed within this assignment in order to critically evaluate the way risk based discourses are shaping policies in Wales. 

The first point the author will draw upon is austerity and social control. Within today’s society there is an emphasise around hierarchy and the way the government are ruling the UK into a position where social control is stopping individuals from escaping poverty (Thompson, 2006, p.22). Looking at government, there are certain aspects and individuals in positions of power which impacted the future generations. An example of this would be Thatcher’s movement (Gould, 2013). Within her movement, Thatcher brought the Neoliberal Policy Agenda into place, which impacted society, causing social change. The agenda emphasized opinion that individuals where to look after themselves first, and then others. From this agenda taking place, it could be viewed that there was a breakdown in society, communities vanished and people within the UK came to rely on themselves only, rather than the support of others (Banks, 1999). 

Exploring the way in which these government movements have shaped policy. It could be seen that there is a focus on the individuals at the bottom of the social economic ladder of society, and how they can be helped and supported with living in poverty (Thompson, 2006). Although, some may argue that this is not the most affective way of addressing the real issues that are present within the UK; in fact, it could be seen that there should be more evident focus on stopping the rich from getting richer, than supporting the poor who appear to be getting poorer (Batsleer, 2008, p. 34; Knight, La Placa and McNaught, 2013). 

Children and young people may find themselves disadvantaged within society due to their social status of living within poverty, however there is policy within Wales which is designed to combat and support young people whom may be facing this (Welsh Government Social Research, 2015). Young people can be disadvantaged by poverty in a number of ways, not just by parental/guardian income. An example of this would be children on ‘Free School Meals’ (FSM) and young people at risk of becoming Not in Education, Employment or Training (NEET) within their adolescent years (Wales Online, 2012; Welsh Government, 2013). Living in poverty can become more than just a lifestyle for children and young people, often it becomes a label within society for their future and a social status amongst their peers (Jeffs and Smith, 1990). Youth work can provide young people with the opportunity to escape this. It provides them opportunities for social participation which, due to the label society has given them, they may have been unable to access in the past (Batsleer and Davies, 2010; Sapin, 2013). 

The author feels it is also important to explore relative poverty and meaning of poverty to different people. Relative poverty is often what people mean when they are unable to keep up with social norms and are excluded from activities which others outside of poverty may enjoy (Thompson, 2006, p.54). Young people living in relative poverty may find themselves unable to have the same social opportunities as their friends, as well as a possibility around a lack of opportunities due to poverty affecting social status; This is a critical viewpoint, supported by Thompson (2006), which could indicate children and young people throughout Wales will have less access to services and opportunities throughout their childhood and adolescent years. 

With poverty, deprivation and disadvantage underpinning so many poor outcomes within society, (Green and Tones, 2010, p.107; Thompson, 2006) it is important to understand the socio-political context of childhood and adolescence today. Although youth work underpins children’s rights and supports young people to benefit from resources to aid a greater well-being (Learning and Skills Improvement Service, 2012)(LSIS), evidence is key to justify the new approaches and interventions that are needed. As such policies are in place to target areas of improvement (Welsh Government Social Research, 2015). With the policies in mind, it brings emphasize on how these documents are created and whether or not there could be an element of social control within these documents also (Brannen et al. 1994, p.3). Some individuals may view these documents as proxy measures, and a way of the Government measuring data in a way that they see fit. Rather than address the accurate raw data in an appropriate manner, tackling issues and using the The United Nations Convention on the Rights of The Child (Welsh Government, 2016)(UNCRC) to inform their thinking whilst addressing needs for services (Welsh Government, 2014). 

As previously discussed, social economic status can affect young people in a number of ways, including poverty and disadvantage (Thompson, 2006). It could be seen by some that social control could benefit individuals, by providing them with a discourse which would build resilience naturally (Barker, 2009; Walker, 2018). However, the author feels that although natural resilience can have positive affects on children and young people, the way in which social control has been created cannot be seen to benefit all involved (Banks, 1999). Most importantly, this will only change when society see fit, as it appears that inequality has become a social norm which society has accepted (Bambra and Cairns-Nagi, 2013; Dorling, 2015). 

Building resilience within young people who are living within poverty could be seen as a difficult task. Although information poverty due to exclusion and lack of resources youth work can support to change, with the backing of the UNCRC (Welsh Government, 2016). Social policy can have an impact on social control and the way society is shaped, which is where children and young people’s deficit perspective can impact and inform change (Hine and Wood, 2009). Empowering young people to become politically vocal can encourage an impact of change, whether it be within local communities or wider Welsh Government change (Maguire, 2009, p.73). Being proactive within the approach to the limitations there are on social policy is important. By addressing issues and creating the opportunity for young people to exercise their social views and ideas for change, young people can be part of the change for their future (Maguire, 2009). Through positive engagement for change, young people will build resilience in the stages of challenge. In turn, realising the impact policy has on every aspect of an individual’s life (Batsleer, 2008). 

Austerity must not be forgotten within the author’s point; the need for change within social control, policy and agendas will impact the lives of families around the UK, as well as Wales in particularly. Banks (1999, p.23) explores the way government and its restructuring has intensified problems for young people. The effects it has on child and adolescent stages of development, alongside their well-being shows the problems that can not only be found within the distress of a family, but the emotional and behavioural problems which could also develop through austerity is supported in Banks (1999) findings. 

By understanding how ‘youth’ and adolescence are viewed historically and within society today, the author can see how the discourse of social control is predominant and needs to change (Banks, 1999). Society often portrays children and young people in a negative way, frequently becoming subject to negative media (Hine and Wood, 2009, p.171). It is the intension of youth work that young people aged 11-25 are given the opportunity to combat this viewpoint. Changing the negative image that is portrayed of them within society, will create value and respect (Angus, Dugmore and Pickford, 2007, p.4). 

The second point the author would like to explore is social norms and opportunities. Policies around health and well-being within Wales cover information on what previous research has found, and the way in which the research can be carried forward to develop certain areas of policy (Welsh Government Social Research, 2015). The UNCRC is evident within policy, which in turn should ensure that there is equality for children and young people and access to the improvements to services for young people throughout the country (Welsh Government, 2016). However, as cuts happen to youth services across the UK, it could be viewed that the policy is not being adhered to, and/or these policies are not working, and in need of further improvements (Hoggarth, Merton and Tyler, 2009, p.93).  Although, Welsh Government Social Research (2015) discusses the prospects of the part of the policy which address children and young people having a safe home and community. 

Community plays a vital part within the growth of children and young people, from the way they are viewed within society today, to the opportunities that are available (Rogers and Smith, 2010, p.5). Youth work gives young people the opportunity to access a safe environment in order to benefit growth and enable young people to be empowered (LSIS, 2012; YWWRG, 2013). It is within communities that youth and community workers need to be active in order to advocate young people, vocalising and supporting young people to express their views in order to combat falling into social norms (Packham, 2008, p.12). Communities traditionally play an important part in society, in the aspect of being the heart of an area. They are often being a hub for local individuals to grow and have a sense of purpose (Rogers and Smith, 2010; Batsleer, 2008; Packham, 2008). Youth workers have a history of working within local communities to support young people with issues affecting them, therefore with the breakdown of these services, there is a gap in the support for young people (Batsleer, 2008; Packham, 2008) Alongside this, communities are breaking down and could be looked at as less important in today’s society, than what they historically have been (Packham, 2008). 

[bookmark: _Hlk532423541]With the number of services which are overstretched and under staffed, there is a need for a review on what opportunities are available to young people in general, let alone when it comes to health and well-being support (Roaf, 2002). It has become evident that there has been a rise in the use of services in the last few years; through research, it has been found that foodbank usage has also been on the rise (Bulman, 2018). Some may view this as a service which is clearly needed, active and working. However, the author feels that this could actually be a prime example of the system failing. With the number of families living in a world of debt, payday loans and foodbank usage it shows those at the bottom of societies priority list are struggling with living day in day out, without the pressures of today’s society encouraging materialistic status (Knight, La Placa and McNaught, 2013). 

Following trends is evident when it comes to discussing young people and adolescence, however the author feels that today’s society of social media puts more pressure on young people to follow the crowd. Social media can be seen to be creating a generation of young people who are becoming oppressed by online social presence and virtual representations (Bradford, 2012, p.150). Looking at the way in which social media can affect young people in a positive manner, it could be seen to inform young people with knowledge for growth and empowerment with issues that matter to them. On the contrary, it would be seen as a measure of which young people can expand their social group, for example gang culture. Gangs may use social networking platforms to recruit through fear tactics, for backing and support for their ever growing ‘family’ on the streets. These are examples of following the social norms for young people, many young people may feel that there is no way out (Maguire, 2009, p.93). 

[bookmark: _Hlk532457875]Evidence suggests that cultural reproduction can occur within societies, indicating that where you live and how you are raised can have an affect on your health and well-being (Dorling, 2015). Looking at research carried out, cultural reproduction has been seen to occur in some communities and families over the years (Dorling, 2015; Knight, La Placa and McNaught, 2013). However, the author feels that although there are some statistics to suggest this, that this is not always the case. Children and young people should be addressed as individuals when it comes to their future, and not looked upon as to be forever disadvantaged due to poverty. There has been a number of studies carried out in order to argue the point that individuals affected by poverty are not always deprived by poor health also (Bambra and Cairns-Nagi, 2013) Although many may believe that generic factors contribute to cultural reproduction, there are others that believe that it is more accurately due to the inevitable state of the financial market and globalisation of the economy (Dorling, 2015). There are a number of critical viewpoints as to whether cultural reproduction is something that appears to be apparent, or whether it is actually just an idea of sham hierarchy for others to get ahead. It appears that the system is neither fair nor equal in its approach, yet how people in society view themselves and their inevitability of being poor and conforming to social norms without hesitation is apparent throughout (Dorling, 2015). With this evidence at the forefront of the research, it appears that inequality is something which has now become accepted by society, leading to the indication that there is a generation of young people of whom are conforming to social norms. Unempowered to change, these young people are believing that where they are born is where they will stay in society, and in no doubt inevitable (Knight, La Placa, and McNaught, 2013). 

Youth work provides an outlet for young people throughout Wales to engage and develop in a safe environment through voluntary engagement. By providing services for young people to become empowered and gain knowledge of their rights as young people. When young people become empowered to exercise their right (Welsh Government, 2016) in an appropriate manner, the author believes that things will change for young people. It is intended with support, the young people’s viewpoints on conforming to social norms that society has previously laid out for them will have changed (Batsleer and Davies, 2010, p.20).

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) have been used to support understanding of discourses children and young people are currently facing within Wales (Public Health Wales, 2015). Research around ACEs and the way poverty and injustice can affect children and young people, has become a popular topic of discussion within Wales. An example of this is the research carried out by Public Health Wales (2015), which provided evidence on the impact ACEs had on a proportion of Welsh adults and whether they experienced a ‘good childhood’. The childhood experiences classed as ‘ACE’s’ included drug use, incarceration, poor diet and sexual behaviour to name a few. By carrying out this study, Public Health Wales (2015) where able to identify the impact these experiences had on the health and well-being of the individuals throughout their life course. By assessing these risk- based discourses, evidence can be used in order to support young people with these issues. Yet, there is an argument that young people are experiencing these risk-based discourses through ‘Chronosystem’ and that things are happening, social changes, that need to be thought about, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Model (NACCE, 2012) can support this theory.  

Young people and their ability to play is the final point the author wishes to explore. To young people across Wales, youth workers promote the opportunity to play and for young people to become empowered within the delivery of youth work (YWWRG, 2013). The empowerment of young people is often linked with health and well-being, in the sense of the impact it has on young people to social change and liberation to the promotion of a healthy state of mind (Burke and Dalrymple, 2006). Risk assessments have a large impact on the way working with children and young people as professionals has changed (Batsleer and Davies, 2010, p.158). The impact it has can be looked upon in two ways, either as a restriction or a benefit to control and keep children and young people in order (Hine and Wood, 2009, p.155). 

Fear and pressure of young people experiencing negative impacts and situations within their life has often affected services by the need for constant risk assessments to be carried out for activities, trips and events to be considered safe; this has become more evident over the recent years of youth work (Sapin, 2013, p.50). Youth work services provide the opportunity for young people to experience the opportunity for exploration and a safe space for them to experience joy and fun, although there are often boundaries, rules and regulations which impact and restrict the work from taking place (Hine and Wood, 2009, p.236). 

With the youth work principles and purposes (YWWRG, 2013) in mind, alongside the National Occupational Standards for Youth Work (LSIS, 2012) there are policies in place within youth work in order to support young people, to be young people and have access to play. However, this is a risk-based discourse that young people often are seen to have little experience within society to explore. The author backs this statement with the support of Health and Safety Executive (2018)(HSE). The HSE give an example here of a case where the village wanted to cut down a tree, so that young people within the area would not be hurt by climbing it. Yet, within other countries children and young people would be encouraged to do this, to learn and grow from their experiences of climbing (SBS Dateline, 2016). In can be seen from studies and research completed abroad within a number of settings, that children, young people and their access to play throughout childhood and continuing into adolescence has some interesting effects on individuals health and well-being. An example of this would be studies done in Denmark, where children are encouraged to be outdoors on farms and in forests to inspire children to think independently. Play is encouraged to learn from their environment, with the intention that children and young people will have an appreciation for their surroundings and what it can provide (Buettner, 2017). By investing in their children at an early age, Denmark are showing here that they have a national commitment to the well-being of their population, and that social investment is important, for example their high level of social care (Buettner, 2017).
Looking at examples of the way children and young people have access to play abroad, shows a big gap in the market within the education, both formal and informal, in the UK. Specifically looking at Wales, Children and Young People Well-being monitor (Welsh Government, 2015). The policy states that children and young people are entitled to have access to play, for the well-being of the child. However, within Wales, play is seen as an extra alongside formal education. Unlike in other countries, where play is interlinked within their education, in the sense of forest schools. An example of this would be the way in which Denmark use outdoor recreation and open spaces in order to both benefit a child’s well-being and support them to create their own resilience through play (SBS Dateline, 2016).
[bookmark: _Hlk532414656]Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Hammond and Kremer, 2013) explores the way needs can be put into a five stage tier model, that children and young people would have to experience from the bottom up for development to occur effectively. On the bottom of the hierarchy, it is explained that both psychological and safety needs are required to be met before anything else can be reached. Looking at the Five Ways to Well-being (Public Health Wales, 2012). It states that it has been adopted from the New Economics Foundation (2008) review. By adopting the policy from the most up-to-date evidence available to support individuals with their well-being, it could be said that there is a specific concern around health and well-being within the country. On the other hand, the author could criticise that Public Health Wales have taken the recent evidence and adopted this into their polices, yet the website has not been updated since 2014, and the review took place in 2008. With this in mind, it could be seen that the policy in place is not accurate. Further indicating that this needs to be reviewed further to see if anything has changed, specifically within Wales, being that it is a policy that has been adopted from a second hand evidence source. 
Although there is evidence within Denmark to prove that Maslow’s theory (Hammond and Kremer, 2013) is evident within the forest school settings, often being run by pedagogues from across the world (SBS Dateline, 2016), other countries like Singapore have a different viewpoint on formal education being important and prioritised as part of their culture and values (Buettner, 2017). From exploring the different ways education can be seen across the world. It can be seen by the author that viewpoints on education, and the way it is delivered from country to country depends on values and the priorities of its leaders. Yet, they all appear to have one thing in common, resilience. The emphasis on young people and the way they are viewed within each country can differ, yet apparent is a theme of resilience building running throughout the heart of the different forms of education. Taking Singapore and Denmark as an example of opposites; Singapore view the value of formal education as their priority, building their young people’s resilience through sense of achievement, which is at the highest point of Maslow’s theory (Hammond and Kremer, 2013). On the other hand, Denmark view play and a national commitment to the well-being of individuals from a young age as a form of resilience building through the early childhood stages. (Buettner, 2017). In Wales, youth work provides the informal and/or non-formal education status which young people engage in on a voluntary basis, and schools can be seen to provide the formal education needs from early childhood to adolescence (Batsleer, 2008, p.91). 
By children and young people being provided both forms of education from an early age, it could be an opportunity to work hand in hand, with the intention of supporting individuals effectively, and to the best ability from childhood. ‘the potential that young people’s access to youth services being their only real access to play opportunities, it is starting to become evident. Axing youth services within the UK could in turn create a generation of young people whom are unable to have access to their full entitlement to play, alongside their rights as children and young people not being met (LSIS, 2012; Welsh Government 2016; Cowburn, 2018). 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The author views there to be more benefits of children and young people and play, than there is negative. Youth work provides support and guidance for adolescence to still engage and grow within a safe setting whilst being voluntary access (Hine and Wood, 2009; LSIS, 2012; Sapin, 2012; YWWRG, 2013). Although, throughout childhood, children spend more time in school where formal education is at the forefront of their learning experiences. By providing informal education and play, children are given the opportunity for growth in other aspects of their development, being natural resilience as they learn (Sapin, 2013, p. 105) 

To conclude, there have been three discourses critically explored within this assignment, these being austerity and social control, social norms and understanding opportunities, and young people and play. The author chose these three discourses to focus on to give a reader the viewpoint of the wide range of issues, both children and young people, face growing up in society today. Focusing on the assignment on mainly young people aged 11 to 25 years was intended to give the reader an insight into what a generation of young people have not only faced throughout childhood, but now continue to tackle through their adolescence years. 

It is the intension of youth work to support young people with issues which affect them in society and empower them to address their own needs whilst supporting them in doing so (LSIS, 2012). By reducing the number of youth work services within not only Wales, but the UK it has put more strain on other services which support young people with more specific issues (Cowburn, 2018). Overloading these area specific services with an influx of young people, whom are not always accurately signposted to the appropriate service, causes a backlog of individuals needing support, and not enough resources to cover communities throughout the country (Roaf, 2002).  

Throughout every discourse discussed, the author found the pattern of resilience occurred within various forms. Examples of the way in which resilience can be built in a positive manner through informal education and play; to the discovery of resilience being built within young people today through conforming to the social norms of society (Braford, 2012, p.16). In both cases, resilience can be seen to almost form a natural part of a child and young person’s surrounding (SBS Dateline, 2016). With this in mind, the author feels that through the critical exploration of these discourses, some may see that resilience is actually something that an individual will gain throughout their lifetime, rather than something that can be taught in order for young people to be able to express an instant understanding of (Hine and Wood, 2009, p.112) 

Each of the discourses discussed by the author holds an element of risk, which young people could find challenging. However, not every young person would experience every discourse discussed within their lifetime. Some young people may experience a discourse later in life, and find themselves naturally building resilience in adulthood, apposed to within childhood or adolescence (Batsleer and Davies, 2010, p.162). There is evidence which has been discussed (Larkin, 2013), which states that resilience can be inherited through pre-natal experiences, however the author does not believe this can always be the case. Sometimes, young people may have to build resilience as they go, and the author believes that this is not always a bad form of risk for a young person to experience, play is an important part of childhood, and that young people can benefit greatly for experiencing life outside of their comfort zones (Sapin, 2013, p.92). 
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