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This paper will outline what youth work is, explore the role of a youth worker in contemporary society and discuss how youth work and the role of a youth worker has evolved in recent decades. In light of the different contexts of youth work, this paper will also highlight youth work principles and how impact on enhancing the lives of young people in contemporary society. Inside this paper, influences such as the media, political changes and the impact of budget allocations and cuts will highlight the impact on the operation of youth work in contemporary society.


Youth work and its practice in a variety of settings plays a vital role in the development of young people and can provide opportunities in order to assist them in their progression both socially and educationally, providing a platform to become well-rounded individuals. UNISON highlight the importance of the of youth work that takes place and its benefits of engaging with young people are long-lasting and prevent problems and difficulties from occurring. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Youth Work in Wales Group (2008) highlight “the key purpose of youth work is to develop holistically, working with them to facilitate their personal, social and educational development, to enable them to develop their voice, influence and place in society and to reach their full potential” (p.2). In order to provide young people opportunities to engage in informal and structured support to be able to attain experience and develop as individuals, the introduction of a youth worker to a young person who supports young people with youth work principles and purposes, providing them with a safe place to attend, being inclusive of all, expressing their views and ensuring that everyone is treated as equal, could be a pivotal turning point in a young person’s life. Trimmer-Platman (2014) explain “despite years of being undervalued, undermined and stripped of resources, the Youth Service in the UK is based on a robust set of principles. Youth work is relational, meaning that young people engage with it as a result of a voluntary commitment to the relationship”. 

Throughout youth work practice both in previous years and now in contemporary society, it is evident that youth workers provide advice and guidance surrounding a variety of topics and adapt their roles while supporting young people they are engaging with. Youth workers work directly with young people, helping them to build life skills, develop healthy relationships and make decisions that are right for them. Rosseter (1987) explains “first and foremost, youth workers are educators all other roles they may fulfil at certain times are secondary” (p.52). Statements as such highlight the positive impact that youth workers have on young people, putting emphasis on building trusting relationships in order to maximise the potential of the individual. The role of a youth worker consists of working face to face, being enthusiastic, understanding, non-judgemental and inclusive as well as patient and passionate about working with young people in order to help them progress. 

National Occupational Standards for youth work ensures that “youth work is delivered to a standard that enables young people to use their learning to enhance future development” (NOS, 2008, p.6). Prior to 2017, youth work as a profession was not recognised, unlike similar fields of work such as social work. This has been a turning point in the perception of youth work and the impact that the work carried out has on individuals. Following the mandatory registration process with the Education Workforce Council in 2017 upon completion of recognised youth work qualifications, the profile has risen, and deservedly earned its recognition through the impact on lives of young people alongside its principles and purposes. Opposed to previous decades, the acknowledgement of youth work as a recognised profession allows youth and community work to be set aside from related professions, and those passionate about working with young people have the opportunity to develop their skills and knowledge of working with young people by studying undergraduate and post graduate degrees (De St Criox 2017). 

In support of youth work moving forward, debates in the houses of common in 2019 have taken place and Conservative MP Mimms Davies proposed to “arrest the decline in the number of qualified, professional youth workers and skilled volunteers’, she announced a new Level 3 apprenticeship qualification. This, aimed at ‘those working in a volunteer capacity’, was to be backed by £500,000 to provide bursaries for 400 students” (Davies, 2009). 

Youth work values are at the core of the work undertaken within youth work and underpin the National Occupational Standards (LSIS, 2012), recognising that at the heart of all youth work is a young person led approach. The National Occupational Standards were introduced to ensure that youth work staff provide support that young people can access which promotes them to deal with any experiences and learning that may be challenging to them (National Occupational Standards, 2008). These standards were first published in 2002 and reviewed in 2008 to ensure that youth workers offer a good level of support for in contemporary society.
The Department for Education (2011) state “Youth work can take place in a wide range of settings including youth clubs, sports/arts clubs, faith or uniformed groups and many others” (p.2). Additional settings include school-based, support from the youth justice service as well as outreach and detached youth work that is carried out on the young persons territory which take place on streets, in estates and even carried out in a young persons home. This assists in eliminating barriers that may prevent them from progressing as individuals. “Different young people require different approaches, settings and institutional contexts from highly targeted, specialist support to a more universal offer. Youth work approaches offer such flexibility” (The Department of Education, 2011, p.2). Methods whereby which youth work is carried include residential trips, sports activities, face to face and one to one work, group work, outdoor education which assist in overcoming social anxiety, promote confidence building and eliminate hours spent on mobile devices, away from the media that are enhancing issues surrounding body image, leading an increase in mental health problems. 
Through the evolution of youth work over recent decades, a large majority of youth clubs are now staffed and run by part-time paid youth workers as opposed to being carried out in village halls by a lay member of the community. A common perception of youth work and its practice is one that is often difficult to describe to those who do not understand the impact of youth work, many believe that it consists of playing pool or football in a hall, yet youth work and its practice has somewhat developed and grown significantly due to its importance of supporting young people to transition in to adulthood. 
It is of opinion of practitioners delivering youth work in contemporary society, that youth work in Wales has become increasingly driven by targets, suggesting less open access provision being accessible for young people. In support, UNISON suggest open access provision is fast disappearing as councils focus on targeted youth work. In Wales, contemporary society targeted youth work is increasingly prevalent, which creates a greater need for multi-agency working in order to ensure that young people are provided with the support specific to their individual needs. The Every Child Matters Act (2003) proved positive for youth work and young people when it was introduced following the death of a young person in order to reform and improve child care (gov.uk, 2003). 
While youth work is now predominantly target driven and funding cuts ever increasing throughout services due to political agendas, its purposes and principles remain the same and the voluntary participation aspect is one that draws young people to engage initially and plays a vital role in building relationships based on trust. However, De St Criox (2017) states “the dominance of pre-defined outcomes and numerical data could threaten the legitimacy and even the long-term survival of an entire field of practice”. 
Based on research carried out by UNISON (2016) following the Freedom of Information request, it is evident that during 2012 and 2014, youth services had lost at least a staggering £60million of funding to services. The impact that budget cuts have on young people, being deprived of a safe place to attend is one of huge significance. Since 2012, due to budget cuts being made throughout the UK, approximately three hundred and fifty youth centres closed and an estimated figure of at least thirty-five thousand hours of outreach work delivered by youth workers had been removed as an option for young people to access (UNISON,2016, p.7). 
Budget cuts to youth services across the UK have impacted the nation in a negative light, leaving services concerned regarding the future and safety of young people in contemporary society. Denise Hatton, chief executive of YMCA England and Wales expressed her concern in 2019 stating “In addition to youth centres, a lot of youth services used to focus on finding young people out on the streets and engaging with them in a way that their school or family were unable to. Sadly, there is no funding available for that any more” (ITV, 2019). 

Austerity has had a negative impact on groups such as LGBTQA+ that would benefit from specific support from professionals that have direct experience in feelings that surround issues involving identity and sexuality. As a result, support and guidance is being offered by those who are not experienced professionals in a specific field. This can lead to young people devaluing the support due to the budget cuts being made and less funds available to employ those who have experienced similar feelings to deliver support specific to the young persons needs. 

During the period of 2007 – 2010, while the Labour Party were in political power, emphasis was put on persuading young people to engage in positive activities as opposed to engaging in anti social behaviour. Provision was introduced and funds allocated to work with young people as a preventative before young people got ‘into difficulties’ and more evening and weekend opportunities were offered to young people in an attempt to reduce anti-social behaviour (Jones, 2013). In 2002, 14-19 Pathways were introduced by the National Assembly of Wales assisted in providing young people with a learning framework pathway which helps them achieve. This proved to be a positive change for young people and their development (WAG, 2002).

In recent years, as targeted youth work has become more prevalent, funding is allocated to programmes that are based around outputs and outcomes that benefit society and communities as individuals gain knowledge and skills socially, emotionally and in an educational sense. Political agendas are the reasoning behind such targeted programmes, especially as there is no legal requirements placed on local authorities to provide forms of outreach, after school activities nor youth centres (The Guardian, 2018). However, despite youth work heading down the path of more targeted based work, positive support continues to be offered throughout programmes that support young people gaining qualifications and offer opportunities for one to one support and in creating individual support plans that encourage young people to gain skills and experiences in preparation for entering in to education, training or employment. Multi-agency working has become vital in ensuring that professionals outside the field of youth work are utilised in order to maximise support for young people.

In previous years, there was less emphasis on outputs of youth work as there were little or no inputs or recordings of the work being carried out across a variety of contexts, and the work carried out by youth workers was based on social development, budgets were allocated to the services without expectation of reports surrounding inputs, outputs, outcomes and targets. Davies et al (2015) state “as youth work has declined, other forms of work with young people have risen in prominence, particularly those favouring structured and targeted approaches based on prescribed outcomes”. 

Changes that have occurred over recent decades and are operation in contemporary society include the adoption of a rights based approach throughout youth work in Wales as opposed to open access provision. Since 2004, the Welsh Government has led the way in promoting Children’s rights with the aim of committing to the principles of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). This actively promote young people to take an interest in their rights, act upon them and maximise their knowledge and understanding of how to grasp opportunities of fulfilling their potential in contemporary society. 

Society has an impact on the way that youth work is shaped and issues that arise can often define provision that is offered to young people. The way that young people present and behavioural trends have an impact on funding that is allocated to projects that allow youth workers to be able to offer support to young people, especially projects that are targeted in areas such as education, training and employment. As society has developed and the use of technology, mobile devices and social media playing a vital role in the social development of young people living in contemporary society, it appears there has been a rise in mental health issues among young people as well as a rise in obesity and development of social anxiety preventing young people from progressing and maximising their potential. 

The media, online usage and social media are having a negative impact on a range of young people, often portraying themselves to be people they are not and access to filters and airbrushing pictures has a large part to play in the unrealistic expectations and pressures put on young people in contemporary society. “The evidence points towards a correlation between extreme use of social media and harmful effects on young people’s wellbeing” (The Guardian, 2017). 

Due to political changes and uncertainty of funding for youth work to be carried out in a variety of settings, young people feel threatened by their future and lack opportunities that may pose to be a problem later in their life. Social pressures are hindering the development of young people socially, resulting in an increase in mental health problems which in turn, pose to be a threat when overcoming barriers such as anxiety, depression and lacking self-esteem. However, with targeted provision proving to be more prevalent in contemporary society, such funding will provide youth work to be carried out in settings that allow youth work principles and purposes to operate in an effective way to tackle issues raised by young people.. 

It is evident that youth work offers vital support to young people in a variety of ways, ensuring that young peoples needs and desires are at the forefront on the profession. Contemporary society poses changes in the operation of programmes and offerings of support to young people however, its principles and purposes of the support provided remains the same. 

Policies and procedures that have been implemented over recent decades have posed a positive change for young people with regards to Rights of the Child (2004), Every Child Matters (2003) and improved level of service via youth work and its recognition of professional status and learning pathways. However, the rise of mental health problems and the number of young people that are out of education, training or employment are issues that seem to be high on the political agenda to reduce, yet funding is at an all time low and cuts are ever increasing which makes it harder to tackle such problems. 

Political agendas and austerity have seen a decline in open access for young people and have driven youth work to offer more targeted provision and attempts to reduces the number of young people not in education, training or employment in order to raise aspirations and be of benefit to society in the sense of employment and educational opportunities. As youth work has evolved and societal changes have shifted for young people in comparison to previous decades, it is clear that youth work in contemporary society will be offered through the means of targeted youth work.
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