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Back Youth Alliance rapid evidence review

Insights to inform the National Youth Strategy — February 2025

Executive Summary

The Back Youth Alliance (BYA), a coalition of leading youth organisations, has conducted a
rapid evidence review to inform the development of the National Youth Strategy. The review
analysed 99 sources of evidence produced by BYA members over the past five years,
focusing on:

1. Young people’s needs and preferences for support
2. The current landscape of youth work provision
3. The impact of youth work on young people's outcomes

Young People’s Needs and Preferences for Support

Young people face growing challenges that impact their wellbeing, skills development, and
hope for the future. The review identifies six critical areas where young people require
greater support:

» Mental health and wellbeing — Young people are increasingly struggling with
their mental health and wellbeing. One in five teenagers are now experiencing a
mental health problem. They are seeking trusted adults, shorter waiting lists of
specialist services, and non-clinical support (such as outdoor learning and creative
activities) to improve their wellbeing

« Social connection and cohesion — Young people are more likely to feel lonely
than older people. Digital connections are not as meaningful and can expose young
people to harm. Instead, young people want safe, affordable spaces to sacialise and
build friendships in-person — including with people who are from different
backgrounds.

« Financial concerns — Over 50% of young people worry about their financial future,
with many struggling to afford sacial and extracurricular activities that support their
development and wellbeing. The most deprived communities have some of the
lowest access to youth work.

« Employability and career support — Many young people believe the job market is
inaccessible. They cite lack of confidence, work experience, and mental health
concerns as major barriers. They need mentorship, practical career guidance, and
access to a diverse range of paid work experiences and apprenticeships.

« Crime and community safety — Over half of young people feel unsafe in their
local area, with particular concern about knife crime, gang involvement, and sexual
harassment. They call for investment in youth services to provide positive alternative
activities and increased trust building activities with the police.

« Social action and political engagement — Many young people feel excluded from
decision-making, with only 22% believing politicians listen to them. They want
meaningful opportunities to influence policy and engage in social action to improve
their own lives and communities.
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Young people’s participation
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Barriers & Enablers to Participation in Youth Activities
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Systematic literature review for DCMS found
that young people who engage in youth
work experience important benefits in the
short term — with improved physical health,

wellbeing, and educational outcomes.
(UK Youth, University of Warwick & SOW, 2024)

Investment in

is currently saving society annually

~

£ Read the report:

ukyouth.org/Untapped

Crucially, these young people become
happier, healthier, and wealthier adults
compared to young people from the
same background who did not have

access to youth work.
(UK Youth, University of Essex & SQW, 2024)

Youth work currently saves the taxpayer at least
£3.20 for every £1 spent through decreased
crime, increased employment, and reduced

pressure on mental health services.
(UK Youth & Frontier Economics, 2022)
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Impact of youth centre closures

95% of local authorities reduced their real terms spending on youth
services by at least a quarter between 2011 and 2021.

The average number of youth work orgs supported has reduced from
14 to 8 per local authority.

The decline in spending has disproportionately affected universal,
open-access provision.

Reduction in local youth provision is associated with a rise in crime
and anti-social behaviour

Closure of youth centres in a local area associated with a reduction in
educational attainment — as much as a whole GCSE grade

UK YOUTH
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agency working to support young people
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Youth worker interactions with other sectors
(UK Youth & SQW, 2025)
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Research and analysis
Youth enrichment - discovery phase

Exploratory research examining youth enrichment.

Youth enrichment discovery research
Youth & SQW, 2025)

&t GOV-UK
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Research and analysis

Volunteering in the youth
sectorresearch

An independent study of volunteers in the youth sector.

Volunteering in the Youth Sector
(UK Youth & SQW, 2025)
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Barriers and enablers to participation
inyouth activities research

Anindependent study of the barriers and enablers to
participation in youth activities.

Barriers and enablers to youth work participation

(UK Youth & Savanta, 2025)
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Around £5 in wellbeing benetfits
for every £1 invested

(Pro Bono Economics, 2025)
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Developing an RCT to test 60% of formerly NEET participants
whether a proven US model still in paid employment or
works in UK to reduce violence training 6 months later

(Ending Youth Violence Lab, 2025) U K YO 'J TH (UK Youth, 2026)
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Youth work and
violence prevention

Practice guidance for youth work
commissioners on how to reduce children
and young people’s involvement in violence
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Frances Howard
Mark McFeeters
Sinead Gormally

Julia Swallow Edwards

Review of youth workers’ role in
safeguarding children and young
people at risk of or involved in violence
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UNDERSTANDING PUBLIC PERCEPTIONS OF
YOUNG PEOPLE AND YOUTH SOCIAL ACTION

Authors: Alex Stutz and Professor Carlene Firmin

Research team: Chris Milner (NYA), Molly Manister
and Delphine Peace (GCCS, Durham University)
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Policy Invisibility and the Case for
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Academic

B |nstitution

Ml Research Interests (Short Summary)

Alan Mackie

Alan Smith

Alicja Pawluczuk

Andrew James Williams

Annette Coburn

Baljeet Singh Gill
Breda Friel

Callum McGregor

Camelia Baugh

Cara Booker

Carlene Firmin

Charlotte Clements

University of Dundee

Leeds Beckett University

University of Leeds

University of Edinburgh

University of the West of Scotland (UWS)

London Metropolitan University

Ulster University

University of Edinburgh

University of East London

University of Essex

Durham University

London South Bank University

Directory of
youth work
researchers

Sociology of youth; young people’s transitions, identity, belonging,
social class, marginalisation; youth work responses; role of place,
neoliberal context

Research and practice interests include youth work curriculum,
professionalisation, critical pedagogy, and policy developments in youth
work HE.

Digital youth work, digital inclusion, gender digital divide,
participatory/experimental youth work methods.

Social and cultural determinants of health (especially children & young
people); participatory and quantitative evaluation; complexity theory in
public health.

Works on community and youth work for equality and social justice,
young people’s wellbeing, youth work across borders, domestic abuse,
and the impact of austerity/Brexit on youth and community practice.
Long-time youth and community work educator and commentator on
youth service cuts and the racialised impacts of policy. Work emphasises
anti-oppressive practice, race and inequality, youth participation and
youth work’s role in challenging structural injustice

Mental health, suicide prevention, autism, cross-border youth work.
Member of Scottish Youth Work Research Steering Group; author of
“Universal Youth Work: A Critical Review of the Literature” focusing on
universal/open youth work in Scotland.

Focus on youth provision, participation and engagement of young people
using recorded & accredited curriculum delivery.

Social epidemiology of adolescents and young people: mental health,
social media/digital media, inequalities, life-course research involving
youth activities.

Creator of the concept ‘Contextual Safeguarding’; research on peer-on-
peer abuse, youth violence, safeguarding beyond the family home, role
of youth workers in safeguarding systems.

Historian of youth voluntary associations and youth club culture in
Britain since 1945. Works on youth services heritage, archival research

and consultancy with voluntary youth organisations.
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