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Abstract
This paper reflects on qualitative findings from a Youth Work Funding Review in Wales, commissioned by the Welsh Government which included extensive qualitative engagement across the voluntary and the maintained (local authority) parts of the youth work sector in Wales. The paper aims to discuss and reflect further on the qualitative findings of the study, and to examine their contribution to our understanding of the youth work sector in Wales.  
Close to practice research involving, focus groups, interviews, and engagement with voluntary youth work organisations through 23 ‘roadshow’ events pan Wales generated a body of evidence on funding levels, processes, expenditure, and governance. Participants described funding arrangements as complex, unstable, and unequal; highlighted structural short-termism and administrative burden; and reported constraints on workforce sustainability and youth voice in strategic decision-making. The qualitative data collected illustrated the mechanisms and lived experiences behind aggregate figures; in this paper we argue therefore that process-sensitive, contextual evidence is essential to interpreting the economic picture within youth work organisations across Wales. We discuss further methodological implications for evaluating youth work, argue for the integration of qualitative evidence alongside economic modelling, and consider policy developments in Wales aimed at strengthening governance and accountability. 
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Introduction
The youth work sector in Wales is viewed as wide and diverse (Welsh Government, 2025); the voluntary and the maintained (local authority) parts of the youth work sector are involved in the delivery of youth work in Wales.  However, the sustainability of this provision has been challenged by funding instability and structural complexity (Welsh Government 2021). In response, the Welsh Government commissioned a pan-Wales youth work funding review to inform the development of a sustainable funding model for the youth work sector in Wales.
This paper seeks to explore the lived experiences behind funding mechanisms and governance arrangements across both the voluntary and the maintained parts of the youth work sector, in Wales by reflecting on the qualitative insights from that review. While quantitative findings of the review, reported an overview of funding levels and sources (see Robbins, Welton, Leigh, Williams, Cook & Drury, in press), this paper reflects on the qualitative evidence gathered through close to practice research involving focus groups, interviews, and engagement with voluntary youth work organisations through 23 ‘roadshow’ events pan Wales. The paper aims to present further analysis of the qualitative data collected as part of the review as well as to examine their contribution to the funding review, it further aims to extend our understanding of the youth work sector in Wales.  
This paper will argue that, by integrating qualitative perspectives, the Welsh funding review offers a holistic understanding of funding mechanisms and their implications for service delivery, governance, and youth participation, not available from similar reviews in other UK nations. We argue that securing meaningful engagement through a commitment to collaboration with the youth work sector was essential to ensuring the relevance of the data collected and should be foregrounded in future research in this area
The  definition of the Youth Service in Wales is important to consider in understanding the provsion in Wales and contextulaising the data collection and analysis presented in this paper: 
“The Youth Service in Wales refers to the framework by which youth work is delivered and is mainly done through the local authority, national and local voluntary youth organisations, with both sectors often working closely together (WLGA, npn, 2025). 
As outlined in the paper (Robbins et al.in press), the youth service in Wales is a complex system shaped by legislation and policy (Welsh Government 2019, Welsh Government 2022, Provision of Youth Work (Wales) Directions 2025, The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015,  Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 (National Assembly for Wales, 2011), Rose, 2020), government reports (Wavehill 2021, Welsh Government 2021), shared principles (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022) and historical practice (Turner, 2024, Welsh Govermmnet  2016 ). The paper also identifies that the funding model for youth work adds further complexity to this system and can itself shape practice. 
Maintained youth services in Wales  are delivered by 22 local authorities, each led by a Principal Youth Officer, with strategy and service design tailored to local needs, differing from local authority to local authority (Principal Youth Officers Group, 2023). Alongside this, the voluntary youth work sector plays a major role, engaging with  over 250,000 young people and 30,000 volunteers, supported by CWVYS and other bodies like County Voluntary Councils and WCVA (Bacon,2023; CWVYS, 2023 ). The Youth service in Wales is thus diverse, with variable structures, that contrubute to a significnat level of complexity across the sector. 
The complexity of the Youth service in Wales was therefore an important consideration in the design of the methodology of the funding review, recognising that economic quantitative data alone, could not capture the full picture, or reach all the key stakeholders neccessary to build a holistic picture.  The review is the direct result of an Interim Youth Work Board final report  for Welsh Government (Welsh Government, 2021), which outlined 14 recommendations for a sustainable and equitable model for youth work in Wales, leading to developments such as a draft statutory framework, plans for a national body, and the funding review (Welsh Government, 2021). The intention of the review was to directly influnce this strategic development of youth work in Wales and this paper makes a further contribution to this aim. 
[bookmark: _Toc419124387]The paper is organised as follows: we first situate the study within current literature that evaluates the relevance of utilising qualitative data to inform youth service developments; second, we then outline and further reflect on our methodological approach; third we present the qualitative findings from the data collected which are grouped under the four areas  explored as part of the funding review[footnoteRef:2]: funding levels, funding processes, expenditure, and governance. We conclude by discussing implications for research and policy, including recent developments in Wales, and offer recommendations for strengthening funding and governance in the youth work sector. [2:  The data presented in this paper stands alone and has been re-analysed, a report on the Youth Work Funding Review, Wales (see: Robbins et.al. 2024), outlines a combined analysis of the quantitative and qualitative data.
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Literature Review  
This section reflects on existing literature and studies that have explored evaluation of youth work, particularly focusing on economic evaluation and impact within youth work from the UK and Ireland.  Wider evaluation approaches to youth work have been considered to aid with a critical analysis of ethical and sector appropriate methodologies that we see as important in both contextualising the research we undertook as part of the funding review process but also as a tool for reflection on methodological implications.
Over the past fifteen years, a limited but growing body of research conducted across Scotland, Ireland, and England has sought to examine and substantiate the economic impact of youth work. These studies provide important contributions to the evidence base by highlighting the ways in which youth work generates social and economic value within communities. The reports published by the National Youth Council of Ireland (2012), UK Youth (Frontier Economics, 2022), and Youth Link Scotland (2016) demonstrate the role of youth work in fostering employability, enhancing social capital, and reducing long-term public expenditure through preventative interventions. Collectively, this emerging literature signals the need for continued and more comprehensive evaluation to fully capture the breadth of youth work’s economic and societal benefits. 
However, access to reliable data to inform robust economic evaluation and social impact assessments of youth work is limited, potentially leading to conservative assumptions and underestimation of its true value. Youth work process and outcomes are potentially challenging to quantify in monetary terms. More intangible benefits, while significant, do not easily translate into conventional economic indicators. Assigning economic value to its benefits typically involves using proxies and assumptions, which can lead to contested results (Frontier Economics & UK Youth, 2022). All three economic analyses carried out to date in England, Scotland and Ireland are based on estimations (National Youth Council of Ireland 2012; Frontier Economics & UK Youth, 2022; Youth Link Scotland, 2016). A recent study in London investigated educational attainment and youth involvement in crime at a neighbourhood level; comparing areas where youth clubs had closed to areas where they had remained open. It was found that “for every £1 saved from closures, there are associated losses of nearly £3 due to forgone returns to education and crime costs” (Villa 2024). The UK Youth and Frontier Economic report on the Economic Value of Youth work (2022) note that estimates are typically adopt lower bounds because of gaps and inconsistencies in available datasets, which restrict robust modelling and can lead to underestimations of value. Another concern, noted by Arvidson et, al (2013), is that approaches that focus on Social Return on Investment do so at the expense of providing an understanding of process: ‘…SROIs can help with identifying models that give a high return on investment, but they do not support an understanding for how and why impacts occur…’ (p. 14). From the research team’s perspective, exploring and analysing the complexity behind economic data was central to the research.

The outcomes associated with youth work are arguably influenced by multiple factors, including family background, education, and community context (Duffy, 2017). Longitudinal studies are often necessary to demonstrate causality. The evidence base for youth work is growing, and there are recent studies including longitudinal studies that provide a strong evidence base for youth work.  The Department for Culture, Media and Sport (2024) commissioned three studies substantiating clear links between youth work and positive outcomes (Hoddinott & Davies, 2024), including a longitudinal study:  Youth provision and life outcomes, a study of longitudinal research: A Youth Evidence Base report for the Department for Culture, Media and Sport (2024). Such studies are clearly valuable in providing a strong rationale for youth work and provide clear evidence of its benefits and future research in Wales could usefully build on this approach. (Welton et al, 2023, Robbins et al. 2024) also see Robbins et al, (2026, in press). 
In relation to the evidence gaps discussed above, data on the maintained of the youth service in Wales has been gathered for decades and results are published annually relating to income, expenditure and reach (Welsh Government 2023). It has been suggested that, among other areas for development, existing annual data also does not provide sufficient depth in relation to the views and experiences of practitioners and key stakeholders from across the youth service in Wales (Robbins, et al 2024).  
Additionally, prior recommendations have called for the scope of this annual audit to be expanded, to include data collection from voluntary organisations with the aim of improving understanding of the diversity of youth work’s value among policymakers (Wavehill/Welsh Government, 2021).The process of engaging voluntary organisations is made more complex as there is no definitive list of voluntary organisations that deliver youth work in Wales. Some voluntary organisations operate nationally while others operate in individual localities; some are run entirely by volunteers while others employ many paid staff, and some deliver many services in their community alongside youth work. One study that has attempted to map voluntary organisations delivering youth work estimates that there are over 900 voluntary youth work organisations in Wales (Bacon 2023). However, the study points out that mapping these organisations illuminates issues with contested definitions of youth work in Wales and the research proposes a broad definition as inclusion criteria. As a result, the figure listed above includes a large number of recreational clubs for young people that include sports groups, theatre groups, choirs, arts, and music groups and it also includes over 200 national organisations. A narrower definition such as that in the Draft Statutory Guidance (Welsh Government 2024), would obviously lead to a smaller estimated size of the sector. A more restricted definition and thus a reduced number of organisations was used in the funding review and discussed in the methodology section. 
Irrespective of the size of the voluntary part of the youth work sector  in Wales, it encompasses a wide range of approaches, from open-access youth clubs to targeted intervention (CWVYS, 2022; Welsh Government, 2024). This diversity can make standardised evaluation frameworks and cross-program comparisons difficult (Baldridge, 2020). In Wales, the principle of universal entitlement remains central:
 ‘Youth work in Wales is based primarily on a voluntary relationship between young people and youth workers. The Youth Service is a universal entitlement, open to all young people within the specified age range 11-25’ (CWVYS, 2018 p. 3). 
A commitment to ‘…a distinct educational approach based on the voluntary engagement of young people as equal partners in their own development’ is reiterated in the Welsh Governments draft statutory guidance for youth work in Wales (2024). Children’s Rights are also a fundamental underpinning principle of youth work practice in Wales (Welsh Government, 2024). Arguably ‘youth work as a distinctive process-led, young person-centred educational practice has been on the wane for at least two decades (Davies, 2008; Jeffs and Smith, 2008; IDYW, 2009 cited in Davies, Taylor & Thompson, 2015); however its open-ended rights-based approach in Wales makes economic analysis more challenging to achieve. Indeed, an economic evaluation (cost benefit analysis) was a key intention for the funding review in Wales. However, due to insufficient existing data the relationship between youth work and economic outcomes could not be adequately modelled with sufficient confidence, it was argued by Welsh Government (Welton, et al. 2024), this approach is addressed and critiqued further in Robbins (et al, in press). 
Economic data alone, we thus argue, is not sufficient to explore the contextual and varied funding landscape within the Welsh context. There is a now a growing body of evidence for the need to invest in the youth service based on the positive impacts that young people gain from their engagement (Brady, Silke, and Shaw, 2022; Davidson, 2024; DCMS, 2024). Many studies adopt qualitative and context appropriate evaluation methods to illustrate its positive impacts with a focus ‘…on evidencing the outcomes of youth works process-based practice’ (Ord and Davies, 2022, p.111). For example, ‘…a three-year qualitative study in eight open youth work settings in England that investigated the perspectives of 143 young people, youth workers and policy makers on evaluation in youth work by de St Croix and Doherty (2024. p.486). This study,  highlighted how technocratic, outcome-driven evaluation frameworks often fail to capture the “magic” of open youth work, describing such approaches as “formal, intrusive, burdensome and reductive of the complexity of young people’s lives” and perceived as “unsuitable and unethical” by practitioners and young people (Ibid pp. 298, 497).  
Ord et al’s (2018 and 2021) larger study on the impact of youth work across Europe, again illustrated that the outcomes for young people can best be captured through their own stories. Williams (2021) paper is a further example of research that illustrates how better understanding of the lived experiences of young people can best highlight the long-term impact of Youth Work, in this case on their subjective wellbeing. 
These insights demonstrate the limitations of purely economic evaluations and the need to capture the relational, contextual, and process-driven nature of youth work.  This led to the inclusion of qualitative and close to practice methods alongside the economic data gathering in the Welsh funding review. The inclusion of these methods in the review was unique and does not feature in other reviews of this kind. It is therefore the specific contribution of these qualitative methods to the review that this paper will examine.  
[bookmark: _Toc419124388]
Methodology  
As discussed earlier in this paper the youth work funding review Wales, was commissioned by the Welsh Government in response to one of 14 of an  Interim Youth Work Board’s recommendation to assess the sufficiency, transparency, accountability, and effectiveness of funding and expenditure across both voluntary and the maintained parts of the youth work sector in Wales (Welsh Government 2021). In summary there were four objectives that therefore guided the phase 2 of the funding review which were to explore and understand: 
i. current funding levels,
ii. funding processes including the barriers to accessing funding 
iii. expenditure, 
iv. governance of organisations i.e. how decisions are made on funding and expenditure and how young people are involved in the decision making (Robbin’s, et al  2024).
As discussed, youth work in Wales is commissioned and delivered through a diverse range of organisations, creating a complex funding landscape. We have argued that quantitative data alone cannot capture this complexity and thus the review adopted a pragmatic mixed-methods approach (Creswell, 2018, 2023; Clarke & Visser, 2019). The research undertaken necessitated a focus on ‘…real-world practice that was both inclusive and problem focused…’ (Biesta and Burbules 2003; Cresswell 2014, cited in Clarke, & Visser, 2019, pp 461). In addition, as a research paradigm that holds value for social justice (Kaushik & Walsh, 2019) it sat more comfortably with the research team, who in the majority were youth work professionals all be it in an academic role.  Thus, the approach is particularly well suited to practically focused outcomes, enriched by stakeholder and contextual relevance.
Adopting a collaborative approach was an important principle for the research team. The research was undertaken by a team of researchers from three HEI’s in Wales: Cardiff Metropolitan, University of Wales Trinity St David and Wrexham; this was the result of a Welsh Government initiative of awarding collaborative research grants in Education to HEIs across Wales. This approach enabling expertise from across Wales to be involved in the funding review included an economist, youth work professionally qualified youth work lecturers (4), youth work professionally qualified research assistants (2), and a researcher. Youth work principles and values were therefore viewed as important to the research design as was an underpinning commitment to be as collaborative with the sector in Wales as possible. Effectively then, we were subscribing to a “principled pragmatism” approach (Wiley, 2013) as the commissioned research aim was to feed into national policy decisions, including funding decisions. 
The research team, with their backgrounds in youth work and its principles of participation, worked with civil servants to establish a steering group for the research. The steering group was made up of representatives from the field, and experts in youth work research. This steering group could be regarded as a ‘collaborative governance approach’ which brings together stakeholders to explore policy solutions together (Elias, Phillips and Wolowic, 2025, p.4).
In addition to the steering group, we needed to adopt methodologies to reach a range of voluntary youth work organisations from across Wales. We therefore adopted an approach which we called “roadshows”, these roadshows were essentially an opportunity for youth work organisations to participate in focus group discussions, and undertake interviews, they exemplified creative and inclusive strategies, demonstrating an understanding of youth work within its specific social, cultural, and organisational contexts. 
This commitment to principles of democracy and empowerment in the research helped shape the methodology, and its commitment to close to practice research, described as ‘robust use of research design, theory and methods’… ‘through an iterative process of research and application’ (BERA, 2018, np). Close to practice research is regarded as focusing on issues defined by practitioners as relevant to their practice and involves collaboration between people whose main expertise is research, practice, or both’ (BERA, 2018, np). Within this overall perspective, the close to practice approach ensured that participants were able to contribute to the research design, enhancing its validity, making the research methodology both robust and credible. 
This approach was central in helping to contextualise and expand upon the quantitative data collected and aligns with arguments for collaborative youth work policy in Wales, which emphasises strong voluntary sector engagement (Jenkins, 2016; Turner, 2024; Wavehill/Welsh Government, 2021). This innovative approach has been described as the Welsh way, a means of gathering data which takes into account the particular Welsh context, including the diversity of geography, of socio-economic diversity, of the diversity of young people in Wales and the way in which youth services have evolved on a national and local level throughout the period since devolution (Welton et al, 2023). 
Figure1 (Robbin’s et al, 2024), outlines the sample of participants from across both the voluntary and the maintained parts of the youth work sector that engaged in the qualitative research for phase two of the funding review. 


Figure 1: Roadshow focus group-Focus group/ Interview Participants (Reproduced from Robbins et al, 2024). 
	Organisation Type 
	Focus Groups 
	Interviews 
	Total Number of Participants 

	Voluntary youth work sector organisations (including national and local organisations)  
	23
	
	123 (Representing 92 VSYO)

	Local authority representatives (including Principal Youth officers and other senior managers and finance officers)
	4
	
	29 (21 PYO; 8 Senior LA staff)  

	Funding organisations 
	
	1
	



For the maintained sector, Principal Youth Officers (PYOs) and senior managers from all 22 local authorities were invited to participate in focus groups. For the voluntary sector, where no definitive organisational list exists, a mapping exercise was undertaken to create a working database. Organisations were identified through CWVYS membership lists, additional sector directories, and recommendations from PYOs. This process leveraged existing networks to maximise engagement. In total, 171 voluntary youth work sector organisations were identified:40 national and 131 local. These were invited to participate in roadshow focus groups held across Wales and online. Nineteen in-person events were delivered across county boroughs, supplemented by four virtual sessions. Invitations were promoted via direct email and sector networks, including CVCs, PYOs, and CWVYS.
Overall, 123 individuals representing 92 voluntary youth work sector organisations attended the roadshows (approximately 54% engagement). Four focus groups were held with local authority personnel, attended by 21 PYOs and eight senior managers, including one finance director. One interview was conducted with a funding organisation, (see Figure1), in addition a short questionnaire was circulated to PYOs, with three written responses received. 
Braun and Clarke (2022; 2006) six step thematic analysis was used to analyse the qualitative data. Due to the large amount of data collected NVivo software was utilised for coding and thematic analysis. Findings are presented under the four research objective areas: current funding levels, funding processes, expenditure, and governance and decision making.
The research adhered to BERA ethical guidelines (2018), ensuring informed consent, anonymity, and GDPR compliance. Full ethical approval was granted by the University of Wales Trinity Saint David and Wrexham University committees[footnoteRef:3]. Limitations included the inherent subjectivity of qualitative research and variable engagement levels across local authorities. Mitigation strategies involved multiple researchers for data collection and rigorous coding procedures. Despite these challenges, the study generated an unprecedented volume of data from diverse contexts, urban, rural, and former industrial areas from across Wales, providing a robust evidence base to inform policy and practice. While some of this evidence was captured in a report on the youth work funding review Wales[footnoteRef:4] (see Robbins, et al. 2024), the qualitative evidence was not presented as standalone as it is now being presented in this paper. [3:  Ethical approval number: EC1085 University of Wales Trinity Saint Davids.]  [4:  As part of the funding review the researchers engaged in a Privacy Agreement with Welsh Government which noted: 'The information collected during the project will be included in a report published on the Welsh Government website and possibly in other publications by the HEI’s and Welsh Government'. ] 


Key Findings 
These findings contribute to the contextual evidence, lived experiences and thus aid the interpretation of the economic picture of youth work in Wales. The key themes reflected the four objectives of the research; these are outlined below: 

Current Funding Levels

Economic data show a real terms reduction of around 7% for voluntary youth work organisations between 2020–21 and 2022–23, while maintained sector income has fallen by an estimated 26% since 2010–11 (Robbins et alin press). During focus groups the implications of this reduction were explored further. Funding arrangements were described as “complex, unstable and unequal,” with implications for service configuration and workforce sustainability. A Principal Youth Officer (PYO) questioned whether the Welsh Government “youth work funding streams are consolidated and sufficient in relation to youth population and a universal offer” and funding levels were often described as inadequate to meet the needs of young people. A national voluntary youth work organisation noted that even though they receive funding from various local authorities, “no local authority provides sufficient funding to employ a full member of staff, despite small additional grants.”

Funding Processes

Focus group data provided several key insights that would not have been available using quantitative, economic data alone. Participants highlighted structural short-termism and administrative burden of both applying for funding, and in meeting subsequent reporting requirements. One organisation reported that their annual income was made up of 75 different income streams each with a separate application and reporting process. One roadshow participant explained that each funder has its own priorities and agenda and that “organisations are led by funding towards project style delivery” and that “funding priorities and timescales push provision in particular directions.” . 
In addition, systemic barriers included limited access to unrestricted funding and disproportionate monitoring demands. Funding is mostly short-term and payments are not always on time; the resulting instability was described as a cycle of “cliff edges,” Youth workers were often working under threat of redundancy and services are regularly operating under threat of closure. Participants pointed out that this constant state of uncertainty makes strategic planning and effective collaboration with other organisations very difficult. This short-termism also hinders the ability of organisations to “capture the impact” of youth work in monitoring reports that often focus on six months or one year,


Expenditure

Expenditure analysis illustrated a high proportion of costs are for staffing. Focus group discussion revealed how rising wage costs and inflation have intensified spending constraints. PYOs described “disproportionate cuts over a long period of time” and expressed concerns about career viability, suggesting: “youth work is a job, it’s not a career… one would have to be ‘off your head’ to incur university debt for low paid youth work roles.”
The focus group discussion was also able to illuminate that in some cases these reductions in expenditure were seen to result in curtailed provision of  open access services; one area described had seen a reduction in youth clubs from 22 to 3.
Roadshow participants described how organisations were not always able to seek these higher costs from funders and staff do more in less time or sometimes work unpaid “The organisation absorbs costs and staff absorb hours”. This suggests that the reductions in expenditure shown by the quantitative analysis may not reveal the whole picture. 

Governance and Decision Making

The qualitative data was key to understanding the governance and decision-making processes across the sector in Wales. Governance structures and systems varied widely. PYOs characterised youth work as “financially a small fish but politically a big fish” within local government. Limited influence over core budgets was reported, with allocations often confirmed late in the financial planning cycle. Local Authority decisions about youth work funding were described as sometime ad-hoc, responsive or politically motivated rather than strategic or long term.
Voluntary youth work organisations described governance as resource intensive, with organisations accountable to their trustees, the charity commission, multiple funders, local communities and the young people they work with, some organisations described diversifying into broader community services to sustain their  youth work offer. It was noted that collaboration and support from partnerships and CVCs can support good governance but that this was difficult with limited staff capacity and continuous uncertainty. 
Another issue raised during focus groups was the variable relationships between voluntary organisations and local authority youth services; some voluntary organisations felt that they were routinely not part of strategic planning and decision making and were more often “an afterthought”
Concerns were also raised about opaque decision making and missed opportunities for young people’s meaningful involvement. While positive examples of youth councils, advisory groups and inclusive funding application processes were noted, most influence occurred at project level rather than strategic forums, starkly contrasting with national policy aspirations and youth work principles. 

Discussion
Findings from the qualitative data of the funding review in Wales suggested systemic funding instability and governance challenges across both the voluntary and the maintained parts of the youth work sector. Participants described how these issues were impacting upon and shaping youth work practice in Wales. 
Funding arrangements were consistently described as “complex, unstable and unequal,” creating cycles of short-termism and administrative burden that shape service configuration and workforce sustainability. Participants reported reductions in open youth work suggesting that funding issues are indeed impacting on the type of provision being delivered. These conditions undermine relationships with young people and partners (Lowry 2026) and move youth work away from the aspirations of the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) towards more acute service provision that risks exhausted budgets and poorer outcomes (Auditor General for Wales, 2025).    Evidence from the focus groups suggests that rising wage pressures, instability in funding and the practice of youth workers making up short fall in funding by working additional hours unpaid, are all impacting recruitment and retention, with some questioning the viability of youth work as a career. 
Governance structures varied widely. Principal Youth Officers characterised youth work as “financially a small fish but politically a big fish,” with late budget confirmations and limited influence over allocations of what was described as core funding. Voluntary youth work organisations described governance as resource-intensive, driving diversification into broader community services to sustain youth work. The short-term nature of funding increases the administrative burden, with organisations spending significant time reporting on the impact of 6- and 12-month projects, rather than the long term and holistic impact of youth work in Wales. The evidence base for youth work in Wales could be strengthened with further participatory, close to practice research and co-ordination of data gathering.
Youth voice was often confined to project-level forums rather than strategic decision-making, despite policy expectations within a Welsh context, which is underpinned by a rights-based approach in Wales’s legislation (National Assembly for Wales, 2011). These findings, present the issues, mechanisms, and barriers faced by the youth work sector in Wales behind the headline figures that the economic data presented, (see Robbins et al in press, for economic data, Robbins, et al, 2024). The combined evidence suggests that structural short-termism and administrative burden channel organisations toward project-style delivery, often misaligned with local needs and relational practice. Over time, these conditions risk hollowing out universal, open-access provision, undermining workforce stability and potentially narrowing opportunities for sustained youth voice and meaningful influence in strategic decision making processes.. The evidence presented here also demonstrates that any analysis that focuses on funding levels alone is incomplete; more stable and longer-term funding could likely have a significant impact on sustainability, the nature of provision, and the future of the workforce.
The need for voluntary sector organisations to be a central part of collaborative strategic planning was seen as critically important.  Echoing arguments for the robust engagement of the voluntary and maintained sector (Wave hill/Welsh Government 2021). Thus developing further a distinct Welsh youth work sector approach to governance and subsequent delivery of the youth service in Wales. 
Capturing the experiences of key stakeholders and practitioners we argued is essential to developing as full a picture as possible of the funding landscape within Wales; all the insights gained above were not available from the quantitative data alone. The high levels of participation in the focus groups demonstrates a commitment and determination within the sector to improve this picture. This approach goes some way to begin to address critiques of technocratic, outcome-driven approaches to youth work evaluation, which often fail to capture the relational and contextual nature of practice (Doherty & de St Croix, 2019; Ord & Davies, 2022). However, it is recognised that this commissioned research is a product of a technocentric paradigm. In addition, in Wales, where a rights-based, universal entitlement underpins youth work (CWVYS 2022, Welsh Government 2025), standardised frameworks and cross-program comparisons also remain challenging, reinforcing the need for mixed-methods approaches that integrate sector perspectives. 
The review’s pragmatic mixed-methods, close to practice design, which combined economic analysis with extensive engagement with practitioners and senior leaders (see Table 1) through focus groups, interviews, and 23 roadshows, ensured that insights into lived experiences complemented the economic data (Creswell, 2018; 2023 , Clarke & Visser, 2019). This approach, we suggest provided depth and authenticity to the evidence base, it thus enabled recommendations to be made to Welsh Government that reflected both structural realities and all-important practitioner perspectives. 
Since the funding review was carried out, Welsh Government activity has included a focus on strengthening the legislative basis for youth work and establishing a national body. A draft statutory framework, including Directions and Guidance, was consulted on in late 2024, (Welsh Government, 2024) with a summary of responses published in April 2025. In June 2025, the Cabinet Secretary announced progression towards a national body for youth work (Welsh Government 2025a), followed by a December 2025 (Welsh Government 2025b) statement confirming the creation of a delivery board and the intention to bring the statutory framework into force by April 2026.
The qualitative findings presented as part of the funding review here and the economic evaluation as outlined in Robbins et al (in press), documenting unstable funding processes governance variability, and limited application of youth voice, offer some areas where statutory guidance and national and local coordination could make the most difference: 
· Consolidating and stabilising funding streams
· Publishing earlier budget confirmations
· Rationalising monitoring requirements
· Embedding youth participation further in strategic governance
· Further and continual collaboration across the maintained and voluntary youth work sector
While policy causality is complex, the mixed-methods evidence base generated by the funding review in Wales (Robbins, et al, 2024) has provided government and sector bodies with process-sensitive intelligence to inform and help shape statutory architecture and the remit of a national body. 
The integration of qualitative and quantitative methods provided depth, nuance and authenticity, capturing the context and lived experiences of the key stakeholders across the youth work sector in Wales. This complementarity reflects the pragmatic mixed-methods approach advocated by Creswell and Creswell (2018, 2023) and one that was highlighted in the Wavehill report (Wavehill/ Welsh Government, 2021). Despite extensive engagement with the voluntary youth work sector, this is a large and varied sector and further engagement could strengthen their voice. The lack of young people’s involvement was also a limitation of phase two of the review, however young people were extensively involved in the third phase which details compelling testimony of how youth work impacts the lives of young people across Wales (see Welton, et al, 2024). Gaps in economic data which constrained the ability to robustly model cost-benefit relationships are discussed in Robbins et al, (in press) but this is a challenge which echoes findings from previous studies across the UK and Ireland (National Youth Council of Ireland, 2012; Frontier Economics & UK Youth, 2022). 
Conclusion
The maintained and voluntary youth work sector in Wales share a valiant commitment to supporting young people’s holistic development. The funding review in Wales carried out on behalf of the Welsh Government  evidences a sector striving to deliver in the face of funding instability and administrative burdens. Arguably then, the current funding model is unsustainable and is detrimentally impacting practice, hollowing out universal open provision and impacting workforce retention and recruitment. 
There are pivotal gaps in the evidence base for youth work including a need for more long-term data in Wales and more regular review of funding for youth work across both maintained and voluntary parts of the sector.  By integrating qualitative approaches, such as focus groups, interviews, and sector-wide roadshows, with quantitative analysis, the study sought to provide a more holistic understanding of funding mechanisms and their impact. This mixed methods and close to practice approach ensured that the voices of practitioners and stakeholders complemented economic data, offering depth and authenticity to the evidence base and enabling recommendations that reflect both structural realities and lived experiences.  The importance of such a research approach at the current time in Wales is key to effective policy development, particularly to strengthening the legislative and governance architecture, workforce stability and development to enhance and strengthen a universal and equitable youth work offer across Wales.
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