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Abstract
This study looked at the relationship between food and wellbeing in a youth work setting. The aim was to ‘investigate how food affects young people’s wellbeing and whether youth work can support young people to improve their wellbeing through food’.
The participants for this study were four young people who attended a youth club in South West Wales and a staff member at the same youth club. The young people participated in a focus group and interviews, both facilitated by the researcher, they also completed a food diary. The staff member only completed an interview.
Two themes became apparent, those of independence and money. The young people were able to cook for themselves on a regular basis, but there were financial strains on families which prevented them purchasing food which instead led to a regular reliance on foodbanks. 
Further conclusions found that youth work can support young people and that they are very willing to learn about food and cooking, however, youth clubs are struggling to get the funding to educate young people. There needs to be more support for families around budgeting and cooking and where to get help if they are struggling with food.
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Introduction 
For this research project I have chosen to investigate ‘An investigation into how food affects young people’s wellbeing and whether youth work can support young people to improve their wellbeing through food’. This question has come about after I noticed there was an increase in the young people expressing negative behaviour when they had not eaten during the day, but then displayed positive behaviour after eating or if they had eaten during the day. Due to this I wish to investigate whether food has a positive or neglect effect on the wellbeing of young people and if so how youth work can use this knowledge to improve the wellbeing of young people. I feel that I need to investigate into this issue as I feel with more research it can raise awareness for young people on this issue. I also hope that this can support any wellbeing services currently available for young people as well as generally improving the wellbeing services for young people with youth work settings such as youth clubs. From this I then aim to research into how this knowledge can be used within youth work settings to improve the wellbeing of young people.
The young people and different youth work services would benefit from this research as it would provide greater knowledge and awareness of how food affects young people and how it could be used to provide a positive wellbeing. It could also provide the opportunity for better funding for youth work settings that could also raise awareness for young people around the topic. 
This research project will be able to add to previous research projects and support different pieces of legislation such as the Future Generations Act (Wales) 2015. It would also be able to provide a different outlook on wellbeing as I aim to focus on how food affects wellbeing and within that I aim to investigate how it affects young people specifically. 
Through researching the topic with young people and as well as investigating current pieces of literature surrounding the topic and raising awareness within youth work settings I feel that I will be able to improve the awareness and be able to assist with solving the issue. In order to complete this research project, I aim to use focus groups, observations and interviews for the methodology of this research project. There will be some limitations for this research project including time, resources and the number of young people willing to participate in the research project. 



Literature Review
This literature review will consider and analyse literature which focuses on the themes of my research, the title of which is ‘An investigation into how food affects young people’s wellbeing and whether youth work can use food to improve the wellbeing of young people’.  Undertaking a literature review will enable the writer to explore different themes and to critically analyse different pieces of legislation. 
Defining wellbeing is important, as part of the research question explores how food affects wellbeing.  As noted by Marmot and Wilkinson (2006, cited in Wright and McLeod, 2015, p. 57), “Wellbeing is underpinned by conditions such as economic security, safety, connection to others, having positive personal relationships”.  Through defining wellbeing, it is possible to further investigate how food could affect it. 
The charity Mind which focuses on mental health has noted some of the reasons why food and mood go hand in hand, for example “fluctuations in blood sugar levels are associated with changes in mood and energy, and are affected by what we eat” (Mind, 2010, p.idx). 
The Eatwell Guide (NHS, 2016) provides a guide to different areas of food and the types and amounts that young people and adults should consume every day. This guide is effective in providing an idealistic overview of what and how much we should be eating of items such as fruit and veg, carbohydrates, dairy, meat and fish as well as pulses and beans. 
[bookmark: _Hlk503296333]Although the guide is very helpful and useful it is also very idealistic. For many youth settings, and for many young people and parents, sourcing a good variety of items that cover all the different aspects of the guide can be too expensive or it takes too long to prepare something that the young people will eat. This can be seen in a report by the Health Inequalities Impact Assessment (HIA) (Marsh, 2006, p.idx). Within this report it notes a survey completed by NCH (The National Children’s Home, now known as Action for Children) (2004) which found that “Over a third of parents (36%) had gone without food in the last month” (NCH, 2004, cited in HIA, 2006, p.4). Furthermore, the survey found that one in five (20%) of families often did not have enough money for food (NCH, 2004, cited in HIA, 2006, p.4). 
Contradicting the unlikeness and unfeasibly idealistic element of providing healthier choices for young people in a youth work setting, is the Change 4 Life and NHS Wales Guidance on Healthier Food and Drink in Youth Work Settings document (Marsh, 2006, p.idx). As well as setting out guidance of key elements of many youth work settings such as healthier snacks, it also highlights why it is important for youth workers to encourage young people to make healthier choices.  The document notes how
Eating and drinking, learning about food and nutrition, and developing cooking skills, play an important part of youth work. Youth workers are ideally placed to guide food choices and promote consistent messages across schools, leisure and youth services (Health Improvement Division, 2012, p.4)

The guidance is a relatively new piece of literature that investigates how youth work can, and should, support young people in youth work settings. However, although it notes that it works in recognition with the Welsh Government for example, it does not note how youth settings are supposed to fund healthy eating in different settings and how to make it more feasible. Consequently, it also does not mention where youth workers can gain extra budgets to promote skills such as cooking. It also has not mentioned issues such as health and safety and food hygiene qualifications that might be necessary for food preparation.
Linking back to the HIA (Marsh, 2006, p.idx), further statistics from an article (Smith, 2015, p.idx) about a food bank in Liverpool further the understanding that there is a real issue with lack of food for young people currently. The article discusses how there is a food bank in Liverpool that has been set up specifically for young people aged 16-25 who have been hit by benefit sanctions (Smith, 2015, p.idx). Furthermore, YMCA England commented that they have seen an increase in the number of referrals they have received, with four-fifths citing benefit sanctions or delays as the cause of the referral (Smith, 2015, p.idx). 
[bookmark: _Hlk503297003]Nearly one in five UK children under the age of 15 suffers from food insecurity – meaning their family lacks secure access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food – putting it above the rich country average of 13%. (Butler, 2017, p.idx) 

This quote continues to highlight the issue around lack of food and young people. One in Five young people are facing food insecurity under the age of 15 (Butler, 2017, p.idx), an insecurity which then continues after leaving home, through attending food banks and asking for food from friends, just to survive (Smith, 2015, p.idx).
The Welsh Government brought out new legislation, The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015, p.1) that stated 6 new points that are required to make the people of Wales as strong and healthy as possible. One of the key points is a ‘Healthier Wales’ with the aim being: “A society in which people’s physical and mental well-being is maximised and in which choices and behaviours that benefit future health are understood” (Welsh Government, 2015, p.6).  This piece of legislation highlights how the Welsh Government has acknowledged that there is an issue with the health and wellbeing of the future generations of Wales and that something needs to be done about it. However, a previous quote from Butler (Butler, 2017, p. idx) notes that “Nearly one in five UK children under the age of 15 suffers from food insecurity” . This highlights how, although this legislation has been released, two years later there is still a major issue with young people not eating, which is directly affecting their wellbeing” (Butler, 2017, p. idx).  
This literature review began by investigating the definitions of wellbeing, followed by discussing the Eatwell Guide (NHS, 2016). This guide was then criticised by NCH, which found that healthy eating, as outlined by the Eatwell Guide was not always possible due to extenuating circumstances. This review further evaluated literature such as the Change 4 Life and NHS Wales Healthy eating in Youth Work settings document which found that provision for healthy eating in youth work settings is feasible and the guide highlights different approaches and methods. The review then continued to investigate an article discussing a food bank designed specifically for young people aged 16-25 in Liverpool, which discussed the number of young people living without being able to pay to afford to buy food as well as pay rent due to benefit sanctions. 
Having explored the context for the research project, this research will continue by exploring the methodology that will be used to gather data in order to answer the research question ‘An investigation into how food affects young people’s wellbeing and whether youth work can use food to improve the wellbeing of young people’.




Methodology Chapter
The methodology chapter aims to answer the research question ‘An investigation into how food affects young people’s wellbeing and whether youth work can use food to improve the wellbeing of young people’ through examining the various research methods and highlighting the use of a mixed methods approach. It will then explore the three methods chosen for data collection, which are focus groups, food diaries followed by interviews. It will then conclude, examining the strengths and limitations of the data collection. 
A mixed methods approach has been selected to collect data for this research project. Through three different methods, which are interviews with young people and a staff member, focus groups with young people as well as the young people having a food diary to take home. The researcher has chosen to use these methods instead of more traditional methods such as questionnaires as they feel they would be able to condense the research through running small activities. It will also enable the young people to have more of a voice around their views and opinions and what they feel around the topic.  
Focus Groups
The researcher has chosen to use a qualitative approach defined as “Qualitative research is empirical research where the data are not in the form of numbers” (Punch, 2005, cited in Blaxter, Hughes and Tight, 2011, p.65) within this activity as they feel it would be more interested in what the young people say rather than how many of them say the same thing. Through this informal activity the researcher aims to create a safe environment in which the young people can feel safe and secure.  This will encourage them to openly discuss their views and opinions around the topic.
The researcher has chosen to create question prompts to help steer the conversation if there are any diversions during the focus group. The researcher also intends on making notes during the focus group session as this will allow the researcher to create confidential, anonymous notes that link to the ethical consent form as well as the guidelines set out by the British Ethical Regulations Association (BERA) (BERA, 2011).
The researcher aims to have between 5-10 participants for the focus group. They have chosen this number as they feel this will enable the research to have a manageable number of participants to ensure that everyone has a chance to share their views and opinions in a safe environment. This will ensure that the conversation does not steer too much off the topic of food that links to my research question ‘An investigation into how food affects young people’s wellbeing and whether youth work can work to support young people to improve their wellbeing through food’.  The use of cards with a question and different choices, some healthy and some unhealthy, will act as prompts to help keep the research on task. The questions and choices the researcher has chosen for this data collection activity are:
1. Which makes you happier?
· Home cooked meals
· Ready meals
· Takeaway
· Restaurant 

2. What makes you happier? 
· Sweets
· Chocolate
· Fruit
· Ice cream

3. What makes you feel the most sad?
· Not eating for over 30 minutes
· Homework
· No sweets/chocolate all day
· No music for an hour
The researcher has chosen to include this in the focus group to provide an easy format to bring the conversation back onto the topic of food. This will also encourage the young people to gain skills and knowledge from the activity which links directly to the researcher’s session plan. 
This approach of data collection has been formatted to link in with the research question, but also has been influenced by Tuckman’s (1965) theory of group dynamics. 
Food 	Diaries
The researcher has chosen to use food diaries as a way of data collecting to allow the participants the opportunity to comment on what they eat and how it makes them feel outside the group setting. This caters for different abilities and ensures that those who suffer from anxiety or struggle with communication in group settings can voice their opinions in their own time without any pressure from group settings. 
This method of data collection will be quantitative. “Quantitative research is empirical research where the data are in the form of number” (Punch, 2005, cited in Blaxter, Hughes and Tight, 2011, p.65) A food diary will be provided to the individuals on one evening in Youth Club A for them to complete the following day and then bring them back in the evening in Youth Club A. 5-10 participants would be ideal for this activity as it would enable a wider scope for research and would enable a good source of data. The questions will be split into three separate pages focusing on three separate topics, Breakfast, lunch and tea/dinner. Within each page topic will be three questions, ‘how they felt before (breakfast, lunch or tea/dinner), what they had to eat and how they felt 20 minutes after eating’. To ensure this method was quantitative, the researcher asked each participant to circle which of the five listed feelings they felt underneath the ‘how they felt’ questions. The five feelings the participants could choose from were ‘happy, good, okay, hungry or angry’. 
Interviews 
For the interviews the researcher has chosen to use two different types of interviews, one with the young people of Youth Club A and one with a staff member within Youth Club A. By choosing two different types of participants there is the opportunity to gain different opinions and see if the opinions of the young people and the staff member are different or the same. 
For the staff member, the questions were slightly different to that of the young people. This is because as the researcher opted for a quantitative method of data collection and to answer the research question, and the questions were adapted to note the staff member’s experiences and their views on how youth work can work with food to improve the wellbeing of young people. 
For the young people, the questions investigated their views on food and if they knew how youth work could incorporate food into youth work settings such as the youth club to improve their wellbeing. 
Conclusion
The methods used were effective although at times challenging, especially when recording what participants were commenting during the focus group session. An improvement to this would have been recording the session and listening back, however due to the time restrains this was not possible. Time was a significant restraint on this research project as there was only one evening to run the focus group, followed by one evening to hold the interviews which meant that any young people who had not attended one night or did not feel like participating on that evening were unable to participate at all. This meant that there was a very small number of participants and a small amount of data. However, some young people did engage in the research, and therefore some data had been collected, which can be viewed as a strength. Another strength would be that the participants that got involved in the research project were very engaging, and were happy to provide a lot of information.



Presentation of results 
Within this chapter the raw data will be presented that has been collected in Youth Club A. This data was collected to support the research question “An investigation into how food affects young people’s wellbeing and whether youth work can support young people to improve their wellbeing through food”. The findings can be categorized into two themes, Independence and Money. 
Focus Group Demographics







Within the activity the group was shown three questions, each with four options. The first and second asked “Which makes you happier” with four different choices for each question. The third asked “what makes you feel the saddest”. 

 

Food Diary
Three food diaries were returned to the researcher during the data collection. Within the food diary the questions consisted of three sections, breakfast, lunch and dinner with the same three questions for each “How did you feel before ...” “What did you have for ...” and “How did you feel 20 minutes after eating”.











Independence 
The theme of independence was noted regularly both within the focus group and within the interviews with a staff member and with the young people. When asked ‘what makes you happier?’ during the focus group the young people expressed independence through commented “know how much proportion at home I can cook”. 
Furthermore, independence was highlighted within the interviews with the staff member when they were asked ‘do you think that youth work can work alongside young people to improve their wellbeing through food?’ she commented “yes, by making sure they gain knowledge around food and an understanding” she also commented “skills sustained for life” to the same question. 
The young people also displayed independence during the interviews when asked ‘How do you feel food makes you feel?’ as they commented “I like cooking as it helps with my anxiety”. They also commented “cooking and food is a positive”. When asked ‘would you like to see more focus on food in the youth club?’ the young people commented “yes, to gain different skills and independence” and another commented “yes, to learn about different food and cooking classes” both of which link to the theme of independence. The final question asked the young people ‘do you think that clubs for young people like the youth club could improve your wellbeing through workshops around food?’. They highlighted the theme of independence through commenting “depends, some would work but some would not” “cooking makes me anxious in large groups, small groups or 1:1 sessions would be better” “yes, food tasters is good for variety and skills” and “experimentation is good with food”. 
Money
The theme of money was regularly highlighted by the young people within the focus groups and interviews and by the staff member during the interviews. Within the focus groups money was noted firstly when the young people were asked ‘what made them happier?’ they commented “McDonald’s is lush” “Full bowl of pasta” and “fussy eater”. Furthermore, they commented “protein milkshakes” “financial strains on family which prevents eating” “living off cereal” “buying food for others” which all link to the theme of money. During the interview with the staff member she commented “fruit is challenging to buy in winter but frozen fruit is good in the summer” when asked ‘would you like to see more focus on food in the youth club?’.
 


Discussion and Critical Analysis
[bookmark: _Hlk503295932]Upon completion of the presentation of results chapter, it is then possible to move on to the discussion and critical analysis chapter, which completes part of my research to answer my research question ‘An investigation into how food affects young people’s wellbeing and whether youth work can support young people to improve their wellbeing through food’.
During the completion of the presentation of results, it became clear that there are two distinct themes that have developed from the results which are, Independence and Money. 
Independence
During the collection of data through the focus group and staff and young people interviews, the theme of independence became apparent on a regular basis, as the young people regularly commented that cooking has helped them improve their confidence, with two of the three girls in the focus group commenting that they regularly participate in cooking for themselves. 
Both the staff member and the young people commented that through learning about food in the youth club they have been able to learn new skills and gain new experiences. This links to one of the Five Pillars of Youth Work in Wales which is educative. The educative pillar is noted as 
Enabling young people to gain the skills, knowledge, understanding, attitudes and values needed for their own personal development and fulfilment and as a means of contributing to society as members of groups and communities, locally, regionally, nationally, and internationally.     (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2013, p.8)

As noted by the Youth Work in Wales Review Group as well as the young people and staff, educating young people in youth work settings is important and can lead to many benefits for the young person including new experiences and new skills. This directly links to the findings from the data collection. 
The staff member also noted how learning that food and wellbeing can provide skills that can be sustained throughout their life. This links to the Principles and Purposes of Youth Work in Wales document (Youth work in Review Group, 2013, p.8) “Encouraging and supporting young people to become partners in, and share responsibility for, the opportunities, learning processes and decision-making structures which affect their own and other people's lives and environments” (Youth work in Review Group, 2013, p.8). This quote is an extension of the Participative Pillar from the Youth Work in Wales Principles and Purposes of Youth Work in Wales. This highlights how through encouraging young people to learn about their own and others’ lives and environments through food, it is possible to encourage independence, as the collected data suggests. 
Money
During the data collection, the theme of money was mentioned occasionally. One prominent moment was during the focus group when one of the young people disclosed that she couldn’t afford to get lunch and that her family were financially struggling to buy food. This links in with comments made earlier in the focus group where the girls commented that they enjoy fast food such as McDonalds. This, along with comments such as “living off cereals” and only eating bowls of pasta indicates a lack of variety in food and the lack of nutrition. Due to such issues this research project, which links to the research question ‘An investigation into how food affects young people’s wellbeing and whether youth work can support young people to improve their wellbeing through food’. 
Critical Analysis
Whilst examining this data collection it is important to note that through examining the raw data, the two themes became apparent, which is money and independence. This can now be compared to other pieces of literature such as Food in Schools: The Impact on the Health of Children and Young People in Swansea document highlights the key issues that families face in Swansea such as little finances for food, lack of interest in fruit and veg (NCH, 2004, cited in Health Inequalities Impact Assessment (HIA), 2006, p.4). Upon examining the findings from the assessment document as well as the researchers’ findings from this research project, it is possible to conclude that the issues noted in this document in 2004 are still common now in 2017.
Furthermore, noting from statistics from authors such as Butler who noted 
Nearly one in five UK children under the age of 15 suffers from food insecurity – meaning their family lacks secure access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food – putting it above the rich country average of 13%. (Butler, 2017, p.idx) 

Butler’s findings also link to the findings of this research project as within the focus group one individual noted how they struggle financially to eat and is a very fussy eater. 
Conclusion
Upon examining the research gathered and the themes that have occurred I can conclude through noting the strengths and weaknesses of the data collection and how it compares to other data collection documents. Some strengths of the project include the informal approach that has been used involving a mixed methods approach which has enabled the researcher to gain data through both quantitative and qualitative methods. A weakness of the project would be the small number of participants engaged in the project. This can be seen as there were only three constant members, with one inconsistent and one staff member. Contradicting this however is the dedication and openness the participants gave the research project, as they were willing to answer all the questions and gave sentences rather than just one worded responses which would not have enabled the researcher to collect as much data as they have been able to. Another weakness would be the time restraints that have controlled the whole research project. Due to these restraints the data collection could only take place for two days, this limiting the number of individuals who could take part due to lack of attendance in the youth club. 
Upon concluding this chapter, the next and final chapter is the recommendations for practice which will note the researchers’ recommendations which link to the research question. 



Recommendation for Practice

Following on from the Discussion, Critical Analysis and Conclusion chapter, the final chapter in this research project is the Recommendation for Practice chapter which aims to discuss the findings of the research project using a series of statements, followed by the researcher’s recommendations. 
‘Young people are living in families that are struggling to afford to provide food’. The researcher has created this statement through both literature research as well as the data collected during this research project. The quote form Butler highlights the percentages of families who are currently struggling to afford food to eat. 
Nearly one in five UK children under the age of 15 suffers from food insecurity – meaning their family lacks secure access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food. (Butler, 2017, p.idx) 
Furthermore, comments noted within the focus group highlight the issue with one individual commenting that their parents would have to go shopping on a very small budget and often would not have money for food. During the focus group the young people regularly disclosed that they were ‘fussy eaters’ and would often cook for themselves at home. They also commented during the focus group that they enjoy learning about food as well as cooking. 
During the interviews and the focus group the young people noted that they found food and cooking helped with their anxiety and stress. This links to the quote from the mental health charity Mind “fluctuations in blood sugar levels are associated with changes in mood and energy, and are affected by what we eat” (Mind, 2010, p.idx). This quote highlights the links between mood and what we eat, which therefore explains why the young people could feel less stressed and anxious whilst cooking. 
The final statement from the findings of this research project is that although there is support for young people around food, there are still young people suffering due to a lack of funding and a lack of support and guidance available. This can be seen through the data collected from young people and from a staff member through comments such as financial, the comment from the staff member that it is possible for youth work to work alongside young people to improve their wellbeing through food, however they also commented that it is achievable through “making sure they gain knowledge around food and understanding” as well as providing skills sustainable for life. 
The researcher’s recommendations are:
· Raising awareness of healthy living within youth work settings
· Supporting youth work settings to educate and inform young people about healthy eating
· Educating young people and families about support available and how to ‘budget shop’ effectively. 
· More open access food banks such as the food bank in Liverpool which supports young people who cannot afford to buy food (Smith, 2015)
· Cooking classes were also mentioned during both the interviews and the focus group by the young people. 
Upon completing this research project and examining the research question ‘An investigation into how food affects young people’s wellbeing and whether youth work can support young people to improve their wellbeing through food’ I can conclude that although youth work can support young people to improve their wellbeing through food, there is little support available for both young people and youth workers to aid this. Also there is a lack of support for families and young people to ensure they can afford food each day, which could be supported through youth work organisations by educating families on food budgeting and cooking to promote healthy lifestyles. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]
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Ages

Number	14 years old	15 years old	16 years old	2	1	1	Female	14 years old	15 years old	16 years old	2	1	0	Male	14 years old	15 years old	16 years old	0	0	1	




Gender	
Female	Male	3	1	

Which makes you Saddest?

Which makes you sadest?	



Not eating for over 30 minutes	Homework	No sweets or chocolate all day	No music for an hour	2	1	0	2	

which makes you happier?	
Home Cooked Meals	Ready Meals	Takeaway	Restaurant 	1	0	1	1	


What makes you happier?	
Sweets	Chocolate	Fruit	Ice cream	0	1	1	1	

'How did you feel before breakfast?'

how did you feel before breakfast	Happy	Good	Okay	Hungry	Angry	0	1	2	0	



'How did you feel 20 minutes after breakfast?'

Number	
Happy	Good	okay	Hungry	Angry	1	1	1	0	0	




What did you have for breakfast?'	
Toast	Cereal 	2	1	


'How did you feel before lunch?'

How did you feel before lunch?'	
Happy	Good	Okay	Hungry	Angry	0	0	1	2	0	


what did you have for lunch?'	

Wraps	Nothing	2	1	
'How did you feel 20 minutes after eating?'

How did you feel 20 minutes after eating?'	




Happy	Good	Okay	Hungry	Angry	0	1	1	0	1	

What did you have for Dinner?'	Nothing	Spagetti Carbonara	Toast	1	1	1	




How did you feel before Dinner?'	Good	Happy	Okay	Hungry	Angry	1	1	1	0	0	




How did you feel 20 minutes after dinner?'	




Good	Happy	Okay	Hungry	Angry	1	0	0	1	0	
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