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[bookmark: _GoBack]This paper will highlight what youth workers do within their profession, explain what boundaries are and express an understanding of managing boundaries and approaches that youth workers use in order to remain professional when working with young people. In addition, the latter stages of the paper will include how youth workers work with both young people and other professionals in order to promote all elements of safeguarding.

Young (1999) highlights that “What youth workers do is make ‘relationships’ with young people which accept and value young people; and demonstrate honesty, trust, respect and reciprocity” (Young, 1999, p.120). In order to educate young people, they must respect the values and understanding of a professional engaging with them. Jeffs and Smith (2010) suggest the heart of youth work practice is being on building and sustaining valuable, appropriate relationships that are effective. In light of the relationships developed with young people, it is of high importance that boundaries are established at the earliest convenience in order for the effectiveness of the relationship and the impact of work carried out to be of its most valuable.

In order to maximise the impact of effectiveness when working with young people, youth workers need to be clear about their role and responsibilities as well as maintaining appropriate professional boundaries throughout the intervention. The National Youth Agency (2004) suggest the importance of “recognising the boundaries between personal and professional life and be aware of the need to balance a caring and supportive relationship with young people with appropriate professional distance” (National Youth Agency, 2004, p.6). In support, Jeffs and Smith (2010) put emphasis on understanding and practicing ideas and principles that are fundamental to youth work “we must pay attention to maintaining appropriate boundaries” (Jeffs & Smith, 2010, p.19).


As a trainee youth worker, understanding boundaries and following a code of conduct is of high importance in order for both the worker and young person to understand what they can and cannot do. Sapin (2013) suggests that in allowance for youth workers to be trusted to carry out work that will benefit young people, professional boundaries must be present to benefit the young people and support them through their lives from dependence to independence. 

A core aim in youth work is supporting an individual’s needs in order to help them progress as a person, if they are unaware of the boundaries, there could be an element of hindrance for them to progress in their day to day lives as well as further afield. Sapin (2013) elaborates by suggesting in order to maintain professional boundaries,  youth workers must remain aware of what their roles and responsibilities are, knowing what they can and cannot do, refrain from becoming a ‘player’ in the young person’s life (Sapin 2013). Reflection of practice plays a vital role when maintaining professional boundaries and ensuring that supervision takes place with a manager or a senior with experience in the field.

Jeffs and Smith (2010) explain “it is important to explore our own individual values in relation to the ideas and values of others with regard to what we should and should not allow within relationships” (Jeffs and Smith 2010, p.19). They follow by highlighting that some people differ in their method of working despite a code of conduct, there are ways in which practice alters depending on the youth workers’ own values and understanding. Some may give out their personal phone numbers and take calls after their work duties and others may not, depending on how comfortable they feel doing so.


While carrying out work with young people, youth workers maintain professional boundaries by outlining their responsibilities to the young person so they can transfer that information on to any other professionals they may be engaging with such as housing support, emotional and well-being support, health agencies and any other professional involved in their lives to assist in their development. By doing this, it creates an environment that is safe and one that has a good atmosphere. 

Spending time with a range of young people as opposed to one or two for a vast majority of a trainee youth worker’s working hours is critical in their development and allows young people to develop a sense of trust between them and a youth worker. In practice as a senior youth worker on a targeted project, it is suggested that the key youth worker aims to see the young person once per week in order to achieve the outcome that they will have set in an action plan, fot example, enter in to education, training or employment. Not only does this highlight the importance of the young person engaging with other professionals, it also allows for the young person not to get too attached and ultimately fully dependant on a youth worker. 

South Gloustershire and Stroud College (2016) explain that using social media with caution is key to maintaining professional boundaries. For example, settings on social media sites such as Twitter, Facebook and Instagram should have secure privacy settings and the youth worker should be conscious of what they post, as their professionalism may be questioned if a young person were to somehow access their accounts. In addition, accepting requests from young people would be a breach of the code of conduct that youth workers should follow. Displaying preferential of treatment to young people is an example of how professional boundaries can be crossed and caused to be problematic for youth work to be effective, young people in towns and villages have access to communication via social media and the likelihood of them finding out information such as how much time a youth worker is spending with one person or providing more or better opportunities for one over the other is high.

In order to create a professional relationship, it is important that the young person knows that information that they share with you can not remain a ‘secret’ and that any information that they share with a youth worker will be shared with other professionals should it be required. For example, if there is a safeguarding or child protection concern, it is of high importance that the youth worker share the information with the relevant professionals and support services in order for them to deal with the concern.

In relation to children and young people, Ofsted (2015) explain safeguarding and promoting children and young people’s welfare as “protecting children from maltreatment, preventing impairment of children’s health or development, ensuring that children are growing up in circumstances consistent with the provision of safe and effective care, and taking action to enable all children to have the best outcomes” (Ofsted, 2015, p.5). Ensuring that young people are safeguarded, it is essential that anyone choosing to work with them is DBS checked and deemed safe to work with them. This has developed in order to promote the safety of working with children, young people and vulnerable young adults. 

Within the working environment, policies and procedures are put in place to ensure the safeguarding of young people is carried out by all employees. The importance of guidance and understanding of safeguarding is an element of working with young people that youth workers should be aware of. Policies such a lone working emphasise safeguarding both the youth worker and the young person, lone working can pose to be a risk and cause heightened levels of vulnerability. If a youth worker is lone working, they run the risk of potential accusations being made against them. Procedure for a youth worker generally includes carrying a mobile phone with them at all times, informing colleagues where they are going and an estimated time of arrival back to a base. Should something happen to that individual and they had not made others aware of their whereabouts, it could potentially pose a big risk. For example, if a youth worker is working alone and enters a housing estate known for violence and gangs to engage in detached youth work and did not inform others, their colleagues would be unaware should anything happen.

Promoting good practice in regard to safeguarding includes following policies such as the All Wales Child Protection Proceedures 2008 which provide information on practice in order to protect a child of the local and regional safeguarding children boards across Wales.  They “outline the framework for determining how individual child protection referrals, actions and plans are made and carried out” (Children in Wales,2014). As a youth worker, engaging with people between the ages of 11-24, it is important to ensure that policies are available at the place of work in order to be read and understood. If there is a child that is expressing concern for example, displaying signs that they have been abused, it is of high importance to work collectively, discuss the concerns with colleagues and supervisors and ensure that procedure is followed in order to report the concern to social services, CCATS team. It is vital that in order to maintain the relationship with the child and for trust to remain present that you make the child aware that the information must be shared with other professionals and cannot be kept a ‘secret’.

In addition, best practice includes adhering to the Equality Act act 2010. The Government Equalities Office explain ”the Equality Act 2010 brings together, harmonises and in some respects extends the current equality law. It aims to make it more consistent, clearer and easier to follow in order to make society fairer. Following this ensures that young people are treated fairly and will understand that the professional boundaries remain and that accusations will be less likely made against the youth worker having established roles and responsibilities when working with young people, in turn, this will safeguard the youth worker and the young people. 

The Care Act 2014 legislation is also important to be aware of when working with young people, it promotes a general duty to promote the wellbeing of individuals when supporting a young person (Department of Health, 2014) . In order to empower the young people to maximise their potential, it is key that we educate them on how to improve their well-being, promote them to be inclusive and to ensure that they strive to achieve.

The first legal framework for social services made directly in Wales, the Social Services and Well-Being (Wales) Act 2014 “aims to improve the way social services are delivered, promoting people’s independence to give them a stronger voice and more control. It will also encourage a new focus on prevention and early intervention” (Children in Wales, 2014). In order to impact young people through the means of youth work, it is essential that every professional adheres to the guidelines and policies put in place and understand the importance of the reasonings behind the policies and legislations. By doing so, the youth worker and young person will be gaining the best support and safeguarding both the young person and youth worker will be promoted. 

To conclude, the importance of understanding boundaries and acting in a professional manner when working with young people is vital in order to carry out youth work in a variety of settings, allowing it to maximise impact on the individual. Building relationships with young people is built on trust, consistency and reliability. Understanding the importance of safeguarding allows youth work the ability to take place and transform the lives of young people, supporting them from dependance to independence. Working collectively and sharing information with other professionals is key to ensuring that safeguarding is at the forefront of youth work, protecting both the young person and youth worker in order for positive work to occur.  Reflection upon practice as a youth worker plays a vital role while practicing youth work, discussions with colleagues and supervisors can maximise the impact of work carried out with young people which promotes them to be expressive, inclusive, empower them to make their own decisions and to educate young people through the provision carried out throughout youth work.
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