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This assignment will present a critical evaluation of the journal article by Williams, S. and Richardson, R. (2024), titled “What Do JNC Youth Workers Conceive of as ‘Professional Maturity’ in Youth Work Practice.” This assignment will explore how the concept of professional maturity is understood within youth work, while critically examining the research design, methods, and limitations of the study. In doing so, the evaluation will consider how effectively the research captures the perspectives of youth workers and whether its findings provide a balanced and credible contribution to knowledge in the field. It will also look at how relevant the research becomes when compared to youth work practice, and how reliable the data is, including that results and conclusions may be subject to possible bias. 
The National Youth Agency (n.d.) explains that the Joint Negotiating Committee (JNC) sets the national framework for youth and community workers and recognises qualifications approved by the Education and Training Standards Committee (ETS). It also highlights that gaining a qualification in youth work can positively impact young people’s lives, as it supports practitioners in understanding theory, principles, values, and evidence-based practice.
From the title, it can be interpreted that the article explores what being professional and experienced means in youth work from the perspective of youth workers themselves. This suggests a potential gap in knowledge, as the researchers aim to explore how professional maturity develops over time.
To carry out the research, the researchers worked with the Institute for Youth Work and used an online questionnaire alongside semi-structured interviews. Punch, K (2014, p.3) describes these as quantitative and qualitative methods. Quantitative data involves numerical or measurable data, while qualitative data focuses on experiences, opinions, and meanings. Combining these approaches is known as mixed-methods research (Punch, K. 2014, p.302).
The use of mixed methods strengthens the research, as it allows for a more complete understanding of the topic. Questionnaires enable the collection of data from a larger group, while semi-structured interviews provide more detailed insights into participants’ experiences and perspectives. This combination can improve the reliability of the findings. Punch, K (2014, p.303–304) supports this, explaining that combining methods enhances strengths and helps to balance weaknesses.
The researchers gathered data from fifty-six participants across the United Kingdom and analysed this using thematic analysis. Nowell, L et al. (2017) describe thematic analysis as a method used to identify, organise, analyse, and report patterns within data. This approach is flexible and allows researchers to explore key themes within qualitative data. It is also relatively easy to apply and can support clear communication of findings.
The researchers are involved in Higher Education and are therefore likely to have experience in conducting research and applying appropriate methods. Their backgrounds as qualified youth workers also suggest they have a strong understanding of the field. However, this may also introduce potential bias.
The researchers adopted a phenomenological approach. Somekh, B and Lewin, C (2011, p.124) explain that phenomenological researchers select individuals who have experienced the phenomenon being studied and refer to them as participants. In this case, this means selecting youth workers who have experienced professional maturity. This is a strength, as it ensures the research is based on real experiences. However, it may also limit the study, as participants may interpret professional maturity differently and not all perspectives may be represented.
Within the questionnaires, the researchers identified the level of youth work qualification held by participants, ranging from level one to level seven. The majority of responses came from those qualified at levels six and seven, with only two participants holding a level two qualification. However, there is no indication that these qualifications were verified, which may affect the reliability of the data. Whilst higher qualifications can contribute to professional maturity by developing knowledge and understanding, this is not guaranteed. Fisher, E and Gonxalez, Y (2020) explore the gap between knowledge and experience, suggesting that both are equally important, and that professional maturity is likely to develop through a combination of education and experience rather than one being more significant than the other. Therefore, as the majority of participants held higher level qualifications, they may be considered more highly qualified practitioners, which may influence the results. These participants may place greater value on knowledge over experience, meaning that while both elements are important, they may not be equally represented within the research. 
Through Microsoft Teams, both researchers conducted the semi-structured interview. This approach enabled a deeper understanding of the questionnaire responses, whilst also aiming to reduce bias and encourage debate around the initial findings presented. It was important that respondents were willing to engage in the process and be able to demonstrate active listening skills and feel confident to contribute openly during the group discussions. If participants lack confidence or feel uncomfortable sharing their views in front of others, this could become a limitation, especially if there are participants who are more vocal or confident and dominate the discussion. Some participants may provide responses they feel are more acceptable to others, rather than their own personal views or opinions. 
By using this semi-structured approach, it allows for greater flexibility and allows researchers with the opportunity to probe answers and to clarify their meaning. They can also explore any emerging themes. As agreed by Punch, K (P.148) to collect rich and valuable information, this form of interview is a powerful research tool. However, this skill to interview in this manner does not come naturally and requires an element of training. Given the fact that the researchers are professionals within the field, it is likely they will have adequate experience with this. 
The questions asked were the same as the questions used in the questionnaire, using the McGee Model, in order to stimulate debate. With the model having a clear and accessible presentation, it therefore makes it effective within this interview context, ideal for a starting point for discussion and reflection. 
The researchers collected data on the settings in which the practitioners were employed, such as voluntary organisations and Local Authorities, which enabled them to identify potential comparisons and patterns in how professional maturity is understood across different practice contexts. 
To ensure the research was conducted safely, fairly and in line with ethical guidelines, the researchers obtained approval from the University of Derby (UoD) Health, and Social Care Ethics Committee. The University of Derby (n.d) outlines that such standards are in place to protect the rights of individuals and groups when involved in research, while promoting key principles including honesty, academic rigour, transparency, open communication, care and respect. It also emphasises that all ethical, legal and professional frameworks must be adhered to by researchers throughout the research process. Ethical approval is required prior to any research taking place, which therefore highlights that the researchers followed this procedure from the outset. This can be viewed as a strength of the study, demonstrating ethical awareness and accountability. This reflects guidance from the British Educational Research Association (2026) which emphasises that educational research should be conducted through rigorous, ethical, and inclusive practices, with the aim of a positive impact on society by the promotion of collaboration and ambition. 
The researchers analysed the data to identify patterns in how participants understood professional maturity and grouped these responses into themes. One of these themes being many of the participants associate professional maturity with qualifications. However, given the number of highly qualified participants, this may reflect a bias. 
Skills were also recognised as a theme, such as a range of personal attributes which were considered to be essential in professional maturity. However, there being no clarity on the desired skills, whether they are learned competencies or personal qualities. 
Values also was recognised as a theme, suggesting that professional maturity involves working in line with youth work principles such as respect, inclusion and empowerment, as outlined by CLD Standards Council Scotland (2019). It could be argued that participants may be giving answers they think are expected, rather than sharing honest views, due to this being a professional framework. This is known as Social Desirability Bias, as explained by Bergen, N and Labonte, R (2020), can be a limitation within qualitative studies as participants are giving an answer they feel is socially acceptable rather than issuing an honest answer. 
The term “beyond self” was used within the research, which, explained by Colby, A et al (2017), is being actively involved in goals that are important to you, while also making a positive difference to others or the wider community. Whilst respondents refer to the “bigger picture”, this is not fully explained and therefore limits the strengths of those findings. 
The term “chameleon” is also recognised as a theme based on participants' views within the research, linking it to professional maturity and being able to adapt their approach within practice. This research suggests adaptability is valued; however, this relies on individual opinion. 

Conclusion
To conclude, the journal article by Williams, S. and Richardson, R. (2024), titled “What do JNC Youth Workers Conceive of as ‘Professional Maturity’ in Youth Work Practice”, gives an overall insight into how youth workers understand professional maturity. One strength of the study was the use of mixed methods and thematic analysis. Another strength was the ethical approval. The credibility of the study was strengthened by the researchers’ professional backgrounds. Some of the key themes that were identified, such as qualifications, skills and values, show just how complex professional maturity can be.
There are a number of limitations, such as the influence of the results, due to the number of highly qualified participants. This could also impact the range of views. There is also a possibility that answers were given based on what participants felt they should say rather than their true views.
Overall, the research does explore the idea of professional maturity in a useful way. However, due to it being heavily weighted on individual perspectives rather than clear definitions, this suggests professional maturity is something that develops through knowledge, experience, values and the ability to adapt in different situations.

Research Ethics and Reflection Portfolio

This essay will demonstrate how I would carry out research ethically, particularly within a youth work context. This essay will also demonstrate how I will reflect on my role as a researcher, linking this to practice. 
I will firstly refer to Ethical guidelines, according to Somekh, B and Lewin, C (2011. p26), the purpose of social researchers developing ethical principles and procedures is to address key concerns such as confidentiality, anonymity, and access to findings before publication. These are based on established ethical standards, including duties and rights, as well as careful consideration of potential harm and benefit. 
The key principles I would include would be:
Confidentiality 
 Punch, K. (2014. p47) highlights that all individuals taking part in research have a right to privacy, which means that any information they may share within the research must be treated as confidential. This is particularly important as participants may disclose sensitive or personal information, where they will often trust the researcher to handle it appropriately. Due to this, all data that is collected should be stored securely, both during the research process and afterwards, with strict controls in place as to who can access it. 
In my own practice, I would ensure that any information shared by participants remains private and is solely used for the purpose of the research. This would involve clear boundaries around data use, as well as transparent communication with participants about how their information will be handled. However, there may be exceptional circumstances where confidentiality cannot be fully maintained, such as in situations involving safeguarding concerns where there is a risk of harm to the participant or other individuals. If this were the case, it would be necessary to share relevant information with appropriate professionals.
This therefore, could present a challenge within the research process, as breaking confidentiality may impact the level of trust between the researcher and the participants, even if it was for a valid reason. Therefore, from the outset, it is essential to clearly explain their limits in regard to confidentiality and safeguarding, which will enable the participants to be fully informed and able to give meaningful consent. 
Anonymity
 Endicott College (n.d) explains that providing anonymity in research means ensuring that the information collected cannot be used to identify any of the individual participants. This therefore involves either not collecting personal details at all, or, where necessary, ensuring that any identifying information, such as names, addresses or email addresses, is separated from the data so that responses cannot be traced back to a specific individual. Any personal information should only be collected if it is essential to the aims of the study, and where this is the case, robust measures must be put in place to protect participants’ identities. 
In my own practice, I would ensure that each participant is protected and that they cannot be recognised through any information they disclose. This would involve careful consideration of how data is recorded, stored, and presented, including the removal or alteration of any identifying details. Protecting anonymity is important for not only ethical reasons, but also to safeguard participants from potential harm, judgment, or negative consequences. It also helps to build trust between the researcher and participants, which can encourage more open and honest responses, ultimately improving the quality and depth of the data collected. As part of this, I would use pseudonyms for both individuals and places where there is any risk that identities could be revealed. 
Taylor, S et al (2016. p112) support this approach, suggesting that it is generally advisable to use pseudonyms in written research, as there are few legitimate reasons to publish real names and identities. The risks of doing so can be considerable, including embarrassment, legal implications, misrepresentation, or the potential omission of sensitive or important details. While some participants may request to be named, it is the responsibility of the researcher to carefully consider the ethical implications and, where necessary, explain why maintaining anonymity is important. This ensures that participants are protected and that the research adheres to ethical standards. 
However, maintaining anonymity can present a number of challenges. In smaller communities, such as specific youth settings, individuals may still be identifiable through some context, even when names are removed. Similarly, a detailed description of certain data can sometimes increase the risk of recognition. There may also be practical challenges in securely storing and managing data, particularly when working across digital platforms. Additionally, balancing anonymity with safeguarding responsibilities can be complex, as situations may arise where information needs to be shared to protect a participant or others from potential harm. These challenges highlight the importance of careful planning, clear communication and ongoing reflection. This should therefore ensure anonymity is as effective as possible while still meeting ethical and professional responsibilities. 

Informed Consent 
UK Research and Innovation (2026) explains that informed consent is a key ethical principle which ensures that participants fully understand the purpose of the research and are able to make a clear, voluntary decision about whether they wish to take part. This decision must be made without any pressure, influence, or coercion. Information provided to participants should be clear, accessible, and easy to understand, and is usually given in written form so it can be referred back to if needed. Participants should be made aware of what the research involves, what will be expected of them, and how their information will be collected, used, and stored. They should also be given sufficient time to consider their decision and, where appropriate, discuss it with others before agreeing to take part. Consent should then be clearly recorded, often through a signed consent form or another suitable method, and must be obtained before any research activity begins. Importantly, consent is not a one-off event but an ongoing process, meaning participants have the right to withdraw at any stage if they no longer feel comfortable.
In my own practice, I would ensure that all participants fully understand what they are agreeing to and that their permission is clearly given before they take part. This would involve providing clear and detailed information about the research, including what they will be asked to do, any potential risks, and the overall purpose of the study. By doing this, participants are better able to make an informed choice about their involvement. However, there are challenges within this process. For example, it can be difficult to ensure that all participants fully understand the information provided, particularly if there are differences in age, ability, or communication needs. Additionally, if I am in a position of authority, participants may feel an unspoken pressure to take part, even if participation is presented as voluntary. This highlights the importance of creating a safe and open environment where individuals feel comfortable saying no.
Punch, K (2014, p.294) further highlights that a key ethical issue for researchers is the potential risk of harm to participants, particularly when online behaviours or personal information are used in ways that were not originally intended. Respecting participants’ autonomy is therefore essential, ensuring they have genuine choice about whether to participate. This includes clearly outlining the aims of the research, any potential risks, and reinforcing that participation is voluntary and that they can withdraw at any time. However, gaining true informed consent in online research can be particularly challenging, as it may be harder to ensure participants fully understand what they are agreeing to, as well as any risks or vulnerabilities associated with sharing information in digital spaces.

Minimising Harm 
NSPCC learning (2023) suggests when carrying out research that involves Children and Young People, it is important to carefully consider any potential risks of harm to both participants and researchers. The young people involved in the research should not be exposed to any greater level of stress than they would normally experience in everyday life. If the research is exploring their lived experiences, there is a potential risk of this causing emotional or psychological distress and certain situations or discussions could trigger difficult memories, feelings, or anxiety as to how the researcher may respond to any information they share. The level of risk can vary depending on certain factors, such as age, their level of vulnerability, the sensitivity of the topic and the methods used to collect data.
I would ensure that I minimise any potential harm to participants by taking steps to reduce both physical and emotional risks that may arise during the research. This would include being mindful of sensitive or potentially triggering topics and recognising that some questions or discussions may cause distress for certain individuals. Where this is a possibility, I would ensure that appropriate support is available, such as signposting to relevant services or having a trusted adult present if needed. I would also ensure that all research activities and topics are age-appropriate, delivered sensitively, and adapted to meet the needs of the young people involved. Being flexible in my approach is essential, so if a young person appears uncomfortable or distressed, I will pause or adapt the activity accordingly. From the outset, I would aim to be open and transparent, clearly explaining the purpose of the research, while prioritising the well-being of participants at all times.
A potential challenge in this process is communication, as some young people may not fully understand the research process, their rights, or what is being asked of them. In these circumstances, a gatekeeper, such as a teacher, parent, social worker, or youth worker, can be helpful in supporting understanding by explaining the research in an age-appropriate and accessible way. Gatekeepers may already have established trusting relationships with the young people, which can help participants feel more comfortable and supported. They may also be better placed to recognise signs of discomfort or distress that a researcher might overlook. However, accessing and working with gatekeepers can present its own challenges. As Saunders, M (2026) suggests, gatekeepers often need to be convinced of the value and purpose of the research before granting access, and they may be reluctant to engage if it requires additional time, resources, or raises concerns about the nature of the topic. Similarly, Somekh, B and Lewin, C (2011, p57) highlight that gaining access through gatekeepers can be difficult, with issues such as lack of response or delays impacting the research process. These challenges emphasise the importance of clear communication, strong planning, and building positive professional relationships when undertaking research with young people.

The Right To Withdraw  
Gov.UK (2018) explains that all participants involved in research must be clearly informed of their right to withdraw, meaning their participation is entirely voluntary, and they can choose to stop or withdraw their consent at any stage. If, during the research, a participant shows signs of discomfort, confusion, or uncertainty about how their information is being used, it is important to check in with them and confirm that they are still happy to continue. If a participant decides to withdraw, any data that has been collected from them should be removed and no longer used within the research.
In my own practice, I would ensure that all participants are fully aware of their right to withdraw at any time, without needing to give a reason and without any negative consequences. I would also make it clear that they can request for their data to be removed if they choose to withdraw. To support this, I would ensure that all data is managed appropriately, including securely disposing of paper-based information through confidential waste and deleting any digital recordings, files, or database entries in line with data protection requirements.
A challenge of this may be that participant withdrawal can affect the reliability and balance of the research findings, particularly if the sample size is already small. It may also increase the workload, as additional participants may need to be recruited to ensure the research remains meaningful. In group settings, especially when working with young people, withdrawal could influence group dynamics, as others may begin to question whether they should also continue. This would also require me to reflect on my own practice, considering whether any aspects of the research process may have contributed to the participant feeling uncomfortable, and whether adjustments are needed to better support participants moving forward.
 By implementing these principles, it will ensure the participants feel safe and supported, and hopefully they will be able to make their own informed choices.

To conclude, to carry out ethical research within youth work it requires careful planning, clear communication, and a strong commitment to protecting participants at all stages of the process. While principles such as confidentiality, anonymity, informed consent, minimising harm, and the right to withdraw provide a clear framework, applying these in practice can present challenges, particularly when working with young people in complex or sensitive contexts. This highlights the importance of ongoing reflection, adaptability, and a values-based approach to research. By prioritising the rights, safety, and voices of young people, ethical research can not only protect participants but also produce more meaningful and trustworthy outcomes that can positively inform youth work practice.
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