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Youth Work Interventions and Therapeutic Practice 
(ECYW4015)
The purpose of this Youth Work Practice Toolkit is to provide a  practical resource that combines key knowledge, skills, and activities to help build positive relationships with young people. It is designed to be used in real youth work settings, not just as theory, which is important because youth work is based on informal education and learning through experience (Jeffs and Smith, 2005). The toolkit includes activities, reflection, and theory to show both how and why different approaches are used.[image: ]
The intended audience is mainly students and trainee youth workers, but it can also support early-career practitioners who want ideas and guidance for sessions. It is flexible enough to be used in different settings like youth clubs, schools, and community projects. This makes it relevant to youth work practice, where creating safe, inclusive spaces and building trust is essential (Davies, 2015). It also supports participation, giving young people a voice and encouraging engagement, which is a key value in youth work (Ord, 2012).
The toolkit links to the module aims by helping develop practical skills and applying theory to real-life situations. It also supports reflective practice, which is important for improving as a youth worker (Schön, 1983). In addition, it promotes inclusion by encouraging adaptations for different needs, linking to the social model of disability (Shakespeare, 2013). Overall, the toolkit shows how theory and practice work together to support effective youth 
Theoretical Foundations
Theoretical knowledge is an important part of Youth Work because it helps practitioners understand why certain approaches are effective when working with young people. Youth work is not only about organising activities, but also about creating positive relationships, supporting development, and encouraging participation. Different theories help guide practice and allow youth workers to reflect on the ways they engage with individuals and groups. Two important theories that inform Youth Work practice are group work theory and informal education.
Group work theory is a major part of youth work because many sessions and activities are delivered in groups. According to Tuckman’s theory of group development, groups move through stages known as forming, storming, norming, performing, and adjourning (Tuckman, 1965). In the forming stage, young people may feel nervous or unsure around others, so youth workers often use icebreakers and simple activities to help them feel comfortable. Activities such as “The Line Game” or “Human Bingo” can help young people interact and build confidence within the group. During the storming stage, disagreements or conflict may happen as young people begin expressing stronger opinions. Youth workers need communication and leadership skills to manage this effectively (Ord, 2012). Once trust develops, the group moves into the norming and performing stages, where teamwork and cooperation become stronger. Understanding these stages helps youth workers support healthy group dynamics and create more effective sessions.
Informal education is another important theory within Youth Work. Informal education focuses on learning through experiences, conversations, and relationships instead of formal classroom teaching (Jeffs and Smith, 2005). Youth workers often create relaxed environments where young people can develop confidence, communication skills, and self-awareness naturally through activities and discussion. This approach is important because young people may feel more comfortable expressing themselves in informal settings compared to structured educational environments (Davies, 2015). Informal education also encourages participation and gives young people more control over their learning experiences.
Carl Rogers’ person-centred theory links closely to informal education. Rogers believed that empathy, trust, and genuine relationships are important for personal growth (Rogers, 1961). In youth work practice, this means youth workers should actively listen, show understanding, and create non-judgemental spaces where young people feel respected. Positive relationships are at the centre of youth work because they help young people feel valued and supported (Chapman and Campbell, 2015). Building trust can also encourage young people to open up about challenges they may be facing.
The social model of disability is another theory that influences Youth Work practice. The social model suggests that people are disabled by barriers in society rather than by their impairment or condition (Shakespeare, 2013). In youth work, this means activities and environments should be adapted so everyone can participate equally. For example, physical activities may need adjustments for young people with mobility difficulties, while visual aids or simplified instructions may support those with additional learning needs. Inclusive practice is important because youth work should be accessible and welcoming for all young people (National Youth Agency, 2020).
Experiential learning theory, developed by Kolb (1984), also informs Youth Work practice. Kolb believed that learning happens through experiences, reflection, and applying knowledge. Youth workers often use this approach by encouraging young people to try new activities and then reflect on what they learned from them. Reflection helps young people develop problem-solving skills, confidence, and self-awareness. Schön (1983) also highlights the importance of reflective practice for professionals, as reflecting on experiences helps improve future practice.
Overall, theories such as group work theory, informal education, person-centred practice, experiential learning, and the social model of disability all support effective Youth Work practice. They help youth workers understand how to build positive relationships, support inclusion, and encourage young people’s personal and social development. Using theory alongside practical activities allows youth workers to create safe and supportive environments where young people can grow and feel empowered.
Relationship-Building Strategies
Building positive relationships is one of the most important parts of Youth Work. Relationships are the foundation of effective practice because young people are more likely to engage, communicate, and participate when they feel respected, valued, and understood. Youth workers need to use a range of practical tools and strategies to build trust with both individuals and groups. Relationship-building also supports young people’s emotional wellbeing, confidence, and personal development. Effective youth work is based on communication, empathy, consistency, and creating safe spaces where young people feel able to express themselves (Davies, 2015).
One important strategy for building relationships with young people is active listening. Active listening means fully focusing on what a young person is saying, showing interest, and responding in a supportive way. This can include maintaining eye contact, nodding, asking open-ended questions, and avoiding interruptions. Rogers’ person-centred theory highlights the importance of empathy, genuineness, and unconditional positive regard in helping people feel understood and supported (Rogers, 1961). In Youth Work, active listening helps young people feel heard and respected, which can strengthen trust between the youth worker and the young person.
For example, in a one-to-one setting, a young person may talk about feeling stressed at school. Instead of immediately giving advice, the youth worker could respond with supportive questions such as, “How has that been making you feel?” This encourages the young person to reflect and communicate openly. One-to-one work is often more personal and allows youth workers to focus on individual needs, goals, and challenges. It is especially useful when supporting young people who may struggle in group settings or who need emotional support.
Another important relationship-building strategy is consistency and reliability. Young people are more likely to trust youth workers who are dependable and follow through on promises. Many young people may have experienced unstable relationships in their lives, so consistency can help create feelings of safety and security (Ord, 2012). Simple actions such as remembering details about a young person’s interests, checking in with them regularly, and maintaining boundaries all contribute to stronger professional relationships.
In group settings, icebreakers and team-building activities are useful tools for encouraging interaction and helping young people feel comfortable. Activities such as “The Line Game” or “Human Bingo” allow young people to discover similarities, express opinions, and communicate with others in a relaxed way. Tuckman’s stages of group development explain that groups go through stages including forming, storming, norming, and performing (Tuckman, 1965). Icebreakers are especially important during the forming stage because they help reduce anxiety and encourage participation.
For example, “The Line Game” can be used at the beginning of a youth programme to help young people get to know each other. Statements can begin with playful questions before moving into more meaningful topics. This not only builds relationships between group members but also helps the youth worker learn more about the young people they are working with. Group activities can also improve teamwork, communication, and confidence.
Another practical intervention for relationship-building is the use of informal education. Informal education involves learning through experiences, conversations, and activities rather than formal teaching (Jeffs and Smith, 2005). Youth workers often build relationships naturally while taking part in activities alongside young people. For example, during sports, art sessions, or cooking activities, conversations may happen more comfortably because the focus is not directly on the young person. This relaxed environment can help young people feel less pressured and more willing to talk.
Therapeutic approaches can also be useful within Youth Work practice. One model that is commonly linked to relationship-building is the strengths-based approach. A strengths-based approach focuses on recognising young people’s abilities, interests, and potential rather than focusing only on problems or negative behaviours (Saleebey, 2013). This can help improve self-esteem and encourage positive development. For example, if a young person enjoys music, a youth worker may encourage them to help lead a music-based activity. This allows the young person to feel valued and capable.
Another therapeutic method used in Youth Work is solution-focused practice. Solution-focused approaches encourage young people to focus on goals and possible solutions instead of only discussing problems (De Shazer et al., 2007). Youth workers may ask questions such as, “What would things look like if the problem was solved?” or “What is one small step you could take?” This method supports empowerment and helps young people recognise their own strengths and abilities.
Trauma-informed practice is also becoming increasingly important in Youth Work. Trauma-informed approaches recognise that some young people may have experienced difficult or traumatic events, which can affect behaviour, emotions, and relationships (Brendtro, Brokenleg and Van Bockern, 2019). Youth workers using trauma-informed practice focus on creating safe, supportive, and predictable environments. For example, remaining calm during conflict, avoiding judgement, and giving young people choices can help prevent further distress and build trust.
Non-verbal communication is another key strategy when building relationships. Body language, facial expressions, and tone of voice can all affect how young people feel during interactions. A welcoming and approachable attitude can make young people feel more comfortable. Youth workers should also be aware that some young people may communicate better non-verbally, especially those with anxiety or additional learning needs. Using creative methods such as drawing, games, or music can help young people express themselves in different ways.
Inclusion is essential within all relationship-building strategies. The social model of disability explains that barriers in society often prevent people from fully participating, rather than their disability itself (Shakespeare, 2013). Youth workers should adapt activities and communication styles to ensure all young people can take part. For example, visual aids may support young people with additional learning needs, while quieter spaces may help those with sensory sensitivities. Inclusive practice helps young people feel accepted and respected.
Reflective practice is also important for relationship-building. Schön (1983) explains that reflecting on experiences helps practitioners improve and adapt their work. Youth workers should regularly reflect on how they communicate with young people, what strategies are effective, and how relationships can be improved. Reflection allows practitioners to develop self-awareness and improve future practice.
Overall, relationship-building is at the centre of effective Youth Work practice. Strategies such as active listening, informal education, consistency, group activities, and therapeutic approaches all help create positive and meaningful relationships with young people. Using both one-to-one and group approaches allows youth workers to meet different needs and support young people in a variety of ways. By creating safe, inclusive, and supportive environments, youth workers can help young people build confidence, develop socially and emotionally, and feel empowered within their communities.
Facilitating Association
Association is an important part of Youth Work and refers to young people coming together voluntarily to build relationships, share experiences, and feel part of a community. In youth work, association gives young people opportunities to connect with others, develop social skills, and feel a sense of belonging. The National Youth Agency explains that young people benefit from spaces where they can meet others, express themselves, and form positive relationships (National Youth Agency, 2020). Association is significant because strong peer connections can improve confidence, emotional wellbeing, and participation within communities.
Youth work is different from formal education because young people choose to attend voluntarily. This voluntary participation is important because it allows relationships and associations to form naturally (Jeffs and Smith, 2005). When young people feel accepted and included, they are more likely to engage positively and build friendships. Association can also reduce feelings of isolation and support young people who may struggle socially or emotionally. Positive peer groups can encourage teamwork, communication, and mutual respect.
One practical way youth workers can support association is through icebreaker activities. Icebreakers help young people get to know each other and reduce anxiety within groups. An example is “Human Bingo,” where young people move around the room finding people who match different statements on a bingo sheet, such as “likes football” or “has a pet.” This activity encourages conversation and interaction in a relaxed and fun way. Another example is “The Line Game,” where young people step onto a line if they agree with statements read out by the youth worker. These activities help young people recognise shared interests and experiences, making it easier for friendships and connections to develop.
Youth workers play an important role in facilitating association by creating safe and inclusive environments. This means ensuring everyone feels welcome and respected regardless of their background, ability, or confidence level. The social model of disability highlights that barriers in society can prevent participation rather than the disability itself (Shakespeare, 2013). Youth workers should therefore adapt activities to make sure all young people can join in. For example, activities can include visual instructions, quieter spaces, or alternative communication methods for young people with additional needs. Inclusive practice helps all young people feel valued within the group.
Group work activities are another important method for encouraging association. Team-building games, sports, creative workshops, and community projects all provide opportunities for young people to work together and form connections. Tuckman’s theory of group development explains that groups move through stages such as forming, storming, norming, and performing (Tuckman, 1965). Youth workers can support these stages by encouraging communication, managing conflict positively, and promoting teamwork. For example, during a group challenge activity, young people may learn to cooperate, solve problems together, and support each other.
Informal education is also important when facilitating association. Informal education focuses on learning through experiences, activities, and conversations rather than formal teaching (Davies, 2015). Youth workers often build relationships while participating alongside young people in activities such as cooking, sports, or art sessions. These relaxed environments can make young people feel more comfortable socialising and forming peer connections. Shared experiences also help build trust between group members.
Another useful approach is peer mentoring. Peer mentoring allows young people to support and guide each other, helping build leadership skills and stronger relationships. For example, older members of a youth group may support younger participants during activities or discussions. This can help younger young people feel more confident and included while also giving mentors responsibility and leadership experience. Peer support can create a stronger sense of community within youth work settings.
Digital youth work can also support association. Online platforms, group chats, and virtual activities allow young people to stay connected outside of face-to-face sessions. Digital spaces became especially important during the Covid-19 pandemic, as they helped maintain relationships and reduce isolation (European Commission, 2020). Youth workers can facilitate online quizzes, discussion groups, or creative challenges to encourage participation and interaction. However, it is important that online spaces remain safe, inclusive, and well-managed.
Overall, association is a key part of Youth Work because it helps young people develop friendships, confidence, and a sense of belonging. Through activities, inclusive practice, informal education, and peer support, youth workers can create opportunities for meaningful connections to form. Facilitating association allows young people to feel part of a supportive community where they can develop socially and emotionally.
Practical Tools & Resource
Youth work is all about building relationships, creating a safe environment, and helping young people feel comfortable enough to express themselves. A big part of this is using activities that are engaging but also give youth workers a chance to understand the group they are working with. Informal education is key in youth work, as it allows learning to happen naturally through conversation and interaction rather than in a strict, classroom-like setting (Jeffs and Smith, 2005). This part will explain two ready-to-use resources that can be used in youth work sessions, including how to use them and how they can be adapted for different groups.
Line game 
The first resource is “The Line Game.” This is a simple but effective activity. The youth worker places a line (using tape or a rope) in the middle of the room. Then they read out statements, and young people step onto the line if they agree with th[image: ]em. It can start with fun and easy questions like “step onto the line if you like chocolate,” and then move into more meaningful ones like “step onto the line if you enjoy school” or “if you find it easy to make friends.”
Instructions for use:
Start with light-hearted questions to help everyone feel relaxed and included. As the group becomes more comfortable, you can introduce deeper questions depending on the group and the purpose of the session. It’s important for the youth worker to observe who steps forward and notice any patterns. At the end, you can have a short discussion to reflect on what people noticed.
Adaptability:
This activity can easily be adapted for different needs. For example, if someone has mobility issues, they could raise their hand instead of stepping forward. For younger children or those with additional needs, the questions should be kept simple. In more sensitive sessions, you could change how people respond to protect their privacy. This links to the social model of disability, which focuses on removing barriers so everyone can take part (Shakespeare, 2013).
Human bingo 
[image: ]The second resource is a “Human Bingo” icebreaker. In this activity, each young person is given a bingo-style sheet with different statements in each box, such as “has a pet,” “plays a sport,” or “likes music.” The aim is to walk around the room and find people who match each statement, writing their name in the box.
Instructions for use:
Give each participant a sheet and explain that they need to talk to others to fill in as many boxes as possible. Set a time limit (e.g. 10–15 minutes). At the end, the group can come together to share interesting things they found out about each other.
Adaptability:
This activity can be adapted depending on the group. For younger children, the statements can include pictures instead of words. For young people with social anxiety, they could work in pairs or small groups instead of approaching everyone individually. For those with literacy needs, the youth worker can read out the boxes or provide support. It can also be adapted for online sessions using digital worksheets or breakout rooms. This shows how youth work activities can be flexible to meet different needs and contexts (Davies, 2015).
[image: ]
[image: ]


(Bingo Baker, no date) (Teachers Pay Teachers, no date)
In conclusion, both the Line Game and Human Bingo are effective and easy-to-use resources that help young people engage, communicate, and build relationships. By adapting these activities, youth workers can ensure that everyone feels included and able to participate, which is a key part of good youth work practice.
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