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Part 1
Introduction  
The article ‘Get Outside! Promoting Adolescent Health through Outdoor After-School Activity’ by Barfield et al., (2021) explores the impact of outdoor after-school programmes on the mental health and emotional well-being of adolescents aged 11 to 14 years. The aim of the study was to measure how these activities might support young people’s overall health as there is an increasing concern, particularly in the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic, which has seen a rise in anxiety, depression, and social isolation among adolescents (Barfield et al., 2021; YoungMinds, 2023). Recognising the potential of outdoor activities to support positive mental health, the authors use a participatory, qualitative approach to explore how such programmes influence young people’s well-being. They gathered data using methods such as group workshops, reflective journaling, and focus groups to gain a deeper understanding of the young people’s experiences (Alderson and Morrow, 2011)
This review critically evaluates the research article’s strengths and weaknesses, focusing on the methods, ethics, and the relevance of its findings to Youth Work. It draws on frameworks including the Five Pillars of Youth Work in Wales (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022) the National Occupational Standards (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019), and ethical guidelines from the British Educational Research Association (BERA) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (Unicef, 1989). Hart’s Ladder of Participation (Hart, 1992) is used to assess how depth of young people involvement and the review considers implications to practice, policy and future research.
Main body  
Barfield et al., (2021) base their study on growing research that outdoor environments and activities can improve young people’s wellbeing. Research suggests that being outdoors helps reduce stress, boosts mood and improves mental health (Bragg and Atkins, 2016, pp. 10-11). The study focuses on targeting adolescents who already participate in after school outdoor activities, aiming to understand how these experiences impact their mental health and emotional well-being. The question of this research is: How do outdoor after-school activities influence the mental health and emotional well-being of young adolescents? 
The rationale is particularly strong given the increasing prevalence of mental health challenges among young people in the UK and globally. NHS Digital (2022) reports increasing rates of bad mental health in children and young people, which has worsened by the Covid-19 pandemic. Outdoor activities are recognised as protective, offering opportunities for exercise, social connection and connection with nature, all linked to improved mental health outcomes (Natural England, 2016; Bratman et al., 2019).

Methodology and values 
The methodology used is participatory and qualitative, this is important as it actively involves young people’s voices, making the research more relevant and empowering (Youth Futures Foundation, 2024). Using methods like group workshops, reflective journaling and focus groups to collect data helps to foster an open and supportive environment, encouraging young people to share their thoughts and feelings in individual and group settings (Youth Futures Foundation, 2024). 
This approach aligns with the Five Pillars of Youth Work in Wales: educative, expressive, participative, inclusive, and empowering (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). For example, the educative and expressive pillar is reflected in the use of reflective journals and group discussions which supports personal growth, self-awareness and emotional expression and development (Jeffs and Smith, 2010), while the participative pillar is demonstrated by encouraging young people to take an active role in the research process rather than being passive subjects. 
However, despite these strengths, most of the main choices about the research design and analysis were made by adults. This shows a common challenge in participatory research, creating an equal balance of power between adults and young people (Renold et al., 2008). This is well illustrated by Hart’s Ladder of Participation (1992), a framework of eight levels of young people involvement from non-participation (like tokenism) to completely leading and making decisions with adults. In this study, young people’s involvement was meaningful but mostly just gave their opinions rather than helping to lead or make key decisions. This puts the research in the middle of Hart’s Ladder (1992) rather than at the top where young people share leadership and real power. 

Inclusivity and limitations 
While the study aims to be inclusive, most participants were already taking part in outdoor activities, meaning that young people some with disabilities or from less advantaged backgrounds, were not fully included. This limits the extent to which the inclusive pillar is achieved and narrows the generalisability of the findings (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). Although the methodology is participatory, it does not clarify how much power young people had in shaping the research (Youth Futures Foundation, 2024). Hart (1992) argues that genuine participation means moving beyond consultation and giving young people real influence over decisions, something that was only partly achieved here. 
The use of only qualitative methods is effective for exploring personal experiences but also introduces limitations and makes it harder to apply the findings to other group scenarios (Bryman, 2016). Participants were chosen through purposive sampling, focusing on young people already involved in outdoor after-school activities, excluding those who face barriers like transport, cost, ability or disinterest (Alderson and Morrow, 2011). Including a wider range of voices would have enhanced inclusivity and better reflected Youth Work values (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019). The small sample size is suitable for qualitative research but limits the applicability of findings to a broader population (Alderson and Morrow (2011).
The study could have been strengthened by using quantitative methods like wellbeing pre and post programme surveys to provide clearer evidence of the impact (Bryman, 2016). The lack of follow-up data also limits understanding of whether the benefits of outdoor activities are sustained over time (Natural England, 2022).

Data analysis 
Thematic analysis was used, which focused on identifying key patterns in young people’s responses. While it is appropriate for qualitative research, the study would have been clearer if the researchers explained more about how they developed the themes and made sure young people’s voices were reflected in the analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Nowell et al., 2017). Involving young people in the analysis process could have further strengthened the weight of the findings, ensuring that the analysis reflected participants’ perspectives rather than those of adult researchers (Sapin, 2013).

Ethics and safeguarding 
Ethics are critical in research involving young people, particularly when the topic is mental health, as participants may be more emotionally vulnerable and require more protection (NSPCC, 2023). The study followed BERA (2018) guidelines by acquiring informed consent from the participants and their guardians and by letting the participants know they could withdraw at any time. This supports good ethical practice and aligns with the core values of Youth Work, which emphasise voluntary participation, empowerment and safeguarding (National Youth Agency, 2024; Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022), while also reflecting Article 12 of the UNCRC (Unicef, 1989), which upholds their rights to be heard. 
However, the study would have benefited from specifying what emotional after-care was in place for young people if they became upset. Good practice involves planning for emotional support, offering debriefing sessions and signposting to support services such as NHS 111, school councillors or local mental health charities, and ensuring ongoing support throughout and after data collection (NSPCC, 2023; Sapin, 2013; Banks, 2010). Another ethical issue is the presentation of findings; it is not always clear how much of the data is in young people’s own words. Ethical research and Youth Work requires adults to avoid speaking over young people and to reflect on their own influence (BERA, 2018; Finlay, 2002).

Strengths and limitations 
A main strength of this study is how it puts young people’s views at the centre using creative and reflective methods to centre their experiences. The research aligns well with Youth Work values and standards, demonstrating a commitment to participatory practice (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019; Youth Futures Foundation, 2024).
However, there are clear limitations, as the group of young people who took part was quite small and mostly already involved in outdoor activities, so the findings may not reflect the experience of those who face barriers like disability or socio-economic disadvantages (Alderson and Morrow, 2011). The study also only used qualitative methods which means it does not give numbers or measurements to show how much of a difference the programme made (Bryman, 2016). While young people were involved, adults still made the main research decisions, this means young people’s involvement was limited to sharing their views rather than having real leadership or decision-making power, which is a common challenge in participatory research (Holland et al., 2010; Hart, 1992).  

Implications for practice and policy 
The findings have important implications for Youth Workers and policymakers as the study shows that outdoor activities can help young people relax, build friendships, and improve well-being (Natural England, 2016). This supports the National Occupational Standards for Youth Work (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019), which mention the importance of providing safe and supportive environments for young people’s personal and social development (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019). Youth Workers should consider including more outdoor and hands-on activities in their programmes, as these can help build confidence, resilience and social skills (National Youth Agency, 2025, CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019), while ensuring that all young people can participate, no matter their background or situation (National Youth Agency, 2025; Welsh Government, 2022).
Policymakers and funders should recognise how valuable outdoor activities are for young people’s wellbeing and invest more in community-based outdoor programmes (UK Youth, 2024). Policies should also encourage young people to help design and deliver services, ensuring that Youth Work’s focus is to young people’s needs and aspirations (National Youth Agency, 2024; Department for Education, 2024). For example, youth organisations could advocate for dedicating funding to inclusive outdoor activities or for national standards requiring young people participation in programme development (YouthLink Scotland, 2023).
Collaboration between schools, youth services and community organisations are essential to maximise the benefits of outdoor activities. Working together can ensure that programmes are accessible, well-resourced, and personalised to the needs of diverse groups of young people (UK Youth, 2024). Involving parents and guardians in programme design and delivery can enhance engagement and outcomes further (Welsh Government, 2022).

Recommendations for future research 
To make future research stronger, it would be beneficial to include a wider range of young people, especially those who are often left out or face barriers to participation (Mann, 2013; Sapin, 2013). Using mixed methods, like surveys as well as interviews, would help provide a fuller, more reliable picture (Bryman, 2016; Braun and Clarke, 2006). It is also recommended that young people be engaged as partners at every stage of research, moving participation higher up Hart’s Ladder (Hart, 1992; Banks, 2010). Future studies should also explore the experiences of young people who are not already engaged in outdoor activities to understand what barriers exist and what might help them to participate (Mann, 2013). Additionally, research should examine the long-term effects of outdoor activities on mental health and compare different types of programmes to identify what works best for diverse groups (Natural England, 2022). 
Exploring the role of digital technology in supporting outdoor activities and mental health would also be beneficial. Since the use of digital tools among young people are increasing, incorporating technology to these programmes and evaluation could improve engagement and provide new opportunities for data collection and feedback (National Youth Agency, 2025).

Conclusion
To conclude, this review highlights the valuable role that outdoor after-school activities play in supporting young people’s mental health, wellbeing and personal development. The participatory, qualitative approach used by Barfield et al. (2021) focuses on young people’s own views, aligning with core Youth Work values and ethical standards. However, the study’s small sample, and its focus on those already engaged in outdoor activities, limits how widely the findings can be applied, particularly for young people who face barriers such as disability or socio-economic disadvantages (Alderson and Morrow, 2011). Also, the use of qualitative methods means there is a lack of measurable data about the programme’s impact (Bryman, 2016).  For youth workers, policymakers, and funders, the findings show the importance of supporting outdoor programmes that are accessible and work collaboratively across schools, youth services, and community organisations (UK Youth, 2024). Involving parents and guardians in programme design can also improve engagement and outcomes (Welsh Government, 2022). Future research should include more diverse participants, use mixed methods, and explore how digital technology can enhance both engagement and data collection (National Youth Agency, 2025). This will help ensure that all young people can benefit from the positive outcomes associated with outdoor activities.
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Part 2
Research Question
How do young people aged 13–18 perceive the effects of consuming energy drinks (such as Monster)?
[bookmark: _Hlk198636657]
Introduction 
Energy drinks, like Monster, are widely consumed by adolescents in the UK and are marketed as providing energy, alertness, and enhanced performance (Visram et al., 2016; Khouja et al., 2022). They are easily accessible in shops near schools and youth clubs (Vogel et al., 2022). At Ieuenctid Tysul Youth, staff have observed that many young people bring energy drinks to sessions, and even though they are banned, they will drink them outside or sneak them in. Young people report feeling more energetic and sociable but also mention negative effects such as headaches, restlessness or difficulty sleeping. This reflects wider concerns about the high caffeine and sugar content of energy drinks and their potential impact on young people’s physical and mental health (Visram et al., 2016; RCPCH, 2022).
Research shows regular energy drink use is linked to a range of physical and psychological effects, like sleep disturbances, increased anxiety, behavioural issues and longer-term health risks (Visram et al., 2016; Khouja et al., 2022). Reviews highlight associations with insomnia, headaches, increased risk of heart problems and even seizures in rare cases (Ruiz and Scherr, 2018). There are links with risky behaviours such as substance misuse and impulsivity, raising concerns about immediate and long-term impacts (Ruiz and Scherr, 2018). Despite these risks, energy drinks remain accessible and are often seen as a normal part of their culture, influenced by marketing, peer behaviour and easy availability (Vogel et al., 2022).
Recent research shows regular energy drink use in young people is associated with negative mental health outcomes, including increased anxiety, depression and even suicidal thoughts (Andrade et al., 2023). These drinks can disrupt sleep, lower academic performance and negatively affect well-being. Understanding young people’s reasons for consuming energy drinks, as well as their opinions of the effects, can create better health promotion strategies that are young people led (Visram et al., 2016). 
This small scale, participatory research explores young people’s experiences and perspectives on energy drink consumption, including physical, emotional, and social effects to gather practical insights for Youth Work. This study is underpinned by the core values of Youth Work, like participation, empowerment, equality and respect for young people’s rights (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). It uses a participatory approach, recognising the importance of listening to young people and understanding their experiences (Alderson and Morrow, 2011). The National Occupational Standards (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1989) reinforce young people’s right to be heard and involved in decisions affecting their lives. By using these frameworks, the study puts young people as experts in their own experiences.
However, full involvement of young people can be limited by resources, safeguarding, and organisational risk (Banks, 2010; BERA, 2018). This study addresses these challenges by involving young people as co-researchers and reflecting critically on the process. Hart’s Ladder of Participation (1992) is used as a guide, aiming to engage young people as partners in shaping, running, and analysing the research, while acknowledging barriers.

Aim and Objectives
Aim
To work with young people aged 13–18 at Ieuenctid Tysul Youth to explore the reasons for and experiences of energy drink consumption, and to develop practical recommendations for Youth Work.
Objectives
1. Understand why young people choose to consume energy drinks at the youth club, including social, cultural, and personal factors.
2. Exploring young people’s knowledge and perceptions of the health effects and risks of energy drinks.
3. Identify practical approaches Youth Workers and youth clubs can use to support young people in making healthier choices.

Methodology and methods
Design
This study uses a qualitative, participatory research methodology to understand how young people experience energy drink use. Qualitative methods are especially useful for learning how young people interpret the physical and emotional changes they experience, which quantitative surveys might miss (Denscombe, 2010). While much related research is quantitative, talking directly with young people through interviews and creative workshops gives a deeper understanding of their insights (Vogel et al., 2022). 
Strengths of qualitative methods: 
1. Ability to explore people’s thoughts and experiences in depth (Braun and Clarke, 2013).
2. Flexibility to adapt to participants’ needs and responses (Denscombe, 2010).
3. Supports participatory and young people led approaches, aligning with Youth Work values and the Five Pillars (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019; Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022).
Weaknesses: 
1. Harder to apply results to all, due to small sample size (Cohen and Manion, 2011).
2. Potential for researcher bias, especially if managed unconsciously (Braun and Clarke, 2013).
3. Resource and time intensive, especially when involving young people as co-researchers (Denscombe, 2010).
Quantitative methods, like structured surveys, are strong for identifying patterns and comparing large groups of people but may not reveal the reasons behind behaviours or their lived experiences (Ott & Rowland, 2023). For this project, qualitative, participatory methods are best suited to the research aims and ethical commitments (Braun and Clarke, 2013).

Participatory Approach
The participatory methodology is directly informed by Youth Work’s ethical foundation, especially the Five Pillars and NOS, which emphasise power-sharing, inclusivity, and working together (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019; Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). By the help of the young people to use co-designed interviews and creative workshop, their voices are central, and the research is made relevant to their lived experiences (Banks, 2010). However, involving young people as co-researchers can be challenging due to safeguarding, time, and resource constraints. Being transparent about these challenges and finding flexible ways to include young people, even if it is not perfect, is an important part of ethical research (Banks, 2010).

Participants
A purposive sample group of diverse 10–12 young people aged 13–18, including different genders, backgrounds, and experiences will be asked to participate (Cohen and Manion, 2011). 

Data collection
Collaboratively designed semi-structured interviews: Young people help create interview questions focusing on the effects they notice after consuming energy drinks. These interviews will explore positive and negative experiences, including physical sensations, emotional changes and impacts on relationships or group dynamics (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Denscombe, 2014). This will also allow for prepared questions and the flexibility to explore issues that arise during conversation (Denscombe, 2010). Examples of interview questions can be found in Appendix, page 16.
Creative workshops: Activities such as “energy drink diaries”, body maps, poster making or scenario discussions will allow participants to reflect on and illustrate the effects they experience (Denscombe, 2010; Gastaldo et al., 2018). These creative methods are inclusive and can help young people articulate feelings or changes they may find difficult to express verbally (Gastaldo et al., 2018).
Young people group involvement: A group of young people will help design research tools, recruit peers, and contribute to data analysis, ensuring that the study remains relevant and young people led (Kellett, 2011).

Data analysis
Data will be analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2013). The researcher will keep a record of all decisions made (audit trail), use a clear and organised coding framework and regularly reflect on any personal biases in a research journal (Braun and Clarke, 2013; Bolton, 2014). Young people will be asked to check and give feedback on how their data is understood to ensure their views are represented correctly (Alderson and Morrow, 2011). Microsoft Excel will be used for systematic coding and organisation of data, making it easier to manage and track codes, themes and participants’ responses in a clear and accessible format (Denscombe, 2010).
To improve the trustworthiness and integrity of the findings, summary sheets of key themes will be shared with participants for their feedback and clarification. This ensures that all voices are heard, interpretations are correct, reinforcing the collaborative ethos and the commitment to transparency throughout the project (Bell, 2010).

Ethical Considerations
Working ethically is essential when conducting research with young people. This project will be reviewed and approved by the University’s ethics committee, demonstrating awareness of the required steps to keep participants safe (Alderson & Morrow, 2011; BERA, 2018; UWTSD, 2022). Integrity will be maintained throughout the research by following transparent and honest processes, ensuring that all findings are based on participants’ genuine involvements (Alderson & Morrow, 2011; BERA, 2018).
Ethical practice in this research is guided by the National Occupational Standards, which prioritise respect, empowerment, and meaningful participation, as well as by BERA (2018), UWTSD (2022) and the UNCRC (Unicef, 1989). These frameworks support consent, confidentiality, safeguarding, and ongoing reflection, helping the study uphold the highest standards of integrity and ethical responsibility. (BERA, 2018).
Key ethical considerations include: 
Informed consent: The gatekeeper, all participants and parents/guardians will receive clear, age-appropriate information sheets explaining about the research, their rights including the right to withdraw at any time. Consent will be an ongoing process (Alderson and Morrow, 2011).
Confidentiality: All data will be anonymised and personal details removed to protect privacy (Mauthner et al., 2002). Participants will be informed that if they share information suggesting risk of harm, confidentiality may need to be broken in line with safeguarding policies (UWTSD, 2022).
Wellbeing and support: Information about support services such as Youth Workers, school counsellors, or local health charities will be given. A clear risk protocol will be in place, including strategies for pausing activities and offering follow-up support if needed (BERA, 2018; NSPCC, 2023).
Self-reflection: Young people and adult researchers will be encouraged to keep reflective journals to recognise their own views and roles during research, helping to make sure power imbalances are addressed (Youth Futures Foundation, 2024). Allowing participants to choose where interviews take place and which topics to focus on supports voluntary participation and free expression (UNCRC,1989). Additionally, the wellbeing of the researcher will also be safeguarded (BERA, 2018).

Strengths and Weaknesses
A key strength of this project is its participatory design, which centres on young people’s voices and experiences and uses creative, flexible methods to enhance engagement and inclusivity (Fraser, 2004; Alderson & Morrow, 2011). Involving young people in research design and analysis increases the relevance and authenticity of findings (Wellcome Trust, 2021; NIHR, 2023).
A strength of this study is its alignment with the Five Pillars and the National Occupational Standards (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019; Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022), ensuring that young people’s participation, empowerment, and equality are included in every part of the process. This enhances the authenticity and relevance of the findings (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). However, barriers such as limited resources, safeguarding requirements, and limited time can sometimes make it hard to achieve these goals. This critical reflection is essential for ongoing improvement and ethical youth work research (Banks, 2010).
However, the project has various limitations, like its small sample size and the presence of only current Tysul Youth club attendees means that the findings may not represent the full diversity of young people’s experiences (Cohen and Manion, 2011). Additionally, as the research is being carried out by a single researcher, this may limit the diversity of perspectives and increase the risk of personal bias (Cohen and Manion, 2011; Braun and Clarke, 2013). Time pressures may also affect opportunities for follow-up, participant feedback, or deeper involvement of young people in the research process (Jardine and James, 2012). Other practical issues-such as limited resources, safeguarding rules, and balancing research with other work may also reduce how much young people can take part as co-researchers. These challenges will be clearly recognised and discussed throughout the project (Banks, 2010).

Reporting, feedback, and dissemination
The final stage of the research will be to share findings in ways that are clear, useful, and respectful to all involved, by producing young person friendly summaries, such as a short report in clear language, posters, illustrated storyboards and presentations for youth groups, schools and wider communities. These forms of distribution reflect the educational pillar of youth work and support Article 17 of the UNCRC (Unicef, 1989), which states that children should have access to information important for their well-being. Workshops and presentations will be organised for youth workers, educators, and policymakers to discuss recommendations and practical steps for supporting young people’s health in relation to energy drink use (Visram et al., 2016).

Conclusion  
This study highlights the complex and multifaceted nature of energy drink consumption among young people, revealing how health, social, and cultural influences all play a role in shaping their choices. By involving young people directly, their voices and real-life experiences became central to the findings. Key lessons for Youth Work practice include the need to understand why young people use energy drinks, such as peer influence, accessibility, and advertising. The project also reinforces that health promotion works best when young people design it, making interventions more relatable and effective. Challenges like safeguarding, resource limitations, and organisational constraints were acknowledged, highlighting the need for flexibility and reflection.
These insights can benefit beyond the Youth Work setting. Reaching a wider audience including schools, parents, community organisations, and policymakers could help raise awareness and encourage consistent support for young people. Working collaboratively can ensure young people receive clear, evidence-based guidance about energy drinks and that adults are better prepared to support healthier choices.
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Appendix
Semi structured interview questions (examples)
1. Can you tell me about the first time you tried an energy drink like monster? What made you want to try it? … how did you feel afterwards?
2. How often do you drink energy drinks, and in what situations do you usually have them? Are there certain times of places where you’re more likely to drink them?
3. What do you notice about how your body feels after drinking an energy drink? Do you feel more awake, restless, get headaches?
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