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Within this essay the author will be looking briefly at the various context of youth work and how this has changed over time. It will also be looking at the role that youth workers play both within these contexts and within modern society and how this differs from youth workers in the past. The author will look at how policies and politics have played a part in the change to the role of youth work. It will also look at the way in which people’s view of youth workers has changed over time.
Youth work, according to Jeffs and Smith (2010) can be split into five elements that they deem as the defining factors that make youth work different from other activities. These five elements include Voluntary participation, which works on the belief that young people have the freedom of choice to decide whether to engage in youth work, a choice that almost all other services do not offer (Jeffs and Smith, 2010). Secondly, education and welfare, which, while different from the earlier days of youth work, is still very much a part of it. Thirdly, young people, which works on the basis that there is a boundary on the age group that youth workers work with (Jeffs and Smith, 2010). Fourthly, Association, Relationship and Community which all aim to educate young people through building relationships both with youth workers and also help young people to build relationships with others and making them feel like a part of their community (Jeffs and Smiths, 2010). And finally, being friendly, accessible and responsive while acting with integrity which Jeffs and Smiths (2010, p.3) describe as “a belief that workers should not only be approachable and friendly, but they should also have faith in people and seek to live good lives”.
Keeping these five elements in mind shows the basic role that a youth worker plays in a young person’s life. These elements allow for young people to be in control of what they are getting involved in and what they wish to take away from the help and support of youth work through voluntary participations.  This works on the basis that it supports young people at what ever part of their life they may be in and in whatever location they may be in; it meets young people’s needs where they are in regards to not just their location but also their development (NYA, no date). This shows that youth work can take place anywhere that young people are, whether this be in schools, youth clubs, churches, education centres and prisons and also through outreach and detached youth work. As well as this, these elements also pin point the educative role of a youth worker, both from the early days of youth work which took place in ragged schools and Sunday schools (Jeffs and Smith, 2010, pg. 2) to modern day settings, educating young people on issues such as sexual health, housing support, counselling and career advice (Jeffs and Smith, 2010 pg. 2). Another aspect of these elements is that youth workers help young people to build positive relationships. In the past these relationships were built within youth clubs, schools, sports teams and youth organisations such as guides and scouts. In modern society with the use of the internet, these relationships are now sometimes being built online, whether this be through social media, chat rooms or online video games. Some examples of this show how the views that young people have with regards to the meaning of friendships has shifted, this can be seen with apps such as Snapchat, where young people are seeing snapchat streaks as a proof of friendship, believing that if someone fails to keep the streak going, by being in contact every day, that the friendship is lost (Lorenz, M.T, 2017). This shows a negative belief of what a positive relationship is as it does not involve face to face interaction or any form of deep engagement. As youth workers, an important role they play in a young person’s life is teaching them positive social skills and how to develop meaningful trusting relationships (WG, 2013)

Another issue that youth workers have had to adapt their role to is the rise in mental health issues amongst young people and according to the Mental Health Foundation (2016) while slightly outdated, statistics show that 10% of young people aged 5 to 16 had a clinically diagnosable mental health problem. Mental Health issues can present themselves in a variety of different ways, whether that be depression and anxiety, eating disorders, schizophrenia, bipolar disorder and along with these can come, self-harm, anger issues. While youth workers are not qualified mental health workers they can still play a role in supporting young people who may suffer with mental health issues. This could be through helping signpost young people to “relevant advice, information, support and guidance” (WG, 2013, Pg. 4) or helping to develop their well-being, this could be through teaching them how to deal with stress, how to be aware of the signs of mental health both in themselves and in others and how best to support their peers who may be suffering with mental health problems. Youth work practitioners can also take part in mental health first aid training to better understand the behaviour of young people and how their behaviour could be linked to mental health issues and how to help them, this is supported by Tiet and Bird (1998 cited in Factor, Chauhan and Pitts, 2001) who suggest that if someone has adequate support through challenges faced in childhood and adolescents, they are more likely to be mentally stable in adulthood. With this in mind, youth workers can play a massive part in supporting young people if they are well informed on mental health as Mental Health Foundation (no date) points out, that by having well informed youth workers they can help raise awareness of mental health issues and also help change young people’s behaviour with things such as how they deal with anger and distress. They can also offer support to young people and their families, whether this be helping to educate families and give them a better understanding of what the young person is going through. As well as this youth workers can help young people deal with any challenges that they may face due to mental health issues and ensure they are aware of any opportunities that may be available to them, which is indicated as a purpose of youth work (WG, 2013)

In conclusion it can be seen that youth work in contemporary society has had to deal with new issues that were not prevalent in the earlier days of youth work and that this also shows that youth work is constantly adapting to keep up with the changes in modern society, whether this is through new policies being put in place to ensure that young people are supported through whatever changes happen over time or through the availability of training. 
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