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Where Youth Work Happens



For the purpose of this essay the author is going to discuss the role of the youth worker within contemporary society and how this role has changed in recent years.
Youth workers play a key role when supporting young people within society, they are talented practitioners who use a multitude of skills to build relationships with young people regardless of where they should be. Harris & Wise (2008) perfectly summarise that youth work happens wherever young people are.
Youth work happens in a variety of settings, places and locations, Lewis (2020) notes such settings can be club based, schools, churches, street based, residential, health settings and outreach to name a few. With rapid changes within society young people are expected to adapt with the moving times of citizenship and this can be quite daunting in the eyes of a young person going through adolescence. This time has been described as:
Adolescence is best understood as a complex transition between the states of childhood dependence and adult interdependence. Transitions are never easy, but there are some unique characteristics of this transition which make it and unusually problematic one.
(Coleman et al. 2009, p227)

Youth work is governed by many policies and guidelines on a local and national level in order for youth workers practice safely within the contemporary society.


Contemporary society is interoperated by Pricopie (No Date) as:
A setting characterized by technological innovation and increasing human interconnection and globalization. It brings about changes such as increased life expectancy, literacy and gender equality, bringing a natural equilibrium.
(Pricopie. Scribd. No Date)


The role of the youth worker in varying arenas will be discussed by the author and will note how their role has changed over the recent years.
The National Occupational Standards (NOS) best describes the key purposes of youth work as to:
Enable young people to develop holistically, working with them to facilitate their personal, social and educational development, to enable them to develop their voice, influence and place in society and to reach their full potential 
(LSIS, 2012. p.4).
Davies (2010) notes defining youth work has always been quite a difficult challenge faced by many in the field. The purpose and value of youth work takes place in many contexts and youth workers use a range of activities and skills in order to deliver their sessions. It is important to note however, that education is at the core of all work undertaken with young people. Participation from young people should be entered voluntary and not forced upon them, they also have the choice to end any sort of relationship between them and the youth worker at any time. Lewis (2018).

Youth work is intertwined with many other disciplines such as social work, education, psychology and others. Borden et al (2011). Their role in turn also means that youth workers need to adapt their role to respond to the demands from society. Borden et al’s Journal of Youth Development article notes that:

Youth programs of the past were often seen exclusively as a place to play and have fun; however, today the expectations for youth workers and programs include the promotion of the overall positive development of the young people within the program.
(Borden et. Al. 2020)

In order for youth workers to provide a service to young people aged 11-25 they inevitably use a wide range of skills in which they deliver their programmes. Ultimately, and rightly foremost, building a relationship with a young person is the very starting block on which to build a positive connection. If no relationship can be formed, then effective youth work cannot take place, this notion is backed up and cited in a journal by another youth worker where she notes that good relationships are the prerequisite to making things happen. Rodd &Stewart (2009). 

Helping a young person’s social development can be done in many different ways and youth workers will use a range of methods to develop such life changing and future aspirational goals. 
Depending on an area where young people reside the needs of the young person can vary, for instance the dilemma’s a young person faces within an inner city can be completely different from a young person who lives in a rural community. This can have an impact on how two youth workers carry out their practice, however regardless of where they are based the principles of youth work remain the same. Youth workers who work in such settings even have the opportunity to work together in order to bridge the gaps between urban and rural areas offering cultural and diverse experiences for the young people in each environment. 
Similar opportunities have taken place in the authors local town, Dr M’z a Carmarthen town-based youth club arranged a get together with a rural youth club from Ceredigion. The two clubs met up and played a game of rounders in Carmarthen Park, this gave the young people from both clubs a chance to engage with each other promoting social integration, friendship, sporting activities, positivity and growth. Opening up such opportunities enables the youth worker to promote the five pillars of youth work that is “Educative, Expressive, Participative, Inclusive and empowering” (CWVYS, 2013 p.6). 

Similarly, school-based youth workers also have the advantage of working with and alongside external agencies to provide young people with experiences that they may not be able to have access to. A perfect example of this is joining the Duke of Edinburgh scheme or the Princes Trust. The Princes Trust (2020) boasts that they provide activities and offer young people a chance to experience exciting courses, transforming their lives, therefore building their confidence to reach their full potential.

Youth workers may also come across young people who are going through traumatic experiences such as homelessness, bullying, dysfunctional backgrounds and drug abuse. In a youth club setting youth workers can use activities such 1:1 meetings in order to establish their needs. The NAOMIE model of decision making is a useful tool in order for youth workers to decide of a logical plan to assist the young person. This model can also help the youth worker to prioritise their tasks, planning a to do list ensuring that the immediate need is addressed and worked upon. Involving young people in their short-term plans also promotes the sense of ownership to their progression.

Other session plans are also utilised within this area, encouraging the young person to engage with drama groups and group activities can enable the young person to feel connected to those around them making them feel worthy and listened to. 

Detached youth work or street-based youth work differs from many other contexts as the youth worker goes to where the young people are. The success of detached youth work again relies heavily on building a good relationship with the youth in that specific area. Many youth workers work in conjunction with the local police in order to identify areas of a vicinity where crime, anti-social behaviour or acts of terrorism is an issue.  Whelan (2011) notes by engaging with young people in this area it highlights and identifies key issues that need addressing, empathy and listening skills is the youth workers ally when understanding subjectively to their concerns. Similarly, outreach workers look to bring young people into building-based locations, they can offer them a place of warmth, food and support to promote engagement and accessibility to available resources should they require it. Sign posting the young person to the plethora of services within the local community can also enable them to be proactive with their future objectives which in turn improves their well-being.

The author has had experiential learning opportunities in the residential sector of youth work, this type of work is reactive to the young person’s situation which is usually homelessness, family disputes, drug abuse and debt. Typically, we work alongside multi-agency sectors. Multi-agency meetings are paramount within this area of support. Such complex needs cannot be ‘fixed’ by a solely a youth worker, however it is important to add that such meetings do focus on the youth workers skills to build meaningful relationships to promote successful outcomes with other members of the multidisciplinary team. Blacker (2010) supports such theory by stating effective and valuable relationships is the heart of a youth workers practice, furthermore Jolly (2010) notes that how a worker engages with young people will determine the overall outcome, ultimately, they will vote with their feet.


The participation in time credits is also a tool utilised by the author to open up opportunities, this enables young and old people to volunteer within their community which in turn they get awarded with credits to use either in the gym, cinema or other venues that support this. The National Youth Service Strategy for Wales (2014-2018) outcomes for young people support this ethos by saying young people can feel they can ‘enjoy and achieve’ and also make a ‘positive contribution’ to their community. 
Enabling the young person to budget and cook for themselves is another aspect the author enjoyed, they could see the young person problem solve, make decisions and improve levels of confidence, life skills and self-motivation which again is supported by the wider skills outcome for young people, National Youth Service Strategy for Wales. (2014-2018).

Although youth work is primarily working with young people in varying contexts, youth workers also have a phenomenal amount of paperwork to complete. Evaluations, documentation of daily logs, session plans and managing and applying for finances are another key component to their role.

As stated previously, contemporary society from a young person’s eyes must be quite disheartening, especially if they have limited support from their families or through austerity. Fullfact (2019), a UK independent fact checking charity notes that “14.3 million people are in poverty in the UK (…) of which 4.6 million are children” (Fullfact. 2019). Living in such conditions could lead a young person to commit crime in order to support themselves or their family. 
Bullying in schools maybe commonplace due to the fact they do not have the best clothes or trainers as their peers, social media such as Facebook or Instagram may compound the young person’s idea of what is considered ‘normal’. 
Depressive symptoms seem to be on the rise among young people, the mental health foundation cites a supporting theory by the YMCA, World of Good noting: 
Young people also tell us that body image is a substantial concern, with 16-25-year olds identifying it as the third biggest challenge currently causing harm to young people, with lack of employment opportunities and failure to succeed within the education system being the first two.
(Mental Health Foundation. 2020)

Many young people use mobile phones to keep in touch with family and friends, but this has also opened up a gateway for cyber bullying, sex exploitation, harassment and recruiting for terrorism. The use of social media platforms also enables the perpetrators to act anonymously, making it difficult for the said individuals to be prosecuted. 

Knife crime in cities and towns have reached a record high within England and Wales and the Guardian notes “there were 45,627 offences involving knives or sharp instruments recorded by police in 2019, a 7% rise year on year, and 49% higher than 2011 when comparable records began” (Grierson. 2020). In turn the government has stepped up the number of police officer recruited and announced the available funding will be increased to accommodate such provisions to tackle violent crime. Home office (2020). Detached and outreach youth work can also have a huge impact in this area when collaborating with external agencies to combat youth crime.

A faith-based youth worker when asked, also noted that within the last 5 years they had seen a rise in self harm, depression, impact of county lines on drug abuse amongst young people and cyber bullying. This ultimately has changed how they deliver their work within this sector in order to support vulnerable young people.

The Lord Laming report into the tragic death of Victoria Climbie noted she had suffered an immeasurable amount of neglect and abuse during her young life Laming (2003). The report also highlights that whilst Victoria was seen by a multitude of professionals during her short life the “agencies with responsibility for Victoria gave low priority to the task of protecting children” (Laming, 2003. p.3). The report also drove significant changes within the safeguarding arena for children, The Children Act 2004 placed a duty on local authorities to be accountable for the delivery of services to young people. Youth workers similarly are involved in ensuring the safeguarding of the young people they work with, reporting any concerns to their seniors and or social services. Multi-agency meetings are now commonplace within youth work, which enables professionals from other sectors to come together in order to highlight and action any concerns they may uncover. 

It is important to mention the recent outbreak of the Coronavirus pandemic throughout the world, the Government initiated lockdown has made it near enough impossible for youth workers to engage with young people face to face. For many young people staying in can be a paralysing thought, their empathy is under-developed to understand the risks that are out there should they take on a laissez-faire attitude to the government guidelines. Kirkaldie (2020). Youth workers however have been extremely resourceful in their approach to maintaining social interactions with young people. Zoom calls have been set up for 1:1 meetings, group get togethers and interactive activities, Lauren Barcley a youth worker in England has utilised such recourses to maintain flexible in her delivery of youth work principles within her practice. She has done so with great success noting you cannot simply stop because of lockdown. Barcley (2020).

To conclude, it is evident that changes within society are fast paced and forever evolving, and in turn youth workers need to adapt to this. Youth work is a unique profession where youth workers rely on a multitude of skills to provide a service to young people that’s educational in its delivery but also supportive to young people during adolescence and beyond. Qualifications in youth work such as bachelor’s degree enables workers to become professionally trained to deal with matters arsing within society, and to act on them appropriately.

Youth work simply does just not happen in youth clubs but is available where young people are in a variety of settings. Ingram and Harris summarise this by saying “youth workers work wherever young people are: in clubs, on the streets, In schools. The work is the same, it just takes place in a range of settings” (Ingram and Harris. 2001. p.18).

It is unfortunate that such tragedies such as the death of Victoria Climbe, Baby P, Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman have had to take place in order for legislation to change, but in doing so it has thrown the need for stringent and diverse policies to be adhered to by professionals such as youth workers. 

Cuts in local and national budgets ultimately affect youth workers as this is the sector that seems to be affected first. This in turn challenges youth workers in how they deliver their work. Pugh (2010) highlights that many workers become unmotivated and tired as they struggle to do what is expected of them, working long hours in order to complete what is expected of them. However, is it evident that youth workers still manage to provide the key principles that drive youth work that being it is educative, expressive, participative, inclusive and empowering. CWVYS, (2013).
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