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For the purpose of this essay the author will be discussing the role of the youth worker within contemporary society and furthermore how this role has changed in recent years. 
To explore the topics in full the writer will firstly discuss what youth work is, where youth work happens and lastly what contemporary society look like. 
The writer will then explore the many roles of a youth worker before discussing in greater detail the role of the youth worker as an educator and their role in building relationships with young people.  To conclude the writer will discuss how the role of a youth worker has changed to coincide with contemporary society.

Youth work is an incredibly unique service. Youth work is a voluntary relationship between the young person and the youth worker and is young person lead (Nicholls, 2012). It is age-specific, working with young people from the of eleven to twenty-five, furthermore it is universal to all young people (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2018).  
People rarely fully understand what youth work is and the innumerable roles a youth worker will take on. More often than not, youth workers find themselves struggling to define what youth work is (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2018).

The National Occupational Standards (NOS) have provided a description of youth workers key purpose as:

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 potential
		(Learning and Skills improvement Service, 2012, p.4).


Ingram and Harris (2001) suggest that facilitating and supporting young people’s journeys through dependence to interdependence is key to providing good youth work. All youth work should be underpinned by the five pillars of youth work which are: educative, expressive, participative, inclusive and empowering (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2018).
There are numerous forms of youth work, for example; faith-based youth work, detached youth work, youth clubs, youth centres and school-based youth work (Factor, Chauhan and Pitts, 2001). However according to Wise and Harrison (2008), youth work should happen wherever the young people are, even if in a different location each young person should receive the same service.

There is no denying the world has changed considerably in the last twenty years with how fast technology has advanced to the global population increasing from 5.6 billion to an estimated 7.6 billion. There has also been a huge increase in families leaving rural towns to live in cities which has made it increasingly difficult for young people who are trying to gain employment, with on average of up to eighty people applying per job vacancy in major cities  (Chapman, 2019). 

Poverty; According to Turn2us (2018) the number of people living in poverty in the United Kingdom has reached an all-time high of 14.2 million people, 4.5 million of them being children and young people. The poorest of families in the United Kingdom have fallen deep into poverty in the last eight years leaving parents having to skip meals just to be able to afford to feed their children (Turn2us, 2018).  Young people living in poverty have far more “dangers” involved in steering the route  to interdependence  (Mackle, 2019). 
Family: The family structure has changed dramatically with blended families becoming as common as nuclear families. Furthermore, a quarter of families in the United Kingdom are now single parent families (Eitzen, Wells and Zinn, 2015).
Twenty years ago, 44% of adults in the United Kingdom had access to a mobile phone, statistics for 2019 show this has dramatically increased to a massive 96% with the average person spending two hours and thirty-four minutes a day on social media (O’ Dea, 2020).  A massive 80% of young people have access to social media daily with 69% of eleven-fifteen-year olds now using Facebook, 66% of young people now having Instagram accounts and 68% having Snapchat accounts (Johnson, 2020). 
This has led to a huge increase in cyber bulling with 72% of young people having been affected or having viewed cyberbullying online in the last two years (Statista Research Department, 2019).  There has also been a rise in the number of thirteen-eighteen-year olds being asked to send sexual images online to 60% in 2019 (Statista Research Department, 2019). 
These changes in contemporary society along with issues such as body image, unemployment, benefit cuts and substance misuse have played a significant part in the escalation of mental illness in the United Kingdom, with a quarter of adults now suffering with some kind of mental illness (Dashiff, Dimicco, Myers, Sheppard, 2009).
Stress hormones can have a negative effect on a young person’s brain development, which can affect their mental wellbeing which is shown in the vast increase of young people suffering with mental health (Dashiff, Dimicco, Myers, Sheppard, 2009). Additional changes in contemporary society can increase pressure felt by young people, adding to pressures already experienced during adolescence. Some young people find it hard to cope with these changes, therefore it is the youth worker’s role to keep their work current and adjust their role in light of changes in society (Ingram & Harris, 2001).
It is central when discussing the role of a youth worker to keep in mind that no two youth workers are the same. All youth workers will have their own strengths and weaknesses and their own way to work with young people; all have different individual experiences (Young, 2016). However, all youth workers should underpin their work by the principles, purposes and values of youth work (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2018). and Furthermore, the government and their employees current and most up to date policies and guidelines. 
The National Youth Service Strategy for Wales (2007) states that young people should be able to achieve three specific outcomes throughout their participation in youth work, which are ‘active participation’, ‘wider skills development’ and ‘enhanced emotional competence’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2007).  A youth worker’s role is to achieve these outcomes while also remembering that young people will usually get involved in youth work to have fun (Sapin,  2013).
A youth worker has many roles while supporting a young person’s journey through to adolescent years. These roles may be to give support, advise, encourage, motivate, signpost or to educate and help a young person in building up their life skills (Writing, 2001).  
For the purpose of this essay the writer will discuss a youth worker’s role of being an educator and building relationships with young person.
At the centre of youth work is education. The main role of any youth worker is to educate young people through informal or non-formal learning. Rossester (1987) cements this stating “First and foremost, youth workers are educators. All other roles they may fulfil at certain times are secondary” (Rosseter, 1987, p. 52). According to Sapin (2013), young people will develop greater control of their own lives while being involved in non-formal/ informal learning. 
A youth worker’s role is to be aware and understand that all young people  have different starting points. Where other professionals will normally be working toward a set end goal, youth workers can move the goal posts and work with the young person at their own pace to their own learning goals . A Youth worker’s role is to promote young people's personal and social development, working with the young person not for themselves but for them (Rosseter, 1987).

The Extending Entitlement Policy (Welsh Assembly Government, 2001) expresses how youth workers educating young people will ‘Strengthen the fences that prevent people from falling over the cliff rather than providing more ambulances and police vans when they do’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2001 , p.5) 
The National Youth Service Strategy for Wales (2007) states that all young people have the right to be able to learn from experience in a supportive surrounding (Welsh Assembly Government, 2007). For example, a cooking activity in a local youth club provides a learning outcome such as group work, budgeting, life skills, planning and time management.  The young person may not see these outcomes, they just see they are having fun. However, as youth workers we know something as simple as group work used during this activity can go on to shape their future. Working in a group is one of the six key skills recognized by ‘Skills that work for Wales’ that are needed to thrive, not only in training and education, but further employment (Welsh Assembly Government, 2008).

Being able to build a relationship with young people is fundamental to the role of a youth worker; having the ability to build a trusting relationship with young people is the key to becoming a great youth worker. As said by Young (2006), ‘Relationships are, and always have been, at the heart of youth work’ (Young, 2006, p.65). However, the youth worker’s role is to find a balance between being approachable and also professional (Sapin, 2013).

Building a trusting relationship with a young person enables the youth workers to be able to encourage the young people to try new experiences, giving the young person a sense of belonging (Ingram and Harris, 2001). It is the youth worker’s role and responsibility to provide a safe environment for a young person to grow; in this environment a young person will learn how to start to challenge and how to be challenged. The young person and youth worker should have mutual respect for each other and each other’s views (Young, 2006). 

Building these relationships will help shape the activities you organise. For instance, a group of young people who you have a good relationship with open up to you and discuss how they have been smoking cannabis on the weekend. The NAOMIE model of decision making (Ingram and Harris, 2001)  can be beneficial as a youth worker you can use this model and organise workshops for example around harm reduction or speak to the local police officer and substance misuse worker to arrange a drop ins. 

When looking at The Adverse Childhood Experiences Study (Felitti, Anda, Nordenberg , Edwards, Koss and Marks, 1998) which discusses the impact on a child/young person who witnesses or experiences stressful events (ACEs), for example parental mental illness, physical abuse and parental incarceration, we see how vital these relationships are to young people. The study found that four plus ACEs had a long-lasting impact on the child/young person’s adult life, for example a child/young person was more likely themselves to be incarcerated and more likely to develop type two diabetes and have health harming behaviours. In addition, the study found that if a child/young person has one positive adult role model/relationship it can buffer out the impact of the four plus ACEs (Felitti et al, 1998). This is where the positive relationship between a youth worker and young person is paramount as according to Young (2006) a youth worker may be the only positive relationship a young person has.
Despite the fact that the key purposes and values of youth work and the youth worker role  has remained virtually unchanged since the birth of youth work in the 18th century (Ifed, 2018), youth work and the youth worker have had to change the way they work to adhere to modern society (Nicholls, 2012).
Firstly, the death of eight-year-old Victoria Climbie in 2000 led to Lord Laming’s report in 2003 which led to changes not only to the way youth workers work today, but all other services involved with children and young people. This report steered new safe-guarding guidelines and policies and the way different organisations worked with each-other published in the Children Act of 2004 (NSPCC Learning, 2019).  

Youth workers, along with many other professionals, due to changes in policy and guidelines need to have the ability to not only work with young people, but to also be able to do book work, for example risk assessments, funding bids and accident forms. This side of youth work is crucial in contemporary society (Tyler, Hoggarth and Merton , 2009). 

In 1997 the ‘New Labour’ government bought in changes which integrated youth work into the local authority setting, such as the youth offering service. In addition they also pushed for youth workers to work with more target groups of young people, for example ‘NEET’ (not in education or training) young people. This took some of the voluntary and universal aspect away from some forms of youth work. It can be argued that an involuntary setting can make it harder for the youth worker to form a relationship with the young person, however it is still youth work. However, some youth work practitioners would argue that this would be youth workers going to the ‘dark side’ and this it is not youth work (Children & Young People now, 2019).

Sercombe (2010) explains that youth work changes can be summed up in three words; society, policy and practice. Basically, referring to what is happening in society will impact on policy brought through in government, which will then impact on youth work practice. Current youth work is intertwined with many other services, including social work and educational services. 

The Extending Entitlement (Welsh Assembly Government, 2001) saw the age range youth workers work with increased in Wales from nineteen to twenty-five. In addition to this the YMCA youth charity found that spending in the youth service has been cut by 70% in the last decade (Weale, 2020). The result of this has seen an increase in the number of youth workers having to do the job of two or three youth workers. Furthermore, youth workers are now working more forward by meeting targets and working with target groups to secure funding (ibid).

In conclusion, youth work is unique in its delivery; it is a young person led service that aims to work with the young person in a voluntary relationship to support them through adolescence supporting them to become independent adults. Youth workers will work with young people from where they are in their lives not where we want them to be (Ingram and Harris, 2001). 

Youth work should always be underpinned by the principles, purposes and values of youth work (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2018).  While youth work is available in various settings and  universal to diverse young people, the Youth Strategy for Wales (2019) states youth workers should be able to adapt their service without compromising its values, principle or purposes (Welsh Government, 2019).

Society has evolved considerably within the last two decades; an advance in technology has coincided with increased challenges and issues felt by young people, the increase in mental wellbeing, cyberbullying, the sending and receiving of sexual images, internet and gaming addiction to name a few (Statista Research Department, 2019). Youth workers can combat and support young people through these issues by keeping their work current and up to date (Ingram and Harris, 2001). Along  with these changes there has also been an increase in poverty, blended and single families, unemployment, substance misuse and debt which all affect a young person’s transition into adolescence (Dashiff, Dimicco, Myers, Sheppard, 2009).
As with young people, all youth workers are different too, and all have their own style in which they work with young people (Young, 2016). Youth workers will take on various roles when supporting young people, depending on the young person/people they are working with. For example they may offer support, motive, advice or just a listening ear to a young person (Writing, 2001).   Writing (2001) responds to this by stating ‘There are a bewildering number of labels and definition for the ways we work with young people’ (Writing, 2001, p111). At the centre of youth work is education (Rosseter, 1987), there are three learning outcomes in youth work which are which are ‘active participation’, ‘wider skills development’ and ‘enhanced emotional competence’ (Welsh Assembly Government, 2007).  
Youth workers should use a mixture of informal and non-formal learning and fun to achieve these outcomes.
Being able to build a trusting relationship is  key to long-lasting benefits; without these benefits a young person’s experience of  youth work will be limited (Sapin, 2013). This positive relationship maybe the only positive relationship a young person has. When looking at theory such as The Adverse Childhood Experiences Study, it becomes apparent these relationships can be vital to a young person’s development.
Despite countless factors in youth work being unchanged since the 18th century (Ifed, 2018), there have been many changes in the role of a youth worker. The biggest change is the changes to safeguarding and to multi-agency work in 2004 after the death of Victoria Climbie in 2000.
Youth work has seen many cuts in funding in recent years and has become more targeted in some aspect (Weale, 2020). However, youth work has remained the same, offering a service which is inclusive to all young people with an aim to work with young people to become the best version of themselves. 
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