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This essay will demonstrate an understanding of the principles and practices of youth work and compare these to alternative services who work with young people. Firstly, it will examine the characteristics of youth work which makes the profession distinctive from others who work with young people. To do this, a range of sources will be used to identify the themes that are central to understanding what the characteristics for effective youth work practice are. Secondly, this essay will examine the values and principles that underpin professional youth work practice.  Furthermore, this essay will show an understanding of the variety of different youth work contexts and explain the importance of establishing the needs of young people in certain communities when choosing the contexts and services being offered to them. It will link each theme discussed in the essay to the National Occupational Standards for Youth Work (CLD Scotland, 2019) and will use a variety of sources from extended reading to illustrate and emphasise key points in this essay.

People have worked with young people for many years in a variety of different guises, so it is important to recognise the differences between a youth worker and that of another person who works with young people.  To do this, youth work must be given its own ‘discrete identity’ (Carter et al. 1995 cited in Jeffs and Smith, 2019, p. 1). There needs to be recognition of the characteristics associated with what constitutes youth work. The National Youth Service Strategy for Wales provides examples of these important characteristics (WAG, 2007, p. 3). These include the ‘voluntary engagement’ of young people who are aged between eleven and twenty-five years old. Secondly, the work focuses on educating young people using primarily a ‘non-formal approach’. Another characteristic identified is that youth work is available to all young people and does not discriminate. Finally, youth work ensures that young people take the lead in activities and opportunities that are accessible to them.  

On the other hand, Jeffs and Smith (2010, pp. 1-3) argue that youth work is distinguished by five elements which all must be present for youth work to be defined. These include the ‘voluntary participation’ of young people aged between eleven to twenty-five, ‘education and welfare, association, relationship and community’ and finally, youth workers should be friendly, accessible, and responsive while acting with integrity’. Both sources identify the voluntary relationship between young people and youth workers as a key component of youth work. This voluntary principle means that young people can choose whether they engage with youth work or not, ‘tipping the balance of power and control in the young person’s favour’ (Stanley, 1890 cited in Batsleer and Davies, 2010, p. 62). The Albermarle Milson-Fairbairn and Thompson government report identifies the ‘voluntary principle’ of youth work as a key element of the profession (Ord, 2009, p. 1).  Both sources identify education as being a defining characteristic or element of youth work. The National Youth Strategy for Wales suggests that youth work largely consists of a ‘non-formal educative approach’ (WAG, 2007, p. 3). This approach focuses on the developmental needs of the young person, as an alternative to working towards a prescribed ‘syllabus or curriculum’ (Harrison and Wise 2007, p. 2). According to Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes, youth work can provide ‘non-formal, informal, and structured educational opportunities and experiences’ for young people (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). Informal education is the learning that occurs from ‘everyday experiences’ and is lifelong (Harrison and Wise 2005, p. 14). Ingram and Harris (2001) argue that ‘only education’ can help young people develop and ‘to take control of their own lives responsibly.’ They argue that ‘youth work is needed because only youth workers are ‘educationalists’ and place the needs of the young people they work with first. 

In addition to the characteristics, there are values and principles that are central to effective youth work and differ from other services that engage with young people.  These values are the central focus for all youth work and ‘underpin the standards’ set out in the National Occupational Standards for youth work (CLD Scotland, 2019). All youth workers should adhere to these standards to fulfil the key purpose of youth work which is 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. 
(CLD Scotland, 2019, p. 4)

The standards acknowledge that all youth work is centred around a ‘young person led approach’ and the values are ‘placed within the local, social, and political contexts’ of youth work, enabling the ‘holistic development’ of young people (CLD Scotland, 2019, p. 4). These values and principles underpin the standard include the ‘participation and active involvement’ of young people, providing them with safe spaces where they can decide to take part in activities, meet new people, unwind, and enjoy themselves. Vital to youth work are the principles of ‘equity, diversity and inclusion’ (CLD Scotland, 2019, p. 5). This sets the standard for all youth workers to ‘treat all young people with respect’, valuing and encouraging individuality, acceptance, and open mindedness of other perspectives. Youth work should work in ‘partnership with young people and others’, recognising the importance of engaging with ‘wider networks, communities, families, and cultures’ who impact on young people (CLD Scotland, 2019, p. 5). Thus, pursuing to help young people establish strong connections with others and helping them to develop a sense of identity and belonging.  Young people should be treated as equals in their own learning processes and be able to make their own decisions about issues affecting their lives (CLD Scotland, 2019, p. 5). Youth work should be involved in the ‘personal, social and political development’ of young people, placing a focus on their feelings, encouraging them to use their voice to express those feelings and to make change (CLD Scotland, 2019, p. 5). Furthermore, ‘young people in Wales have the right to access youth work through the medium of Welsh’ (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). 

Ingram and Harris (2001, p. 10), continue, noting that young people should be ‘valued as individuals’ and treated with respect as a ‘whole young person’ to enhance their ‘social, emotional, physical, spiritual and political development’. Youth work involves having a ‘non-judgemental’ approach and aims at helping young people develop by providing positive and practical feedback.  These relationships must be voluntary and built on the values of ‘trust, honesty, openness’, and compassion. 

Sapin (2013, p. 4), recognises a framework for the way in which youth work practice should be carried out. This framework establishes five principles for professional youth work practice. These include ‘voluntary participation, proactive anti oppression, confidentiality, accountability and continuous professional development’. These ‘ethical principles’ define the ‘professional boundaries’ of a youth worker and relates to the ‘Code of Occupational Ethics for the Youth Service in Wales’ (ETS Cymru and YMCA Wales Community College, 2012).

There are a variety of different settings where youth work takes places. According to Strycharczyk, et al. (2011), youth work needs to be ‘flexible and responsive’, operating in a variety of settings because ‘different young people require different approaches, settings, and institutional contexts from highly targeted, specialist support to a more universal offer’. ‘Youth work offers such flexibility’ to meet the needs of young people. Youth club settings can include ‘youth centres, uniformed and voluntary youth organisations, counselling units, outreach and attach youth projects, youth cafes, youth arts groups, youth action and participation groups that focus on drugs and alcohol use’ (Youth Scotland, 2023). Ingram and Harris (2001 p. 17) suggest additional settings including organised projects where young people can attain accreditation such as the ‘Duke of Edinburgh Award’ scheme. Youth work can offer support for the ‘LGBTQ’ community, in addition to offering specialist support for young people at risk of ‘prostitution’.  Many colleges, schools, health centres, social services units and youth offending schemes require the skills and expertise of youth workers to support and advocate for the rights of young people.  Youth Work is community-based and must take into consideration the needs of young people, based on the circumstances that are impacting on them in certain areas (Strycharczyk et al, 2011). 

Youth work can be distinguished from other professions based on its unique characteristics, values, and principles. The voluntary aspect of youth work is unique as it allows young people to choose whether to participate or engage in learning, as opposed to for instance, schools where they are obligated to attend. Youth work offers educative learning structures which are informal and non-formal. These approaches focus on the developmental needs of young people as they are, as an alternative to working towards a prescribed syllabus or curriculum (Harrison and Wise 2007, p. 2). Additionally, these learning approaches are more flexible and responsive in comparison to formal education, which ‘adapts too slowly to the socio-economic changes in society’ (Fordham, 1993 cited in Smith, 2002). Central to youth work is the ‘young person led approach’ which encourages the voices of young people to be heard, as opposed to oppressed. Youth work offers the only form of education that puts the needs of young people first. This is recognised in the types of contexts youth work provides. Youth work recognises the factors that affect young people in different communities and as a result, provides specific support to help counteract these issues. 
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