
Youth work is defined as a profession which prioritises the holistic development of young people between the ages of 11 to 25 (NOS, 2019). Youth workers use informal and non-formal educative techniques to provide a safe space for young people to learn, grow and take initiative with their passions and dreams. Youth work is a unique profession that is lead by young people, their voices and opinions are prioritised, and their needs are put first, unlike many other educational services where young people have no choice in their participation, youth work thrives off voluntary participation. (Wales Youth Work Strategy, 2019)
In this essay I will be discussing the core principles and values of youth work, as well as the various contexts and settings that youth work takes place and what the roles and responsibilities of a professional youth worker are.
Youth workers nationwide abide by a certain set of values; these are called the Youth Work National Occupational Standards (NOS, 2019) which were written by the CLD Standard Council Scotland in 2019. They outline the core values of a youth worker are, respecting young people as partners, starting from their reality, promoting choice, inclusion, equity, empowerment, and holistic development (personal, social, educational), with a key principle being their voluntary participation. This is recognised as the standard for youth workers and their competencies.
Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes, released by The Youth Work in Wales Review Group (2022). The document outlines the 5 pillars of youth work. This captures the core principles that youth workers must hold, these include: “Educative, Expressive, Participative, Inclusive and Empowering”. These values and principles are considered to be the core of effective practice as it creates a safe, nonjudgemental and inspiring environment for young people to be involved in. These principles are in place to ensure that youth workers hold themselves to the same standard
It is considered that the core purpose of youth work is education, the values and purposes are created to help young people learn about themselves, the world and skillsets needed in everyday life or just for fun. As Payne (2009, p226) suggests “The fundamental purpose of youth work is educational” and this is done through informal and nonformal learning. Informal learning happens in everyday life, it has no syllabus, no assessment and no structure. As defined by Coombs & Ahmed (1974, p3) “the lifelong process by which every person acquires and accumulates knowledge, skills, attitudes and insights from daily experiences and exposure to the environment”.  In youth work this is the purpose of the everyday session, weather that be young people learning social skills through conversation, communication skills via video games, teamwork skills whilst on residentials or something as simple as how to tie a shoelace. Informal learning is when you learn through living and socialising with those around you. Nonformal learning is a bit different, although close to informal learning, it has more of a structure and motivation and may even follow a syllabus (Coombs & Ahmed, 1974). However, nonformal learning has no qualifications or tests and is still voluntary. In a youth work setting, these are most recognisably seen in workshops such as sexual health, hygiene, vaping, smoking, drugs and bullying. (Jeffs and Smiths 2009). 
Youth clubs, centres, schools, colleges, and faith-based groups, extending to detached/street-based, outreach, and digital youth work, plus formal settings like hospitals, social services, and youth justice,
Youth work takes many shapes and forms in different places, the most common being the traditional youth clubs, religious groups and community projects, youth work could also be done in formal settings such as school, hospitals and youth justice or it could be done outside with outreach and detached youth work and even digitally, the idea is to meet young people where they are and grow from there (Robb, 2007) Naturally, with so many different settings of youth work there are many different ways the principals and values are applied.
Community projects are young people led initiatives that both benefits the community and helps young people’s development. This can include environmental projects such as gardening, clean ups or murals that help the surrounding area feel more connected and taken care of. It can also look like taking care of the elderly, workshops for mental health or skill building sessions which can be creative and crafty or building CVs. These community projects have the purpose of teaching young people to become active members of society and develop leadership skills. (UK Youth Social Action Guide, 2021) Community projects are a great example of how the principles of youthwork are enacted from paper to person. They can be highly educative, teaching young people to take care of the world and people around them as well as themselves in a way which they can fully control. It becomes expressive when young people do what they love to help their community, whether that be painting a mural over an old, outdated bus stop or organising a music or theatre performance for charity, showing young people the things that they love and are good at can create communities and life is inspiring. These community projects can not happen if young people do not participate, that is where the role of a youth worker thrives, organising and finding out how to make the young people passionate about social, environmental and even personal issues and collaborating to make a project that they just can’t say no to. As suggested in the working in partnership with young people handbook, “Part of the personal and social development of young people is engaging and encouraging them to have some control over the world in which they live. This is what youth work refers to as participation. It is more than just taking part and includes having a role in decision making at any level which affects them.” (CWVYS, 2014, P.4). In youth work it is considered important that opportunity for all to be able to participate are provided and that it is inclusive (National Youth Agency, 2025), for example, if you are having a basketball tournament to raise money for charity, you can involve everyone by creating tasks for the young people who might not be as sporty: such as, banner making for the more creative young people, score counter, referee, ticket office / donation box manager, tuck shop manager etc.. It is important that no body feels left out if they want to participate. Community projects are empowering for the young people as they are given serious roles of leadership in which they are being relied on by their peers, this pushes young people out of a passive role and into making meaningful decisions and having their voice be heard and at the end they can be proud and satisfied with all their hard work.
As for the values, they change within the context of the youth work setting. An example of where context affects the implementation of youth work values is the values within the traditional youth club versus the youth justice system. In the traditional youth club community projects and most youth work settings, the values of respect, choice, inclusion, equity, empowerment, holistic development and voluntary participation can be quite easy to apply as the environment is more relaxed and they have chosen to be there, whist the young people in youth justice programmes are there involuntarily, which already irradicates the key principle of voluntary participation  (Souhami, 2014) this has an impact on young people engaging with youth workers in in youth justice because although it is compulsory, youth workers can still maintain their promotion of choice and young people first approach by having conversations with the young people about their situations. 
This is highlighted in the article by Trueman about youth work methodologies being used in youth justice in south Wales “let them participate, particularly in how the intervention is delivered; always unpick why, such as recognising the needs of offending first; acknowledge their restricted life chances; help problem solve; grow ambition, during and particularly after an intervention; and allow them a fresh start.” (Trueman, T.L, 2025 cited Smithson et al. 2021p327)
To ensure these principals are maintained, youth workers make certain that no matter the setting of youth work, it is a safe space for young people, this includes safeguarding and knowledge of children’s rights (CLD Standards council for Scotland, 2011). Youth workers must advocate and encourage young people to use their voices to as their opinions hold great meaning and they can make the change they want to see in the world. Youth workers must also manage projects, workshops and collaborate with young people and other agencies all whilst building strong and trusting professional relationships with young people (Skills England, 2025) this is a key role of a youth worker as sometimes they may be their only positive adult role model. And most importantly, youth workers have an opportunity to use both informal learning and non-formal education to enable young people to create a strong foundation of confidence, passion and a tight skill set in adolescence, so they become engaged community members and adjust and grow into adulthood. 
In this essay, I have highlighted the values and principles of youth work, describing the NOS and the 5 pillars of youth work, they overlap in specific sections and that creates the core of youth work: education, inclusion and participation. I have outlined how in different contexts and settings of youth work the values can be upheld to different standards, however the young person is always at the heart of it. I explained the differences between informal and nonformal learning and how they relate to youth work and described the roles and responsibilities of a youth worker.
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