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As a youth worker in a community centre supporting young people aged 14–19, it is essential to possess a broad range of counselling skills to build trusting relationships, encourage emotional expression and support positive change. Although youth workers are not qualified counsellors, counselling skills play a vital role in creating a safe, empathetic and supportive environment where young people feel listened to, respected and valued. Adolescence is a significant stage of physical, emotional, cognitive and social development, during which young people often experience challenges such as identity formation, peer pressure, academic stress, family conflict, mental health difficulties and the transition into adulthood. These experiences can affect their confidence, emotional wellbeing and ability to cope, making the presence of trusted adults particularly important. Within a community youth work setting, practitioners are often one of the first sources of support for young people experiencing personal or social difficulties. The British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP, 2020) Counselling Skills Competence Framework identifies the key competencies required for practitioners using counselling skills in helping roles, including building therapeutic relationships, communicating empathically, working ethically and maintaining professional boundaries. These competencies are highly relevant to youth work practice, where supporting adolescents requires sensitivity, effective communication and an understanding of their developmental needs. By applying counselling skills appropriately, youth workers can empower young people to explore their feelings, develop resilience, make informed decisions and access additional support when necessary, while recognising the limits of their role and referring to specialist services when more intensive intervention is required 
One of the most important competence areas identified by the BACP (2020) is the ability to establish and maintain a therapeutic relationship. Most young people are reluctant to talk to people they are not familiar with about any issues as they fear judgment or have previous negative experiences with adults.  Carl Rogers' (1957) person-centered theory underpins this competence through the core conditions of empathy, congruence and unconditional positive regard. Demonstrating these qualities enables young people to feel accepted and valued, increasing their willingness to engage openly in conversations about their experiences. The youth worker should communicate genuine interest, listen without judgement and allow the young person to explore their feelings at their own pace. 
A fundamental counselling competence skill is effective listening, recognized by the BACP framework. Active listening involves giving the individual your undivided attention, while using verbal and non-verbal communication to demonstrate understanding. These communication skills include, minimal encourages, paraphrasing, summerising, appropriate questioning and silence. Active listening also helps youth workers identify both spoken and unspoken concerns. Young people often communicate distress indirectly through changes in behaviour, body language or reluctance to speak openly. By observing non-verbal cues alongside verbal communication, youth workers can better understand underlying emotions and respond appropriately. Open questions encourage exploration, while summarising ensures that the worker has accurately understood the young person's perspective and demonstrates that they are being listened to carefully. These skills encourage young people to elaborate on their experiences and help them gain greater insight into their emotions. For example, if a young person says, "Everything feels pointless," the youth worker might respond: "It sounds as though things have been feeling overwhelming for quite some time." This reflection communicates empathy rather than immediately trying to solve the problem. Sitting with silence is a skill that is used in order to facilitate personal development; it allows the young person time for self-exploration, problem solving, decision making, goal setting and resilience. For example, when supporting a young person struggling with family conflict, the youth worker may help them explore different coping strategies rather than advising them what to do. This empowerment approach aligns closely with youth work values of participation, autonomy, and personal development. 
Empathy is recognised by the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP) as one of the core counselling competencies and is an essential skill for youth workers. The BACP's Competences for Work with Young People (11-18 years) identifies the ability to "experience and communicate empathy" as a core counselling competence. The framework argues that effective practitioners should be able to understand a young person's perspective, communicate acceptance, and build a strong therapeutic alliance. It involves accurately understanding a young person's emotional experience and communicating that understanding in a way that helps them feel valued and supported. Many young people facing challenges such as family conflict, bullying, or poor mental health may struggle to recognise or express their emotions effectively. As a result, youth workers require strong emotional intelligence to interpret both verbal and non-verbal forms of communication. When empathy is demonstrated accurately, it can reduce feelings of isolation, strengthen trust within the professional relationship, encourage emotional expression, and promote greater self-awareness. Rather than offering immediate reassurance or attempting to solve problems too quickly, an empathetic youth worker validates the young person's feelings and experiences, helping them to feel genuinely heard, understood and accepted. 
Youth workers must work within professional boundaries while following policies and the BACP ethical framework. This framework is important as it covers the youth worker and the young person. Working ethically and professionally means to have competencies such as confidentiality, informed consent, safeguarding responsibilities, professional boundaries, keeping records and taking accountability. It's important to discuss the limits of confidentiality particularly where there safeguarding concerns. Setting these boundaries allows the young person to understand and helps establish trust rather than damaging it. The worker must also understand the limits of their competence and refer young people to counselling or mental health services when specialist intervention is needed. The competence framework emphasises the importance of working respectfully with diversity. Young people come from a wide range of cultural, ethnic, religious, socioeconomic, gender, sexuality, and disability backgrounds. Youth workers should avoid making assumptions and instead demonstrate cultural humility by remaining open and curious about each young person's unique experiences. This anti-discriminatory approach is particularly important in community youth work, where many young people may already face marginalisation. 
Self-awareness and reflective practice are essential for competent counselling skills practise. Youth workers need to recognise their own personal biases, when they display emotional reactions, assumptions, values and tiggers. Being able to self-reflect helps ensure these personal factors do not have a negative effect on the young person and poor influence on the relationship. Regular supervision also supports reflective practise by allowing practitioners to discuss challenging situations, explore emotional impact, identify learning needs and maintain professional standards. Being able to recognise these triggers and having reflective practice improves both the practitioner's wellbeing and service quality. Reflective practice may involve using recognised models such as Gibbs' Reflective Cycle (1988) or Schön's (1983) concept of reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. These approaches encourage practitioners to evaluate their communication, consider what worked well, identify areas for improvement and develop future practice. Reflection also helps youth workers recognise unconscious bias, manage emotional responses and maintain professional boundaries, ultimately improving the quality of support provided to young people
 	In conclusion, counselling skills play a vital role in effective youth work practice. While youth workers are not qualified counsellors, they regularly utilise counselling competencies to build trusting relationships, facilitate emotional expression, and support young people's personal development. Key skills such as active listening, empathy, reflection, and maintaining professional boundaries enable practitioners to create safe and supportive environments where young people feel valued and understood. The BACP Counselling Skills Competence Framework provides valuable guidance for helping professionals by outlining the skills and ethical standards required for effective practice. Furthermore, youth workers must remain committed to self-awareness, reflective practice, and ongoing professional development to ensure that their support remains ethical, inclusive, and person-centred. By understanding their own limitations and recognising when referral to specialist services is necessary, youth workers can provide appropriate and effective support while safeguarding the wellbeing of young people. Ultimately, the application of counselling skills within youth work empowers young people to develop resilience, increase self-awareness, and make informed decisions, contributing positively to their overall wellbeing and future development. 
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