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The definition of youth work is vague and can often be disputed due to the diverse ways in which youth work occurs. The National Occupational Standards for Youth work states the role of a youth worker 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 Standards Council Scotland, 2023, p7). It is argued that the term ‘youth work’ has been a contentious topic for some time, occasionally leading to “fierce debate” (Batsleer, Davies 2010 p1). Because youth work occurs in such diverse settings it is challenging to define the term ‘youth work’ accurately. Simplistically, youth work refers to the notion of supporting young people in whatever way they need, wherever they are. The ‘role’ of a youth worker is constantly evolving. Therefore, youth work can often be better defined through the values as opposed to the method (Batsleer, Davies 2010). The national occupational standards (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019 cited in CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2023 ) explains the values and principles of youth work as follows:
· Participation and active involvement 
· Equality, diversity and inclusion 
· Partnership with young people and others 
· Personal, social and political development 

The values and principles for effective youth work have been broken down into five pillars: “Educative, expressive, participative, inclusive and empowering” (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022, pp. 8-9). 
 
Whilst developing relationships are key when delivering youth work, young people do not initially engage in youth work to satisfy a need to develop a relationship with a youth worker, but instead to engage in what is on offer and they return for the unexpected relationships they find with workers. The relationship a young person has with a youth worker will largely depend on the setting in which they are accessing youth work (Jeffs, Smith, 2010). However, the responsibilities of youth workers to young people will remain the same (ETS Wales, YMCA Wales Community College, 2012). Once a relationship has been established, the youth worker can begin to provide opportunities that educate, safeguard and advocate for but more importantly, with young people. One of the values of youth work is working in partnership with young people and other services to support their development CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2023). 

Although youth work practice differs significantly from that of formal education it is fundamentally educative with a focus on the holistic development of young people as opposed to academia. This is reflected in functional area ‘b’ of the National Occupational Standards where it states one of the values of youth work is to “facilitate learning and development of young people through planning and implementing learning activities in youth work”(CLD standards council scotland, 2023, p11).  Activities should be relevant to the needs of the young people participating. The education that youth work offers is often considered informal or nonformal depending on the setting. Informal education refers to the learning which takes place in an unstructured environment often spontaneous and conversational, this occurs in all areas of youth work particularly in open access spaces such as youth clubs. Nonformal education is largely similar, however learning is intentional and there are specific objectives, the Duke Of Edinburgh Award is a good example of how this takes place in a youth work setting (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). The National Youth Agency has developed a youth work curriculum helping professionals recognise how learning can be implemented within a youth work setting (National Youth Agency, 2025).

Young people should be encouraged to express themselves, their emotions and their beliefs through a variety of innovative and often unfamiliar activities (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). Learning to understand and articulate thoughts is all part of transitioning from adolescence into adulthood. Colander-Brown suggests that giving young people freedom to express their opinions encourages them to develop critical discussion skills (Colander-Brown, cited in Batsleer, Davies, 2010). The importance of children and young people being able to make decisions affecting them directly is reflected in article 12 of The United Nations Convention on the Rights Of a Child where it states: “States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.” (United Nations, 1989, p.5 ). Expression also allows young people to understand their own experiences. It is believed that by sharing an emotion or experience we begin to make sense of what we have been through and come to our own conclusions (Smith, cited in Jeffs, Smith, 2010). There are a variety of ways young people are encouraged to express themselves within a youth work setting, whether that is through arts and crafts, podcasting or music workshops the outlet will be dependent on the setting and the individual. 

Participation is a significant aspect of all youth work delivery regardless of the setting  (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). Whilst the word ‘participation’ refers to the act of taking part, in a youth work sense it means much more (Ord J, 2007). All good youth work will encourage young people to take responsibility for their decisions regarding their engagement (Ord J, 2007). Participation is voluntary, young people should be invited to participate in opportunities but equally encouraged to make their own choices even if that means choosing not to engage. Youth work is about giving young people autonomy over their lives. Jeffs and Smith recognise that the freedom to choose to engage in a service is something that is often a unique experience for young people (Jeffs, Smith, 2010). It is also the responsibility of youth workers to encourage young people to express their opinions on external matters affecting them CLD standards council scotland, 2023). An example of where this may occur is during a youth council meeting where young people discuss the challenges faced accessing transport to school. This discussion could include how this impacts them and what improvements they would like to see. The group may then decide to highlight their concerns in a video they can send to their MP. Participation helps young people establish a sense of belonging (Harte cited in Jeffs, Smith, 2010) and achievement. 

Another way in which youth work can foster belonging is by encouraging inclusivity (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022), youth work should offer a safe space for everybody regardless of background, gender, disability, language et cetera and give all young people the opportunity to understand the experiences of others (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). It is the responsibility of the youth worker to identify any discrimination and address this through opportunities and education. One example of how prejudice could be addressed in a youth work setting is through a toxic masculinity workshop to a targeted group in partnership with a boxing coach who is stereotypically ‘masculine’ to share his positive perspective on issues such as respecting women. It is the responsibility of the youth worker to ensure youth work is delivered in a safe and judgement free environment where young people can begin to question their beliefs, the National Occupational Standards states youth work “safeguards the welfare of young people, and provides them with a safe environment in which to explore their values, beliefs, ideas and issues” (CLD standards council scotland, 2023, p.5) . It is the responsibility of the youth worker to adapt activities ensuring all young people have equal opportunities to participate. Inclusive practice supports young people to develop into respectful members of society and ensures no young person feels unwelcome or unsafe when participating in youth work opportunities.

One of the pillars highlighted by Welsh Government is that youth work should be empowering (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). Empowerment goes hand in hand with participation and Ord argues that participation gives young people power over their lives and environment and they also suggest that empowerment could be considered a product of participation (Ord J, 2007).  Empowerment gives young people purpose, strengthens their confidence and inspires them to continue to participate in activities and conversations affecting them and their community. Young people develop skills when engaging in youth work however, the National Occupational Standards highlights the importance of how young people feel, not only their achievements (CLD standards council scotland, 2023). 

To conclude, youth work takes place in a multitude of settings and on occasion the only similarity between settings is the presence of a youth worker. Whilst a valuable youth worker will naturally have a personality that allows young people to feel comfortable in order to support their development, there is a lot more to being a ‘good’ youth worker.  Batsleer and Davies note that there is more to good youth work than being charismatic and skilled (Batsleer, Davies 2010). Instead, they should be guided by knowledge, experience, values, principles and guidelines individually complimenting their personality (Jeffs, Smith, 2010). 
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