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Youth work is a professional practice grounded in values-based framework that priorities and supports young people’s rights, participation and development. Youth work is relationship-based and voluntary for young people to participate across a range of settings. It’s effectiveness depends on a consistent application of core principles and values alongside the delivery of approach and diversionary activities. This guides voluntary engagement from young people developing skills, relationships and an understanding of the importance of their rights through engagement and participation. As highlighted by Jeffs and Smith “youth work being based on a voluntary relationship between young person and youth worker is considered key to how this form of work delineates from other forms of work with young people” (Valuing Youth Work ).  
This evidences the definition of youth work in voluntary engagement where young people are not required to participate but engage through choice not enforcement, leading to young people feeling in control of their level of participation through formal and non-formal educational approaches. This develops a deeper understanding of the values of youth work being non-statutory and youth led alongside it’s importance of empowerment as active participation in learning new skills and community impact such as skills to equip young people to be the best of themselves, awareness of community issues and/or challenges and engagement in trends affecting society such as social media influence, youth violence and poverty. It allows young people to develop youth councils, peer leadership opportunities and co-produce projects where young people can participate in decision making processes vocalising their needs. 
Young people understanding the importance of youth workers roles not being that of direct facilitation but supportive in guiding young people to develop skills and find and use their voice. This requires youth workers to understand their needs and interests to allow respect for young people as individuals for their own experiences and demonstrating respect for young person’s lived experiences and views. Effective youth work promotes equality, diversity and inclusion emphasising its encouragement to respect others. Providing opportunities to learn values in diversity of other cultures, abilities, backgrounds and identity. 
The role of a youth workers actively promotes the removal of barriers for participation alongside a formal and non-formal educational approach in supporting and teaching young people the importance of equality, diversity and inclusion. Examples of this can be through holistic approaches raising awareness of communication, resilience and intellectual development for young people alongside a duty of care responsibility youth workers have in ensuring emotional and physical safety, promoting mental health and wellbeing and recognising and responding to harm. (The Principles of Youth Work Wales)
The key purpose to youth work is “enable young people to develop holistically, working with them to facilitate their personal, social and educational development, to enable them to develop their own voice, influence and place in society and to reach their full potential.” (CLD Standards Council Scotland)
In summary, effective youth work and its values and principles are rooted in respect, meaningful relationships and empowerment for young people. It recognises young people as independent individuals and provides support in shaping their own futures while positively and voluntarily contributing towards society. 
Having established the core principles and values of youth work, it is important to understand how they are applied in different settings and the role of the youth worker in maintaining them. While their consistency in promoting the underlying values, it’s delivery and application can vary depending on context, needs of young people and the environment where the work takes place. 
Within open access youth clubs, the principle of voluntary participation is evidential in being most visible. Young people choose to attend an open access provision. They choose to engage, and leave, which provides a requirement in creating and developing a welcoming, inclusive, and engaging environment. Relationship-based practice is key in open access youth clubs as youth workers rely on informal interactions to build trust and engagement. The skills of a youth workers in maintaining conversations during activities can become opportunities for informal education and personal development. The youth worker’s role is to facilitate engagement without imposing structure. Ensuring that young people feel ownership over the space while still maintaining appropriate boundaries and safeguarding responsibilities. 
Young says “The relationship between the youth worker and young person is like the foundation of a house. If it’s not firmly established, then the walls and ceilings will collapse” (The Art of Youth Work). This emphasis on the importance of relationships within an open-access youth club is the environment can offer all the tools, skills and activities a young person wants to engage in, however if the relationship between the youth worker and young person is not built then the open access can be minimal with young person participation leading to disengagement and non-attendance. 
Targeted or issue-based youth work such as programmes addressing mental health, substance use, or unemployment involves more structured interventions. While participation can still be voluntary, and an external provider can facilitate a session such as jobs fayre or substance awareness session, there is often a direct referral process where this can be through an external organisation such as third sector, schools, family members or self-referral from the young person themselves. Within these settings, the approach of youth workers must balance empowerment with guidance. Ensuring that interventions meet specific outcomes while remaining young person-centred addressing young person needs not just what youth workers feel are required. Many target-based interventions will allow young people to develop their own care plans to identify their individual needs and goals in session plannings. The value of equality and inclusion is particularly important within this setting, as these services often support vulnerable young people in which they’ve identified their own needs such as mental health challenges or substance use. Relating to substance use programmes, Factor explains “while confidentiality remains a barrier to effective intervention, it will be with youth and community workers whose central task is to meet young users on their own terms, in their own communities and crucially, in their own language”. Youth workers advocate for young people, challenge barriers, promote the importance of language and adapt their approaches to meet diverse needs, while maintaining confidentiality and professional integrity which is addressed amongst targeted or issue-based youth work.
Within school settings, youth work principles can sometimes be more challenging to facilitate for youth workers. The voluntary nature of participation can be limited, and young people may view youth workers as authority figures similar to teachers. With the role of youth workers facilitating lunch time clubs or PHSE workshops this can almost feel mandatory for young person attendance. Sessions being part of educational curriculum of awareness raising or guidance from teachers for a young person to attend this setting can make this feel statutory. Challenges for school setting youth work can be young people having difficulty viewing youth workers as non-educational staff due to their presence being within school settings. Within this context, it’s important the youth worker establishes trust and differentiate their role by emphasising support, advocacy, and confidentiality in line with safeguarding alongside promoting their purpose and identity. Informal education can still take place through group work, workshops, or one-to-one sessions, and can be successful for engagement and participation from young people, but the role of the youth workers is to carefully manage young person expectations and responsibilities while still maintaining youth work principles and values.
Within community and outreach settings, youth workers engage with young people in their own environments, such as streets, parks, or local neighbourhoods or as defined by some ‘their territory’. The community and outreach approach reflects the principles of accessibility and inclusion, as it reaches young people who may not engage in traditional settings such as youth settings or school-based youth work. It additionally offers a targeted reach for some young people who may not have access to those environments.  Relationship-building is gradual and based on consistency and presence. Such as awareness of attendance, purpose and promotion. It is important within this setting the youth worker demonstrates strong communication skills, adaptability, and awareness of community dynamics, while ensuring the safety of both the youth worker and the young people within that setting and potentially community members such as members of the public. As expressed by Factor “statements on all publicity should reflect your intentions, and policies should be in place and include strategies for challenging inappropriate attitudes and behaviours as well as awareness raising.” Empowerment in this setting often involves connecting young people to opportunities, services, or community initiatives and can positively influence relationship building with external agencies such as Police, Fire and Health. Understanding the importance of a community and outreach approach is ensuring youth workers are not reactive in attendance following an incident, but active in maintaining the youth work principles and values for young people. Extending Entitlement: Supporting Young People in Wales (WAG, 2002)
While youth work principles remain consistent, how they are applied can differ depending on the setting. The success of youth work relies on the ability to adapt these principles while maintaining its values. Youth workers utilising these principles into practice helps young people engage, have a voice and reach their full potential.
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