Critical Success
How Dungeons & Dragons made me a better Youth Worker

I am, by any metric, what most people would consider a nerd. I wear prescriptive lenses, can name the vast majority of background characters in the original Star Wars Trilogy, and have a lovingly curated and worryingly large collection of Lego prominently displayed in my home. I also, regularly and with great enthusiasm, meet with friends to roll dice, solve puzzles, and slay imaginary monsters.

I play Dungeons & Dragons.

For the uninitiated, Dungeons & Dragons – as described by the official website - is a cooperative, storytelling tabletop roleplaying game in which players take on the roles of adventurers in a fantasy world, overseen by the Dungeon Master. Through a combination of roleplaying and dice rolls, players navigate this world, undertaking quests, interacting with characters and shaping the narrative. The ultimate goal, they argue, is not to score points or ‘win’ but to tell a story (Wizards of the Coast, 2023).

D&D has been a part of my life for nearly 30 years, and is responsible for some of my fondest memories. Beyond this, I genuinely believe it has made me a better person, contributing to my vocabulary and communication skills and playing some part in shaping my identity, beliefs, and values.

Do you recall the viral TikTok trend several years ago which had woman worldwide asking the men in their lives how often they think about the Roman Empire?
The answers were surprising, with responses of, ‘3 or 4 times a month’, ‘at least twice a week’, and the frankly concerning, ‘every day’. (The Guardian, 2023) Outside of some rare cases, exceptions that proved the rule, the answer was never, ‘I don’t’.

I stood with the female population in shocked confusion, trying to recall the last time I had thought about Julius Caesar, the Colosseum, or a particularly straight road.
Was I not a real man? What was I missing? And then, I realised:

Dungeons & Dragons is my Roman Empire.

So, when the opportunity presented itself to run a monthly game of D&D for a group of neurodivergent young people I jumped at the chance. Getting paid to do my favourite thing in the world? I’d rolled a Nat 20 on life. (N.B Rolling a 20 on a twenty-sided dice is considered a ‘Critical Success’ in D&D and, in most cases, allows the player to take full control of the narrative for a moment)

I still viewed D&D as a game. An important, engaging, and creative game that meant a lot to me as a person, but a game nonetheless. It wasn’t until the young people sat down, drafted up characters and began exploring the world that I described to them that I realised the opportunities it provided as a tool for powerful, meaningful, youth work.

One young person’s parent had shared that he struggled with ‘losing’ – responding to failure with emotional dysregulation and, on occasion, physical injury.
In one session, his character attempted to pickpocket an important document from a rival adventurer. He rolled the dice, describing how his character distracted his target with a quick flash of magic as he reached towards the scroll case that held his prize.

Natural One. Critical Failure.

As I described the outcome of this result – his character tripped in the attempt, falling at his target’s feet, who called for the town guard – I prepared for the young person to become upset. Instead, he thought for a moment and looked over his character sheet. As I described the guards rushing in he cried out, ‘That’s her! Thief!’, pointing at his rival, ‘She stole my map, then pushed me down when I tried to take it back!’
I asked him to roll his ‘Deception’ skill.

Fourteen. Plus his bonus of Four. Eighteen. Pretty convincing.

He laughed as I described the confusion on his rival’s face as the guards dragged her off to jail, snatching the map and ‘returning it to it’s rightful owner’.

In that moment, he saw that failure is not necessarily the end. It simply changes the direction of the story; offers opportunities to try something different.

Over the course of our game I’ve seen young people who struggle to speak in school yelling out fearsome battle-cries as they take down hordes of undead; I’ve heard conversations about morality and justice from teenagers who have been told they ‘don’t know right from wrong’; I’ve watched as they’ve navigated friendships, betrayals, triumphs and failures, developing skills in game that they’ve carried into the real world.
By engaging young people in something I care about I’ve, almost accidentally, provided a safe space in which they can use their voices, explore their values, practice their interests, problem solve and build resilience (National Occupational Standards: YW01-18).

Too often within youth work, policy and legislation can feel separated from practice, particularly in recent years where notions such as ‘impact measurement’ and ‘target driven approaches’ feel at odds with our goal of ‘enabling young people to develop holistically.’ (Welsh Government, 2022)

However, through this experience, I’ve seen first-hand how bringing your passion for something into your work naturally develops policy-driven practice.
I’m not suggesting that you should play D&D. I get it. Not everybody wants to pretend to be a wizard and solve riddles. I’m saying that if there is something that you truly care about, the odds are that there are young people out there who feel the same way.  

Find your Roman Empire, be a nerd, roll the dice.



















Going Offline; the double edged sword of the government’s social media ban.

Do you remember when social media was just Facebook?
If you're under 25, probably not.
For many young people today, social media isn't really something they use. It's something they live in. It's where they talk to friends, discover music, watch videos, learn things and, increasingly, figure out who they are.
So what happens when the Government says:
You're not allowed in anymore.
In June 2026, the UK Government announced plans to prevent social media platforms from offering their services to anyone under 16. Legislation is expected before the end of 2026, with the restrictions planned for spring 2027 (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026a).
The Government's goal is to protect children, and it’s difficult to argue with this intention. Young people can be exposed to harmful content, cyberbullying, sexual material, misinformation and addictive platform design. The Government's consultation found that 90% of responding parents supported a minimum age of at least 16 for social media.
But only 19% of children responding supported a blanket minimum age of 16 across all social media platforms (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026b).
That difference is interesting - adults think social media is dangerous while young people aknowledge that social media is complicated. 
The Government isn't simply proposing to take Tik Tok and Instagram away from 15-year-olds; a closer reading indicates restrictions on features such as livestreaming and strangers communicating with children, alongside stronger age-assurance requirements (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026c).
There is a legitimate argument for this. Young people are not simply small adults.
We already accept this principle elsewhere. We restrict access to alcohol, gambling and certain films. We create additional protections around children's education, employment and healthcare. Why should technology be different?
But there is another question; what if social media isn't simply something young people consume? What if it is something they need?
For some young people, social media provides connection. It can help them maintain friendships, find communities and communicate with people who understand experiences that may not exist within their local community.
This is important, particularly when we consider youth work.
The Welsh Government's new statutory framework recognises that youth work can take place across different settings, including online (Welsh Government, 2026). Young people choose to participate in youth work. They are active partners rather than passive recipients.
So what happens when the spaces young people choose to participate in are restricted?
The Senedd has already recognised this tension. In February 2026, it called for evidence-based decisions around under-16 access to social media and, importantly, for children and young people themselves to be involved in the debate (Senedd Cymru, 2026).
We have an obligation to consider young people’s voices in decisions like this, and the consultation suggests that young people aren't blind to the pitfalls of life online.
Two-thirds supported restrictions on at least some social-media features, but only a minority supported banning all social media for under-16s (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026b). Young people aren’t asking us to leave them alone, they’re asking to be kept safe.
There is also the rather obvious question of whether a ban will actually work. Anyone who has ever met a teenager knows that ‘you can't do that’ isn't necessarily the same thing as ‘you won't do that’.
The proposals depend upon stronger age assurance and platforms preventing underage access (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026c). But what happens when a young person simply moves somewhere else?
If we remove mainstream platforms without addressing why young people use them, we risk moving the problem rather than solving it.
This is where youth work has an important role. Youth workers aren't there to tell young people that the internet is bad, they're there to help young people navigate the world they actually live in.
That could mean talking about algorithms, discussing virtual relationships, or helping a young person recognise when somebody online is manipulating them. These conversations, possible through the relationships that youth workers have with young people, aren’t accounted for under an outright ban.
I'm not convinced that restricting social media is necessarily the wrong answer, I am convinced that it isn't the whole answer. Yes, young people deserve protection but they also deserve a voice. If we're going to decide what their digital childhood looks like, perhaps we should ask them what they think.
































The Burden of Knowledge
Mandatory qualifications for youth workers ensure consistent and high quality youth work, but there are concerns that we may leave behind those with the right experience.

What makes someone a youth worker?
Is it a qualification? A job title? Years of experience? Or perhaps something harder to measure; the ability to sit with a young person who doesn’t trust adults and somehow convince them to talk?
These questions have become increasingly important in Wales following the introduction of the Youth Support Services (Provision of Youth Work) (Wales) Directions 2026. Coming into force on 1 April 2026, the Directions form part of a new statutory framework intended to strengthen the position of youth work across Wales (Welsh Government, 2026a).
At first glance, this might appear to mean that every person working with young people must now be qualified. Not necessarily.
The final legislation defines youth work as services that are ‘led by a youth worker or a youth support worker’, rather than requiring every person involved in delivery to hold a professional qualification (Welsh Government, 2026a). This distinction matters. The original proposals suggested that youth work should be delivered by people holding a recognised qualification, but consultation responses highlighted concerns about the impact this could have on volunteers and experienced, unqualified workers. The final framework therefore represents something of a compromise.
But why does qualification matter in the first place?
Youth work is a profession. We expect people working in other professions involving children and young people to have appropriate knowledge, skills and training. Why should youth work be different?
The Education Workforce Council (EWC) argues that professional registration provides reassurance that people working within a profession are suitably qualified and that their knowledge, skills and conduct meet appropriate standards (Welsh Government, 2023). Qualification can therefore provide a recognised baseline of knowledge around safeguarding, professional boundaries, youth work theory, equality, participation and working with young people. It can also help protect youth work as something distinct.
Welsh Government has previously highlighted Estyn’s concern that ‘the term “youth work” is often confused with “work with young people”’ (Welsh Government, 2024). A recognised professional workforce could help address this confusion. If anyone can call themselves a youth worker, what does the term actually mean?
The National Youth Agency (NYA) argues that 60% of youth workers do not currently hold a recognised qualification, with only 4,350 of 21,150 paid youth workers qualified to Level 6 professional status (NYA, 2026). For a profession that describes itself as educational, developmental and relational, that raises some uncomfortable questions.
However, there is another side to this.
Youth work has always relied on people who do not necessarily arrive with a degree, a professional qualification or a carefully constructed career plan. Some of the most effective youth workers are people who have grown up in the communities in which they work. They understand the area, they know the young people, they have lived experiences that allow them to build relationships in ways that somebody entering the profession through university might struggle to replicate.
The Welsh Local Government Association and other sector bodies recognised this concern during consultation, describing ‘highly valued part-time unqualified workers and volunteers’ as an important part of the workforce (WLGA/ADEW/PYOG, 2025).
And this isn't just a theoretical concern.The Welsh Government’s consultation found that 65% of respondents who answered the question believed the proposed qualification-based definition could have unintended consequences. Concerns included the possibility of experienced community workers being displaced and the disproportionate impact on voluntary organisations (Welsh Government, 2025).
There is something slightly ironic here.
We want youth work to be accessible to young people, but could professionalising the workforce make youth work less accessible to the people who want to deliver it?
The problem becomes even more complicated when we consider the voluntary sector. Wales has a rich tradition of voluntary youth work, often delivered by people giving their time because they care about their communities. If qualification becomes the gateway to participation, we risk creating a two-tier workforce: professionally qualified youth workers on one side, and everyone else on the other.
Thankfully, the final legislation appears to recognise this.
Rather than saying that every person delivering youth work must be qualified, the 2026 Directions require youth work to be led by a qualified youth worker or youth support worker (Welsh Government, 2026a). This allows volunteers and other practitioners to remain part of the workforce while ensuring that qualified professionals provide leadership, advice and guidance.
This feels like a sensible compromise.
Professionalisation does not have to mean exclusion; a qualification should not be viewed as proof that someone is capable of caring about young people, building relationships or creating a safe space. It should, however, demonstrate that they have developed the professional knowledge and skills required to do those things effectively and safely.
The challenge for Wales is therefore not simply to ask, ‘Should youth workers be qualified?’
Perhaps the better question is: ‘How do we make becoming qualified possible without losing the people who make youth work what it is?’
The Welsh Government has already recognised this challenge, identifying the need for workforce development and clearer progression routes alongside the new framework (Welsh Government, 2026b). The NYA has similarly identified cost, access and inconsistent training provision as barriers to qualification (NYA, 2026).
If qualification becomes a barrier, we lose experienced people.
If qualification becomes an opportunity, we strengthen the profession. 
The answer isn't choosing between experience and education, good youth work needs both.










Taking on the Tates; the role of youth workers in addressing the Manosphere
When I hear the word manosphere, I don't immediately picture a teenager sitting alone in a dark bedroom plotting violence against women.
I picture a young person scrolling.
Maybe he has searched for fitness advice. Maybe he wants to become more confident. Maybe he is struggling with relationships, loneliness or what it means to be a man. The algorithm offers him a video. Then another. Then another.
And somewhere along the way, the advice changes.
Work on yourself becomes you aren’t respected.
Be confident becomes women are dragging you down.
Find your purpose becomes the world is against you.
This is what makes the manosphere difficult to address. It is not one clearly defined movement, but a collection of online communities and influencers concerned with masculinity, relationships and men's issues. Some contain explicitly misogynistic or extremist ideas. The concern is not simply that a young person encounters one piece of harmful content, but that repeated exposure can normalise increasingly hostile ideas.
So what do we do? Ban it?
The Online Safety Act 2023 already places legal duties on online platforms to protect users from illegal content and children from harmful and age-inappropriate material (Department for Science, Innovation and Technology, 2026). The Relationships, Sex and Health Education (RSHE) guidance in England goes further, requiring schools to address misogyny, incel culture and harmful online content, while explicitly warning against stigmatising boys or young men (Department for Education, 2025).
That last point is key, because young men shouldn't become the problem we are trying to solve.
There is also a safeguarding dimension. The Counter-Terrorism and Security Act (2015) places a Prevent duty on specified authorities to have due regard to preventing people from being drawn into terrorism. In Wales, Hwb's guidance explains radicalisation as a process in which people can be influenced towards extremist ideas, highlighting how online spaces can exploit vulnerabilities around identity and belonging (Welsh Government, 2024).
But this raises an uncomfortable question. When does supporting a young person become monitoring them?
A teenager can watch misogynistic content without becoming an extremist. They can be curious, angry, lonely or simply trying to understand what they are seeing. If every difficult conversation about masculinity becomes a safeguarding concern, we risk closing down the conversations young people actually need.
The Equality Act 2010 provides important protections against discrimination and harassment, including on the basis of sex. Alongside the Violence against Women, Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence (Wales) Act 2015, it reinforces the importance of challenging misogyny and promoting safer, more equal relationships.
But legislation cannot create those relationships. 
This is where youth work matters. A law can regulate a platform, a school can teach about misogyny, a safeguarding system can identify risk. 
But a youth worker can sit beside a young person and ask:
‘Why do you believe that?’
Not, ‘Why are you a misogynist?’
Not, ‘Why are you so aggressive?’
Instead, ‘How are you feeling?’
Or, ‘What can I do to help?’

Hwb's guidance recognises that radicalisation can involve grooming, manipulation, exploitation and exposure to harmful material. It also emphasises that young people may be particularly vulnerable while developing their identities and views (Welsh Government, 2024).
Perhaps this is one of the most important roles youth work can play in responding to the manosphere; not policing young people's internet histories or pretending harmful ideas don't exist, but creating spaces where young people can encounter those ideas and question them.
We should talk about algorithms. We should talk about misogyny. We should talk about masculinity, relationships, consent and online influence. We should challenge harmful ideas without treating young people as harmful for having encountered them.
The manosphere doesn’t only sell hatred, it sells belonging, confidence, identity and answers. If we remove the harmful answer without addressing the question, somebody else will provide one.
So perhaps the most important question is not:
‘How do we stop young people accessing the manosphere?’
Perhaps it is:
‘What can we give young people that makes them less likely to need it?’
Legislation can create safer spaces, and youth work can help young people learn how to navigate them. Somewhere in there is the difference between simply protecting young people and actually supporting them.


















New Directives, Same Direction
How will a statutory framework shape the future of youth work in Wales?

Imagine a youth club.
There's music playing. A group of teenagers are playing pool while another group watch on, pretending not to be interested. A youth worker has a quiet conversation with a young person. This is youth work. 
But, as of April 2026, youth work in Wales has something it has never really had before; a statutory framework.
The Youth Support Services (Provision of Youth Work) (Wales) Directions 2026, alongside Welsh Government's statutory guidance, establish a new framework for the planning, delivery and monitoring of youth work across Wales (Welsh Government, 2026a).
For years, youth work has existed in an uncomfortable position. Everyone seems to agree that it is valuable. Young people benefit from it. Communities benefit from it.
But when money gets tight, youth work is vulnerable.
The Welsh Government's own impact assessment acknowledges that the previous weak legislative basis contributed to uneven provision between local authority areas and left services vulnerable to financial pressures (Welsh Government, 2026b).
So perhaps putting youth work into law is exactly what we need.
A statutory duty means local authorities cannot simply decide that youth work is no longer important, requiring local authorities to provide a youth work offer and develop five-year strategic plans setting out how youth work will be delivered. These plans must consider young people's needs and inequalities in provision (Welsh Government, 2026a).
That sounds pretty good, but consider; what exactly are we legislating for?
Youth work isn't simply a service like public transport or road maintenance, it is a relationship. And relationships are complicated.
The Welsh Government describes youth work as having a ‘distinct educational approach based on the voluntary engagement of young people as equal partners in their own development’ (2026c). Voluntary engagement and equal partners. A young person doesn't have to attend youth work, they don't have to talk to the youth worker, or take part in activities. They can sit in the corner and scroll on their phone for an hour if that's what they need.
And sometimes that is youth work.
So how do you legislate for something that is fundamentally voluntary?
The new framework attempts to deal with this by giving young people a stronger voice in determining what youth work looks like locally. Local authorities must consult young people when developing their strategic plans and continue to seek their views during implementation (Welsh Government, 2026a).
This is important. If youth work is for young people but young people don't get a say in what it looks like, are we really doing youth work?
But there is another concern.
What happens when a statutory service becomes too focused on proving that it is doing its job? The framework outlines five-year strategic plans, annual reporting, national standards, and target figures.
None of these things are inherently bad. Public money should be accountable and young people deserve good-quality services. But youth work has always had an awkward relationship with measurement:
What is the value of a conversation that prevents a crisis six months later? How can we measure the impact of a young person deciding to trust an adult for the first time? With what data do you quantify a sense of belonging?
I’m not arguing against accountability, just that we should bear in mind what it is that we are actually measuring.
The new framework does offer some reassurance in this regard. It recognises youth work as a distinct form of provision and places a duty on local authorities to have due regard to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child when exercising their functions (Welsh Government, 2026a).
A strategic plan can't legislate for a youth worker remembering a young person's favourite football team, noticing when they seem quieter than usual, or sitting with them while they try to explain something they don't have the words for yet, but it can create the conditions in which those relationships are possible.
And perhaps that's what good legislation should do. 
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