Why are attendance figures for the open access universal youth club provision at Milford Haven youth club low? 

This paper will explore the design and delivery of a hypothetical small-scale participatory research proposal, critically evaluating the nature of both quantitative and qualitative research methodology including their strengths and weaknesses. The paper will also consider and examine the role of ethical issues and responsibilities in undertaking a research proposal.  For the purpose of this proposal, the research project would have been undertaken pre Covid-19 pandemic; however, it could be adapted with small changes to be undertaken during the pandemic in line with Welsh Government guidelines.

During a youth club session, young people questioned staff why not many people came to youth club.  In response, the Community Youth Worker (the author) at Milford Haven Youth Centre carried out attendance reports on Pembrokeshire Youth Service’s management information system, in relation to observations of declining numbers.  It  confirmed that year on year there has been a consistent decline in young people attending youth club.  This research proposal will look to explore the reasons as to why this is happening, involving young people within the research process on a subject that is relevant to them.  Undertaking research can benefit the young people not attending youth club as it can highlight who needs support and according to Roberts (2009) can identify ways to work together.


	DAY
	2016
	2017
	2018
	2019

	Monday evenings
	2304
	1684
	1298
	880

	Wednesday evenings
	2273
	1534
	1214
	1010

	Thursday evenings
	2961
	2111
	1679
	947


Table of attendances at Milford Haven Youth Club (Pembrokeshire Youth Service, 2021)

Milford Haven is a large town with a population of over thirteen thousand people according to (City population, 2016).  Milford Haven is apportioned in to six wards; Hubberston, Hakin, Milford North and West are predominantly residential, whilst, Milford Central and East play host to primarily retail and leisure.  Data analysed from (Welsh Government, 2014) in relation to the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (WIMD) illustrates that three out of the six wards are recognised as being in the top 20 percent of the most deprived areas in Wales.

The research proposal will use a mixed methodology approach; (Collis and Hussey, 2003, p4) suggest methodology as “the overall approaches and perspectives to the research process as a whole”.  The decision to use a mixed method paradigm allows more scope to fully explore the research question. This reasoning seems to be supported by Shadish (1993) who argues that using only a single method is biased and can only be overcome by using multiple methods to get meticulous and rigorous results.  The two methodology approaches that will be used in this research proposal will be qualitative and quantitative.  

The first methodology of research will use a qualitative approach. Qualitative research is finding out people’s opinions, idea’s and experiences, (Bhandari, 2020, p1) expands on this by suggesting “qualitative research involves collecting and analysing non-numerical data for example  text, video, or audio”  Gaining qualitative data can prove very effective when asking questions that have ‘greater flexibility in the manner in which respondents provide answers’  (Bamberger. M, 2000, p38). There are many methods of qualitative research such as interviews, focus groups, conversations to name a few.  The strengths of this type of approach is that it is flexible; can be altered as you go along, it can also be a more insightful way to learn about people’s opinions and experiences. Yauch and Steudel (2003) note that the noticeable strength with this approach is that the inquiry is broad and open-ended, allowing the participants to voice their experiences.  The weaknesses of qualitative research is that it can be more time consuming than that of quantitative research and can also be open to threats of bias from the researchers interpretation of the research.  (Choy, 2014, p3) suggests that further weaknesses of this type of research requires “interviewers to have a high level of skill and has no objectively verifiable result”.  This type of methodology is favoured by the author, as a practicing youth worker, the qualitative approach seems to compliment the expressive and participative aspects of youth work directed by Youth Work in Wales Principles and Purposes, (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2018).  Listening to young people’s ideas and beliefs is embedded in youth work pedagogy; this allows practitioners to develop a service that is shaped by young people, for young people, addressing both the wants and needs of the community.
As this proposal is to identify why youth club numbers are low, research on why that is occurring needs to be undertaken.  A research group with be set up by asking current youth club members and youth forum members if they would like to take part in the project. Commentators such as (O'Sullivan and MacPhail, 2010, p66) suggest that young people “should be involved in the design and undertaking of research”, the suggestions in the research proposal identified by the author was based upon young people’s involvement being crucial.  The project will undertake large amounts of peer research meaning young people will become the researchers, Sapin (2009) suggests that involving young people as researchers and managers is beneficial as they can facilitate conversations with other young people to gain their views easier.  There are many benefits for researchers who involve young people in a research project, for instance, young people are more likely to open up to and engage with their peers. (Kirby, 2004) supports this notion by commenting “young interviewers may be able to help put their peers at ease in interviews, making the setting less formal”, (Kirby, 2004) also remarks that young people actually help researchers as they can “identify research issues and questions that professional researchers may miss or not prioritise”.   Young people also benefit greatly from participating in research; they can gain new skills and learn how to play an active role within their communities.  (Kirby, 2004) seems to express the same sentiments and goes further to suggest “the experience may be life enhancing: helping with personal development, including increased confidence, self-esteem, and the belief that their views matter and can effect change”.    Participatory research is also youth work standard 27 of the National Occupational Standards for youth work ‘engage young people in the strategic development and delivery of youth work’ (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019).  The Ladder of Children's Participation (Hart, 1997) illustrates that the young people involved in the research project will start at rung five, where they are informed on the objectives of the research project and are assigned roles.  Throughout the project, the young people will progress through the rungs on the ladder all the way up to rung eight where decision making between adults and young people are shared. (Fletcher, 2008, p1) implies that research projects that enable young people to reach rung eight of the participation ladder “ empower young people while at the same time enabling them to access and learn from the life experience and expertise of adults”.
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As this proposal is hypothetical, a university Ethical Approval From has not been submitted. However, if the research was going to be undertaken the author acknowledges an approval form would need to be submitted before commencing any research and is aware that any research with young people that may cause them any upset or trauma will not be granted ethical approval from the university. (Please see appendix one for a copy of the university’s Ethical Approval Form.) As the young people involved will be under eighteen years old, parental consent will also be required as well as the young person’s consent.  Consent will be required for the young people in the research group along with any young people taking part in the focus groups.  (See appendix two for an example of parental consent form for young people in the research group and appendix three for parental consent form for young people taking part in the focus groups.)

Firstly, it is important to identify and outline any ethical issues that may appear within the participatory research.  Before young people start the research, the author will ensure that all young people fully understand the research project and timescale so they can give their informed consent.  Youth workers will explain to all the young people involved that, their participation is purely voluntary, by  “choosing to become involved in the work,” (Smith, 2013, p2).  Young people will be informed they have the right to withdraw their consent at any time and their decision will be respected by all.  Young people will also be made aware that confidentially will be afforded unless they or someone else is at risk of harm, which would then be passed on to relevant agencies.  The author has studied the Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research, (BERA( 2018 and has taken in to consideration, understood the principles of consent. The author fully transparent, “open and honest with participants and other stakeholders, avoiding appropriate data are collected, or that the welfare of the researchers is not put in jeopardy” and believes that research “should be conducted within an ethic of respect for persons, knowledge, values and for the quality of educational research”. (BERA, 2018, p15)

Once the ethical approval form has been submitted and granted and parental and young people’s consent agreed, then the research project can commence.                   The research group will be tasked to devise some questions to ask young people in a focus group. A focus group is a method of qualitative data collection. (O.Nyumba, Wilson, Derrick and Mukherjee, 2018, p1) further explains that it is used to “gain an in‐depth understanding of social issues and aims to obtain data from a purposely selected group of individuals rather than from a statistically representative sample of a broader population”. Milford Haven School have agreed for the research group to hold the focus groups during school time and will distribute and collect parental consent letters to pupils who wish to participate.  Five pupils from the main age demographic groups, year seven, year eight and year nine, who do not currently attend youth club, will be required. Three focus groups will be required for validity, this is known as triangulation. (Carter et al., 2014, p546) propose, “triangulation has been viewed as a qualitative research strategy to test validity through the convergence of information from different sources”.  The research group will devise five questions to ask the focus groups, questions for all age groups will be the same; however, techniques for asking the questions can vary for the differing age range.  Silverman (2003) comments that research questions need to be basic order to organise and give direction to the project. In order to engage with young people, questions need to be young person friendly, effective and meaningful. (UNICEF, 2015) states that “children and young people have the right to receive, seek and give information”.   The research group will be advised that the questions need to ascertain why the people in the focus groups do not come to youth club.  As this is a hypothetical proposal it is unknown what questions the research group will devise however, below is an example of what questions they could have produced;
Do you know that there is a youth club in Milford Haven?
What do you think happens in youth club?
What days are your extracurricular activities on? 
Do you know youth club is free?

Do you take part in any extracurricular activities? If so what?
Where do you live?
Is the youth club within walking distance of your home?
Do you have access to transport to and from youth club?










The research group with support from the author will also work as a group to formulate techniques for asking the questions in line with The National Occupational Standards for Youth Work, standards YW08 and YW11 “enabling young people to work in groups” and “plan, prepare and facilitate activities with young people”.  Again, as this is theoretical proposal, the techniques are unknown but suggestions could look like the chart below:

	YEAR 7
	YEAR 8
	YEAR 9

	1. Research group ask questions and pupils write responses on post it notes and stick on to a feedback wall

1. Move with your feet – pupils are asked a question and they move to a certain part of the room to give their answer. For example, do you know there is a youth club in Milford Haven? No’s to the left side of the room and yes walk to the right.
	1. Research group to design a Kahoot quiz so pupils can access the questionnaire in a quiz format and can access on their phones of club iPad.

1. Paper questionnaire

1. Write responses on white boards and research group take note of responses
	1. Research group design questionnaire on an online platform like Survey Monkey.

1. Paper questionnaire


1. Instagram poll

1. Facebook poll on Youth club Facebook page



In Milford Haven, there is also an area highlighted by the Neighbourhood Policing Team, where young people congregate and are perceived to be displaying anti-social behaviour.  To gain knowledge on why this cohort of young people do not attend youth club, the research group will be tasked with organising and delivering a creative session with this group of young people alongside youth workers. Youth workers and research group will identify this group of young people and make a visit beforehand to explain our research proposal and ask if they would like to be involved in a creative session and hand out parental consent forms. 
As previously stated as this is a hypothetical research proposal, the research group could design a creative group session to be delivered down Milford Marina with permission from Milford Haven Port Authority.  This will enable young people to become participative in youth work in accordance with (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2018, p8) who suggest opportunities offered should be “encouraging and supporting young people to become partners in, and share responsibility for, the opportunities, learning processes and decision-making structures which affect their own and other people's lives and environments”.  The session will be very creative, thus allowing young people the opportunity to be expressive, this is another required pillar of youth work in Wales, again in compliance with (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2018) who state youth work should be “encouraging and enabling young people to express their understanding and knowledge and their ideas, opinions, emotions and aspirations through a broad range of creative and often challenging opportunities”.
The research group will contact a local graffiti artist and ask him to run a workshop on graffiti artistry.  Demonstrations from the artist and attempts from the young people will be sprayed on to very large plywood boards, when the boards have been decorated, the graffiti artist will graffiti questions along each board.  (See appendix four for example of what the boards may look like.)  The questions will be same as the questions asked the school focus groups, young people involved will then be given a marker pen to write their answers on each board.  Whilst young people are participating in this session, the research group members will be talking about youth club and the type of activities that are delivered and answering any questions the young people taking part in the exercise may have.  Upon completion of the detached session, the focus group will have a range of responses to analyse at a later date, This session would meet many of the required standards in compliance with (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019) such as “YW10 Facilitate young people’s empowerment through their active involvement in youth work, YW23 Investigate the needs of young people and the community in relation to youth work, YW27 Facilitate and engage young people in the strategic development and delivery of youth work”.

The second methodology of research that will be utilised will use a quantitative approach.  Quantitative research according to (Williamson and Johanson, 2018, p12) “deals with data that are numerical or that can be converted into numbers. The basic methods used to investigate numerical data are called statistics”. Methods of collecting quantitative research can include surveys and questionnaires.   (Choy (2014) notes that a major weakness of quantitative research is that it does not have human beliefs or opinions but does acknowledge this method for speed and reliability as strengths.

The quantitative method of research will require the research group to contact Milford Haven School to request statistical information on the total number of pupils on school roll, with a breakdown of numbers into specific year groups.  This method of quantitative research will ‘produce hard facts and statistics’ (Willis, 2009) and when analysed will inform the research group of the possible potential numbers of young people who could be attending youth club.  

When the research has been completed, it is then the responsibility of the research group and youth worker to analyse the data.  (Simplilearn, 2020, p1) define data analysis as “the process of cleaning, changing, and processing raw data, and extracting actionable, relevant information that helps to make informed decisions”. (Sapin, 2009, p166) suggests that analysing data “identifies emerging patterns and draws conclusions about their meaning and significance”.  
As this assignment was based on a theoretical research proposal, there is no data to analyse, however, if an analysis of data was required, the research group would do so following the steps below;

1. Transcribing the data – look through all the responses from the mixed methodology methods.
1. Coding – (Gibbs, 2007) explained that this is the process “where you define what the data you are analysing are about”.  The research group could look at ways of coding the responses on the five focus group questions.
1. Look for patterns – did the responses from the focus groups highlight a common theme, for example did many of the young people state they did not attend youth club, as transport was a barrier?
1. Sort the data collecting in to themes – did the different age focus groups have different responses, for example did the majority of the year nine group say they attended other extracurricular activities on a certain night compared to the year sevens group saying they did not know there was a youth club in Milford Haven.
1. Perform a diamond ranking exercise to highlight most common responses to each of the five questions asked at the focus group sessions.

Once the research group has analysed the findings of the research proposal, the next step would be to identify any areas that need action.  Making recommendations to address any issues highlighted,  according to (Sapin, 2009, p166) “is a key feature of action research, participatory research and youth work practice”.   As this is a hypothetical research project, there are no actual findings to analyse and make recommendations on.  However, for the purpose of this assignment, theoretical findings, recommendations and actions are listed below; literature has also been explored around the topic of declining numbers in youth clubs.

	Findings from questions answered by focus groups
	Action / recommendations

	Do you know that there is a youth club in Milford Haven?

	If there is a large number of responses that state they are unaware that there is a youth club in Milford Haven, then the youth club needs to be promoted.  Youth workers could go in to the comprehensive school and to year six in primary schools and hold an assembly on youth club.  Informing young people of the activities that take place in club, where it is located, what days/times it runs and disseminate membership forms and monthly planners advertising what activities are on offer. 

	Do you take part in any extracurricular activities? If so what?

	Identify what extracurricular activities are the most popular and try to combine them in to youth club activities.

	What days are your extracurricular activities on? 

	Examine if any of the most popular extracurricular actives clash with the evenings youth clubs are facilitated.  If so, hold a consultation with young people to identify if the nights of youth club could change.

	Where do you live?

	If a number of responses are that some of the young people live too far to walk to youth club then a recommendation could be to look at facilitating a detached session in that area.  For example, Milford Haven is split in to six wards and covers a large area.  Young people who live in the Hakin or Hubberston wards are out of walking distance to the youth centre.

	Do you have access to transport to and from youth club?

	If young people from areas such as Hubberston and Hakin wanted to attend the youth club but have no transport, recommendations could be to explore options of using Pembrokeshire Youth Service’s minibus to transport the young people.

	Do you know youth club is free?

	If there are, many responses from the focus groups that young, people are unaware that youth club is free, changes to the membership form could be implemented so it states clearly that there is no cost to attend youth club.  A notice could also go on the youth club’s social media to highlight the point and this could help to remove a barrier to participation if finance is a problem.



After examining relevant literature a potential reason for declining numbers in youth clubs could be the reduction in funding youth services are receiving. (Weale, 2020) reports that “Spending on youth services in England and Wales has been cut by 70% in real terms in less than a decade, with the loss of £1bn of investment resulting in zero funding in some areas”.  If youth services are receiving less funding then it is obvious that all parts of the service will be hit.  If the budget for open access provision is drastically reduced then it will have an impact on the activities and opportunities it can offer young people.  For example if an item of  equipment becomes damaged and there is no funding to replace it then young people may stop attending that youth club as the activity they enjoyed participating in is now no longer on offer.  Anecdotally youth workers also report that young people became regular attenders of youth clubs so they could engage in new learning opportunities such as residentials and trips. Before funding cuts these opportunities were often subsidised by the youth service so all young people had the chance to participate without financial issues becoming a barrier to participation.  Young people’s attendance at youth clubs could decline, as they may perceive no benefit in attending if they cannot have access to opportunities they previously had advantage of.  (Welsh Government, 2021, p2) reported that “stakeholders across all sectors felt they were being asked to do more with less funding, which was compounded by a shift towards placing more emphasis on targeted provision towards employment”. This suggesting funding has shifted towards targeted provision other than open access universal provision.
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