Youth Work Interventions and Therapeutic Practices
Introduction
This Youth Work Practice Toolkit has been designed to support effective engagement and relationship-building with young people in a variety of Youth Work settings. The purpose of the toolkit is to combine theoretical understanding, practical strategies, and reflective practice in order to demonstrate the key skills required for effective Youth Work practice. It is intended for Youth Workers, students, and practitioners working within informal educational and community settings.
Youth Work is based on the 5 pillars:
· Educative 
· Expressive
· Participative 
· Inclusive 
· Empowering             (Principles and Purposes, 2022)
These principles underpin all practice and ensure that young people are supported and develop their social, educational and personal skills so they reach their full potential. Building positive relationships is central as young people are more likely to engage when they feel safe, valued, and listened to. Therefore, Youth Workers must be able to apply both theory and practical approaches that support communication, trust, and participation within both one-to-one and group contexts.
This toolkit draws upon key Youth Work theories, including informal education, relationship based practice and group work theory  to demonstrate how theory informs practice with young people. It also explores practical Youth Work interventions, therapeutic approaches, and strategies that encourage association, participation, and peer connection. Alongside this, the toolkit includes practical resources and activities that can be adapted for use in a range of Youth Work settings.
Theoretical Foundations – Group Work and Facilitation in Youth Work
Youth Work practice is informed by theories of group interaction, facilitation, and informal education. Understanding how groups function helps youth workers create safe and inclusive environments where young people can build relationships, develop confidence, and participate in learning. These theories support effective practice in both group work and one-to-one settings.
Five Features of Groups
Groups are central to Youth Work practice because they provide opportunities for young people to develop communication skills, social connections, and a sense of belonging. Hare (1962, cited in Payne, 2007) identifies five key features of groups.
· Interaction between members
· A shared goal
· Common norms
· Defined group roles
· Interpersonal attraction and relationships
In practice, these features can be observed when young people begin to form shared expectations around behaviour, participation, and teamwork. For example, within a youth project, individuals may naturally take on different roles such as organiser, motivator, or contributor while working towards a shared aim. Understanding these features enables youth workers to support cohesion, structure, and inclusion within groups (Payne, 2007).



Group Dynamics
Group dynamics refer to the interactions and influences between individuals within a group. Houston (1993, cited in Adams, 2001) describes group dynamics as the “forces that cause movement” within groups, highlighting that behaviour is constantly shaped by relationships between members.
In Youth Work, group dynamics can have both positive and negative effects:
· Positive dynamics: trust, participation, peer learning
· Negative dynamics: conflict, exclusion, disengagement
Youth workers must therefore observe group behaviour and respond appropriately. For example, breaking a large group into smaller discussion groups can help quieter young people feel more confident in contributing. Understanding group dynamics enables youth workers to create more balanced and inclusive environments (Adams, 2001).
Tuckman’s Stages of Group Development
Tuckman (1965) identified four stages of group development which explain how groups evolve over time. These stages are particularly relevant in Youth Work because young people enter groups with different levels of confidence, experience, and expectations.
Forming                Storming                Norming                 Performing
During the forming stage, young people are often uncertain and rely on the youth worker for guidance and structure. Icebreakers and clear boundaries are important at this stage.In the storming stage, conflict may arise as individuals begin to express opinions and test boundaries, requiring skilled facilitation to manage disagreement constructively. As the group moves into norming, trust develops, roles become clearer, and cooperation increases. Finally, in the performing stage the group works towards the shared goals with independence and confidence. The youth worker takes more of a facilitative role rather than a directive one (Tuckman, 1965).
Facilitation and Informal Education
Facilitation is a key aspect of Youth Work practice and differs from formal teaching. Instead of delivering knowledge, facilitation supports young people to learn through participation, discussion, and experience. Informal education encourages self directed learning, where young people actively contribute to shaping their learning process (Jeffs and Smith, 2005).
This approach places the youth worker in a supportive role, enabling reflection, participation, and personal development.
Heron’s Three Modes of Facilitation
Heron (1989) identifies three facilitation styles that can be adapted depending on group needs:
The hierarchical mode involves the facilitator taking control and providing structure, which is often useful in early stages of group development. The cooperative mode involves shared decision-making, where young people begin to take ownership of learning and contribute to activities. The autonomous mode allows young people to direct their own learning, with the facilitator acting mainly as a supportive figure.
These approaches highlight the importance of flexibility in Youth Work, as groups require different levels of support at different stages.






Skills of an Effective Facilitator
Effective facilitation requires a combination of interpersonal and organisational skills. Youth workers must be able to:
· Listen actively
· Communicate clearly
· Show patience and empathy
· Adapt to group needs
· Manage conflict effectively
These skills support trust, engagement, and positive group relationships (Heron, 1989).
Reflection on Practice
Theories of group work and facilitation provide a strong foundation for Youth Work practice. They help explain how groups develop, how relationships form, and how youth workers can adapt their approach. By combining theory with practice, youth workers can create inclusive environments that support participation and personal development.








Relationship-Building Strategies
Positive relationships are central to effective Youth Work practice because young people are more likely to engage when they feel respected, valued, and listened to. Although many young people initially engage because of the activities, the relationships with the youth worker is what keeps them involved (Young, 2006). Consistent and non judgemental practice helps create safe environments where young people feel able to express themselves and continue to build a positive relationship with youth workers. (Davies, 2010)
Youth workers use interpersonal skills such as active listening, empathy, honesty, and patience to build these relationships (Egan, 2013). Rogers’ (1951) person-centred approach highlights empathy, genuineness, and unconditional positive regard as essential for building trust and acceptance.
Relationships with young people can be built through one-to-one support, this could include mentoring, emotional support, advocacy, informal conversations or goal setting. These sessions allow young people to explore challenges in a safe and confidential environment (Davies, 2010). Solution focused approaches help young people identify their strengths and set realistic goals to support their progress and build confidence. (Egan, 2013)
Group work supports relationship building by encouraging communication, teamwork, and belonging (WAG, 2007). It also helps young people develop wider skills such as cooperation, communication, and emotional awareness. Group activities may include icebreakers, peer discussions and collaborative tasks, all of which help build trust and reduce isolation (Tuckman, 1965).
Creative activities such as sport, music, art, drama, and outdoor activities provide other ways for young people to engage more informally. These methods are effective for those who struggle with direct communication and help them build relationships through shared experiences (Jolly, 2006 and Skinner, 2010).
Trauma-informed practice is also important in Youth Work as it recognises that trauma can affect behaviour and engagement. By focusing on creating safe, supportive, and empowering environments where behaviour is understood as communication, it allows youth workers to respond to the young person with empathy instead of judgement. (Bath, 2008)
Professional boundaries and safeguarding are essential in all relationship-building work. Youth workers must balance being approachable and maintain professional limits. While confidentiality is important, young people must also understand when information may need to be shared for safety reasons (Davies, 2010).

Facilitating Association
Association is a key principle of Youth Work and refers to young people voluntarily coming together in groups, clubs, or communities to socialise, learn, and develop relationships with others (Ritchie and Ord, 2016). Youth Work in Wales is based on voluntary participation, meaning young people choose to engage rather than being required to attend (Welsh Government, 2019). This voluntary approach is important because it promotes participation, empowerment, and shared ownership within Youth Work settings (Principles and purposes, 2022). Youth workers therefore aim to create safe and welcoming environments where young people feel included, respected, and able to participate freely.
Jeffs and Smith (2008) identify association, relationship, and community as central aspects of Youth Work practice. Association allows young people to learn through shared experiences, social interaction, and discussion with others. Similarly, Brew (1946) argued that group experiences help young people develop cooperation, citizenship, and social responsibility through democratic participation and shared decision-making. Youth groups and informal activities provide opportunities for young people to experience inclusion and responsibility in practice.
Association is significant because it supports young people’s sense of identity, belonging, and emotional wellbeing. Through participation in groups and activities, young people can develop friendships, increase confidence, and feel recognised by others. UK Youth (2021) suggests that youth groups can sometimes act as a “substitute family” for young people who may experience isolation or limited support elsewhere. Feeling accepted within a group can help young people develop self-esteem and confidence while encouraging positive peer relationships. Through shared experiences and participation, young people are also able to explore their values, interests, and social identities in supportive environments. Association therefore plays an important role in helping young people feel connected to others and included within their communities (NYA, 2024).
Association is also educative because young people learn through interaction, discussion, and shared experiences with others. Informal education within Youth Work encourages learning through participation rather than formal teaching (Jeffs and Smith, 2008). By working together in groups, young people can develop communication skills, empathy, negotiation, cooperation, and respect for different perspectives. These experiences can help young people become more confident in expressing themselves while developing social understanding and interpersonal skills. Brew (1946) suggests that democratic group experiences help young people learn responsibility and active citizenship through participation and shared decision-making.
Youth workers facilitate association by creating safe, welcoming, and inclusive environments where young people feel comfortable participating (Welsh Government, 2019; CWVYS, 2022). 




Practical Approaches to Facilitating Association
	Activity
	Purpose
	How it supports Association

	Icebreakers
	Helps young people feel comfortable
	Encourages interactions and reduces anxiety in new groups

	Team-building games
	Learn to work with others
	Builds trust, communication, and shared goals

	Youth forums / discussions
	Encourage voice and participation
	Allows young people to share views and feel valued

	Creative activities (art/music/drama)
	Self-expression
	Supports informal bonding through shared creative experience

	Peer mentoring
	Support relationships
	Encourages positive peer support and role modelling

	Social action projects
	Community involvement
	Builds shared purpose and group identity


These activities encourage interaction, teamwork, and relationship-building while helping young people develop trust and confidence within the group (Jeffs and Smith, 2008). Youth workers play an important role in supporting participation by encouraging quieter members, managing conflict, and adapting activities to meet different needs (Heron, 1989). Youth workers must also continually observe group dynamics and adapt their facilitation style to ensure all young people feel included, respected, and able to participate meaningfully.
However, association does not always happen easily. Some young people may experience barriers such as low confidence, social anxiety, trauma, bullying or neurodiversity, these can make joining groups feel challenging. Structural barriers such as poverty, discrimination, transport difficulties or limited access to local services may also reduce opportunities for participation. Youth workers therefore need to respond with empathy, patience, and flexibility in order to create inclusive environments that can be accessed by all young people. (UK Youth, 2021). Creating low pressure opportunities for engagement and allowing young people to participate at their own pace can help build trust gradually and encourage stronger peer connections over time (Ritchie and ord 2016)).
Overall, facilitating association is an important part of effective Youth Work practice because it supports participation, belonging, and personal development. Effective Youth Work is not simply about organising activities, but about creating environments where young people feel safe enough to build relationships, develop confidence, and experience a sense of belonging within their communities.














Resource 1: Icebreaker Activity 
Purpose
To help young people build initial connections, reduce anxiety in new groups, and support early-stage relationship building. This activity supports association by encouraging informal interaction and helping young people recognise similarities within the group (Jeffs and Smith, 2008).

Target Group
· Ages 11–25
· New or existing Youth Work groups
· Small or large groups (6–20 participants)

Time Required
15–25 minutes
Resources Needed
· Open space (standing or seated circle)
· List of statements 
Activity Overview (Step-by-Step)
	Step
	What happens
	Youth Worker role

	1
	Group stands or sits in a circle
	Set up safe, welcoming environment

	2
	Youth worker reads out statements
	Clearly explain rules 

	3
	Young people move/gesture if statement applies
	Encourage but do not pressure participation

	4
	Brief reflection after selected statements
	Prompt discussion and highlight similarities







Example Statements
(These can be adapted depending on group age and context)
· I enjoy listening to music
· I like school
· I sometimes feel nervous meeting new people
· I enjoy being part of a group
· I like trying new activities
· I have felt left out before
· I enjoy spending time with friends
Facilitation Guidance
Youth workers should:
· Create a safe, non-judgemental environment
· Emphasise that participation is voluntary
· Avoid putting young people on the spot
· Observe group dynamics (who is confident, who is quieter)
· Use encouragement rather than instruction
This reflects Heron’s (1989) cooperative facilitation style, where the worker supports participation rather than controlling it.
	Group Type
	Adaptation

	Younger groups
	Use fun/simple statements (food, hobbies, music)

	Older groups
	Include identity, goals, experiences

	Quiet/shy group
	Allow hand signals instead of movement

	Large groups
	Break into smaller circles

	Advanced groups
	Let young people create their own statements

	Young people with disabilities/mobility needs
	Coloured cards (Red/green) or thumbs up and down


Adaptions



How This Supports Youth Work Practice
This activity supports:
· Association – young people identify shared experiences and begin forming peer connections
· Belonging – reduces isolation and helps group inclusion (UK Youth, 2021)
· Informal education – learning through interaction rather than instruction (Jeffs and Smith, 2008)
· Group development – particularly useful in the forming stage (Tuckman, 1965)
It also helps youth workers observe early group dynamics and identify potential barriers to participation.

Optional Reflection Prompt (for young people)
· “Did you notice anything you had in common with others?”
· “How did it feel to take part?”











Resource 2: Group Activity – “Werewolf”
Purpose
To develop communication, teamwork, critical thinking, and peer interaction through a structured group activity that encourages participation and collaboration.
The activity also supports relationship-building by encouraging young people to work together, express opinions, and engage socially in an informal environment (Jeffs and Smith, 2008).

Target Group
· Ages 11+
· Medium to large groups (8–20 participants)

Time Required
30–45 minutes

Resources Needed
· Role cards (Werewolf, Villager, seer, medic)
· Open space or seated circle
· Facilitator instructions

Activity Overview
	Role
	Purpose

	Werewolf
	Secretly removes players each round

	Villagers
	Work together to identify the werewolf

	Seer
	Can see the role of a player each round

	Medic
	Protects one player per round







How the Activity Works
1. Young people sit in a circle while the youth worker explains the rules clearly.
2. Each participant receives a secret role card. If there are only 7-8 players there is one werewolf, more players mean there could be 2 werewolves.
3. During the “night phase,” everyone closes their eyes to ‘sleep’. Specific roles complete actions directed by the facilitator, e.g. werewolf wake up and choose someone to remove.
4. During the “day phase,” the group wakes up discusses who they believe the werewolf is.
5. Players vote to eliminate a suspected werewolf.
6. The game continues until either:
· all werewolves are identified
· the werewolves outnumber the villagers.

Facilitation Guidance
The youth worker should:
· Ensure all young people understand the rules
· Encourage respectful communication during discussions
· Support quieter members to contribute
· Monitor group behaviour and manage conflict appropriately
· Ensure the activity remains inclusive and enjoyable
This activity links to Tuckman’s (1965) theory of group development, as young people develop confidence, communication, and cooperation through interaction. The youth worker acts as a facilitator by guiding discussion while allowing young people to direct much of the activity themselves, reflecting Heron’s (1989) cooperative and autonomous facilitation styles.





Skills and Outcomes Developed
	Skill/Outcome
	How the activity supports it

	Communication
	Young people discuss, debate, and explain opinions

	Teamwork
	Players work together to solve problems

	Confidence
	Encourages speaking within a group

	Critical thinking
	Requires observation and decision-making

	Peer relationships
	Supports interaction and trust-building



Adaptations
	Group Need
	Adaptation

	Younger groups
	Simplify roles and rules

	Smaller groups
	Reduce number of special roles (werewolves)

	Anxious participants
	Allow observation before joining

	Neurodiverse groups
	Provide written instructions and extra processing time



How This Supports Youth Work Practice
This activity supports association by creating opportunities for young people to participate voluntarily, build peer relationships, and work collaboratively within a group environment (Ritchie and Ord, 2016). It also supports informal education through learning via interaction, discussion, and shared experience (Jeffs and Smith, 2008).
The game encourages participation, belonging, and social learning while helping youth workers observe group dynamics, communication styles, and peer relationships within the group.
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