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Definitions 
In providing its full commentary to the previous government’s Green Paper Youth Matters  

(DfES, 2005) the union held a seminar to produce a response, and in the first section gave 

useful definitions of the youth service and youth work as follows: 

 

“By Youth Service we mean the partnership between Local Authorities and voluntary 

organisations which has as its prime purpose the provision of support, social, personal 

and developmental education to young people between the ages of 13 and 25 provided 

by trained and JNC qualified youth and community workers, working full or part time 

and with or without the assistance of trained and supported volunteers. It is a unique 

service that begins and ends with the needs of young people and takes their support as 

its guiding principle on the value base, methodology and purpose expressed in 

Transforming Youth Work Resourcing Excellent Youth Services. 

 

By youth work we mean those practices which exist within the Youth Service as defined 

above which are developed by JNC qualified youth workers and those under their 

direction working part time or volunteering or in voluntary organisations. It is an informal 

educational intervention in the whole life of a young person that depends upon a 

voluntary choice by the young person to become involved. It offers a process of 

personal and social development. This process seeks to empower the young person 

and fulfil their emotional, intellectual and social capacities through experiences and 

reflection on them. It offers young people new activities and ideas and helps them 

become become aware of the virtues of respect, tolerance, community  and civic life. It 

seeks to create greater understanding of rights and responsibilities and to support the 

needs of young people themselves as active citizens with entitlements and a social role 

to play. It encourages participation, and challenges those ideas and behaviours 

deemed anti social and divisive.”  

 

This definition is important because the consultation discussion papers do not register any 

recognition of the real importance of this work and this service. Youth work and the youth 

service has been the co-ordinating and focal point of much post war progressive development 

in provision and policies for young people. It is the only service and professional intervention 

outside teaching that has consistently sought to take the side of young people and create a 

positive social infrastructure for them. It is popular with young people because it is positive for 

youth. 
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Attachments 

We attach a recent and well received document produced by senior researchers in the field 

and previously circulated to all MPs and Councillors entitled The Benefits of Youth work and 

sponsored by the Union and the Sector Skills Council. We also attach an important 2005 

document Youth Work Matters, produced by the Union to highlight the historic under spending 

on the Youth Service. It is such under spending that has contributed to the current difficulties. 

In addition we were sufficiently disturbed by the superficiality and leaning of the discussion on 

the Adolescent Brain that we have included two academic papers on the subject by Howard 

Sercombe of the University of Strathclyde, an expert in this field, to at least demonstrate that 

the assumptions underpinning the discussion document are contested and controversial. We 

attach also the last comprehensive survey of the children’s and young people’s workforce and 

the important document Youth Work: A Manifesto for our Times. We support also the 

Manifesto produced more recently by Children and Young People Now, a publication which 

has consistently commented well on developments within Children’s and Young People’s 

Services. 

 

It would be of assistance we believe also if the government could give consideration to a 

recent Unicef report as detailed below. The report relates to research carried out by IPSOS 

Mori and Unicef and it compares inequality, materialism and well being in 3 countries: UK, 

Spain and Sweden. It shows that poor children in the UK spend more time in front of screens 

than their richer UK counterparts and that what they really want to do is go outside and do 

things with family and friends, but there is nowhere they can afford to go or their parents can’t 

take them – and the research was carried out BEFORE the cuts. This is a significant factor in 

the low scores on subjective well being, The report specifically ”calls on the UK government to 

require local authorities to assess the impact of public spending decisions on children to 

ensure local budgets allow investment in play facilities and free leisure activities for both 

children and families”. 

  

You can access the summary report here: 
 
 http://www.unicef.org.uk/Documents/Publications/UNICEFIpsosMori_childwellbeing_reportsu
mmary.pdf 
  
And the full report here: 
 http://www.unicef.org.uk/Documents/Publications/IPSOS_UNICEF_ChildWellBeingreport.pdf 
 
And the child friendly report here: 
 http://www.unicef.org.uk/Documents/Publications/Child_Friendly_Report060911%20final%20
from%20Ipsos.pdf 
 
 
Given the importance of early intervention, we attach also an independently research 

document setting out the benefits of play work sponsored by the Union and the relevant 

Sector Skills Council. 
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Introduction 
This evidence is submitted by Unite the Union - the country’s largest trade union. The union’s 

members work in a range of industries including manufacturing, financial services, print, 

media, construction and not-for-profit sectors, local government, education, advice and 

information and health services. Unite has prioritised work relating to young people as we 

believe that this generation of young people now face more difficult circumstances than any 

previous generation since the Second World War. The huge increase in the young 

unemployed is but one indication of this. The sense of alienation and discontent amongst 

sections of young people is at its most intense and there is a sense of a generation being 

abandoned and not listened too. Despite such immense difficulties 57% of young people still 

volunteer positively in their communities, though this number is sharply declining due to Youth 

Service and voluntary sector cuts. The absence also of any recognition of the tremendous 

value of play work, even if just confined to the government’s claimed concern for early 

intervention is hollow. The abandonment of the previous government’s strategy for play and 

investment lines is deeply damaging. 

 

Unite represents members working or training to work with children, young people and 

communities in statutory and voluntary settings. We represent all grades of staff across the 

spectrum of young people’s services. We represent the majority of youth workers.  We 

represent volunteers, part time workers and full time staff and senior managers. The union is 

represented on most training bodies and sector skills councils in this work area and plays a 

central part in the validation of training courses. Our members can be play workers, youth 

workers, Connexions workers, principal officers, detached youth workers, youth centre 

managers and most of the other groups working with children and young people. The union 

claims a continuous history with the first youth workers from the voluntary sector who trade 

unionised in 1886 in order to campaign for better conditions for young people and those who 

worked with them. The union’s predecessor structures have always been closely involved 

with the formation and development of the modern youth service and positive policies for 

young people. 

 

Following the Parliamentary Education Select Committee report in July 2011, the union held a 

discussion seminar with representatives from throughout the sector across the UK; the 

voluntary sector and universities were represented at this, as were local authority services 

and volunteer and full time staff and heads of service. Those associated with youth policy 

development and face to face professional practice joined with new younger professionals to 

consider the situation. The discussions at this seminar also helped to inform this response to 

the Positive for Youth discussion papers.  

 

We are astonished and disappointed that the discussion papers take no notice of the 

conclusions of the Parliamentary Select Committee which was an evidence based inquiry into 
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young people’s service and some of the contemporary issues surrounding them. The 

Parliamentary Select Committee’s particular concerns about the resourcing of the Youth 

Service and its historic cost effectiveness is something we believe should be closely 

considered. 

 

We are concerned also that the papers pay little attention to the issues and evidence brought 

to the Westminster Hall Debate on the Youth Service in November 2010. In addition, the 

papers fail to take on board the concerns expressed by the majority of voluntary organisations 

in this sector and the managers of local authority youth services about the collapse of the 

funding base for the work. Finally, the failure of these papers to address the concerns of 

young people expressed in a variety of organisations that have sought to articulate a positive 

view for youth services will further add to the sense of futility and alienation that many feel. 

Positive policy discussions and research reports over the last generation have been ignored. 

 

The union has sought to hold a meeting with the relevant Minister, but the Minister has not 

agreed to this and recently in correspondence requested that the union’s views be spelt out in 

response to these discussion papers. This is therefore our response which we hope can form 

the basis of meaningful dialogue and we seek a detailed response from the government on 

the points we raise. 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

The discussion papers make no mention of resource implications and fail to address the 

imbalance of youth related funding that currently exists. As pointed out by the Parliamentary 

Education Select Committee, young people spend 85% or so of their waking hours outside of 

the classroom and yet at least fifty five times more of public expenditure is spent on schools 

than out of school youth activities. In addition, as the Parliamentary Select Committee has 

observed, youth service spending has been highly cost effective and relative to its obvious 

benefits and knock on savings, has been a modest area of public expenditure. 

 

The discussion papers ask questions on a variety of subjects that are being answered in 

reality through government policy by default. There is a significant generational decline in 

services and opportunities for young people.  Many of the questions posed in the discussion 

papers are less than open questions and are loaded in directions that are untried and 

untested and unsupported by evidence. The discussion papers do not convince readers that 

they form part of a genuinely democratic process that will include the views expressed by 

respondents in any policy development. The closest the coalition government has to a 

democratic mandate on youth policies was the Liberal Democrat Party’s commitment to invest 

in a statutory Youth Service. This mandate is not reflected in the papers. 

 

The Government states that it is “working with young people, local government, voluntary 

organisations, businesses and youth sector experts to produce a cross-Government vision 

and policy statement on young people and services for young people”. Yet in parallel to this 

discussion the Government’s unnecessary public spending cuts are pulling apart the modern 

youth service, created fifty years ago at a time when the national debt was five times higher 

than now. Years of professional expertise committed to partnership and volunteer working are 

being destroyed. The government has failed to use its statutory powers to intervene while 

several local authorities have completely abandoned their youth service and others have so 

reduced it as to make it ineffective. Huge cuts to voluntary organisations have significantly 

diminished their potential to contribute to positive projects for young people whilst the highest 

number of voluntary organisations experiencing severe cuts are those concerned with the 

education and welfare of children and young people. 

While the Department for Education discussion papers insist they wish to create a vision and 

society that is ‘positive for youth’, the actions that the Government has so far taken have been 

negative for youth. Indeed, its actions so far have led to an unprecedented alliance of 30 

voluntary youth sector organisations and trade unions coming together under the banner of 

‘Choose Youth ’ to defend youth services.  
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A Vision that is ‘Positive for Youth’ 

 

The Government discussion paper asserts that a society that is ‘positive for youth’ has young 

people with; strong ambitions, good opportunities and supportive relationships. The vision sits 

in contrast to the actions that Government has taken, or is in the process of, taking under the 

umbrella of public spending cuts and the need for austerity and of removing the services and 

facilities and opportunities that young people most value.  

 

Unite believe that a society that is positive for youth invests in the future of young people. This 

should include investment in formal education, as well as investment in a universal 

professional youth services and actions that enable young people to access education 

(secondary, further and higher) and the labour market with quality careers advice and 

guidance and specialist guidance in relation to legal issues or mental health, or drugs or 

alcohol or sexual health issues when required. It also means transport access for young 

people must be affordable and places of safety that young people feel they have a stake and 

ownership in should be in ready distance of all young people, able bodied and disabled. 

 

Yet in less than a year since taking office the Government had abolished the Education 

Maintenance Allowance and tripled tuition fees, placing high obstacles in the way of young 

people staying in further education and going on to attend higher education. The removal of 

initiatives that could help young people into the labour market, such as the Future Jobs Fund, 

and Connexions service with no transitional arrangements, have also been negative for our 

youth. If attention is then turned to the section on ‘supportive relationships’ it is important to 

consider the impact of wider Government polices.  

 

While the Government, through the Department for Education say on one hand that 

supportive parents and families are important to the development of children and young 

people on the other hand is pushing more and more families into poverty and insecure work, 

impacting on their family life. The Institute for Fiscal Studies have estimated that Government 

polices will push another 300,000 children into poverty. Housing benefit cuts are uprooting 

people, and increasing the number of households in inadequate and overcrowded housing. 

Changes to welfare benefit and tax credit criteria in order to affect cutbacks in these areas are 

leading to people losing financial support for their disabled children, forcing people – mainly 

women – out of the labour market as they cannot afford childcare. Measures such as 

reducing people’s employment protections lead to more insecure employment; those in 

temporary and agency work are not entitled to employment rights such as sick pay from day 

one and the Government is floating the idea of delaying rights further. The combination of 

these measures is to make it harder for people to spend time with their children, to increase 

the likelihood of poverty and poor health of young people. Insensitive targeting of ‘problem 



 8 

families’ by cash strapped local authorities and early intervention strategies is adding to 

greater stigmatisation and division in our communities. 

The more unequal a society the more violent and alienated people in society become. These 

are well researched internationally documented facts and the papers fail to address these. 

The underlying reasons for the rioting that took place in the week of 8th August are complex, 

rooted in wider societal forces. Yet, rather than reflect on how to be ‘positive for youth’ and 

prevent such re-occurrences the Government reaction has been almost exclusively punitive, 

focusing on individual criminality without considering what could have led individuals to take 

such actions and how their subsequent management could prevent future recurrences. 

Advocating making people homeless through the eviction of young people and their families 

from council houses for example is despicable and only serves to demonise and alienate 

young people further.  

 

The use of de-humanising words such as ‘feral’ to describe young people by a Government 

minister flies in the face of what the Department for Education discussion papers claim to be 

advocating. Young people were rushed through courts without the local Youth Offending 

Teams always being informed and able to represent the person in question. There were 

reports of young people being remanded some distance from their homes. The Government 

has directly fed into and helped to create the negative framing of young people as 

‘problematic’, ‘troubled’ and raised the fear of criminality that it claims to decry in its overall 

narrative in these discussion papers.  

 

As the ‘Choose Youth’ manifesto makes clear – youth work works. It “recognises, respects 

and is responsive to the needs of young people. It gives young people a voice and 

encourages them to think critically, be creative, develop their interests and expand their 

horizons. It gives them the space to have fun, socialising and meeting new friends. It is 

unique in that it gives young people the right to create their own youth service, around their 

needs”. Well-funded youth services promote social inclusion; encourage partnership working, 

they assist young people at risk, and give young people hope. Hope and empowerment 

improve behaviour and social responsibility as many criminologists studying the work of youth 

workers with those in and on the edges of gangs demonstrates. We would advocate that the 

government considers carefully the work of Professor John Pitts in this regard. 

 

Youth services are a professional, preventative service that supports young people on the 

road to success- an aim the Government states as one of its own. The disappearance of clear 

funding streams within the Early Intervention Grant ironically mean that youth work is the first 

victim in many areas of the disappearance of clearly preventative disciplines. In addition, 

given that the Department for Education’s discussion paper states that “ideas which avoid 

additional pressure on public spending or regulatory requirements are particularly welcome”, 

Choose Youth have calculated that for every £1 spent on the youth service £8 is generated in 
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voluntary activity. Its preventative nature and the social capital young people derive from 

youth services mean that spending on well-resourced youth services generates long term 

savings. We commend the analysis of the National Youth Agency, the Audit Commission and 

many others in this respect and urge the government to appreciate the high savings involved 

in investing modestly in youth work. An indication of this cost effectiveness is given in our 

attached document The Benefits of Youth Work . 

 

Excellent education and training, and transition to  work 

The abolition of the EMA, Future Jobs Fund and the tripling of tuition fees all damage the 

education and job prospects of young people. Support into employment for young people will 

only work when the Government invests in growing our economy and a programme of job 

creation, rather than implementing spending cuts. Unite and the TUC have spelt out credible 

and easily attainable alternative economic strategies and we encourage the government to 

consider these. 

 

Unite believe age discrimination should be eliminated from the National Minimum Wage 

legislation; young people in work, working alongside older people doing the same job, should 

not be paid at a lower wage. Such a measure would go a long way to motivate and include 

young people in the labour market. 

 

Personal and Social Skills development 

The benefits of well funded, professional youth services have been clearly outlined above. 

Unite believe that there must continue to be a combination of universal, open access youth 

services, such as youth centres and clubs open to all young people in the local area.  We 

believe every city, town and village should have such projects within reasonable distance for 

most young people. We make further comment in relation to some misperceptions in the 

capital Infrastructure response. 

 

The drift is however, towards more targeted provision of services to young people – such as 

those who are labelled as disadvantaged or socially excluded. Unite believe that every young 

person, regardless of background, is entitled to high quality youth work, delivered by trained 

professionals, helping them to develop personally and socially. The aim of good youth work is 

to promote the social, moral, cultural, emotional and physical development of young people. 

The voluntary relationship established with youth workers forms a unique cornerstone of trust 

which enables both a creative journey for the young person to take place, and for real early 

intervention to take place where there are identifiable needs. A reliance on early intervention 

exclusively and the concept of referral to early intervention centres runs the danger of 

stigmatising young people further and intervening with them on the basis of a deficit model. It 

fails to appreciate also that the availability of open access provision proves one of the firmest 

footings for identifying further specialist needs and encouraging agencies and individuals and 
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families to access these and, importantly, to act in groups and organisations which seek to 

solve the issues and problems.  

Currently, the foundations of the professional youth service are being demolished. Instead of 

providing well funded, professional youth services which are available to all throughout the 

year the Government has become fixated on the costly ‘National Citizen Service’ (NCS) that 

will only operate through the summer holidays. This was heavily criticised by the Education 

Select Committee. The NCS is not the best use of resources and it won’t deliver effectively for 

young people. We believe that the views of the Education Select Committee should be 

carefully examined in this regard. The Youth Service operated where it was properly 

supported seven days a week and in the evenings and 365 days a year. It was the prime 

service involved in the organisation of substantial residential and international travel 

experiences for tens of thousands of young people who may never have been beyond the 

horizons of their immediate neighbourhood. The summer programmes run by the play 

services and youth services have been particularly badly hit by cuts and the union warned 

prior to the disturbances this year that this would indeed be a very restless summer period for 

young people and children who had nothing to do. 

 

Empowered young people 

The Government’s approach appears to one of placing particular expectations and duties on 

young people. Youth services work because young people choose to be involved in them. 

Youth work starts where young people are; whether they are on street corners, in youth clubs 

– in short, wherever they feel most comfortable. From these starting points it enables a 

journey of exploration and growth and change to take place. It encourages and supports 

young people in developing their voice, thinking critically and engaging with the world around 

them. It assists in the making of moral choices and community based progressive 

developments. As stated above, it provides an opportunity for young people to create and 

design services around them. We fully support the important manifesto on youth work 

published relatively recently in the NYA publication Youth and Policy. This commanded great 

support throughout the youth sector. 

 

Commissioning services for young people  
 
The future of youth service provision is situated in the Government’s wider approach to the 

delivery of public services. A clear statement of intent about the future of our public services 

from the current Tory-led Government came from David Cameron in a Daily Telegraph 

comment piece, staking out his vision. The Government will “create a new presumption….that 

public services should be open to a range of providers competing to offer a better service” . 

This has been followed in July 2011 by the Government publishing their White Paper ‘Open 

Public Services’ which details how they intend to take their agenda forward. The approach of 

contracting others to provide our welfare and public services, rather than public bodies 

directly providing such services, is said to be “an urgent moral purpose” with only the military, 
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core policing, intelligence services and the judges specifically excluded (although support and 

specialist services in these areas are thought to be ripe for contracting). This approach turns 

our public services and the administration of our welfare state into a series of competing 

businesses. The goal is that public sector provision would be the exception, and private 

sector provision would be the norm. The Government is peddling the idea that the quality of 

services is driven up by organisations competing against each other to win contracts and 

individual ‘customers’. The engineering of this competitive business environment between 

different organisations is what is meant by nurturing a ‘diversity of providers’. When contracts 

are being decided on cost, and at a time of the most savage public spending cuts since the 

inception of the welfare state, organisations will be forced to drive down costs as far as 

possible. This means cutting specialised support, driving down wages and cutting corners. It 

is likely this will lead to a de-professionalisation of youth work.  

 

It is important to point out that Unite is not opposed to social enterprises, mutuals and co-

operatives per se, and indeed the trade union movement has a history of supporting mutuals 

and co-operatives and Unite itself has a large membership in the Community, Voluntary and 

Not-for-Profit sectors. Unite has always been clear; community, voluntary and not-for-profit 

organisations have an important role to play in supporting the delivery of high quality public 

services, but as an additional resource not a replacement for high quality public services. And 

we do not support the invoking of such organisations to be used as a fig leaf for the real 

agenda of outsourcing to create larger profits for private companies. The competitive market 

model of contract and funding awards has seen a race to the bottom in pay, terms and 

conditions for those working in the community, voluntary and not-for-profit sector. 

Experiences in the Community, Youth Workers and Not-for-Profit sector have raised 

significant concerns about the ‘contract culture’; where an organisation’s income becomes 

dependent on winning and delivering government and public sector contracts it can imperil 

the independent advocacy role of the organisation. 

 

The young people’s workforce 
 
As a result of the spending cuts that are pulling apart the professional youth service, 3,000 

youth workers will lose their jobs. People currently training to be youth workers are being 

denied work placements and will face difficulty finding employment in the field they have 

spent time, energy and resources training in. The increase in tuition fees for higher education 

has restricted or eliminated the opportunity to become a professional youth worker for many 

young people.  

 

The commissioning model favoured by Government, outlined above, carries significant 

threats of driving the de-professionalisation of the youth service.  
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Currently, youth workers are covered by the Joint Negotiating Committee for Youth and 

Community Workers. Youth and community work throughout the UK and Ireland, and 

especially within England and Wales which are within the direct ambit of the JNC, have 

provided pioneering and internationally renowned services within the broad provision of 

community development and learning. This work has been a partnership historically between 

local authority education departments and voluntary organisations and has been developed 

also independently by the voluntary organisations that originally formed and still play an active 

part in the JNC.  

 

It was recognised that the special educational nature of this work and its importance required 

separate free collective bargaining arrangements linked, in origin, to teaching. In addition, 

based on consistent previous youth service audits undertaken by the National Youth Agency, 

the Staff Side has demonstrated how, in a unique way and because of the JNC grading 

criteria and training courses, youth and community workers are successful fund raisers within 

their communities. The equivalent of about a third of the amount spent by local authorities on 

youth work is raised by youth workers through additional fund raising each year. This is a 

result not just of professional dedication but of a specific requirement in training and the 

national terms and conditions. 

 

More detailed commentary follows on each discussion paper. Prior to that we include an 

overview of existing legislative arrangements in the UK and Ireland for the Youth Service and 

stress its place as an educational service, part of society’s commitment to lifelong learning.  
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Some Background 
Government, statutory and local government commitme nts 

It is useful to remind ourselves at the outset how youth work is officially seen. Official 

statements approved by governments and local government bodies, should not be ignored as 

the Positive for Youth papers do because they provide a substantial basis for proper 

recognition by society of what youth workers do.  

 

Wales and the idea of extending entitlement 

As the Welsh Local Government Association (WLGA) says “Youth work involves a broad 

range of activities, concerned with education in its widest sense. Youth work is concerned 

with the education and development, both social and personal, of young people aged 

between eleven and 25 years, particularly those aged 13 to 19 years.” (WLGA 2010). This in 

turn reflects the underpinning statement for youth work in Wales, Extending entitlement 

(National Assembly for Wales, 2001) which outlines the key tasks of youth work as follows: 

 

“to enthuse young people to seize opportunities for learning - by demonstrating that this 

will help them get jobs and progress in employment 

 

ensuring that all the services on offer to young people are of high quality, matched to 

their interests and aptitudes, and 

 

promoting equal opportunities in order to ensure that all young people are able to take 

advantage of all that is on offer.” 

 

Learning, of course, does not guarantee jobs, as thousands of graduates are now finding out, 

and the purpose of youth work is not to fuel the labour market. Nor are youth workers 

employed to convince young people that skill acquisition alone will secure happy employment 

for life. In the culture in which we live there are plenty of jobs requiring no education and there 

is plenty of education without jobs and many communities and groups of young people 

endure a kind of itinerant, casualised, joblessness within the prison of their own estates and 

alternative economies (Williamson 2004). We have other dilemmas too, young people feel 

over-tested, yet under-educated, they exit education often over-qualified, but under-

employed. (Ainley and Allen 2010).   

 

Youth work can give some respite and alternative to these dilemmas in the informal education 

sphere, but it cannot secure jobs for tens of thousands of young people. It is not a careers 

service. It is not a direct employer of the young.  It inevitably improves employability however, 

and we should not be shy of this secondary function and scorn any involvement with labour 

market matters. Communication skills and adaptability are not just required by a de-skilled 
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flexible, capitalist labour market: they are aptitudes that are generally useful within critical 

thinking and useful labour in a socialist alternative future. If young people cannot think 

critically and feel valued in useful labour they are more likely to be manipulated and exploited 

in the labour market. 

 

For example Extending entitlement (National Assembly for Wales 2001) is one of the most 

comprehensive governmental statements on young people and the role of youth work. It 

states: 

 

“There are strong links between the health and social welfare of young people and their 

capacity to achieve, develop skills and contribute through work and as citizens and 

parents. To achieve the vision of a more prosperous and fairer Wales we need to do a 

better job in ensuring that all young people have access to the support they need to 

make a success of their lives.  

 

For most young people this support is provided mainly by home, family, friends and 

school. But where this support is lacking society has a responsibility to fill the gap - if it 

does not it will both fail the young person and lead to much higher costs on public 

services later. The model suggested by many who work with young people is that we 

should do more to strengthen the fences that prevent people from falling over the cliff - 

rather than providing more ambulances and police vans when they do. Young people 

who need extra support should not be stigmatised - many young people from stable 

families encounter problems and all young people need access to challenges and 

opportunities beyond their home and community. 

 

As discussed later in Extending entitlement, support for young people does not mean 

counselling and guidance services alone. It is closely linked with providing opportunities for 

achievement and is offered through a wide range of services including education and training, 

local authority youth work, the very diverse voluntary youth sector, arts, sports and leisure 

opportunities, and specialist provision for, for example, homeless young people or young 

offenders: 

 

“The contribution of the voluntary sector is recognised as a key partner in the network 

which already exists and which needs to be developed. The voluntary youth work 

sector in Wales, through both national organisations and local groups, has a long 

tradition of work with young people, based on strong commitment and values, together 

with great diversity and flexibility. It has often provided essential support to young 

people where no statutory services have been available. It is crucial to build on and 

support this tradition in developing and strengthening the wider response to the needs 

of young people in Wales.” (National Assembly for Wales, 2000) 



 15 

Having provided a socially aware context, it is possible for the document to base itself firmly 

on a rights based approach to the development of youth work Extending entitlement says: 

 

“young people want respect and understanding - and many feel stereotyped and 

demonised by adults 

 

young people want to be consulted and taken seriously - and often feel patronised or 

ignored by politicians and others in authority 

 

young people greatly value accessible and affordable places to meet each other and 

often feel unwelcome in commercial or community venues 

 

young people share the same aspirations as other people: to have a job, a home, a 

relationship and security 

 

young people share many of the same concerns as others in their community – e.g. for 

the viability of rural communities and for the safety and future prosperity of deprived 

urban areas.”(National Assembly for Wales (2001) p28) 

28p 

In exercising these rights young people have an entitlement to association with a youth 

service which is educational and striving to inspire them within the framework of lifelong 

learning and the notion of enjoyment and the pleasure of informal learning for its own sake. It 

recognises that youth work: 

 

“supports other agencies in developing styles of work which are effective with young 

people 

 

enables young people to have a voice and influence in the services provided for them 

and in wider policy developments 

 

aims to provide a bridge between young people’s priorities and the aspirations of public 

policy.” (National Assembly for Wales (2001) p44) 

 

It then goes on to appreciate what has already been achieved on a shoe string budget: 

 

“Youth services work with young people in many different ways to promote lifelong 

learning, employability, citizenship and healthy lifestyles. They engage with young 

people as individuals with the object of building their capacity to make choices and 

pursue constructive paths. A key principle is that young people choose to participate 

and are able to do so in ways that build on their interests. 
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One of the strengths of the youth work sector is its diversity of process, offering choice 

to young people to participate and achieve in different ways through provision with 

different styles.” (National Assembly for Wales, 2001.)   

 

Such diversity of provision itself reflects the multiplicity of needs and rights that young people 

have and youth work is especially important to any progressive education agenda because it 

expresses the overall rights of participation of young people: 

 

“it respects young people and places them at the centre - it views them as individuals 

not as problems and creates opportunities for them to contribute to the management 

and delivery of services 

 

it is inclusive and preventative - it starts from the premise that all young people should 

be able to access the advice and support they need when they need it 

 

it offers support not in a stigmatising way but as part of a service geared to enjoyment, 

challenge and opportunity 

 

it values young people and encourages them to think of themselves as contributing 

individuals with rights and responsibilities to others.”(National Assembly for Wales 

(2001) p47). 

 

In other words, what youth workers do is express a right that society believes should be 

enacted for all young people so they can be purposefully engaged, educated and participating 

in that which does them and others good.  

 

Northern Ireland 

The Department of Education Northern Ireland (DENI) unsurprisingly sees youth work as a 

vital part of education:  

“The Youth Service exists to support and encourage young people to mature and reach 

their potential as valued individuals and responsible citizens. It is educational in the 

sense that it provides a social education within the context of a broad spectrum of 

diverse activity. The policy aim of the Youth Service is: 

to ensure the provision of opportunities for children, young people and young adults to 

gain for themselves knowledge, skills and experience to reach their full potential as 

valued individuals; to encourage the development of mutual understanding and 

promote recognition of and respect for cultural diversity. 
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Participation by young people in the Youth Service is voluntary, and activities which are 

firmly rooted in a social education ethos, are generally out of school or work time and 

non formal.” (DENI 2005) 

 

The work of youth workers in Northern Ireland through the most extraordinary of times rested 

on the first statutory underpinning of the Youth Service made in The Local Government Act 

1972. This was consolidated and confirmed in The Education and Libraries (Northern Ireland) 

Order 1986 (No.594 [N13]) and a Youth council was set up to support the service in The 

Youth Service (Northern Ireland) Order 1989 (no 2413 [N122]. The recognition of the role of 

youth workers in some of the most troubled communities was a testament to the role played 

by youth work practitioners from all parts of the community and their work played a much 

underestimated role in the peace and reconciliation that gradually emerged in Northern 

Ireland. 

 

Indeed even a recent study (McAlister, et al 2009) showed the extreme popularity of youth 

work from both sides of the Northern Ireland community, and how young people consistently 

expressed the view that of those adults with whom they had regular contact, they felt most 

respected by youth workers. This simple social provision of respect and non judgemental 

validation which is so skilfully expressed by the best youth workers is a much underestimated 

element of the youth work approach. As society fragments and individualises further 

(Bauman, 2001a, 2010, Sennett, 1999, 2006,) youth work is increasingly key in a range of 

communities where young people’s identities are turned from social and communal spheres 

to other more tribal and instinctive areas (Pitts 2007a).  But as Pitts shows, even when young 

people do get into so called gangs and extreme forms of anti social behaviour, it is the youth 

work method that is most successfully in turning them around. 

 

Personal and social development endorsed 

Another piece of progressive youth work legislation was passed in the Republic of Ireland in 

2001. The Youth Work Act straightforwardly defines youth work in this now universally 

accepted way: “…“youth work” means a planned programme of education designed for the 

purpose of aiding and enhancing the personal and social development of young persons 

through their voluntary participation which is complementary to their formal, academic or 

vocational education and training.” (Irish Statute Book, 2001).  

 

This roots youth work in education and is based clearly on the voluntary principle of 

engagement and the recognition of the importance of personal and social development. How 

youth work is ‘complementary’ is not quite clear, but the point is made perhaps that it exists 

within a range of educational approaches and fulfils needs other than those addressed by 

formal, academic and vocational training. In other words, it must be informal, non academic 
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and non vocational. The implication is that it is pleasurable in the terms defined by young 

people themselves.  

 

While moves to legislate in youth work’s favour have been developing at a snail’s pace and 

only emerged relatively recently in the history of the service, the state has also sought to take 

more of an interest in the mechanics of what workers do at work. In broad terms attempts, 

which have been in some areas welcome and novel and in others reactionary and 

unwelcome, have been made to define the ‘competences’ that determine a particular job or 

profession.  

 

Community Learning and Development 

In Scotland a comprehensive consultative process and analysis of youth work by the Scottish 

Executive led to the following perceptions and promotion: 

 

“Youth work has a significant role to play in delivering our broad vision for Scotland’s 

young people – that they are nurtured, safe, active, healthy, achieving, included, 

respected and responsible. Youth work opportunities can also support young people to 

live their lives as confident individuals, effective contributors, successful learners and 

responsible citizens. 

 

We believe that all young people can be like this. But we also recognise that young 

people are individuals with different needs, abilities and learning preferences. Youth 

work opportunities can enhance the life of any young person but, for some, youth work 

will have a more important or even critical role in enabling them to see and fulfil their 

true potential. 

 

Youth work has a major part to play in providing life-enhancing experiences for children 

and young people – and the learning and development opportunities it offers must be 

seen and valued as an integral part of what society provides for young people across 

the board – children’s services, school education, post-school education and training. 

 

We recognise the value of youth work in contributing positively to young people’s 

personal growth and to the growth of the communities they live in. We recognise the 

value of both: 

 

a: open access youth work activities, open to any young person who wishes to attend, 

offered by local authorities and voluntary organisations; and 

 

b: specialised targeted provision designed to meet the needs of young people who are 

particularly vulnerable or who have specific needs. 
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A vibrant youth work sector needs both. As well as enhancing the lives of young people 

from all backgrounds, universal youth work opportunities can have an early intervention 

and prevention role. It can engage in positive activities young people who might 

otherwise become involved in anti-social behaviour, alcohol or drug misuse, or who 

would leave school with few qualifications and skills, perhaps not progressing into 

education, employment or training (entering the ‘NEET’ group). Universal youth work 

opportunities can also offer vulnerable young people a non-stigmatising route into 

finding more specialist support where they might not be ready to go directly, e.g. to a 

project for young people with specific problems e.g. mental health issues.” 

 

This continued to embed the work in a strong tradition of community development and 

learning and to value its position as a force for collective improvement at neighbourhood level. 

 

English issues 

The National Occupational Standards (NOS) which were agreed following substantial 

consultation throughout the profession in the UK, recognise youth work contributes to the 

broad educational spectrum of lifelong learning. The key purpose of youth work is identified 

within the NOS as follows: “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”.’ This 

statement refers to the holistic development of young people, recognising that personal, 

social and educational development can also include, for example, physical, political and 

spiritual development” (Lifelong Learning UK, 2009). 

 

Most significantly these standards are underpinned by very strong values that are worth 

highlighting in full: 

 

“These values also illustrate how youth work is involved in the holistic development of 

young people, and are as follows: 

 

• Young people choose to be involved, not least because they want to relax, meet 

friends, make new relationships, to have fun, and to find support, 

 

• The work starts from where young people are in relation to their own values, views 

and principles, as well as their own personal and social space, 

 

• It seeks to go beyond where young people start, to widen their horizons, promote 

participation and invite social commitment, in particular by encouraging them to be 

critical and creative in their responses to their experience and the world around them, 
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• It treats young people with respect, valuing each individual and their differences, and 

promoting the acceptance and understanding of others, whilst challenging oppressive 

behaviour and ideas, 

 

• It respects and values individual differences by supporting and strengthening young 

people’s belief in themselves, and their capacity to grow and to change through a 

supportive group environment, 

 

• It is underpinned by the principles of equity, diversity and interdependence, 

 

• It recognises, respects and is actively responsive to the wider networks of peers, 

communities, families and cultures which are important to young people, and through 

these networks seeks to help young people to achieve stronger relationships and 

collective identities, through the promotion of inclusivity, 

 

• It works in partnership with young people and other agencies which contribute to 

young people’s social, educational and personal development, 

 

• It is concerned with how young people feel, and not just with what they know and can 

do, 

 

• It is concerned with facilitating and empowering the voice of young people, 

encouraging and enabling them to influence the environment in which they live, 

 

• It recognises the young person as a partner in a learning process, complementing 

formal education, promoting their access to learning opportunities which enable them 

to fulfil their potential, 

 

• It safeguards the welfare of young people, and provides them with a safe 

environment in which to explore their values, beliefs, ideas and issues.” (Youth Work 

National Occupational Standards 2009). 

 

Legislative underpinning in England 

A circular in 2010 from the National Youth Agency on the youth service in England is worth 

recalling in full as it describes how the participatory practice of youth work and its role in youth 

development: 

 

“The legislation that supports youth work is described in detail in the Statutory 

Guidance on Section 507B Education Act 1996 published in March 2008. This statutory 



 21 

guidance sets out the requirements for local authorities to provide youth work in three 

areas: positive activities, decision making by young people and 14-19 learning.  

 

The primary responsibility for fulfilling the legislation since January 2007 fell within the 

remit of the Director of Children’s Services and the Lead Member for Children’s 

Services.  

 

The primary duty to secure access to positive leisure-time activities sets out two forms 

of activity. The educational leisure-time activities are explicitly linked to youth work 

methods and approaches (para 19) 

 

The legislation also requires that the educational leisure-time activities and associated 

facilities to which access is to be secured must include sufficient educational leisure-

time activities (and facilities for such activities) which are for the improvement of young 

people’s personal and social development.  This sub-set of ‘educational leisure-time 

activity’ relates to activities which are delivered using youth work methods and 

approaches (para 19). 

The consequences of failure to deliver the statutory duties under section 507B are set 

out in the guidance: 

 

Failure by a local authority to fulfil their statutory duties under section 507B (including 

their duty under section 507B(12) to have regard to this guidance) could result in 

intervention by the Secretary of State under sections 496, 497 or 497A of the Education 

Act 1996. 

The purpose of both forms of positive activities, educational and recreational, is for the 

improvement of well-being. The definition of ‘well-being’ in the legislation reflects the 

five ‘Every Child Matters’ Outcomes.  Activities which do not result in an improvement 

in well-being and which do not help meet these outcomes are not within the scope of 

the new duty (paragraph 16). 

Aiming high for young people: a ten year strategy for positive activities (HM Treasury 

and DCSF July 2007) is referred to in the statutory guidance.  

The new legislation also underpins the Government’s 10 year strategy for positive 

activities: Aiming high for young people.  This was launched in July 2007 and 

introduced new reforms and funding commitments intended to secure an offer for all 

young people, and particularly the most disadvantaged (paragraph 9).  

 

The argument for this is as follows: 
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·  Positive activities are to improve outcomes for young people as in Every Child 

Matters.  

·  Experiences in teenage years continue to shape the character and personal 

attributes of young people and their level of resilience. 

·  Developing resilience is more important than ever for young people to cope with 

the challenges they face in transition. Aiming High for children: supporting families 

identified three factors that help to build resilience. The third factor is social and 

emotional skills (para 2.7) 

·  There is more to do to promote the development of these skills especially for those 

at the risk of poor outcomes (para 2.8) 

·  Evidence show that young people’s participation in positive leisure-time activities, 

as well as offering enjoyable and exciting opportunities, also supports the 

development of resilience through building social and emotional skills (para 2.9) 

·  Positive activities can support young people’s participation in learning, particularly 

those who are disaffected from school.  (para 2.11) 

 

The strategy concludes this argument with a very strong statement of recognition of the 

role of high quality youth work: 

 

[T]he ‘Government’s view [is] that high quality youth work, delivered by third and 

statutory sectors, is central to delivering our ambition of increasing the number of 

young people on the path to success (para 5.52). 

 

The NYA circular usefully points out that the government document Aiming high for young 

people:  

 

“...puts at the heart of the youth offer Skilled, knowledgeable, trusted adults and the 

relationships they build with young people (para 5.60). The role of youth workers for 

young people facing disadvantage is described in detail.  

 

But for those facing disadvantage, the support and motivation they receive from other 

adults – professional youth workers and volunteers alike – can be life changing, by 

providing new role models who raise aspirations (para 2.17) 

Youth workers and other professionals clearly play a central role. Often they are able to 

build relationships with young people that other professionals may find challenging. The 

best youth work challenges young people to have high aspirations and provides them 

with the skills to succeed in and out of education” (para 5.61). 
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Significantly this goes on to reinforce that: 

 

“The legislation creates new requirements that place young people at the heart of 

decision making on the positive activity provision available to them (para 5). Supporting 

and facilitating the engagement of young people in decision making and ensuring their 

voices are heard and their influence felt is central to youth work approaches and 

methods.   

 

The local authority will also need to ensure that young people are involved in 

determining what activities and facilities should be available to them. In particular, local 

authorities should ensure they ascertain and take into account the views of young 

people who face significant barriers to participation or are considered to be at risk of 

poor outcomes such as young people in care; young people from minority groups; and 

young people with disabilities (para 31). 

 

The legislation specifies that the local authority must ascertain and take account of 

young people’s views on current provisions, the need for new activities and facilities, 

and barriers to access. As well as dedicated youth provision, the local authority should 

seek young people’s views on leisure centres, libraries and any other activities and 

facilities which are intended to be accessible to young people and/or the wider 

community (para 32). 

‘Aiming high for young’ people includes more information on decision making by young 

people including the commitment known as budget devolution. 

The hear by right standards published by the NYA and the Local Government 

Association (LGA) are used by local authorities and voluntary organisations to develop 

and improve practice and policy on the active involvement of children and young 

people. Youth services frequently take a lead on this area of work.” 

 

The NYA then shows how the existing legislation is framed as a form of rescue into other 

learning processes: 

 

“The statutory guidance to Section 507B makes the connection between positive 

activities and access to learning. 

 

…young people’s participation in positive activities.  This will be important in reducing 

the proportion of 16-18s not in education, employment and training and ensuring young 

people have the right personal development opportunities to enable them to take full 

advantage of 14-19 pathways for learning (para 8) 
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The requirement in the Raising the Participation Age Delivery Plan that local authorities 

and their partners explore alternative settings, linked to suitable re-engagement routes 

(page 24) offers an opportunity for youth services to engage in provision to raise 

participation.  The government’s 2007 strategy to reduce the number of young people 

who are NEET states that youth services have an ‘important role’ to play helping young 

people to re-engage in work or learning.  

 

The traditional role of youth work in social and personal development is then emphasised, 

with a stress unsurprisingly on personal development: 

 

“Personal and social development, a benefit of positive activities delivered by youth 

workers is central to Foundation Learning. This is recognised in the delivery plan: 

Raising the participation age: supporting local areas to deliver, (DCSF, December 

2009.)  

 

Foundation Learning offers new opportunities for learners mainly at Entry level and 

level 1. It will help these young people via a flexible curriculum based on 

vocational/subject learning, personal and social development and functional skills. 

Some Foundation Learning for 14–19 year olds will be delivered in every area by 

September 2010, and all post-16 provision at Entry level or level 1 should be delivered 

through this route (para 3.11). 

 

Foundation Learning will make a significant contribution to the future of young people 

who are at risk of disengagement from learning or have disengaged. The flexibility of 

Foundation Learning along with a strong emphasis on destinations, means it enables 

progression to higher levels of learning – with strong local 14–19 collaboration 

ensuring the right opportunities are on offer (para 3.12). 

 

The statutory or potentially statutory nature of this work is then concentrated on: 

“There is a commitment to make PSHE statutory from September 2011 (p20). This may 

bring the current contribution of youth work to PSHE onto a firmer footing.  

Youth workers are often involved in delivering Personal Social and Health Education 

(PSHE) alongside sexual health workers and other partners.  The government’s 

guidance on teenage pregnancy recognises the role of youth work methods in helping 

to promote sexual health, reduce teenage pregnancy and tackle drug and alcohol use 

among young people.  The guidance identifies ‘a well resourced youth service, 

providing things to do and places to go for young people, with a clear focus on 

addressing key social issues affecting young people, such as sexual health and 

substance misuse’ (p.21). 
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The circular summarises its position helpfully in conclusion: 

 

“The requirement of youth work is made in Section 6 of the Education and Inspections 

Act 2006, which inserted Section 507B into the Education Act 1996. The Statutory 

Guidance on Section 507B (2008) spells this out. The statutory basis for youth work is 

strengthened by the inclusion of Foundation Learning as a strand in the 14-19 offer 

recognised as participation under the RPA legislation and plans with the recognition of 

the contribution on non-formal learning to this.” (Blacke 2010) 

 

The legislation in England passed in 1996 and 2006 replaced the Education Act 1944 which 

required local authorities to provide adequate leisure time activities. Following CYWU’s 

questioning of the adequacy of this legislation in the famous Warwickshire Court Case work 

was done to improve the definition of adequate and the need for sufficient youth service 

provision to be defined, (CYWU, 1994). This was followed tortuously, but eventually, by 

Transforming youth work, resourcing excellent youth services (DfES 2002) which established 

some consensual, but non-statutory benchmarks for identifying levels of youth work provision 

and staffing and expenditure ratios. These should be revisited. 

 

Youth work is educational 

The official standard setting agencies and the main local authority and governmental 

organisations have then adopted, by and large, youth work’s definition of itself as a part of 

education.  

 

There has been further recent consolidation of the values and core elements of youth work. 

The subject benchmark statement which underpins higher education qualification courses in 

youth and community work and summarises the most advanced thinking by governments, 

employers’ organisations, trainers and practitioners about the characteristics of the work, 

concludes that: “All the definitions and values statements (concerning youth and community 

work) refer to participation, inclusion, empowerment, partnership and learning as fundamental 

principles of practice” (QAA 2009). This encapsulates the fact that youth work is part of a 

wider, socially purposive mission which involves a social responsibility to include young 

people, a concern to empower them and enable them to participate and a recognition that this 

must be done in equal partnership with them. No wonder that the success of the UK Youth 

Parliament as a democratic voice for young people has been very much a result of the 

empowering influence of participation based youth workers throughout the country who have 

deployed great skills of motivation and facilitation. 

 

There is general consensus, and has been since the 1940s, amongst the leading providers, 

trainers and practitioners in youth and community work, in the succinct phrase of the Youth 

Work Curriculum Statement for Wales, that youth work, “through its voluntary relationship with 
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young people, offers inclusive opportunities for learning that are educative, expressive, 

participative and empowering.” Youth work is a unique intervention which seeks to respect the 

current condition of the young people it engages with and to assist them voluntarily in moving 

from this condition to an improved one in which greater understanding, skill, awareness, 

knowledge, fun, emotional pleasure or intellectual or physical or experiential attainment are 

developed.  

 

The whole human being 

Youth work is not just a democratic practice, it is a transformative practice seeking to move 

beyond the limitations of an initial condition. Its unique privilege rooted in the voluntary 

relationship, is the capacity to work with young people across the full complexity of their 

being. As Bill Barnett former Community and Youth Workers’ Union President said in his 

address to the union’s 1967 conference:  

 

“We deal with the most precious commodity in existence – human life – and deal with it 

at such an impressionable stage in its development, and in such an informal manner, 

that makes our task therefore unique.”  (Barnett, 1967) 

 

A young person as a human being is very complicated and in their face to face exchanges 

with young people, youth workers have to deploy methods informed by learning and 

behavioural theory, art, physical development, cultural, political and sociological theory. The 

Positive for Youth discussion papers are marked by their lack of reference to such theories. 

 

More youth workers needed 

Youth workers work on the front line with young people and adults in every community and 

most neighbourhoods in Britain and Ireland. Their voluntary relationship with them enables 

them to have a greatly beneficial influence on their lives. As analysts have constantly shown, 

this is always the case at times of difficulty. Ravi Chandiramani summed up this reality in a 

recent Editorial for Children and Young People Now called ‘Youth work should be in the 

limelight’, in which he states “..it is in economically tough times like now, where many families 

are under increasing pressures that youth work is needed most. (Chandiramani, 2010)” Any 

examination of the council leader survey of the impact of the economic downturn on local 

authorities demonstrates a greater need for youth work to involve and inspire young people. 

(LGA 2009a). 

 

Local authority associations and voluntary organisations, health trusts and prisons, further 

education colleges, the Ministry of Defence welfare services, charities and funding donors 

have all increasingly recognised that the skills of youth workers are needed now more than 

ever. In England for example the Local Government Association has undertaken substantial 

focussed work on the position of young people during the current economic recession. Its 
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emphasis was on how to engage young people more effectively and how to release their 

hidden talents in creative ways. In conjunction with The Centre for Social Justice three 

substantial reports have been written. This priority work reflects the fact that “115 out of a total 

of 150 local area agreements include it (helping disengaged young people) as a priority, more 

than any other single area for action.” 

 

Finding hidden talents 

As this important work unfolded it became clear from the many case studies of successful 

interventions undertaken that the youth work method within a community development 

context was especially productive and beneficial. Indeed, there is a focus in the main findings 

on necessary policy initiatives which can only be fully achieved by the increased deployment 

and support of youth and community workers. Consider how the three main local principles 

espoused in Hidden talents III (LGA, 2009c) require for their fulfilment the community 

development and learning skills of youth workers:  

 

“Firstly, a focus on what young people can do including caring, volunteering, 

community service and informal learning – all of which can act as a stepping stone to or 

complement to work, formal education and training. 

 

Secondly, it is the responsibility of the young person to undertake meaningful activity, 

and the responsibility of their family and local community to raise their aspirations, instil 

positive attitudes, help them access opportunities and encourage achievement. 

 

Thirdly, developing ways of increasing participation should be undertaken with young 

people, their families and local communities.” (LGA 2009c) 

 

The same report goes on to recognise the central importance of work to engage young 

people through the techniques of youth work: “Locally accredited programmes of informal 

learning and volunteering should be expanded and included within the definition of 

meaningful activity.” (LGA, 2009c). 

 

Furthermore, in its document The Sustainable Communities Act (LGA, 2009d) the Local 

Government Association recognises that “Local democracy, with strengthened powers and 

resources, is fundamental to building the resilience of local communities. There is a clear 

need to rebuild trust in democratic institutions and in this, the vital role of strengthened local 

democratic accountability, so people genuinely experience greater control over their own lives 

and surroundings, through democratic engagement … One quarter of people say that they 

would like to be more involved in the decisions that their council makes which affect their local 

area.” (LGA 2009d) Such civic engagement has long been the central terrain of youth 

workers.  
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The impact of youth work is now more widely recognised.  As Ofsted said:  

 

“Youth services have a vital role to play in the community. The best services recognise 

that youth workers are essential to engage young people, including those with more 

challenging attitudes and behaviour.” (Hadley, 2007)  

 

Rising standards of youth work 

The standards of youth work are continuing to rise while other services have seen declining 

standards, crises and tragedies. In 2007 Ofsted revealed that a greater proportion of youth 

services were judged as good or better in 2005/06 than in previous years. (Ofsted 2006). By 

2008 Ofsted were able to report that: “The proportion of local authority youth services judged 

adequate or better has risen over the three year period 2005 to 2008 … An increased 

proportion of services were graded good for young people’s achievement through youth work 

in 2007-8 compared with the previous two years.” (Ofsted 2008). This improvement in 

standards was matched by evident cost effectiveness. In recent research undertaken by the 

NYA for Unite and Lifelong Learning UK, the cost-effectiveness of youth work was 

highlighted, (McKee et al, 2010): 

 

“Aiming high for young people,  (HM Treasury and DCSF, 2007), the current national 

policy framework in England, describes an offer for ‘positive activities’ including youth 

work for all young people.  The Children’s Plan goes further to talk about this as an 

entitlement.  It is estimated that for a mere £350 a year per young person, all young 

people could access this offer.  More specifically, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 

commissioned an exercise into the costs of detached youth work. This found that a 

project providing a full range of services and in contact with 125 young people a week, 

would cost £75,000 a year, or £16 for each contact. It concluded that ‘a systematic 

street-based youth service would cost a small fraction of the amount spent on other 

services targeted at this group.’ – citing, in particular, the £450 million budget for the 

Connexions Service. (JRF, 2004). 

 

Other research has highlighted the relative costs of the criminal justice system and 

other forms of intervention, including youth work. The Every Child Matters Green Paper 

(DfES 2003) stated that ‘society as a whole benefits through reduced spending on 

problems that can be avoided through maximising the contribution to society of all 

citizens.  For instance a child with a conduct disorder at age 10 will cost the public 

purse around £70,000 by age 28.’  The Audit Commission report into the benefits of 

sport and leisure activities in preventing anti-social behaviour by young people 

estimates that a young person in the criminal justice system costs the taxpayer over 

£200,000 by the age of 16, but one who is given support to stay out costs less than 

£50,000. (Audit Commission, 2009, p3). 
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Other comparative costings include: £1,300 per person for an electronically monitored 

curfew order; (Hansard 2008) around £35,000 per year to keep one young person in a 

young offender institution; an annual average of £3,800 for secondary education 

(Hansard 2006) and around £9,000 for the average resettlement package per young 

person after custody.  (RESET 2007) 

 

Against these, £350 per year per young person is a small price to pay to unlock the rich 

benefit of community based provision for all and to provide extra opportunities for 

personal and social development for those young people, who by virtue of life 

experience and circumstance, are so disadvantaged they cannot successfully make 

use of mainstream services.” 

 

Furthermore, about a third of the amount spent by local authorities on youth work is raised by 

youth workers through additional fund raising each year. It is quite clear that investment in 

youth workers and therefore youth work is a highly cost effective option in times of austerity 

and failing to undertake such investment would be irresponsible. 

 

Abandoned 

Youth workers have adapted co operatively and effectively to myriad organisational changes 

that have resulted from these kind of governmental statements and legislative changes and 

as a result of negative forces in the surrounding environment seeking to organisationally and 

ideologically undermine their work. These have been significant changes of context and of 

working patterns. Most youth and community workers now work within multi agency teams 

and many new and additional duties and responsibilities have resulted from this. For example 

there has been an increased emphasis on late night, on call and weekend and increased face 

to face working. What education can be achieved at these times of the day is questionable 

however, and the role of youth work is potentially being compromised by some of these 

activities. 

 

The youth work method relies on long term relationship building. It cannot be easily measured 

on short term outcome measurements. Job security for youth and community workers is 

essential so that they can sustain effective local community relations. Recent research by the 

Confederation of Heads of Young People’s Services showed that in 2011 around 3,000 full 

time youth work posts were due to disappear. At the same time the highest ever number, 

around 3,000 of youth work students are undertaking JNC qualification training. 

 

An empowering Profession 

Youth work as we define it here seeks to tip the balances of power in young people’s favour -  

young people are perceived and received within it as young people. The method starts where 

young people who present themselves to the service actually start themselves. Its focus is on 
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the young person as an individual and it is responsive to peer processes and groups and 

wider networks and cultural and social identities. It is concerned with how young people feel 

as well as with what they know and can do. Its effects can be very quickly transformative or 

longer term, significant but less noticeable than other measurable outputs. 

 

This practice represents a significant advance within the spectrum of educational 

interventions and a combination of methods in accessible settings which are particularly 

conducive to the modern policy and social context. Far from being a remedial club-based 

method it is an elaborate and sensitive practice uniquely placed to advance young people and 

their issues.  

 

Youth work skills are deployed in a wide variety of settings from street based detached work 

to centre based and issue work, to mobile units and international exchanges. The media 

involved range from music to sports, to play and discussion and democratic political 

participation. The youth work method to be central must be the main purpose of the provision 

whether in uniformed, faith based, sporting, housing or other more generic organisations. 

 

Descriptions of the method of youth work in its social and educational contexts are numerous 

and sophisticated, and recent works worthy of attention are listed in the references and 

further reading section under Batsleer (2008),  Brent (2009), Davies (2005), Factor et al 

(2001) , Jeffs and Smith (2005), Sapin (2009), Sercombe (2010) , Williamson (1995)  and 

Young (2006). What I have emphasised in this opening chapter is how what is done is 

grounded in ethical values which are collectivised and expressed in the context of rights and 

social purposes. Youth work does not exist in an anarchic alternative sphere withdrawn from 

the sordid world around it. It has sought to change that world and transform the policies of the 

state and the media towards young people and argue for a genuinely positive total approach 

to youth. 
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Summarising 
Youth work is vitally important within society’s commitment to lifelong learning, inclusion and 

democracy. It is where informal learning takes place. From the voluntary relationship 

established with young people a dialogue begins that develops through trust and mutuality 

into professional friendship and a form of educative and supportive accompaniment. In such a 

relationship the rights and voice of young people are primary. Youth workers have built a 

unique public service out of this relationship and it has always been difficult for the state to 

contain this approach in its wider endeavours to manage the market economy, creating youth 

unemployment and the necessary demonisation of young people.  

Youth work has therefore offered an alternative human vision of the economy. It offers a 

vision of an economy with human beings at the centre which is greatly significant and much 

more than a form of benign philanthropy, or a soft sentiment. It is a prerequisite of socialism, 

a glimpse today and at a micro level of what could be the possibilities tomorrow globally. 

Youth work signals the creation of a world of individual human potentialities authentically 

realised in new forms of social relationships. Just as a nationalised health service free at the 

point of need or a free education system from cradle to grave signal an advance in civilisation 

and social co operation, so youth work represents an advance in social and educational 

commitments and practice.  

Just as the extended parliamentary franchise meant eventually everyone over the age of 18 

could vote in parliamentary elections, so youth work extended the scope of education beyond 

the classroom and into social life. It became the most popular service amongst young people 

expressing their sense of entitlement and engagement. 
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Helping Young People to Succeed in Learning and 

Find a Job  

 

(In this case the Union commentary appears in red) 

 

Introduction 

 

1. This paper seeks examples of effective practice and views on the following questions: 

 

How well do services to support young people into learning and work fit together on the 

ground?  

 

�  Services to support young people to make the transition from school to the world of 

work do not fit together well on the ground.   

 

�  The reform of Entry to Employment (e2e) provision went too far (there was a need for 

some modification but we ended up with major surgery) and Foundation Learning is 

too qualification focussed. 

 

�  The 14-19 reforms are simply moving the issues backwards from 16 to 19 and young 

people labelled NEET will still be faced with issues of low academic achievement, low 

confidence and esteem, aspiration or income potential. 

 

We would be interested in any examples of good practice and areas of challenge, 

including on issues around referral mechanisms and information sharing. 

 

·  There are less agencies making referrals onto Foundation Learning provision 

because of Public Sector cuts and the closure of Connexions Service, Local Authority 

Youth Services, Youth Offending Services etc. which is putting pressure onto FL 

Training Providers. 

 

·  The ending of Education Maintenance Allowance has withdrawn an Incentive to 

engage with learning.  

 

·  The Aspire system favoured by many Connexions Services has now been dropped 

and there will be little intelligence on specific individuals or recording / tracking / 

information sharing relating to individual cases. 

 

·  NEET data gathering and monitoring and tracking of individuals is unlikely to survive 
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the public sector cuts.  

 

Examples of good practice could be provided by; 

 

Ian Richards 

Manager: Work Based Learning 

Childrens Services Directorate 

Lincolnshire County Council 

Tel: 01522 550369 / 07776 497052  

e-mail: ian.richards@lincolnshire.gov.uk 

Tracey Hitchborn 

Manager 

NACRO – Lincolnshire 

Tel: 07794 395468 

e-mail: tracey.hitchborn@nacro.org.uk 

 

Karen Lowthrop 

Chief Executive 

Hill Holt Wood 

Tel: 07811 460712   

e-mail: Karen@hillholtwood.com 

 

  

 

Are there overlaps and gaps between services, particularly for those young people who 

are not in education, employment or training (NEET) or at risk of becoming NEET? How 

best can these be addressed? 

 

The planning assumptions for NEET provision are made on a sub-urban model and 

there is little cognisance on rural issues for young people (transport, isolation, lack of 

choice etc).  Planning models should differentiate between these two distinct cohorts. 

 

NEET is not a homogenous group, young people often slip in and out of the status – 

so one model doesn’t work for everybody. 

 

Year 11 and year 12 school levers have quite different IAG and welfare needs, but 

these are rarely met. 

 

We want to ensure that services and support fit together for 18 year olds as they make the 

transition from young people’s to adult services. How can roles and responsibilities be best 

aligned to support young people at this crucial stage? 

 

One to one support and tracking will help, however this will not fall to a single 

organisation and there needs to be better access to and sharing of information, 

especially where a young person might benefit from targeted intervention. 
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Profit driven commercial organisations are less likely to meet the full range of needs 

that a young person will have, so quality standards and monitoring need to be an 

integral part of the offer to the cohort, particularly those who used to fit into the old e2e 

extended guarantee cohort (LLDD, BME, Care and custody leavers, EU economic 

migrants, asylum seekers etc). 

 

Access to Crisis Intervention and Impartial Information, Advice and Guidance are 

important – however many of these services are shrinking to reflect their reduced 

capacity through funding.  The Quality Standards set by Youth Access would provide a 

helpful quality standard. 

 

2. We know that attainment at 16 is by far the strongest factor in predicting future 

participation in learning and that this, in turn, drives higher levels of attainment and 

increases access to good quality employment opportunities. In order to increase the 

proportion of young people who are succeeding in learning post-16, we need to improve 

attainment at 16 so that more young people arrive at this age in the best position to 

continue their education or training and achieve at the next level. 

 

 Schools often fail to spot the issues of potential NEET Students early enough (such 

as Dyslexia Screening) and do very little assessment of Individual needs (for example 

learning styles, Literacy, Numeracy and ICT skills), assuming that everybody’s needs 

will be met through a whole class approach – this needs to be addressed as a 

priority.  Early identification of needs and a team approach to finding a solution seems 

to work best. 

 

 Youth Workers are well placed to do much of this assessment work, identifying soft 

skills and meeting the pastoral and welfare needs of the young person, not simply 

getting them to pass examinations. 

 

 Schools rarely seem to value vocational learning, focussing more on academic 

pathways, this imbalance needs to be redressed by teachers having stronger links to 

Industry and commerce coupled to a working knowledge of vocational pathways.   

 

3. Our strategy for helping young people to succeed in learning and go on to find a good 

sustainable job rests on our programme of school reforms. These will improve the quality 

of teaching, give school leaders the freedom to provide the best possible education, and 

ensure that young people are well equipped for further learning and work. Our strategy 

also focuses on early intervention and prevention, to make sure that those at risk of falling 

through the gaps are identified and picked up before potential problems become barriers 

to participation.  
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While some of the reforms have potential there needs to be a more fundamental shift 

in the culture of schools, the skills of critical enquiry seem to be lost in the race 

towards examination success – learning skills need to be higher on the agenda. 

 

Engaged students can navigate the complexities of careers relatively well, especially 

if they have supportive parents, but too often a culture of worklessness hampers 

others, the destruction of Connexions will not help this situation. 

 

The level of resourcing in schools is varied and this inequity needs to be addressed, 

for example access to ICT equipment for individuals and preparedness for the digital 

age.  

 

Early identification of disengagement needs to be responded to appropriately and 

effectively – there need to be protocols for information sharing 

 

4. At age 18 and above, there are still many young people who are engaged in education or 

training and looking to progress. Our priority is to help them gain higher level 

qualifications that allow them to move on into further education, higher education and 

good quality employment.  

 

Which is a good aspiration for engaged young people, but the equity gap between the 

engaged and disengaged perpetuates a divided society. 

 

The cost of Higher Education is likely to be prohibitive to many. 

 

Context – Young People’s Participation and Attainment 

 

5. We know that participating in post-16 education and training, including alongside work, is 

of benefit to individuals, the economy and wider society. There is a clear link between 

increasing participation and increasing attainment. Being in education or training means 

that young people achieve more, and as a consequence earn more, improving their 

prospects of getting and keeping a job and contributing more to the economy. The 

workless rate of those people with no qualifications is twice as high as for those with level 

2 qualifications, whilst those with 5 or more GCSEs at A*-C earn on average around 9-

11% more than those without1.  

 

                                                      
1 The returns to qualifications in England: updating the evidence base on level 2 and level 3 

qualifications (Jenkins A., Greenwood C. & Vignoles A. Centre for the Economics of Education 
(2007) 
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Raising the participation age has many myths attached, one being that young people 

will be made to stop on at school until 18, and there is a need to explain the concept 

to parents, employers and young people better.  The opportunities to engage in WBL 

or FE needs to be made obvious by schools rather than them simply promoting their 

own institutions opportunities and there need to be measures in place to assess the 

Impartiality of the IAG offered by schools (against a set of clear standards) 

 

6. At each stage of their education, our most disadvantaged young people are less likely to 

attain, and they have lower rates of participation in education or training post-16. At age 

18, 29% of young people who had claimed free school meals were NEET, compared to 

13% of those who had not2. So increasing participation overall means in particular 

increasing participation amongst those from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

 

While participation and engagement are critical to success some schools are poorly 

equipped to meet the Personal and Social Development needs of this cohort, many 

teachers are dis-interested in undertaking these enrichment activities  

 

Inter-Agency approaches can often help to address these issues, but some of the 

agencies are struggling with limited funding and synicism about the Big Society. 

 

The withdrawal of the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) has removed a 

useful incentive for the NEET cohort and the new Bursary schemes isn’t yet 

established / considered a suitable alternative. 

 

7. Being NEET between the ages of 16 and 18 is associated with a range of potential 

problems later in life, such as increased likelihood of being unemployed and of becoming 

involved with drugs, crime and anti-social behaviour3. Increasing participation helps to 

reduce the risk of young people experiencing these kinds of negative outcomes. 

 

A Targeted Youth Support model was developed to provide this type of social 

intervention however many working on the sector believe that Informal Education by 

trained Youth Workers is a more effective approach. 

 

8. The vast majority of young people aged 16-18 are already participating in education, 

employment or training - by the end of 2009, 78.9% of 16-18 year olds were in education 

or work-based learning (93.7% of 16 year olds and 85.2% of 17 year olds). But still far too 

                                                      
2  Youth Cohort Study and Longitudinal Study of Young People in England: The Activities and 

Experiences of 18 year olds (DfE 2010) 
3  British Birth Cohort in Bridging the Gap: New opportunities for 16-18 year olds not in education, 

employment or training (1999) 
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many young people are NEET – currently 189,700 16-18 year olds4. The latest OECD 

figures show that, at the time of their survey (2008), the UK ranked 27th out of 30 

countries on participation at age 17 (with only Turkey, Mexico and New Zealand having 

lower rates), and was 10 percentage points below the OECD average for age 17 

participation5. 

 

9. This means that there are too many young people who have been badly let down – who 

have not had their literacy and numeracy problems addressed properly and early enough, 

who have not received a good grounding in the core curriculum preparing them to 

progress on to further learning, or whose families faced multiple problems which were not 

addressed at an early stage. 

 

Early identification of needs and specialist delivery would go a long way to addressing 

this issue. Skills for Life experts should be encouraged to share their approaches to 

provide support to learners that have needs to be addressed, which will be met best if 

the curriculum resources are interesting and relevant i.e. if somebody aspires to 

become a carpenter make their learning materials embedded and vocationally 

specific. 

 

Creating a schools system that will put every young person in the best possible position to 

continue their learning and find a good job. 

 

10. The single most important thing we can do to drive up participation post 16 is to reform 

the schools system so that all young people attain at the highest level they can at 16. In 

the White Paper The Importance of Teaching, we set out a clear programme of reform 

that will help to raise standards for all young people so that by the age of 16 they are well 

equipped to go on to positive participation in education or training and on into work. 

 

Higher levels of pastoral support will help you to achieve this outcome and the quality 

and responsiveness of teachers and teaching needs to be monitored and celebrated 

where good and challenged where poor, the DfES Subject Learning Coach model 

went quite a long way to address this through a non-threatening / developmental 

approach. 

 

11. Early literacy is crucial to give children a solid base to be able to access and succeed in 

the whole curriculum as they go through school. There is a large body of evidence 

showing that the systematic teaching of phonics within a broad curriculum enables all 
                                                      
4 DfE: Participation in Education, Training and Employment by 16-18 Year Olds in England 

(http://www.education.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/SFR/s000938/index.shtml) 
5  Education at a Glance (OECD 2010) Table C1.3 
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children, including those at risk of failure, to make better progress in reading accuracy. 

We will support the teaching of systematic synthetic phonics in primary schools and are 

working with primary Initial Teacher Training providers to ensure that new teachers are 

confident in this approach.  

 

Phonics are important but there needs to be much more, book sharing (and not 

simply story reading) with parents will develop a love of books in children and 

programmes such as BookStart help address this. 

 

12. Over recent years too many schools, particularly in disadvantaged areas, have stopped 

giving their pupils the opportunity to take a range of academic subjects at GCSE. This 

restricts their ability to go on to take the A levels that give access to the best jobs and 

universities. This is because the incentives in the system too often make it easier to label 

someone non-academic than to persevere with the core curriculum. We want to ensure 

that all young people have a broad education and a firm grip of the basics that will stand 

them in good stead for further education and, in time, help them to access the best 

universities and jobs. That is why we have announced a review of the National 

Curriculum and the creation of the English Baccalaureate – good GCSEs in English, 

maths, two science subjects, history or geography and a language. This will help to 

restore these options, ensuring that all children can aspire to a broad education and 

achieve in a core of subjects with real value. 

 

The tendency of schools to not put young people in for GCSE’s grows out of a culture 

of target chasing and business modelling within schools – Ofsted should have been 

Inspecting and reporting on these approaches more readily. 

 

There needs to be greater valuing of vocational learning opportunities and pathways 

within schools, such as Apprenticeships. 

 

There is little ownership of the English Baccalaureate in Industry or communities at 

the moment and there needs to be further work done to explain the benefits. 

 

13. This academic core can be supplemented by a vocational element and we want to ensure 

that vocational qualifications are valuable, respected and support progression. We have 

accepted Professor Wolf’s recommendation to recognise in the performance tables those 

vocational qualifications that are most rigorous and appropriate and will consult over the 

summer with schools, colleges, employers and higher education to refine these. We also 

want schools and colleges to be free to choose whatever qualifications are best for the 

pupil, whether or not these are recognised in the performance tables or not.  
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The Wolf report has started to unpack some of the Issues related to vocational 

learning and DfE should do some further work to encourage schools and colleges, 

Training Providers and stakeholders to understand and act upon the report. 

 

14. Nobody knows better how to raise standards than professionals and parents. That is why 

we are devolving power to Head Teachers, increasing the number of Academies and 

introducing new Free Schools to give teachers the freedom and flexibility they need to 

meet young people’s needs. That freedom must be balanced with strong accountability. 

We will introduce a Key Stage 4 Destination Measure to show young people and parents 

what a school’s former pupils go on to do at age 17. This will encourage schools to 

ensure that their pupils take qualifications that offer them the best opportunity to progress 

and receive the support needed to prepare for and complete the transition into post-16 

education and training. 

 

Many teachers and managers have had limited training as Business Managers and 

there is a need for ongoing support and CPD to ensure consistency in approaches to 

the management of schools. 

 

We disagree with the concept of Academies and Free Schools. We have concerns 

about self-governance and limited accountability in the model. 

 

15. Pupils need support and advice about making the right choices of course and subject and 

careers guidance should not be a one-off ‘standalone’ experience but a process by which 

young people are supported to make the choices that are right for them. We want to 

make sure that young people understand the choices available and the implications of 

those choices for their later learning and career. We are legislating to place a duty on 

schools to make sure that their pupils have access to independent, impartial careers 

guidance. Schools will be free to make arrangements for careers advice that best suit 

their pupils’ needs, engaging where appropriate with external expert providers and with 

employers6.  

 

Although there were some shortcomings in the way that Connexions was managed 

there was a need for clearer leadership and strategic direction rather than widespread 

decimation of this service – schools are better focussing on learning and there 

should still be an independent IAG Service for Universal clients and more targeted 

interventions for higher need clients. 

 

Intervening early to help those young people at risk of disengaging 
                                                      
6  There is further information in the 13 April communication to schools and Las about careers 

guidance: http://www.education.gov.uk/16to19/careersguidance/a0064052/the-role-of-
schools-and-local-authorities-in-careers-guidance  
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16. Some of the young people who are currently NEET at 16-18 face multiple barriers to 

successful engagement in learning, and some may come from families who have multiple 

problems. In the past, intervention and support has come too late to help many of these 

young people and their families. That is why we must intervene and invest early to 

prevent problems developing that can go on to stand in the way of young people’s 

engagement. This process begins in the early years where the factors that impact on 

young people’s post-16 participation have their roots, and it continues through childhood 

and the teenage years within school and outside. 

 

We agree with this statement. 

 

17. We are freeing local authorities to focus on essential frontline services and to invest in 

early intervention and prevention in order to produce long-term savings and better results 

for children, young people and their families. A key element of this is the creation of a 

new Early Intervention Grant (EIG) for local authorities, which replaces a number of 

disparate centrally-driven grants for support services. The EIG will provide a substantial 

new funding stream for preventative services and it will not be ring-fenced, providing 

significant extra flexibility and freedom at a local level. We are also developing a new 

approach to help turn around the lives of families with multiple problems. Community 

budgets will allow areas to pool funding, focusing on provision of integrated family 

intervention through a key worker approach.  

 

The recent patchwork landscape of numerous smaller funding pots has been complex 

and few people understood the gamut of complexities of that approach and the 

creation of the EIG will hopefully help, on reading this paragraph we have a concern 

though as the motivation for this reform was described as better results for children 

and “long term savings”, adequate resourcing for this area of work is critical.  

 

18. The gap in attainment between the richest and poorest opens up at 22 months and we 

are committed to reducing that gap by investing in the earliest years of a child’s life, 

helping to set them on a path that will lead to success in school and positive participation 

post-16. Within the early years, we are increasing the focus on the most disadvantaged 

children to ensure that they get the best start in life. Universal Sure Start services will be 

maintained, including funding for health visitors. Three and four year olds will receive 15 

hours of early education, and this has been extended to the 20% most disadvantaged 2 

year olds. 

 

The statistic about the attainment gap opening up further at 22 months is unhelpful 

and contestable – children’s upbringings start at birth and the investment that a 
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parent has in their child and their surroundings   Some parents, particularly young 

parents are likely to become further indebted as they become parents unless they 

have had a privileged upbringing and their parents or circumstances can provide for 

the baby’s future. 

 

Young people caught in a cycle of oppression are likely to slide in and out of the 

NEET category, often only able to secure short term, low paid opportunities that do 

not rely on qualifications. 

 

19. We also want to shift the focus in the early years to getting children ready for education 

and increasing attainment, especially for those from deprived backgrounds, who we know 

are less likely to participate post 16. The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) provides 

a regulatory and quality framework for the provision of learning, development and care 

from birth to five, and has helped to promote a consistent approach, but it has been too 

rigid and put too many burdens on the Early Years workforce, which has led to some 

professionals saying that they are spending less time with children and more time ticking 

boxes. That is why we asked Dame Clare Tickell to carry out a review of the EYFS to 

ensure that it best supports children’s development and learning, particularly for the most 

vulnerable and disadvantaged. The report was published in March and the Government 

agrees with the broad direction of travel it recommends. Any changes proposed to EYFS 

will be subject to a full public consultation during summer 2011 with a view to 

implementation from September 2012.  

 

The EYFS is not simply about preparing a child for Education, but takes a more 

holistic view of the whole child’s developmental needs 

 

Whilst the EYFS has provided a useful framework to assess practice and consistency 

in delivery it has required simple adaption rather than significant reform – all of these 

measures should be focussed on the needs of the child and look beyond the Early 

years settings regulation. 

 

the proposed refocusing of the EYFS threatens one of the most important underlying 

premises, that the EYFS is play-based. Children learn through play, in different ways 

and at different speeds, and studies from cultures where the early years focus is on 

play rather than school-readiness result in more positive attitudes to learning as well 

as attainment. 

 

20. The Pupil Premium will provide schools with extra funding to spend on interventions to 

boost the attainment of pupils from deprived backgrounds and ensure that they achieve 

GCSEs in vital academic subjects. The Pupil Premium is targeted at pupils aged between 
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5 and 16 who are currently eligible for free school meals and children who have been 

looked after for 6 months and will provide schools with £430 per pupil in 2011-12 to spend 

on raising their achievement. We also know that young people with Special Education 

Needs and disabilities are at greater risk of not participating. The Green Paper Support 

and Aspiration: A new approach to special educational needs and disability set out our 

wide-ranging proposals for reforming services for this group and these are open for 

consultation until the end of June7.  

 

The Pupil Premium seems divisive as there should be adequate funding available for 

all school and funding for LLDD provision should be needs focussed and should be 

consistently applied – avoiding a post code lottery.   

 

21. Schools and local authorities are already choosing to develop tools and indicators that 

help them to measure the risk of a pupil not participating in education, employment or 

training post-16, helping them to target resources and support on those who need it most. 

For instance, a number of local authorities, including the RPA trial areas, have developed 

a Risk of NEET Indicator (RONI) which can be used by schools to identify those who 

need the greatest support. Schools are free to develop the support that those young 

people who are at risk of disengagement need to progress on successfully to further 

education or training. In some cases, this may be by supplementing academic learning 

with a vocational element (Paragraph 12) or by providing focused advice and guidance 

(Paragraph 14). Where appropriate, schools will be able to use the Pupil Premium to 

support these young people’s attainment and the Key Stage 4 destination measure 

(Paragraph 13) will help to demonstrate their success.  

 

Schools that have failed a young person are unlikely to be objective in their 

application of RONI in Year 11, particularly if the learner has been problematic or is 

unlikely to be academically successful. The dismantling of Connexions will not help 

this quest for objectivity in their assessments. 

 

22. Young people’s personal and social development continues through their teenage years 

and has a major impact on their attitudes, behaviours and choices. Evidence shows that 

these softer skills, such as personal awareness and teamwork, are valued by employers 

and help to support wider attainment. Most young people get the opportunities they need 

to develop these attributes from their families, communities and schools, but others need 

more support to develop the aspirations and attitudes that will set them in good stead for 

adult life. Such support is often provided in non-formal environments through youth work 

based services for young people outside of school. These services can also play a 
                                                      
7  The Green Paper consultation is at 

http://www.education.gov.uk/consultations/index.cfm?action=consultationDetails&consult
ationId=1748&external=no&menu=1  
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significant role in preventing and addressing significant negative outcomes such as 

teenage pregnancy and parenthood, substance misuse or involvement in crime, all of 

which can be significant barriers to participation. 

 

Whilst agreeing that Youth Workers are ideally placed to deliver Personal and Social 

Development the continual under-resourcing and recent dismantling of youth work 

provision delivered by Local Authorities will not help.  The recent Select Committee 

report on Services for young people confirms the importance of this area of work and 

the lamentable starvation of resources for this important work. 

 

23. The Voluntary and Community Sector has a central role right across the age range, both 

in preventing disengagement and supporting vulnerable young people to find learning and 

work. Through our Voluntary and Community Sector grant, we are investing around £60m 

in each of 2011-12 and 2012-13 to fund 118 successful bids that support the delivery of 

vital activities of national significant for children, young people and families. We have 

made eight awards, worth over £6m in 2011-12, to organisations directly involved in 

supporting young people aged 14-19 in order to prevent them  becoming NEET and help 

those who have disengaged. This will help these organisations to support young people, 

further refine their models and rigorously evaluate them to ensure that they have the best 

evidence for commissioners. We also recognise the potential that innovative models of 

social finance have for funding voluntary and community sector work. DWP are investing 

£10m per annum in a new Innovation Fund to give delivery organisations a real chance to 

develop innovative solutions to prevent NEET and other social issues amongst people of 

all ages. This will be linked to social investment models.  

 

Local Authority Youth Services have had a responsibility for sustaining Third Sector 

Youth Organisations in the past and some voluntary organisations are currently 

having to make staff redundant because of the difficult public sector funding situation.   

 

Specialist work requires specialist staff and their role deserves recognition and 

protection – The JNC agreement for Youth and Community Workers is the most 

appropriate set of Terms and Conditions. 

 

Targeting post-16 resources on increasing attainment and ensuring that academic and 

vocational routes successfully prepare young people for higher learning and work. 

 

24. Over the current spending review period, we are providing sufficient funding to facilitate 

full participation in education or training as we raise the participation age to 17 in 2013 

and 18 in 20158. Participation can be in full-time education in a school or college, in work 

                                                      
8  16-19 Funding Statement (YPLA 2010) 
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based learning, such as an Apprenticeship, or in part-time education or training alongside 

work, self-employment or volunteering of more than 20 hours per week. Through the 

Education Bill, we are legislating to postpone implementation of the RPA enforcement 

provisions until and if they are needed. This is not because we are less committed to full 

participation, but rather because we want to make the education system work better, 

raising attainment and positively encouraging participation rather than relying on 

enforcement.  

 

More explanation is needed for young people, their parents and employers to ensure 

that they are empowered to embrace the RPA reforms. 

 

25. In order to ensure that the best use is made of the investment we are putting into post-16 

learning opportunities, we will continue to ensure that local authorities keep track of those 

young people who are still to secure an offer of education or training so that they can be 

provided with further support and encouragement. This process was known formerly as 

the ‘September Guarantee’ and in 2010 for the first time we published data on how well 

local authorities implemented this process – these figures showed that 93.9% of 16 and 

17 year olds had received an offer of a suitable place in education or training. 

 

The September guarantee was little more than a tracking mechanism for young 

people who had left school and money would be better invested in meaningful longer 

term tracking. 

 

26. But matching young people with education and training places will not help them to 

succeed in learning or find work unless we ensure that academic and vocational 

qualifications have real, widely recognised value, opening the door to higher education 

and to work. That is why we are working with Ofqual to give higher education and learned 

societies a greater say in the design and development of A level exams. Ofqual is also 

looking into whether recent changes to A levels have had the desired effect in promoting 

greater subject understanding and depth of study. Placing higher education firmly in the 

driving seat will ensure that developments are recognised and sustainable, and that A 

Levels deliver what universities need. We also recognise the value of other high quality 

academic options, such as the International Baccalaureate and the Pre-U.  

 

Whilst the harmonisation of post 16 qualifications to make the transition to Higher 

Education more appealing is laudable there needs to be a stronger emphasis on sub-

level 2 provision to ensure the gap between have and have-not is narrowed and not 

widened. 

 

27. Of course, academic qualifications cannot be the only route – vocational study, especially 
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post-16, is just as valuable and valid a route for young people. We asked Professor 

Alison Wolf to carry out an independent review of vocational education for 14-19 year 

olds to set out how it can be improved in order to promote successful progression into the 

labour market and into higher level education and training routes. We have now published 

our response setting out how we will take action on all of Professor Wolf’s individual 

recommendations9, and in doing so, deliver on three key themes: 

 

�  Ensure that all young people study and achieve in English and mathematics, ideally 

to GCSE A*-C by the age of 19, as we know that these are the essential skills that 

help them to get a job. For those young people who are not immediately able to 

achieve these qualifications, we will identify high quality English and maths 

qualifications that will enable them to progress to GCSE later and we will fully fund 

GCSE English and Maths up to age24.  

 

   ICT is missing from the Essential Skills trilogy. 

 

�  Reform performance tables and funding rules to remove the perverse incentives 

which have served only to devalue vocational education, while pushing young 

people into qualification routes that do not allow them to move into work or further 

learning. Those vocational qualifications that attract performance points will be the 

very best for young people – in terms of their content, assessment and progression. 

This will help to ensure that the qualifications that young people take are the best 

ones to set them up for further learning and help them to find a job. 

 

Adequate resourcing of vocational learning, including Foundation Learning for sub-

level 2 learners would be welcomed as would equity in recognising the value of 

these important qualifications – there also needs to be incentives for businesses to 

embrace these pathways and opportunities. 

 

League Tables rarely raise standards. 

 

Funding guidance is helpful proving that there are permissible exceptions to ensure 

equity.  

 

�  Look at the experience of other countries to simplify Apprenticeships, remove 

bureaucracy and make them easier for employers to offer. 

 

                                                      
9  Wolf Review of Vocational Education: Government Response - 
http://media.education.gov.uk/assets/files/pdf/w/wolf%20review%20of%20vocational%20educ
ation%20%20%20government%20response.pdf  
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Sharing experiences and creating a learning culture, possibly through Peer Review 

and Development would help to embed good practice. 

 

28. This third point will also help us to deliver our commitment to continue to increase the 

number and quality of Apprenticeships, giving young people the chance to gain the skills 

and qualifications valued by employers, in real paid jobs. We want to encourage 

progression into the programme by introducing a new Access to Apprenticeships pathway 

within the programme that will help up to 10,000 vulnerable young people to move into a 

full Apprenticeship. We also want to reshape the Apprenticeships programme so that 

Advanced Level Apprenticeships (Level 3) become the level to which learners and 

employers aspire.  

 

A welcome development 

 

29. However effective the school system is at preparing young people to continue their 

learning post-16, and however high quality the provision available, there will always be a 

small number of young people who have more of a problem making a successful 

transition. We believe that our strategy of early intervention and increasing attainment at 

16 will, over time, reduce this to a minimum level, but there will of course be a need to 

support those who struggle more at this point. 

 

This approach will need high levels of creativity, good levels of resourcing and a 

freedom to engage young people in a learning programme that is innovative. 

 

Clearly this provision needs to be accountable and Ofsted were used to reporting on 

e2e before the recent switch to Foundation Learning – these assessments of 

effectiveness and quality should be continued.  

 

30. Local authorities will remain responsible for offering the targeted support that these young 

people need to participate. Local authorities will also continue to be responsible for 

keeping track of young people’s participation so that they can identify those young people 

who have ‘dropped out’ or who are at risk of disengaging. Funding for this activity is being 

made available to local authorities through the Early Intervention Grant. This will give 

local authorities greater flexibility to decide how they can use their budgets to best meet 

the needs of young people. We are also increasing the capacity of Jobcentre Plus to work 

in partnership with local authorities to support the 5,000 most disadvantaged 16-17 year 

olds claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance each year, including through access to Work 

Experience and Work Clubs. 
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These reforms still need embedding as currently much of the activity is rudderless 

and requires more effective strategic leadership by Managers that understand the 

dilemma. 

 

31. There is significant variation in participation rates in different local authority areas, with 

some requiring increases of over 30% at age 17, whilst others are already near to 100% 

participation. In order to support those areas that require further increases in participation 

as we raise the participation age, we have conducted two phases of RPA trial projects, 

with 11 projects in Phase 1 and 16 in Phase 2. These have helped local authorities to 

develop innovative approaches to increasing participation, focusing on areas like: 

identifying early those young people at risk of disengagement (Paragraph 20); developing 

a comprehensive catalogue of alternative provision; setting up a managed moves 

protocol to support transitions between providers and developing work pairings that offer 

intensive periods of work experience and training with small businesses. Phase 2 trial 

areas also led peer-to-peer learning visits in order to share their ideas and the trials were 

fully evaluated to draw out examples of good practice. As part of our ongoing commitment 

to full participation and following overwhelming interest from local areas, we are working 

with 35 local authority areas on a third phase of locally-led delivery projects to support 

raising participation.  

 

This pilot activity needs reporting because currently there is little information about 

participation in the public domain. 

 

32. We recognise that some learners will face financial or other barriers to participation, for 

example from the costs associated with bringing up a dependent child, and we are 

committed to making sure that young people can get the help that they need to continue 

in education and training post-16. We have announced a new £180m bursary scheme to 

help the most vulnerable 16-19 year olds continue in education. The scheme will 

guarantee a payment of £1,200 to children in care, care leavers and those on income 

support, including teenage mothers. Schools and colleges will be able to distribute the 

rest of the money to support any student who faces genuine financial barriers to 

participation such as costs of transport, food and equipment. Care to Learn helps teenage 

parents with childcare costs to help them to engage in education or work-based training.  

 

The £180m funding associated with the Bursary scheme is a significant reduction 

from the funding levels of EMA, and as such, many of the Foundation Learning cohort 

are disadvantaged and have no incentive to engage in learning. 

 

News that Care to Learn is to continue is welcome. 
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Supporting young people’s transition to further education, higher education and work 

 

33. As they approach age 18 and adulthood, young people have to prepare for some of the 

biggest decisions of their lives. Moving from an environment where the norm is education 

and training to one where there are many more choices can be challenging. The new 

national careers service will provide professional, impartial and comprehensive careers 

guidance to help young people aged 19 and over, as well as 18 year old JCP customers, 

to make the best choice about their progression in learning and into work. 

 

Schools will need skilful management and support to ensure they are responsive to 

local and individual needs to ensure that they can offer impartial, independent IAG 

pre-16, and then the evolution of a service will need to be progressive so that all 

young people feel in control of their career aspirations.  the new all age service will 

face many challenges, not least how to meet the IAG Needs of  a very varied cohort 

equitably 

 

34. Some young people will want to enhance their prospects and employability by going into 

higher education, either full- or part-time. As part of the Fairness Premium, we will 

support disadvantaged students to go to University through a new £150m National 

Scholarship Fund.  

 

Professionals engaged in this area of work are unaware of this initiative so far. 

 

35. Other young people may choose to boost their employability by training in a particular 

sector or occupation or they may need a second chance to gain the skills they missed out 

on at a younger age. So we will continue to provide full fee remission for first Level 2 and 

3 qualifications for 19-24 year olds and will extend this to Foundation Learning for those 

who need a step up to access their entitlement, and to GCSE English and Maths. All 

young people who need it can access free training in the basic skills of literacy and 

numeracy and we have protected informal adult and community learning which can play a 

critical part in helping those who are disengaged.  

 

A welcome initiative but the level should be to level 3 

 

36. Most young people make a successful transition to work. Although many young people 

spend short periods out of work between jobs, the youth labour market is dynamic and 

millions enter employment each year. But we recognise that it is a tough labour market 

and there will be competition for jobs from older, more experienced candidates. We are 

committed to tackling youth unemployment and have invested in support to help young 
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people make a successful transition to work and continue to learn and develop their 

career.  

 

More information required before making comment 

 

37. We are giving Jobcentre Plus advisers more flexibility to offer help that is appropriate to 

the specific needs of the young person. In return, claimants will be expected to do 

everything that can reasonably be expected of them to find work or prepare for work. 

 

JCP have limited experience of working with young people and will need training and 

support to engage in a different, more responsive way. 

 

Cessation of benefits against a blunt mechanism is brutal.  

 

38. For many, all that is needed is the chance to gain specific skills for the jobs in their area 

and for employers to see their potential first-hand. So we are expanding our work 

experience programme that supports jobseekers to undertake work experience for up to 

eight weeks whilst still claiming out-of-work benefits and from October 2011, an extension 

to 12 weeks work experience will be available where an employer is willing to offer an 

apprenticeship to the young person. We will also encourage internships in both the public 

and private sectors and will shortly extend the Graduate Talent Pool web service to 2011 

graduates.  Fully-funded, job-focussed training is already available to jobseekers from 

early on in their claim and we will introduce, from August 2011, sector-based work 

academies initially in the contact centre sector, hospitality and retail.  These will be 

funded to support up to 50,000 people over the next two years, spending 6 weeks 

undertaking training and work experience, followed by a guaranteed job interview. We 

also want to encourage young people to be entrepreneurs and will help those who want 

to be self-employed through the New Enterprise Allowance.      

 

Enhancing skills is important, but this shouldn’t be used as a screening mechanism. 

 

Less scrupulous employers could possibly exploit this situation. 

 

Disengaged learners are unlikely to be excited by the prospect of call centre working. 

 

39. But for those with more significant barriers to work and who are still on unemployment 

benefits after 9 months, the Work Programme will offer targeted, personalised help, 

delivered through the best of private and voluntary sector providers. Young people 

leaving care and those with a history of being NEET before 18 will get early entry to the 

Work Programme at three months of their claim. 
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There needs to be a menu driven solution as one size will not fit all situations. 

 

40. Employers have an essential role to play in giving young people a chance, by providing 

work experience, internships, Apprenticeships and job opportunities. As part of our 

“Responsibility Deal” with employers, we are asking businesses to take ownership of 

improving skills and creating jobs and we are also working with the Gateways to the 

Professions Collaborative Forum to encourage action by the professions to remove 

barriers to these careers, especially for those from disadvantaged groups.  

 

Department of BIS needs to be heavily involved in convincing businesses of all 

shapes and sizes to get involved and their contribution needs to be recognised. 

 

In Lincolnshire there is a ‘Positive About Young People’ award for the public sector 

which would be a model worth reflecting upon.   

 

41. In return, Government will create the conditions for strong, sustainable growth and future 

job creation by using the ongoing reviews of employment law and other burdens to 

determine whether there are more barriers to employment that should be removed. 

 

Clearly this needs to be in consultation with practitioners and businesses, adequately 

resourced and not simply about reducing costs. 
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Capital Infrastructure to support services for youn g 

people 

 

Unite members work in the full diversity of settings with young people from street based 

workers to dedicated youth centres, to school and college sites and multi use community 

centres and village halls. The discussion paper seeks to establish that purpose built youth 

centres where young people have a good sense of ownership and control and identity are a 

preferred but expensive offer. We do not accept this. The Albemarle heritage was a good one 

in that at a time of acute national debt the Conservative government of the time believed that 

such investment in youth dedicated buildings was a positive thing. However, the question of 

sustaining those buildings physically given the often poor original buildings remained an issue 

and it was not until relatively recently under the MyPlace scheme in particular that appropriate 

new buildings began to be built. We are concerned that many buildings built with Myplace 

funding are down being designated for multi purpose use contrary often to original funding 

and planning agreements. We are concerned also that the building of large multi functional, 

service based buildings in some areas will destroy the access and ownership so important to 

sustainability of community buildings. Already there is a pattern of disproportionate closures 

of youth centres in areas of both urban and rural deprivation. The Albemarle heritage is 

literally being demolished. We believe urgent action should be taken to restore the Big 

Society bank to its original purpose of concentrating funding on the establishment of youth 

facilities and centres in every area. For all young people to have a warm safe place of their 

own within easy reach of their homes and with full disabled access is essential. We do not 

accept that such facilities would only be attractive to a minority of young people. 

 

We do not accept that the vast bulk of professional, educational youth work in the leisure 

hours takes place in local faith facilities, on local playing fields and in community and village 

halls. Very often where youth activities take place in voluntary organisations or in such places 

as outlined about preferable rental arrangements exist with local authorities. Due to the cuts 

these arrangements are changing such arrangements to the detriment and often closure of 

such facilities. Professional support and advice for those running such activities is also 

disappearing fast. Similarly the wider use of libraries and sports centres and so on is now less 

accessible to young people as the commercial incentives to make profit from activities 

increases. 

 

Once positive involvement by schools in youth service provision, while often problematic on 

dual use sites and so on and with different value systems in operation is now more difficult 

with a drive to marketisation of the schools’ operations. Life is much more difficult for previous 

community schools to reach out and include as many would like. 

 



 52 

Commissioning and commercial arrangements have often operated on flawed models 

adopted in a handful of authorities because the commissioners have no sense of the 

processes required to deliver meaningful services to young people on the fringes  instead, 

commissioners have dwelled on numbers and activities achieved in their monitoring and 

target arrangements, thus driving commissioned services to deliver high attendance events 

(such as Friday evening gigs) and with young people who require a lesser staffing ratio. 

 

Whatever the proposed business plans state – with such a changing economic state of affairs 

and swingeing austerity measures, those plans will often fall out of date and realism before 

the doors to such facilities are even opened. This CAN work, but it requires the baseline 

resourcing of and infrastructure of local authority youth services and larger voluntary sector 

providers to be sustained for stability and continuity. 

 

The discussion paper rightly states that “Key to long term sustainability is also ongoing 

leadership and participation in decision making by the young people that they aim to serve – 

so that the offer remains relevant and attractive and demand for the centres’ services remains 

high” - We agree, but we are currently trying to stop the redundancy of 3,000 of the youth 

work staff best placed to achieve this. 

 

We are deeply disturbed that the government has no plans beyond the Myplace programme 

and no plans for ring fenced development. What consultation determined this policy? Local 

people cannot as the government suggests make decisions on capital expenditure without 

support through the money collected by government from their taxes for such purposes. We 

commend the notion of joining up any local planning, but this is meaningless without 

resources. 

The document refers to some current best practice but fails to appreciate that this is being 

carried out where there is partnership with the youth service. 

 

The following paragraph from the discussion document gives cause for concern: 

 

“In virtually all areas, commissioners are needing to make decisions about the future viability 

of their existing mobile and fixed youth facilities. Many are concluding that there is insufficient 

public funding available to sustain their facilities and some local authorities are already taking 

steps to secure the long term future of local facilities by transferring control or ownership of 

premises to voluntary and community organisations that are well-established locally and 

which are committed to maintaining them for the benefit of local young people.  The Right to 

Buy will introduce new powers to enable local people to identify assets of value to the 

community and be given time to raise funds to buy them should they come up for sale. The 

transfer or sale of capital assets to community groups can be central to supporting the 
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development of community-led social enterprises that create opportunities and jobs for local 

people.” 

 

This we believe is nonsense. Every time a building  ‘gifted’ to a community group it entails the 

redundancy of experienced, trained practitioners, in the hope that a semi organised group of 

young people in any given community will have the skills, time, knowledge and foresight to 

maintain such premises. Not many are told of the weekly Legionella testing and stipulations of 

safety glass (and 101 other compliances) that are enshrined in H&S legislation, when they are 

offered the centre. 

 

Multi-purpose and community facilities 

The paper states: “With pressure on budgets, local decision-makers may place increased 

emphasis on delivering publicly funded services for young people from mixed-use rather than 

dedicated youth facilities. This may include sports centres, Children’s Centres and other multi-

purpose community centres. It may also include particular arrangements to open commercial 

and business premises as youth facilities.” There may be a couple of examples where this 

works in the short term in a (predominantly metropolitan) community, but we know of none 

that could be the template for other communities. Again this is an example of dogma driving 

the direction rather than evidence. Similarly the following paragraph assumes that local 

community ownership is best and improves things. There is no evidence for this as building 

and premises management within this sector has always been a result of constructive 

partnerships, usually with local authority funding and advisers in key positions. 

 

Schools and colleges   

We believe that it is extremely naive of the government to believe its encouragements will 

ensure schools include and reach out to many of those young people, particularly in the 

NEET category who need support the most. Some significant evaluation of extended schools 

activities would be welcome.  

 

The document asserts: “While most schools and colleges offer activities outside the school 

day, many do not offer the late opening hours typical of a youth centre. Local VCS 

organisations that would be willing to deliver late evening, weekend and holiday provision 

from school sites have found governance and charging arrangements prohibitive.” We say so 

too have many local authority youth services let alone small voluntary organisations. Even the 

letting of minibuses for trips and visits becomes a source of friction and possessiveness in 

many areas. This will no doubt increase as Academies feel less morally accountable to allied 

public services such as youth and play services.  

 

The document adds: “A number of Myplace projects are located on or close to school or 

college sites, and plan to make their facilities available during the day to pupils. The 
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construction of new schools and colleges may offer a particular opportunity to share sports, 

arts and media facilities with a co-located youth facility that is able to ensure their utilisation 

throughout the school day as well as late into the evenings and at weekends.” We fully agree 

with the statement. It is exactly what has happened in Dawlish, Devon for example. Daytime 

usage by the Community School and South Devon College subsidises the evening and 

weekend open access youth provision, so providing a greater chance for sustainability. We 

spoke with the previous Government about utilising the economies of scale in the Building 

Schools for the Future programme, and to ‘add on’ a ‘within distance’ youth facility when 

building a new school that has no suitable youth venue nearby. Relationships with teaching, 

EWO, psychologist, and police staff are generally more productive and joined up when 

facilities are close by but not attached to the man school buildings. Unfortunately this 

government has abandoned the Building Schools for the Future programme. 

 

In the main, facilities away from the main school/college buildings can carry a different identity 

and illustrate fewer of the signs and feelings that alienate some young people from schools. 

Obviously, joint usage of sports halls and outside pitches can certainly assist developments of 

curriculum for the youth services as well as the schools. 

 

The examples of new buildings, inherited from the previous government which the document 

cites are largely from urban contexts and ignore the difficulties faced in rural areas and by 

young people with disabilities. Also ignored is the geography of access for young people in 

metropolitan areas where new super centres and multi use buildings on aggregate attract 

fewer young people than the many localised youth centres that have recently closed. In the 

Prime Minister’s own constituency of Witney for example, all open access youth centres have 

closed. 

 

We believe a moratorium should be placed on the clo sure of youth centres and other 

community buildings, a national audit should be und ertaken and a clear building 

strategy of new appropriate, easy to reach and acce ss should be developed. This 

would significantly generate the economy and skille d jobs also. 
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Brain Development in Young People 

 

We welcome the recognition that supportive nurturing environments and services should not 

just be provided in the early years. Developmental psychology plays an important part in play 

work and youth work training. The sensitivity of play workers and youth workers to mental 

health and other behavioural issues within the context of a supportive environment makes all 

the difference to the way in which young people are supported and referred on for specialist 

intervention. This is an area in which the abandonment of open access services and universal 

provision can clearly be seen to be detrimental. We hope that the government and its 

advisors will seek to use any advice from psychology experts to inform priority funding 

decisions.  

 

Our considerations of young people and health issues have also led us to include our 

comments on the latest health Service proposals from the government which we believe will 

harm young people further. These appear after the section on the development of the 

Adolescent Brain and include observations about the deteriorating position within the 

voluntary sector also. 

 

In order to contribute to this debate we include ar ticles by some youth work experts in 

this field. We draw the following by Howard Sercomb  to your attention: 

 

The “Teen Brain” research: an introduction and impl ications for practitioners 

Professor Howard Sercombe, Division of Community Education, Strathclyde University, 

Glasgow; Professor Tomas Paus, Brain and Body Centre, University of Nottingham, 

Nottingham; August 2007 

 

Abstract 

This paper discusses advances in developmental cognitive neuroscience over the last 

decade, outlining its major developments, the way that these perspectives are reshaping our 

ideas about human development (especially youth/adolescence) and considering implications 

for practice for people working with young people.  The authors also discuss the implications 

of the research for the concept of youth itself, arguing that youth can no longer be seen as 

separate from adulthood.  Youth is the emergence of adulthood. The social environment, 

including policy settings, will significantly determine the shape of adulthood as it emerges. 

Throughout the last five years, a swathe of writing in the academic and popular press has 

been talking about “the teen brain” (Strauch 2004; Wallis, Dell et al. 2004; Epstein 2007).  A 

new generation of tools and techniques has not only allowed scientists to see the internal 

structure of the brain in exquisite detail while the person is alive, but to study brain function 
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when they are awake and working.  These studies have indicated some differences between 

young people and other adult members of the population: but what do these observed 

differences in structure and function mean for our understanding of young people?   

 

The purpose of this paper is to sketch out what the research on young people’s brains has 

found so far (at least the major milestones), to contemplate what the implications might be for 

an understanding of young people, and how this theory might be used in practice.  It will be 

followed in a second article by a more critical look at the limitations of the research versus the 

strength of the claims that are sometimes made for its conclusions, and the way the data is 

being interpreted in the scientific literature and the popular press.   

 

The technology 

At the forefront of the new brain research has been an exponential improvement in the tools 

available to study the brain.  Twenty years ago, most of what was known about the brain 

came from brain injury, dead people, or EEG (electro-encephalogram) exams that recorded 

brain impulses across a handful of electrodes placed on the scalp.  There wasn’t much 

capacity to visualise brain structure and function while a subject was alive, let alone awake 

and functioning.  In the last 15 years, a range of new techniques have allowed us to see what 

is happening to the brain structurally, over time, and functionally, in real-time, while the brain 

is actually working.   These include: 

 

MRI - Magnetic resonance imaging works by turning on and off radiofrequency (RF) pulses in 

a massive cylindrical electromagnet while a person is inside the cylinder.  Because molecules 

of water in our body have a magnetic orientation, the magnetic field flips individual molecules 

to align with the magnetic field. When the RF pulse is switched off, they flip back again, 

releasing some energy in the process, which can be picked up and measured.   

 

The energy depends on the amount of water in the different tissues (and on what other 

molecules are in the tissue), so computers can then synthesise the energy output into an 

incredibly detailed cross-section photograph of the part of the body being scanned.  Like 

digital cameras, picture quality has increased exponentially over the last decade. 

 



 57 

 

Functional MRI (fMRI) - Functional MRI works a little differently, though still using the MRI 

scanner.  Brains get their energy from the oxidation of sugars in the bloodstream.  If a part of 

the brain is active, blood containing oxygen will flow to that part of the brain, and as the 

oxygen is used, the oxygen in the blood in that part of the brain will drop.  A MRI scanner will 

pick that up, giving a clear picture of the parts of the brain that are active and which are not: 

all while the person is awake and active, albeit lying quite still in the scanner.  A person can 

be shown pictures or videos, and asked to think about certain things or do mental tasks, and 

we can see what parts of the brain are working while they do that. 

 

Principles of fMRI - Courtesy of Prof. Bruce Pike, Montreal Neurological I nstitute 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Improvement of MR images of brain structure in the last 30 years  
 
 

   
 

From left to right: An image of a dead brain obtained on a 0.1 T scanner in Nottingham in 
1978 (courtesy of Prof. Peter Morris, Sir Peter Mansfield MR Centre); An average of 27 
images obtained by scanning the same individual repeatedly on a 1.5T scanner in 1995 
(courtesy of Prof. Alan Evans, Montreal Neurological Institute); and an image acquired on a 
7.0 T scanner in Nottingham in 2005. 
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EEG: 128-sensor net  
 

PET (Positron Emission Tomography)  - PET works by injecting a radio-isotope substance 

into the body.  The isotope gives off positrons (a sub-atomic particle) in such a way that the 

isotope can be located precisely at that moment.  Positrons interact with electrons and this 

can be picked up in scanning devices, effectively giving an internal map of the body in the 

area connected to the site of injection.  There are risks, however, because the isotope is 

radioactive.  It can’t be used on small children. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EEG (Electro-encephalogram) - This technology isn’t 

new:  EEGs have been around for a long time.  What is 

new, however, is that the amplifiers are much better so 

the skin doesn’t have to be scraped to make a good 

connection, which makes it much more useable.  Modern 

EEGs use up to 256 electrodes, instead of about four, 

with computers now able to synthesise the 256 channels 

into a composite picture of what is happening inside the 

skull.  The advantage of this is that the person doesn’t 

have to be in a scanner, so they can move (a little) while 

the EEG exam is taking place.  The disadvantage is that 

the signals are smudged, because the skull and the 

brain’s protective tissue is in the way so the localization 

isn’t perfect. 

There are other technologies too, and more are 

emerging all the time: both in the way we see into the body, and the way computers are able 

to recreate a reality from the sensors.  Despite the advances, however, the technology is 

Principles of PET  

 
 
 

Courtesy of Dr. Ernst Meyer, Montreal Neurological Institute 
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expensive, and experiments have to be painstakingly carried out.  A lot of work (and money) 

goes into finding each fragment of new data.  There are, however, some interesting and 

exciting findings. 

Structure and function 

For a long time in the human sciences (especially psychology), debate has raged about the 

extent to which human behaviour is determined by genes, and to what extent by experience 

and environment – the so-called “nature-nurture debate”.  Research has pushed the 

pendulum this way or that over the last century, but without resolution. One of the most 

important findings of brain science research is that experience actually creates physical 

structures in the brain.   

 

The theory isn’t new: Donald Hebb wrote in 1949 that; 

When one cell repeatedly assists in firing another, the axon of the first cell develops synaptic 

knobs (or enlarges them if they already exist) in contact with the soma of the second cell. 

…The general idea is an old one that any two cells or systems of cells that are repeatedly 

active at the same time will tend to become 'associated', so that activity in one facilitates 

activity in the other.  

(Hebb 1949: 63, 70) 

Or, put more simply, “neurons that fire together, wire together”.  

 

Brains are formed of a massive number of networks of neurons: spindly, branching cells 

looking like plant roots that transmit electrical currents along their length, like circuits in a 

computer.  With every experience you have, something happens to a neuron somewhere.  It 

might be a new connection, or an extension of an existing connection, or a new branch.  

Making a new connection may take some time, and there are an almost unlimited number of 

ways to make the connection in a way that works.   The brain cannot develop without this kind 

of experience.  It is as useless as a computer without software.   

 

While the theory is not new, the scanners are now so good that we can see the differences in 

brain structure and function that result from different experiences.  Like hardware and 

software, both genes and experience are important.  In a recent special issue of Human Brain 

Mapping  (Glahn, Paus et al. 2007), a number of articles reported that when you study twins, 

looking at the amount of grey matter in different parts of the brain, you find that their brains 

really are more similar than those of unrelated individuals.  This is true for adults, children and 

young people.  When the genes are different,  brain structure is different (Pezawas, 

Verchinski et al. 2004; Pezawas, Meyer-Lindenberg et al. 2005).  

 

On the other side, several studies have confirmed that when a particular neural circuit is 

engaged repeatedly, it leads to changes in brain structure.  This has been tried across 
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populations as diverse as musicians (Sluming, Barrick et al. 2002; Gaser and Schlaug 2003); 

London taxi drivers (Maguire, Gadian et al. 2000) and people who are bilingual (Mechelli, 

Crinion et al. 2004).  You can actually see, using a scanner, the bit of their brains that is 

different.  In one experiment, a group of students were taught to juggle, and were set on a 

program of juggling practice over some months.  Brain scans done after the practice, and 

compared with the initial scans, showed that the part of their brains associated with tracking 

moving objects had physically grown. Over the next few months, once the juggling had 

stopped, it shrank somewhat, though not back to what it was (Draganski, Gaser et al. 2004). 

To add complexity, it is clear that genes can be switched on and off according to age, or 

environmental stimulus.  You might have the gene, but it won’t do anything until your fifteenth 

birthday, and only then if the conditions are right. 

 

Overall, there is an increasing body of evidence that challenges the simple, one-way view that 

genes directly influence the brain and, in turn, the individual’s behaviour, or that experience or 

socialization directly determines behaviour, without the influence of genetic programming.  It 

is difficult to work with the way that all these factors influence each other.  It isn’t possible to 

hold one still while you see what happens with the other one, because the first one doesn’t 

hold still.  What we do know is that the human brain as a structure is highly “plastic”: it is 

flexible, responsive, and by no means determined at birth.   

 

There are a number of important implications of this discovery.  The first is that the nature-

nurture debate is obsolete .  Neither genes nor experience determine behaviour.  Both do, in 

a complex dance which includes the person’s own brain as a structure.  It makes no more 

sense to talk about which is determining behaviour than it does to talk about whether it is 

Torvill or Dean10  who is doing the dancing, or to talk about a coin only having one side.  

Neither variable is independent. 

 

The second results from the fact that the process of circuit-building is not linear throughout 

life.  There is a massive proliferation of synapses, for example, in the first two years of life, 

and another just before puberty. Between 10 and 12 years the volume of grey matter in the 

frontal and parietal lobes peaks, and then decreases slightly.  In the temporal lobes the peak 

occurs around 16 years (Giedd, Blumenthal et al. 1999a).  If the environment is poor, cruel, or 

chaotic during these periods, that may determine many of the circuits that are laid down, if not 

the way they are laid down.  This is already having an impact on policy around the care and 

education of infants.  The same attention is not yet being paid to school-age children and 

young people. If you want good circuits to use as an adult, you need good things in your 

environment when you are a kid. 

                                                      
10  Jayne Torvill and Christopher Dean were the ice dancers who scored a perfect score at the 1984 

Winter Olympics. 
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Notwithstanding this, no matter how poor, cruel or chaotic the environment, some good things 

happen to children – some good experiences, some good relationships.  Some people seem 

to be able to foreground these experiences, regardless of how few they have had.  On the 

other hand, some people seem to foreground bad experiences, no matter how privileged, kind 

and ordered their environment has been.  This can change.  It is obvious that the more 

poverty, cruelty or chaos you have had while the circuits are being built, the more difficult it is 

to foreground the helpful ones.  One of the things we do in practice is to try to help young 

people foreground what is helpful in their experience, and sideline the circuits that make them 

smaller and meaner. 

 

 “Pruning” and the changing balance of grey and whi te matter 

Over the past 15 years, magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) has provided new opportunities to 

assess brain development in large numbers of healthy children and adolescents. 

Sophisticated image-analysis tools allow investigators to identify and measure various 

structural features from MR images of the living brain (Fig. 1).  It is now clear from a number 

of studies that the human brain continues to change during adolescence (reviewed by Paus 

2005; Blakemore and Choudhury 2006; Lenroot and Giedd 2006).   

 

One of the key changes is in the balance between grey matter and white matter. Using a 

computer analogy, the grey matter is the circuits and processors.  The white matter is the 

wires between them, with insulation wrapped around them.  It is called white matter because 

a major component is myelin, a white fatty substance that insulates the wires, making the 

transfer of electrical pulses, or “messages”, faster and more efficient.   

 

Another useful analogy is that of roads.  If you look at aerial photos of the Australian outback, 

you will see roads everywhere: little dirt roads running to mine diggings or shacks or forgotten 

places that didn’t exist any more; graded roads to sheep stations or water tanks or places 

people still lived in; gravel roads between small towns; bitumen roads between bigger towns 

or places of wealth and importance.  Back at the turn of last century, in the gold rushes, if a 

person wanted to go somewhere, they pointed their cart or wheelbarrow in the direction they 

thought they wanted to go and off they went.  Others might follow their track, and as they did, 

a road formed.  Or they might go another way that they thought was quicker or easier, and 

make another road.  Over time, if the road was used a lot, the Shire might grade it and lay 

gravel, and eventually bitumen.  Once the bitumen was down, everyone went along the 

bitumen, and the little dirt roads got overgrown.  They rarely completely disappeared because 

it was so dry, but going along them was hard work and they mostly ended nowhere.  Myelin is 

the bitumen of the brain.  

 

Childhood is a process of creating little dirt roads all over the place, learning so fast, learning 

or inventing a hundred ways to do things, and learning a hundred things to do every day. 
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Children’s grey matter is just blossoming.  In adults, it is much harder to see all these little dirt 

roads.  Instead, there is a network of bitumen highways: serious, efficient, fast. All the roads 

that don’t go anywhere, or aren’t the fastest or safest ways to get there, have been left to 

grow over.   

 

Now, one has to be careful of analogies.  The fact is that the connections between nerves are 

as important as the nerves themselves in the transmission of information.  It’s like every road 

in the analogy above is a toll road.  The toll stations vary a lot in efficiency: some have 

electronic readers that automatically deduct a bank account and mean that you don’t have to 

slow down at all, others have a single toll lane with a grumpy old attendant who never has the 

right change.  There can be a highly efficient motorway with an inefficient toll station and the 

whole circuit will still be inefficient.  (Though even this analogy has to be taken with a grain of 

salt.) 

 

Although the timing is different for boys and girls, and different in different parts of the brain, 

the amount of grey matter appears to reach a limit in the teenage years.  After that, there 

appears to be a decrease in grey matter (the total number of circuits), and an increase in 

white matter (the myelin). In the frontal, parietal and temporal lobes, this change appears to 

start around puberty in the sensori-motor areas and spreads forward over the frontal cortex 

and then back, first over the parietal cortex and then the temporal (Sowell, Thompson et al. 

2001; Gogtay, Giedd et al. 2004). The change comes to the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex and 

the posterior part of the superior temporal gyrus last of all (Gogtay et al. 2004), as late as the 

early twenties. The same process can be observed by measuring the thickness of the cortex 

(Shaw, Greenstein et al. 2006).  

 

A common way to describe this change is “synaptic pruning” (Thompson, Giedd et al. 2000).  

In this metaphor, unwanted circuits are pruned away, leaving the circuits that are most 

efficient or most useful for survival.  We aren’t sure that “pruning” is the best way to see it, 

however. The amount of grey matter might not actually decrease: it might just be that the 

signal from grey matter is “diluted” by the white matter and so appears as a reduction in 

volume in the scans (Sowell, Thompson et al. 2001; Paus 2005).  What is certain, though, is 

that the amount of white matter increases significantly in the teenage years. There is a 

serious road-building program going on, starting with the areas that are more fundamental to 

survival, and moving on to areas that are more concerned with conscious thought.  The 

process is generally called myelination. 

Implications of the myelination process 

We assume that the human organism will make decisions about which circuits will be 

confirmed and which ones bypassed according to the imperatives of its environment.  These 

are, presumably, part of a survival process.  The environment in which young people live 
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while these decisions are made is critical in deter mining the mind-set of the adult .  If 

young people live in an environment of suspicion and repression, the circuits that are 

confirmed during the teenage years will be those that are most appropriate to survival in such 

an environment.  If this was to be taken seriously, it is doubtful that what passes for youth 

policy would have quite the shape that it does at the moment. 

 

At the level of practice, our work is often about helping young people find other ways to do 

things.  They may have myelinised a circuit in a context where their life was full of threat and 

violence, and where there were few real options.  Now, later, they are in a place where the 

hyper-alertness and instant defensive reactions appropriate to that kind of life are no longer 

necessary – and, indeed, threaten their survival in the present.  In this very simplified model 

that we are using, change can often be the struggle to find the way onto a little overgrown dirt 

track that will enable the person to deal with situations in a way that are happier and more 

successful.  It isn’t easy: the bitumen is always easier to find and quicker and smoother to 

travel down.  But in time, with practice and hard work, the dirt becomes a graded road, the 

graded road becomes gravel, the gravel becomes bitumen, and the old bitumen road 

becomes broken up and potholed.  

 

In counselling situations, helping young people connect with the relationships or experiences 

in their past that worked and nourished them can help them find a different way of being in the 

present.  So asking questions like “So who liked you as you were growing up?  What teachers 

respected you? What was that like?” or “When have you been at your best with this stuff?  

When has it worked?  What was going on for you then?” or “How would you like to be?  What 

are you like when you are at your best?” can help young people find the beginning of the little 

dirt track and move off the bitumen.   

 

In practice, this approach is very useful in working with young people, especially young men, 

around a range of issues including violence and drug use.  The mechanics of how the brain 

works often makes real sense to them, helping them understand why they react the way they 

do, and empowering them to take charge of the way they want their brain to work.   

 

It can also help inform the logic of our activity work with young people.  Young people from 

impoverished backgrounds often have a limited range of experiences, and their environment 

can be highly conservative in its own way.  New experiences can force the development of 

different connections and new circuits, creating opportunities for young people to do things a 

little differently and see other possibilities while still respecting the integrity of their lives and 

the choices they make.  We have called this methodology “ecological shock”, and have used 

experiences ranging from travel to light aircraft joyrides to a dress-up dinner at a fancy 

restaurant.  Often, you can see the new connections happen before your eyes, as a young 

person suddenly “gets it” or “the penny drops”.    
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Different locations for processing information 

Functional MRI (fMRI) provides yet another avenue for exploring brain-behaviour relationships 

in the maturing human brain. Functional MRI allows researchers to see what parts of the brain 

“light up” when subjects are asked to respond to different situations or perform different kinds 

of mental activity.  It is difficult work: it can be hard to pinpoint exactly what is being 

measured.  For example, whether the person is actually thinking about the activity or 

something else.  Or whether a difference in the way that the brain works is about age, or 

something else like intelligence or performance.  Some of these things can be controlled for, 

some can’t, and some the researcher may not have thought of yet.  But the possibility of 

seeing how the brain is working while tasks are being performed is groundbreaking. 

 

An influential study of this kind was published by Deborah Yurgelin-Todd and her colleagues 

in 1999.  In this fMRI study, the researchers mapped what parts of the brain were active when 

a research group of teenagers (mostly around 13 years old) were shown pictures of faces 

expressing different emotions.  They found that while older adults used their prefrontal cortex 

while they identified the emotion expressed in the photograph, the younger research subjects 

used the amygdala, part of the more fundamental limbic structure of the brain responsible for 

emotional reactions (Baird, Gruber et al. 1999).  The interpretation was that this was because 

the prefrontal cortex wasn’t effectively wired up to the amygdala yet, though this has not been 

confirmed.  There are also some initial indications that young people use their brains 

differently from other adults.  The evidence does seem to building that the process of referring 

information to the frontal cortex is less immediate for young people than for adults.  

 

As we noted above, the pre-frontal cortex is associated with a number of mental functions, 

including decision making, working memory and the suppression of alternative programs 

interfering with planned actions (Duncan & Owen 2000, Miller & Cohen 2001, Petrides 2005, 

Paus 2001).  The Yurgelin-Todd study has been interpreted as indicating that young people’s 

responses are more “primitive” than those of other adults, that they are much more likely to 

react out of their gut reactions, and are less able to think about the consequences of their 

action.  A more careful interpretation might be that referring a decision to formal thinking 

processes is not necessarily so automatic or streamlined, and may be slower, in young 

people than for those who are older. 

 

During adolescence (and the rest of life for that matter), high demands are placed not only on 

the brain’s executive systems – the systems that coordinate action - but also on the interplay 

between cognitive (thinking) and affective (feeling) processes. Such cognition-emotion 

interactions are particularly crucial in the context of peer-peer interactions and the processing 

of verbal and non-verbal cues.  It is likely that the interplay of thinking and feeling is 

particularly important in social situations in which the right balance must be struck between 
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peer-based influences and the individual’s own goals.  Peer influence was the basis of a 

recent fMRI study undertaken by Tomas’ team in the Brain and Body Institute. 

 

In this study the team wanted to see which neural systems – if any – are engaged in children 

or adolescents who differ in their resistance to peer influences.  We asked this question by 

examining neural activity across different areas of the brain.  Whether or not an adolescent 

follows the goals set by peers or those set by himself/herself might depend on the interplay 

between three neural systems in particular, namely the fronto-parietal network (which deals 

with bottom-up imitation of actions), the superior temporal sulcus (STS) network (which sorts 

out social cues) and the prefrontal cortex (PFC) network (which directs top-down regulation of 

actions).  

 

To answer the question, a group of 10-year olds were asked to fill out a questionnaire 

developed by psychologists Laurence Steinberg and Kathryn Monahan (2007) to study 

resistance to peer pressure as children move into and through adolescence.  The Resistance-

to-Peer-Influence (RPI) scale, a self-report questionnaire, is designed to elicit attitudes to peer 

influence but minimize subjects answering with the “right” (socially desirable) response.  Then 

they were asked to watch brief video-clips containing face or hand/arm actions, executed in 

calm or angry ways, while measuring changes in fMRI signal. The team found that the 

children with high RPI scores showed stronger inter-regional correlations in brain activity 

across the three networks mentioned above while watching angry hand-actions (Grosbras et 

al. 2007; Fig. 4). The pattern of inter-regional correlations identified by this method included 

both (i) regions involved in action observation: the fronto-parietal as well as temporo-occipital 

systems and (ii) regions in the prefrontal cortex.  

 

What the scans showed was that a number of prefrontal regions showed coordinated changes 

in the fMRI signal that correlated with those in the other two neural systems involved in action 

observation. Typically, the prefrontal cortex is engaged when the subject performs an explicit 

task requiring, for example, manipulation of information in working memory, inhibition of 

imminent action and/or suppression of interference, or planning and decision-making 

(Petrides, 2005).  These children were not asked to do anything that required that.  We think 

that the brains of the children who scored high on resistance to peer influence engaged 

“executive” processes automatically when challenged with relatively complex and socially 

relevant stimuli. 

 

Now.  We know that experience creates structures in the brain.  The experiment has found 

out that children who score high on these tests are better at coordinating different areas of 

their brain when they process information with interpersonal implications.  Does this function 

also produce corresponding structures in the brain?  The team examined this possibility in a 

large sample of healthy adolescents (n=295, 12 to 18 years of age) and found that inter-
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regional correlations in cortical thickness in the same cortical regions revealed by the above 

fMRI study were higher in adolescents who scored high on the RPI test vs. those who scored 

low (Paus et al. 2007, Fig. 5).  Based on these results, they suggested that individuals with 

certain personality and cognitive characteristics, compatible with high resistance to peer 

influences, are more likely to engage relevant neural networks whenever challenged with 

relatively complex and socially relevant stimuli.  These networks include cortical regions 

activated during action observation and cognitive/executive control.  Over time, such a 

coordinated functional engagement is likely to shape these regions so that they become 

structurally alike. 

 

There are risks in the interpretation of these data.  Brain research, and fMRI in particular, is 

vulnerable to over-simplification, over-interpretation, and the confirmation of prior prejudice. 

Especially in media reports, huge claims can be made about differences in human capacity 

based on pretty tenuous, and often small, observations of differences in brain activity or 

structure in different populations.  As a rule, if people are making strong claims about “this is 

why adolescents do x”, treat with caution.  We just aren’t that far along yet.   

The implications of brain research for our concept of youth/adolescence 

The question of what youth/adolescence is exactly is still hotly disputed (Sercombe 1996; 

Bessant, Sercombe et al. 1998; Epstein 2007).  On one hand there is the claim that it is 

nothing but a social construction, with no material difference between teenagers and other 

adults, and any observed differences a product of the streaming of young people into age 

cohorts, age specific institutions, social exclusion and repressive social treatment.  

Development over the lifespan is a continuous unfolding, shaped by the learning process.  On 

the other is the dominant view that youth/adolescence is a biologically determined, discrete 

stage of the life span, qualitatively different from childhood and adulthood, and characterized 

by turbulence, storm and stress.  Both of these views are now, we believe, obsolete. 

 

The brain is in a process of continuous development through the lifespan, in a constant dance 

between the influence of biological factors and the physical and social environment, and 

involving the person’s own agency.  However, the process is not linear: there are surges of 

growth and change in different parts of the brain, and in different processes within it, at 

different times.  The timing of these is a function of the interplay between the environment and 

the genetic program.  And likely, in ways we do not yet understand, also the person’s own 

agency. 

 

The brains of young people are not radically different from other adults in structure: there is no 

great difference in capacity between young people and other adults.  There is a difference, 

however, in the degree of myelination, which makes brains more reliable and efficient in their 

reactions and responses but less flexible and less available for new learning.  The major brain 
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development in the teenage years is the ramping up of the process of myelination, which then 

levels off to some degree in the mid-twenties.   

 

The primary difference between a teenager’s brain and an older person’s brain then is not a 

difference in capacity but in the selection of capacities: that is, which of the brain’s capacities 

are to be foregrounded and used and which are to be sidelined and fall into disuse.  This is an 

active process, in which young people are consciously or unconsciously selecting preferred 

pathways for action and response, confirming favoured templates for life from the 

smorgasbord of ways of being generated through the process of childhood. It happens 

according to the survival and other interests of the individual in their social context.   

 

Young people are not passive victims of brains that are out of control.  They are active agents 

in the design of an adulthood that meets their needs and enables them to survive within their 

environment and make sense of their experience.  Youth is not separate from adulthood.  

It is the becoming of adulthood.  There is no “next stage” of adulthood, which is 

qualitatively different from being a young person, and adulthood is not itself a destination.  

You don’t learn what you need for adulthood by being excluded from it until you can 

demonstrate that you have got the right circuits.  A smart society would engage young people 

progressively in adult processes, as they demonstrate their readiness.  Our society does this 

a little.  But mostly, we exclude young people until a certain arbitrary age is reached, and then 

bestow the right to participate - mostly without guidance and support.  It should be no surprise 

that it doesn’t work too well.  Faced with this, however, we respond to this failure usually by 

increasing the age at which responsibility will be granted.  Folly, as Barbara Tuchman tells us, 

is the pursuit of a failing strategy by prescribing ever-increasing amounts of the same 

(Tuchman 1984).  

 

The research isn’t always interpreted this way, though influential work by Robert Epstein, 

among others, is pushing strongly in this direction (Epstein 2007).  The research tends to be 

dominated, not surprisingly, by the century-old dominant view of adolescence, which is the 

“stage of life characterized by turbulence” view.  Experiments are designed within this frame, 

and written up and publicised accordingly, with the media often taking what are already 

stigmatizing interpretations and pushing them further for mass titillation.  In the next article, we 

will focus more on problems and dangers in the teen brain research, and the assumptions 

underlying its interpretations.   
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Young People’s Health and Wellbeing  
 

Unite represents approximately 250,000 members across the public sector. Approximately 

100,000 of these are health sector workers, including members in seven professional 

associations – the Community Practitioners and Health Visitors’ Association (CPHVA), Guild 

of Healthcare Pharmacists (GHP), Medical Practitioners Union (MPU), Society of Sexual 

Health Advisors (SSHA), Hospital Physicists Association (HPA), College of Health Care 

Chaplains (CHCC) and the Mental Health Nurses Association (MNHA) – and members in 

occupations such as allied health professions, healthcare science, applied psychology, 

counselling and psychotherapy, dental professions, audiology, optometry, building trades, 

estates, craft and maintenance, administration, ICT, support services and ambulance 

services. Unite also represents a large range of members working in social care for local 

authorities, housing associations, health, disability, elderly and children’s charities as well as 

other community and not for profit organisations. 

·  Unite members report massive cuts across NHS, local authorities, and not for profit 

health and social care providers. These cuts are in-line with the worst fears expressed by 

the Health Select Committee in its previous report (HC 512)  

·  The Nicholson Challenge in the current financial context is being implemented as a cut to 

NHS services.  

·  Health and social care outcomes are not just about the size of the budget, but how the 

money is spent. The added cost of implementing the Health and Social Care bill is 

counter-acting any positive efficiency gains.  

·  Social care has been underfunded for a long time, particularly in community and not for 

profit sector. The Government’s cuts agenda are making this worse.  

·  Health and social care services are suffering due to underfunding, increased 

bureaucracy, waste from privatisation, staff cuts and decreased staff morale.  

Unite case in detail  

1. Introduction   

·  The Health Committee report on Public Expenditure (HC 512) rightly expressed strong 

reservations about the impact of funding changes, cuts and so called efficiency savings 

across local government and the National Health Service. Public reports and the 

experience of Unite members suggest that the reality is far worse than the committee 

imagined.  
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·  Health outcomes are not only a problem of funding, they also depend upon how budgets 

are spent. The Coalition’s radical “reform” agenda can only add costs and reduce 

standards in the Health and Social Care sectors.  

2. NHS efficiency   

·  Contrary to Government spin, the NHS is one of the most efficient health services in the 

world. This was shown in a study published in the Journal of the Royal Society of 

Medicine11 this August.  

·  Using the latest data from the World Health Organisation, it argued that while the NHS 

saw health spending rise to a record 9.3% of GDP during the Labour government, this 

was less than Germany with 10.7% or the US with 15%.  

·  Not only was the UK cheaper, it also saved more lives. The NHS reduced the number of 

adult deaths per million people by 3,951 a year – far better than the nearest comparable 

European countries. France managed 2,779 lives a year and Germany 2,395. This 

means that dramatic NHS improvements have led to 162,000 fewer deaths every year 

compared with 1980.  

·  Looking at elderly patients, the difference was even starker. The best performers – 

Ireland, the UK and New Zealand – had health systems that were three times more 

effective and efficient than the worst – Switzerland, Portugal and the US.  

·  Unite is extremely worried that the current Government strategy will reverse this success 

story.  

3. Unite member’s experience   

·  It is hard to separate the various changes that healthcare professionals are going 

through under this government. Employees in the NHS and Social Care are facing a 

bombardment of traumatic changes and cuts, while also experiencing several years of 

real term pay cuts that do nothing for their morale and motivation. These include the 

rushing through of the Health and Social Care bill, the Nicholson Challenge and real 

terms cuts to local authority and NHS budgets.  

·  Unite’s most recent workplace representatives survey on issues in the Health Sector 

(May, 2011) is grim reading.  

·  Close to 70% of respondents across Unite’s various occupational groups had seen 

reductions or rationing of services in the previous six months. This period coincides 
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closely with the implementation of the Nicholson challenge “efficiency savings” and 

instability caused by the Government’s unnecessary Health and Social Care Bill.  

·  The overwhelmingly majority of Unite representatives that responded also reported 

vacancy freezes, cuts to services, reduced staffing levels, down-banding of roles, as well 

as massive increases to caseloads. Staff are already seeing the clinical detriment that 

these cuts are having on patient’s care. Other issues reported included decreases in 

long-term preventative health strategies, increases in waiting time, stress and overwork, 

reduced training and the knock on effect of cuts to other sectors, such as in local 

government and education, that are impacting on the health service. Some quotes from 

the survey can be found in the appendix.  

·  It is unsurprising then that just under 90% of the 677 Unite workplace reps who 

responded said they had no confidence in the Coalition’s handling of the NHS, with only 

1.6% in support.  

4. NHS budget ring-fenced?   

·  Unite welcomed the Committee’s previous recognition that the Government’s 

commitment to a real terms increase in health funding throughout the Spending Review 

would not be met12. Unite has been clear from the start that this commitment was more 

about political spin than reality.  

·  In a recent blog article13 former senior economist for Citibank, Michael Burke, explained 

why in reality the NHS is receiving a real terms cut to it budget. Burke argues that in 

assessing the degree of cuts to the NHS budget in real terms three factors need to be 

taken into account:  

·  Government data are presented in nominal (cash) terms, not real terms  

·  Therefore the level of inflation needs to be included in calculations - and this is usually 

greater in medical equipment, drugs, etc, than in economy-wide inflation  

·  The population is both growing and ageing, which means that real medical spending 

would have to increase simply in order to keep with the natural rise in demand  

·  From the Comprehensive Spending Review of October 2010 to the ‘Resource 

Departmental Expenditure Limits are shown in the table below (Table A.9, p.85).  
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·  To take the current Financial Year, spending is set to rise by 2.0% compared to the 

spending in Financial Year 2010/11, even though RPI inflation is currently running at 

5.0%. In fact, the total level of spending on the same measure under the last Labour 

government in the Financial Year 2009/10 was £103bn (Treasury, Budget 2010, Table 

2.2, p.43). By the end of the current Financial Year this government will have been in 

office for just under two years. Over that time spending on the NHS will have risen from 

£103bn to just £105.9bn, or 2.8%. According to the Office of Budget Responsibility, RPI 

inflation will have risen by a cumulative 10% over the same period (OBR, Economic and 

Fiscal Outlook, March 2011, Table 4.3, p.95). This represents a decline in real spending 

of 7.2% in just two years.  

·  This continues so that over five years nominal NHS spending is projected to rise from 

£103bn to £114.4bn, or fractionally over 11%. At the same time, the OBR projects that 

inflation will have risen by 22%, representing a real decline of 11%.  

·  According to the OECD14 health spending tends to increase internationally by around 

1.5% per year over the long run, because of growing and ageing populations as well as 

the higher inflation rate of medical processes. If that long-run international pattern 

applies to Britain over the 5-year period, the additional real spending required would 

increase by 7.7%.  

·  The Government’s “real term increase” in NHS funding can therefore be better described 

as a 19% cut in real terms compared to normal trends over the lifetime of this 

Parliament. This is before the cuts associated with Nicholson challenge, the added costs 

of the Health and Social Care bill and the additional indirect expenditure created through 

reductions in service quality are taken into account.  

5. Nicholson Challenge, efficiency savings or cuts?   

·  The experience of Unite members (discussed above) clearly confirms the committee’s 

fear that the Nicholson Challenge would be implemented through cuts to staff and 

services rather than “doing more with the same amount of money15.”  
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·  The report rightly pointed out that a large part of the 15-20% efficiency savings will be 

delivered through 2 years of pay freezes. This is best described as a pay cut for hard 

working NHS workers rather than an increase in efficiency.  

·  Unite members are experiencing cuts to their other terms and conditions too. Trusts are 

cutting out of hours payments, and looking to attack incremental progression, sickness, 

unsocial hours agreements. As well as downbanding and restructuring their skill and 

grade mix.  

·  The cuts do not stop simply with NHS terms and conditions. The medical newspaper GP 

found in a research that 59 percent of primary care trusts cannot meet their efficiency 

targets this year16. At the same time the NHS foundation trusts regulator Monitor found 

in a separate study that 11 of England's foundation trusts have listed themselves as 

facing the highest or second highest financial risk rating while another 10 trusts said they 

will have to be braced for a high level of financial risk at some point over this year17.  

·  In February the False Economy campaign conducted a freedom of information request 

from NHS trusts across the UK18. They found that the total confirmed, planned and 

potential job cuts across the NHS were 53,150, which at the time were almost double 

previous estimates.  

·  These figures included data across the UK including Northern Ireland but were published 

before many Trusts had released figures. In particular the data did not include Welsh 

trusts as budget proposals were still going through. Unite therefore expects these figures 

to be even higher.  

·  The False Economy blog of cuts to the health service shows that cuts are widespread 

and endemic19. This, again, is backed by the comments coming from Unite reps across 

the UK.  

·  Unite has never opposed necessary efficiency savings that improve the way services are 

delivered. In fact Unite knows that the best way to improve services is to involve the 

hardworking staff who actually deliver them. From talking to Unite health profession there 

has been no indication that these cuts have been carried out through genuinely engaging 

staff about how health services and work could be effectively redesigned.  

·  Unite also shares the committees concern that using tightening of the tariff as a way to 

make efficiency gains. Unfortunately there has been little evidence that the committee’s 

recommendations have been heeded.  
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·  John Appleby, the King's Fund's chief economist, argued that the Tariff has been set to 

rise below inflation20 that will put greater pressure on hospitals and potentially create 

false incentives to do treatments faster rather than more efficiently.  

·  Unite members are feeling increasingly demoralised at the cuts in services to patients 

that they have dedicate their lives to care for. These changes will lead to increases in 

stress and poor morale which will do nothing for improved efficiency.  

6. Health and Social Care Bill   

·  The Government’s plans, as currently detailed in the amended Health and Social Care 

Bill, are causing huge upheaval to the NHS. The bill will result in increased privatisation 

through the contracting out of health services to the private sector, which in turn will lead 

to further fragmentation of providers and a return to a health care postcode lottery. 

Delivering health services is labour intensive and the drive to reduce costs to maximise 

profits will come at the expense of service users, the number of staff employed and their 

morale. Unite has previously detailed why the Government’s plans will result in a 

decrease in the quality and range of health services available to people, contribute to 

increasing health inequality, fragmented services, increase healthcare costs, and reduce 

accountability21. Unite also believes that this will lead to public health policy becoming 

more reactive, rather than preventative, long term and strategic22. This will inevitably 

have a negative effect on cost as the cheapest way to treat diseases is to catch them 

early.  

·  The committee was right to highlight the financial cost of the Bill as a source of particular 

concern. The Government has ploughed ahead with many of their reforms even before 

the bill becomes law. This means that there has been a huge churn of cuts to 

management positions, mergers, reorganisations and abolition of Strategic Health 

Authorities and NHS trust. The constantly changing funding environment is causing 

major problems with budgeting across the NHS has meant that management has found it 

impossible to adequately plan or allocate resources.    

·  Reports about the cost of these “reforms” are still hard to quantify. For example the 

Guardian recently reported that the cost of implementing the government's plans is rising 

at almost £1m a day with revised figures now putting the cost of transition so far at 

£1.49bn23. While analysis by the Health Service Journal has shown that the transition to 

placing health budgets in the hands of GPs had already cost £228m since July last year. 

Even the NHS listening exercise cost up to £100,00024.  
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·  Similar it is widely quoted that cutting staff costs huge sums in redundancy payments. 

Three-quarters of the estimated cost of the transition will go towards redundancy 

payments to 20,000 staff, as average settlements of more than £45,000.  

·  Unite shares the committee’s view that the most likely estimate is that by Professor 

Kieran Walshe of Manchester Business School that the act of restructuring the NHS will 

cost up to £3bn25.  

·  Despite the rhetoric it has become clear that the Health and Social Care bill, far from 

cutting management and creating efficiency savings, will in fact double the number of 

quangos in the Sector. Firstly it will create a new super quango, the National 

Commissioning Board (which, in part, will recruit staff from the Department of Health), 

and replace Clinical Networks with new Clinical Senates. The proposals will replace 152 

PCTs with 300 GP-based Clinical Commissioning Groups, each of which will have a 

board and management, and each of England’s several hundred local authorities are 

expected to create a Health and Well Being Board.26  

7. The inefficiency of privatisation   

·  Unite is extremely worried that once the NHS has been reorganised costs will increase 

further with privatisation and the associated bureaucracy and administration costs. 

Figure 1 below is taken from the OECD’s ‘Health At A Glance’ 2010. It shows the per 

capita health spending for the OECD countries in comparable US$ Purchasing Power 

Parity terms. Health spending in Britain is already way below the average of its peer 

group in the richest OECD economies. Government cuts will take it to below the OECD 

average as a whole.  

·  In general, as the proportion of private spending on healthcare rises, so does the overall 

cost. The US has the highest proportion of private provision and its total healthcare costs 

are extremely high - even though millions of Americans have no healthcare insurance, 

compared to the universal system for the NHS. For 2007 (latest data) the US spent 16% 

of GDP on healthcare, whereas Britain spent 8.4% (OECD, 2009). Yet there is the same 

ratio of health workers in the workforce and life expectancy at birth is higher in Britain.  

8. Impacts on service  

·  It is difficult to assess the full impacts being felt across all services due to the diverse 

nature of the NHS and its workforce.   

·  Recent waiting time statistics have shown a rapidly growth in waiting times across the 

NHS. Under the Labour government the NHS showed major improvement on many 
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indicators. For example the number of patients waiting more than six months for 

operations in hospital was down from more than 250,000 in 1997 to just 28 in February 

2010.  

·  Since the Coalition has been in power, Department of Health statistics reveal that waiting 

times of over six weeks have rocketed from 3,800 in March 2010 to 10,800 in March 

2011. Similarly official figures for April showed 51 trusts - a third - missed the target for 

90% of patients to be seen within 18 weeks. A year ago the figure was 25. (reported 

BBC News 16th June). Figures show that 15,667 patients waited more than six weeks to 

undergo a diagnostic procedure in May this year - more than a fourfold increase on the 

same month in 2010, when 3,378 people did so. The figures also show that 2.7 per cent 

of patients waited six weeks or longer for diagnostic results. A further 1,800 patients 

waited more than three months - nearly a tenfold increase on last years figure of 217. 

Increased waiting time has a clear link to clinical outcomes too as in most cases the 

earlier people are treated the better.  

·  Such statistics prompted the Patients Association to put in freedom of information 

requests to every acute NHS Trust in England in January, asking about nine common 

surgical procedures including hip and knee replacements. Their results showed that 

among the 62 Trusts that replied, 10,757 patients had not received an operation because 

they were unfortunate enough to need it in 2010 instead of 200927.  

·  Lastly in April the King's Fund28 found that waiting times for hospital treatment had 

reached their highest level for nine years. Having surveyed finance directors it found that 

many were already warning they were unlikely to meet their productivity targets in 2011-

12. Nearly half said ward closures and cuts in services were one of the main ways they 

were attempting to meet their target.  

·  NHS Confederation chief executive Mike Farrar recently warned that these plans to slash 

£850m of management costs had already left the NHS “perilously close” to being unable 

to deliver. Farrar was quoted as saying: “We’re already quite low [on managers]. It’s 

quite dangerous. We absolutely support taking out wasteful processes if you can, but 

you do need a quantity of management… to do the job.”29  

9. Wider government agenda   

·  The agenda of deep spending cuts that the current government is implementing across 

public services, welfare and housing benefits run contrary to any aims to improve public 

health. Improvements to public health cannot be made without recognition of the impact 

of the wider social and economic determinants on health and wellbeing. These wider 
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determinants include – but are not exclusive to - employment, the quality of that 

employment, employers’ duties to protect workers’ health at work, housing, local 

environment, the strength of civil society, facilities for active recreation and both income 

level and income inequality. Poverty plays a crucial role in health inequalities and a 

person’s health and wellbeing. In all of these areas current government actions and 

policies undermine progress to improving public health.  

 10. Local  authorities and social care   

·  Since social care became a local authority responsibility in 1974 it has been largely 

privatised. In the two decades, 1990-2010, 110,000 beds were opened in private and 

voluntary homes, and 95,000 closed in local authority homes30. There are now many 

areas in England where there are no local authority owned care homes. The result is that 

public money is spent on unaccountable providers, leading to vast variation in the quality 

of care. The tragic debacle with Southern Cross should make it clear to anyone that this 

model of social care is not in the interest of service users.  

·  Social care is underfunded, and is being hit by the cuts to council budgets with many 

councils reviewing and tightening their eligibility criteria. Discussion about different 

funding models are somewhat irrelevant when the plain truth is that there is not enough 

money in the system.  

·  The changes brought in by the Government to simultaneously slash local authority 

funding and place restrictions on Council Tax rises mean that this situation will get 

worse. Age UK say that "in 2011-12, the net annual expenditure per person over the age 

of 65 is falling to £791 continuing a downward trend from £864 in 2010-2011 and £872 in 

2009-10"31. The Kings Fund warns that social care will suffer a "cash gap of £1.2 billion 

by 2014/15"32. This shortfall in funding will put huge pressures on social care providers 

and quality will inevitably suffer.  

·  Cuts in Supporting People funding has been particularly acute, and this impacts on some 

of the most vulnerable people in society, in some cases making it difficult to keep them in 

their own homes.  

·  Unite believes that social care should be a universal service free at the point of delivery. 

Funding should be in place to allow all people to live as independently as possible and 

with dignity. While the type of service is not within the remit of the call for evidence, Unite 

believes that the level of funding and funding models will, to a large extent, determine the 

type of social care system we end up with. Therefore, funding levels should take account 

of, and funding models should include, funds to properly and fairly pay staff for the work 
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they do, training and education of staff and recognition of the beneficial role of trade 

unions.  

11. Personalisation and individual budgeting   

·  Another concern is that “choice” jargon and individual budgets are being used as a 

vehicle to cut costs rather than genuinely improve the lives of people and the staff 

implications this carries, as well as to the detriment to those who access social care 

services. Several Unite members have raised this concern, including those at major 

housing associations receiving Supporting People funding that were being put on Zero 

Hours contracts as a result. Choice should include the right to choose good quality public 

services, rather than ad hoc underfunded services run by casualised and demoralised 

staff.  

12. Cuts to the voluntary sector   

·  The Voluntary sector, which has a major role in social care, has for many years had to 

contend with the competitive churn of contracts and different funding streams, which 

create uncertainty about the long term future of smaller enterprises. Unite has long 

argued that funding needs to take into account long-term development of organisations 

and staff.  

·  The cuts to the Voluntary sector are making this problem far worse and are having a 

huge impact on social care delivery. Several reports have shown that the community and 

not for profit sectors are haemorrhaging money due to cuts to funding from local 

authorities and other funding bodies. At the same time they have to deal with increased 

demand.  

·  A False Economy study33 based on 265 freedom-of-information responses from local 

councils across England found that more than 2,000 charities are being forced to close 

services and sack staff as local authorities slash their funding, or in some cases 

completely withdraw it. The hardest hit included children's and young-people charities, 

with more than 380 organisations hit. Another 150 disability, 142 elderly and more than 

110 adult care charities are also affected. This survey did not include major cities such 

as Leeds and Manchester as well as some large shire counties such as Hampshire or 

Tory flagship boroughs like Westminster.  

·  Similarly Acevo, the Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary Organisations has 

warned that the sector could lose £750m this year alone if "central and local government 

passed on cuts proportionately"34. Another £250m would be lost because of VAT 

increases and reductions in tax breaks.  
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·  In August this year NCVO released a report35 showing that the UK voluntary and 

community sector (VCS) will lose around £911 million in public funding a year by 2015-

16. Cumulatively, the sector stands to lose £2.8 billion over the spending review period 

(2011-2016). Both the Scottish and Irish voluntary sector umbrella bodies (SCVO and 

NICVA) claimed that NCVO had underestimated the level of cuts36.  

·  Finally the London Voluntary Service Council (LVSC) published results of its survey in 

July. This showed 81% of organisations were experiencing increased demand for their 

services, 51% had closed services in 2010-11 and 54% expected more services to close 

in 2011-12; 77% expect public sector funding of their organisation to decrease in 2011-

12, with those giving a figure expecting a median 31-40% cut; and 54% reported making 

staff redundancies.37  

·  In this context Unite finds it hard to believe that social care services are even managing 

to tread water, let alone improve.  

In conclusion Unite is extremely worried about the way the Health service and Social Care 

are being run by this government. On the one hand they are making ruthless and sweeping 

cuts that reek havoc for services user and staff, while on the other they are making reckless 

ideologically driven changes to service structures without any thought to cost or outcomes.  
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The young people’s workforce  
 

The developmental and education professions within the children’s and young people’s 

workforce, primarily play workers and youth workers have, as we pointed out to the 

Parliamentary Education Select Committee, had continuous professional development and 

other developmental opportunities largely removed.  

 

The government should indicate as a gesture of confidence in the role of professional youth 

work to the Joint Negotiating Committee for Youth and Community workers that as with 

unqualified teachers and the low paid in the public sector, it anticipates that the £250 payment 

for those earning £21,000 and less will be paid for 2010 and 2011. 

 

We therefore think as a start, the government should endorse the following statement 

developed by all of the partners within the previous Lifelong Learning UK Sector Skills Council 

and it should ensure that there is future coverage of an education based sector skills council 

for youth and community work roles: 

 

A manifesto for the youth work workforce across the  country   
 
The main youth work workforce stakeholders from across the UK came together to an event 

facilitated by Lifelong Learning UK on 20-21 January 2009 with the aim of securing a UK-wide 

agreement on the future direction of the youth work workforce. This document is the outcome 

of discussions held at the event. 

 

The purpose of youth work 
 
As defined by the National Occupational Standards11 for youth work, the key purpose of 
youth work  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’ 

 

This statement refers to the holistic development of young people, recognising that personal, 

social and educational development can also include, for example, physical, political and 

spiritual development. 

 

 
 
 
                                                      
11  The full suite of National Occupational Standards (NOS) for youth work can be found here: 

http://tinyurl.com/cmp9xw  
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Values at the core of youth work 
Working with representatives of the sectors within youth work, LLUK has agreed a suite of 

values which distinguish youth work from other, sometimes related, activities involving young 

people: 

·  Young people choose to be involved, not least because they want to relax, meet 

friends, make new relationships, to have fun, and to find support, 

·  The work starts from where young people are in relation to their own values, 

views and principles, as well as their own personal and social space, 

·  It seeks to go beyond where young people start, to widen their horizons, promote 

participation and invite social commitment, in particular by encouraging them to 

be critical and creative in their responses to their experience and the world 

around them, 

·  It treats young people with respect, valuing each individual and their differences, 

and promoting the acceptance and understanding of others, whilst challenging 

oppressive behaviour and ideas, 

·  It respects and values individual differences by supporting and strengthening 

young people’s belief in themselves, and their capacity to grow and to change 

through a supportive group environment, 

·  It is underpinned by the principles of equity, diversity and interdependence, 

·  It recognises, respects and is actively responsive to the wider networks of peers, 

communities, families and cultures which are important to young people, and 

through these networks seeks to help young people to achieve stronger 

relationships and collective identities, through the promotion of inclusivity, 

·  It works in partnership with young people and other agencies which contribute to 

young people’s social, educational and personal development, 

·  It is concerned with how young people feel, and not just with what they know and 

can do, 

·  It is concerned with facilitating and empowering the voice of young people, 

encouraging and enabling them to influence the environment in which they live, 

·  It recognises the young person as a partner in a learning process, 

complementing formal education, promoting their access to learning opportunities 

which enable them to fulfil their potential, 

·  It safeguards the welfare of young people, and provides them with a safe 

environment in which to explore their values, beliefs, ideas and issues12 

 

 
                                                      
12  These values are taken from the NOS – see above link. 
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The Rationale behind the UK Youth Work Manifesto  

Outlined below is our rationale for the workforce manifesto across the UK. 

 

In England: 

 

1. Take action to preserve the role of Youth Worker   

  

The policy direction is leading towards more and more integrated youth services with 

youth workers forming a part of the ‘children and young people’s workforce’. In order to 

make integrated working effective, each profession needs to have an appropriate 

framework and funding available for training and progression. Each profession in the 

workforce should be starting from an equal stand point with regard to their status, 

available funding for training and CPD, and appropriate standards, qualifications and 

progression routes. Once each profession, especially youth work, has actively addressed 

the issue of professionalisation in order to counter misconceptions and enhance the 

perception and standing of those working with young people – then it will be possible to 

move towards more effective integrated working.  

 

Youth workers play a fundamental role in providing informal learning for young people. 

They have a distinct professional culture which is different from that of other professions 

who work with young people. Describing youth work as a somewhat generic skill under 

the banner of the children and young people’s workforce is unhelpful. In England there is 

not currently parity of esteem between youth workers and other professions that work 

with young people such as teachers and social workers. Key areas include the fact that 

youth workers do not have Key Worker status (where Connexions personal advisors do). 

In addition, in England, there is not a statutory duty to train youth workers, as there is for 

teachers. Many youth and community training programmes rely upon the successful 

completion of 50% of the course work in placements, yet funding for these placements is 

significantly below those for social work and teacher training. There is a need to increase 

the funding for fieldwork placements and promote this as part of careers literature.  

 

2. Explore, develop and implement the mechanisms re quired to introduce a 

voluntary registration scheme and a formal licence to practise supported by a 

Code of Ethics for all youth workers 

  

Youth work delivery is undertaken by a complex range of staff including volunteers, and 

part time staff through to Service Managers. To be effective, a licensing system needs to 

be a sensitive and refined hybrid that encompasses all levels of practitioner.  When the 

Independent Safeguarding Authority is in place, volunteers may simply need to be 

registered following a successful CRB check and an induction delivered by the host 
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organisation against a commonly agreed framework. The professionally qualified youth 

worker, with a degree level qualification from 2010 would need to be subject to a more 

stringent form of registration which could usefully be a licence to practise within an agreed 

code of ethics. This should be subject to a regulatory body with the confidence of the 

profession and include entitlements to Continuous Professional Development. Once in 

place, a licence to practice and registration scheme would enable employers to be sure 

that they are employing fully qualified registered youth workers and could also boost 

public confidence in the profession. 

 

3. Build on the flexible, sustainable routes for in itial training within youth work 

(for example, apprenticeships) as part of the labou r market plan 

  

From 2010 entry to the JNC Professional Range will be at graduate level and a diversity 

of routes to attain this level will be required.  There is already strong support for these 

developments within the profession and developments are in hand but are taking place in 

the absence of a coherent labour market plan. 

 

4. Develop a strategy for initial and continuing de velopment (CPD) throughout the 

workforce which is fully resourced, pro actively ma naged and monitored 

  

The Resourcing Excellent Youth Services (REYS) target for the percentage of budget 

spend on CPD was 5%. In reality only around 2.6% is spent. (The figure is just less than 

2% taken from NYA figures last year). Despite this, as few as only 17% of part time 

workers in England have yet to achieve qualified status, although there are higher 

numbers of Youth Support Workers who need access to qualification routes. 

 

If either a license to practice or a voluntary registration scheme is introduced, CPD should 

be seen as requirement which underpins the licence and registration. An appropriate 

minimum number of hours of CPD suitable to each role should be determined. An 

example from further education in England would be the minimum currently used by the 

Institute for Learning of 30 hours of CPD per year for each individual to ‘remain in 

professional standing’. The 30 hours of CPD is pro-rata for part time workers and 

volunteers as a minimum of 6 hours per year.  

 

5. Develop a workforce plan based on labour market information and future 

trends which ensures that there are sufficient and appropriately skilled youth 

workers to meet the needs of young people 

  

In order to respond effectively to demand requirements across the nations and to ensure 

supply of youth workers at all levels, it is vital to understand the size, shape and nature of 
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the workforce.  Analysis of workforce data can support planning requirements of 

employers, help education and training organisations plan delivery of their learning 

programmes, underpin persuasive arguments about government investment in youth 

work, support individual youth worker development and target positive actions. 

 

6. Consolidate, develop and implement leadership an d management training for 

all 

  

Initial programmes to improve leadership and management proved highly successful and 

beneficial to both participants and their employers, but there is consensus that there must be 

further development.  With a move towards a graduate led as well as a graduate level profession 

in some parts of the UK, management and leadership NOS need to be contextualised for youth 

work and other options explored. 

 

7. Establish ways to celebrate and retain skilled f ace-to-face practitioners in 

service delivery 

 

Promotion of the JNC Advanced Practitioner Grade will help to retain senior skilled face-to-face 

practitioners in service delivery. The JNC employers and staff side remain committed to the 

development of this category of post to continue to raise the standard of face to face practice.  

Such an approach will enhance career advancement and make it a more attractive career option. 

Having experienced practitioners remaining in front-line delivery will also enable effective 

workplace learning, coaching and mentoring to take place for individuals new to the profession. 

 

In Northern Ireland: 

 

A clear and coordinated strategy for youth work in Northern Ireland has been agreed with 

key stakeholders in the Northern Ireland Youth Service in the document ‘Strategy for the 

Delivery of Youth Work in Northern Ireland 2005-08’13, drafted by the Youth Service 

Liaison Forum. The voluntary and statutory youth service and the Department of 

Education are represented on this body and together take responsibility for the resulting 

aims and priorities. As we await the arrival of the new Education and Skills Authority, from 

the recent Review of Public Administration, it is envisaged that 2008 will not be an “end 

date” for any of the strategy priorities, but that work will be carried forward into the next 

strategic period. 

 

The Strategy was informed by the “Programme for Government”14. This represents an 

important framework within which the Youth Work Strategy is positioned, particularly in 

                                                      
13  Strategy for the Delivery of Youth Work in Northern Ireland 2005-2008 (Department of Education 

NI, 2005 – can be found at www.deni.gov.uk). 
14  Information on the Programme for Government can be found at www.pfgbudgetni.gov.uk.  
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recognition of the important contribution that youth work makes in the achievement of a 

wide range for government policy objectives. “The Good Friday Agreement”, devolution 

and aspirations for “A Shared Future” present new opportunities for the youth service to 

highlight, promote and develop its crucial role in promoting peace-building and good 

community relations. The “Model for Effective Practice” revised in 2003 (DENI), provides 

the Strategy with its key curriculum framework model. 

 

The Strategy defines Youth Work as being “distinctly educational and involves 

constructive interventions with young people in non-formal settings. Youth work is 

primarily concerned with personal and social education, and is characterised by the 

voluntary engagement of young people. As an educational activity it is most effective 

when it is planned and delivered with clear objectives and informed through continuous 

monitoring, evaluation and critical reflection on the processes and practices employed.”  

 

The vision stated in the Strategy document envisages a future being “one where all young 

people in Northern Ireland: 

 

·  are able to enjoy themselves, realise their potential and participate as active citizens 

in a secure and peaceful society; 

·  know their rights and responsibilities and have these rights protected and promoted. 

·  are valued, understood and involved and feel safe and supported.” 

 

“The Mission of the youth service, to be achieved through this Strategy, is to promote the 

development, well-being, rights, and participation of young people (aged 4-25) by 

ensuring that: 

 

·  High quality youth work is inclusively and effectively delivered to facilitate the 

personal and social development of young people within a supportive public policy 

framework. Youth work may engage in all aspects of a young person’s development – 

personal, social, educational, political, cultural, spiritual, physical, and vocational: 

·  Young people have the skills, knowledge and opportunities to make informed choices 

about their lives, are at the heart of designing, managing and evaluating youth work 

policy and practice, and can make a meaningful contribution within public and political 

decision-making processes: 

·  There are adequate resources and funding to effectively deliver the Strategy; and 

·  There are clear roles and responsibilities for the delivery of the strategy and the 

organisations involved are held accountable for the delivery of the Strategy and 

collaborate effectively” 
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The strategic priorities set out to guide the development of the youth service in the period 

2005-08 are defined under four key themes: 

 

1. Effective youth work 

2. Participation 

3. Resources and funding 

4. Implementation 

 

Workforce Development in Northern Ireland 

 

Theme 3 of the Strategy: Resources and Funding, identifies several priorities to ensure 

effective delivery of youth services. These include the development of a volunteer strategy, 

improvement in recruitment and retention through support, training and pathways for 

progression, enhancement of the status of the youth work profession, improvement in the 

CPD arrangements for youth workers, development of the capacity of youth organisations in 

relation to Human Resource management and a review of employment practices and of 

Terms and Conditions for youth workers.  

 

The Youth Work Training Board (NI) undertook to progress most of these issues and  is 

seeking to achieve several objectives within a range of forums in which it operates: 

YWTB(NI), North/South Education Training Standards Committee (NSETS), Joint ETS, and 

also in discussion with Lifelong Learning UK (LLUK). 

 

Issues include: 

 

·  Registration of Youth Workers 

·  Licence to Practice 

·  Continuing Professional Development 

·  Coherent Training Route 

·  Professional Validation and Endorsement 

·  Recognition of equivalency of qualification 

·  Development of a Volunteer Strategy 

 

Progress and agreement on these objectives has been achieved with both voluntary and 

statutory youth organisations in Northern Ireland.  

 

The aims and objectives of the UK Youth Work Development Forum, at this point, are directly 

relevant to the Youth Work Strategy for Northern Ireland and we therefore welcome the 

opportunity to contribute as a partner to the work of this group. 
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In Scotland: 

 

Outlined below is our rationale for each of the 7 areas of the manifesto in Scotland. 

 

1. Take action to preserve the role of Youth Worker   

  

Achievement through learning for young people is one of three national priorities for CLD 

in Scotland. In addition, the distinct contribution of youth work to national initiatives such 

as GIRFEC and the Curriculum for Excellence is increasing recognised, with youth work 

specialists being appointed to schools.   

 

Youth Work is embedded within Community Learning and Development as a profession, 

and within the broader field of lifelong learning. The recent development of a Standards 

Council for Community Learning and Development, with registration, CPD, and course 

approvals for the CLD workforce supported by the Scottish Government and local 

authorities, has moved the agenda forward and highlighted the importance of continuing 

to develop the professional status of CLD practitioners. 

 

Increasing integrated services and multi-disciplinary teams pose both an opportunity and 

a threat to the role of the youth worker. CeVe (now the Approvals committee of the 

Standards Council) is in the process of refreshing key competences for the sector. As 

part of this process it is recognised that it is essential for CLD workers to work alongside 

other professionals but at the same time work maintain a value base that is in accord with 

CLD values and principles. 

 

2. Explore, develop and implement the mechanisms re quired to introduce a 

voluntary registration scheme and a formal licence to practise supported by a 

Code of Ethics for all youth workers 

  

The Standards Council for CLD in Scotland has three main areas of work:  approval of 

training programmes at all levels; CPD for all involved in CLD practice; and establishment 

of a registration system for practitioners.  The Council has just identified its members; 

significant work on these areas has already been undertaken by an interim council.  In the 

next year there will be further consideration of these matters.  The Council is concerned 

with all practitioners in CLD, whether qualified to degree level or volunteers.  The systems 

put in place for registration will reflect the complexity of the sector. Issues of ethics, 

licence to practice, and supported induction will all be discussed and developed as part of 

the Standards Council’s workplan. 
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3. Build on the flexible, sustainable routes for in itial training within youth work 

(for example, apprenticeships) as part of the labou r market plan 

  

In Scotland, graduate entry level to the profession has been in place since 1991. Flexible 

progression routes are key and national agencies, universities and colleges, and local 

employers have been working on supporting joined-up routes. This work will be lead by 

the CLD Standards Council in partnership with LLUK. 

 

Other things to mention: 

a. Work based training consortium 

b. SCQF framework 

c. Modern Apprenticeship in Youth Work 

d. (PDA Youth Work)? Employer-led training 

 

4. Develop a strategy for initial and continuing de velopment (CPD) throughout the 

workforce which is fully resourced, proactively man aged and monitored 

  

In Scotland the CLD (Community Learning and Development) Standards Council has 

opened up initial debate with COSLA (Convention of Scottish Local Authorities) to discuss 

entitlement to CPD for CLD workers (this includes youth workers).  

 

CPD is one of the three strands of the Council and is a key priority following previous 

underinvestment. 

 

5. Develop a workforce plan based on labour market information and future 

trends which ensures that there are sufficient and appropriately skilled youth 

workers to meet the needs of young people 

  

In order to respond effectively to demand requirements across the nations and to ensure 

supply of youth workers at all levels, it is vital to understand the size, shape and nature of 

the workforce.  Analysis of workforce data can support planning requirements of 

employers, help education and training organisations plan delivery of their learning 

programmes, underpin persuasive arguments about government investment in youth 

work, support individual youth worker development and target positive actions. 

 

6. Consolidate, develop and implement leadership an d management training for 

all 

  

Initial programmes to improve leadership and management proved highly successful and 

beneficial to both participants and their employers, but there is consensus that there must be 
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further development.  With a move towards a graduate led as well as a graduate level profession 

in some parts of the UK, management and leadership NOS need to be contextualised for youth 

work and other options explored. 

 

7. Establish ways to celebrate and retain skilled f ace-to-face practitioners in 

service delivery 

  

The Scottish Workforce do not operate under the JNC Grades as is the practice 

elsewhere in the UK.  However the issue of retaining senior skilled face to face 

practitioners in service delivery is still a priority. Scotland may consider the effectiveness 

of the Chartered Teacher scheme in considering this issue. 

 

Contextualising the Youth Work Workforce Manifesto – what will it mean 

for me?  

 

The youth work sector and workforce is incredibly diverse. This means that the 7 points of the 

workforce manifesto will work differently for those people working in the statutory sector, 

those who are paid youth workers in the voluntary sector and those who are volunteers; it will 

also look different depending on which of the home UK nations they are based in.  

 

We need to be clear who we are talking about with regard to the youth work workforce, there 

are roughly three groups: 

 

·  paid youth workers in the statutory sector  (mainly employed by local authorities)  

·  paid youth workers in the voluntary sector  (e.g. Youth workers employed by third 

sector organisations like charities and churches)  

·  voluntary youth workers  (who will have a different day job and who are not 

interested in a career in youth work but are skilled and experienced none the less) 

 

Professionalisation and career development is only relevant to the first two groups, however, 

training and development is relevant to all three.  

 

What we do want to ensure is that it is easy for people to move from being a volunteer youth 

worker to being a paid youth worker (and the career pathway that goes with that) but that 

volunteers are not presented with a set of criteria to adhere to which are not relevant to their 

needs or wishes. This is the delicate balance we will need to develop together through 

consultation with all parties. Therefore, some parts of the manifesto may be relevant and 

important to all three groups and some parts will only be relevant to the paid youth work 

workforce. 



 91 

 

This document looks at how the 7 points of workforce manifesto will benefit the following 

groups: 

 

·  the statutory youth sector workforce 

·  the voluntary youth sector workforce 

·  young people  

·  parents and the public 

·  employers and leaders and managers of youth workers  

·  youth workers  

 

1. Take action to preserve the distinctive role of Youth Worker  

 

Benefits for: 

 

The statutory youth sector workforce 

·  will have a higher status and profile as professionals. 

 

The voluntary youth sector workforce 

·  will have more recognition of the considerable contribution that voluntary youth 

workers and youth workers employed in the voluntary sector make to the lives of 

young people.  

 

Young people  

·  will be able to recognise the different roles of adults who work with them and 

know the distinctive role of a youth worker and what they are there to do.  

 

Parents and the public 

·  will be able to recognise the different roles and skills of those who work with 

young people and understand that the youth worker role is distinctive and should 

be valued. 

 

Employers and leaders and managers of youth workers  

·  will be supported in recruitment and retention of staff. 

·  Will be able to encourage the sharing of good practice and effective training from 

those skilled in the discipline of social pedagogy. 

·  will understand the distinctive role of youth worker and therefore appropriately 

deploy the skills of youth workers in delivering excellent services. 
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Individual youth workers  

·  will feel valued for the distinctive contribution and skills that they bring to the 

benefit of young people.  

·  will have their status improved and have parity of esteem with other professionals 

with whom they work such as teachers, church ministers and social workers. 

 

2. Explore, develop and implement the mechanisms re quired to introduce a voluntary 

registration scheme and a formal licence to practis e supported by a Code of Ethics for 

all youth workers 

 

Benefits for: 

 

The statutory youth sector workforce 

·  will be able to raise the profile and status of youth work as a profession. 

·  will encourage professional development in a more formal manner and provide a 

framework of support for youth workers as well as a clear code of ethics to 

promote consistency of service to young people. 

·  will mean that it will no longer be possible for just anyone to call themselves a 

‘youth worker’. 

 

The voluntary youth sector workforce 

·  will be able to build on existing registration of youth workers who are part of large 

voluntary sector organisations such as Girlguiding UK, bringing all those who 

work with young people under one umbrella register.  

·  will have a ‘home’ for those youth workers in smaller voluntary settings (which are 

not backed up by big organisations) who wish to register nationally – thus 

enabling ease of transfer from one youth group to another and also offering the 

possibility of moving from voluntary to paid youth work. 

·  A licence to practise would not be appropriate for many volunteers. However, a 

training ‘passport’ may be a helpful alternative tool for the voluntary sector for 

individuals to keep a record of training attended and skills obtained whilst 

volunteering – this also could assist ease of transfer to paid employment if 

desired by the individual. 

 

Young people  

·  Will have confidence that their Youth Worker is ‘registered’ and as a result is well 

trained to meet their needs.  
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·  A key point of the Coalition for Young People’s manifesto is: ‘We want great 

people to work with young people to inspire, motivate, support and help them 

gain new skills.’  (see http://tinyurl.com/YPmanifesto  for full manifesto). 

 

Parents and the public 

·  will have increased confidence and awareness of the role of youth workers and 

their distinctive skills. 

·  will be less worried about the safety of young people attending youth services 

and clubs. 

 

Employers and leaders and managers of youth workers  

·  will be able to promote effective safeguarding – particularly in the local authority 

environment. For example they can state ‘all our youth workers are registered’. 

·  will have a clear framework for encouraging the continuous professional 

development of their staff. 

·  will be supported in the recruitment and retention of skilled staff. 

·  will have effective data on the numbers in the workforce and their skills to support 

workforce planning. 

 

Individual youth workers  

·  Will be able to state that they are a ‘registered youth worker’, thus raising their 

status with those other professionals with whom they work. 

·  Will have support for training and development within a recognised framework. 

·  Will find it easier to transfer from one place to another – whether they are a 

volunteer or paid staff. 

 

In Wales: 

 

1. Take action to preserve the role of Youth Worker   

  

In Wales the approach is driven by Section 123 of the Learning and Skills Act 2000 

(HMSO 2000) which enables the National Assembly to direct local authorities in Wales to 

provide secure or participate in the provision of youth support services. Arising from this 

legislation came the development of the Wales-specific Extending Entitlement strategy 

and the related Directions and Guidance (Wales) 2002. Youth Support Services will 

encourage, enable or assist young people to: 

·  Participate effectively in education and training; 

·  Take advantage of opportunities for employment; 

·  Participate effectively and responsibly in the life of their communities. 
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In addition, the Extending Entitlement Directions and Guidance also required them to 

secure or provide a Youth Service. As a consequence a National Youth Service Strategy 

was developed and launched in March 2007. The Strategy clearly identified the Youth 

Service in Wales – as opposed to youth services - as being underpinned by the following 

characteristics which differentiate it from other services to young people: 

·  the voluntary involvement by young people who have chosen to engage in the 

process 

·  being age specific, focused on 11-25 year olds 

·  a non-formal education approach 

·  being driven by a young people first approach 

·  an open access approach 

 

The Youth Service workforce is described by the National Youth Service strategy as its 

most valuable asset and as a result has developed a plan, and provided additional 

funding, to develop its workers. 

 

2. Explore, develop and implement the mechanisms re quired to introduce a 

voluntary registration scheme and a formal licence to practise supported by a 

Code of Ethics for all youth workers 

  

A voluntary system has existed over a number of years, begun the Wales Youth Agency, 

for newly qualified workers and those completing a local authority recognised training 

programme. This has not been kept up to date in recent years and there are suggestions 

to revise the register in the short term through all JNC endorsed training programmes.  

The general feeling is that registration should be a statutory requirement that should be 

phased in over a period of time. Work is ongoing with the Assembly, ETS, LLUK and 

other stakeholders to agree a process which will incorporate a code of ethics and include 

de-registration. 

 

3. Build on the flexible, sustainable routes for in itial training within youth work 

(for example, apprenticeships) as part of the labou r market plan 

  

The Coherent Route for Youth Work Training in Wales provides a framework for 

progression for workers. It currently incorporates all professional development training 

from induction at level 1 to Youth Support Worker training at level 3 and on to 

professional qualifications at diploma, degree and post graduate levels. The intention is to 

widen the number of courses on the framework through firstly awarding credits to 

developments within the voluntary and statutory sector and then aligning these 

developments to recognised points on the route. This will ensure that all workers will be 

able to progress onto initial training through a variety of ways but also to gain access to 
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programmes through a delivery mechanism which suits them best, for example distance 

learning. 

 

4. Develop a strategy for initial and continuing de velopment (CPD) throughout the 

workforce which is fully resourced, proactively man aged and monitored 

  

The development and implementation of a Youth Service Workforce Development Plan is 

critically important to the achievement of the vision for the Youth Service.  The aim of the 

Plan is “To prepare and support the workforce to deliver a fit-for-purpose service which 

meets the needs of young people and the requirements of government policy”.  

 

It will ultimately include: 

 

·  Recommendations on how training will ensure the highest quality of delivery by youth 

workers to young people. 

·  Recommendations for the initial training of workers in the maintained and voluntary 

sectors of the Youth Service, including levels and minimum standards and transferability 

issues within Wales and the rest of the UK. 

·  A clear framework for the development of a continuing development process for workers 

at all levels within the service  

 

Currently, a Training Grant administered through local authorities provides a level of 

funding in taking forward introductory and initial training as well as CPD. It is evident that 

more resources are required as guidelines are provided to develop youth work as a 

career. An evaluation of the grant is now being produced on an annual basis and with the 

audit of the workforce, this will provide direction on relevance, effectiveness and value for 

money of the training provision. 

 

5. Develop a workforce plan based on labour market information and future 

trends which ensures that there are sufficient and appropriately skilled youth 

workers to meet the needs of young people 

  

A Youth Service Workforce Development Plan has been available since September 2008 

and has recently been updated to take into account practicalities and strategic issues in 

reaching the identified targets. The Plan has been produced as a result of the 

development of a range of initiatives, most importantly the National Youth Service 

Strategy, and considerable research undertaken into the sector’s workforce. It forms the 

blue print for the training and development for the entire Youth Work workforce in Wales 

and provides an agenda for what needs to be undertaken within the next three years. The 
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plan will ensure the development of training opportunities, for a reflective, skilled and 

knowledgeable workforce to meet the needs of all young people in Wales. 

Most importantly, the plan must meet young people’s needs and aspirations. It realises 

that young people want a Youth Service that knows what is important to them, and what 

affects them; they need a workforce that relates to them; and will create and provide 

opportunities and challenges that are wide ranging and interesting to them. 

 

6. Consolidate, develop and implement leadership an d management training for 

all 

  

The Training Grant has consistently supported the training of all practitioners engaged within 

leadership and management. At one level it has ensured that supervision training has been 

widely delivered to all staff undertaking supervision of workers in training and supporting other 

staff. For middle and senior managers, programmes such as the one provided through fpm 

Training have been encouraged and delivered. With greater opportunities now being made 

available through higher education through modules such as Masters’ level, it will be essential to 

provide a CPD route for managers within the coming years.  

 

7. Establish ways to celebrate and retain skilled f ace-to-face practitioners in 

service delivery 

  

The Workforce Development Plan recognises that youth work in Wales cannot afford to 

lose its quality staff to other professions and it therefore provides a framework within 

which the workforce can develop skills and link these to a career structure. To support 

this, the Plan proposes the adoption by the Youth Service of the advance practitioner 

grade where an Advanced Practitioner would have a key responsibility in ensuring the 

effective delivery of youth work services, development of staff through reflective practice, 

management, support and development of an area of work. 

 

Celebration of the work is now been actively marketed within Youth Work Week and 

particularly through the Assembly’s ‘Thanks Sam’ website.  
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Commissioning services for young people 

 

It is also relevant in relation to workforce development and the paper on Commissioning that 

we make our views known on the recent government guidance on Best value arrangements. 

We believe that a youth service composed of a partnership between local government as the 

main funded provider and other providers offers the best value for money. Therefore: 

 

·  Unite opposes the repeal of the ‘Two-tier Code’ and related guidance. This move 

appears to be motivated by a desire to undermine conditions of employment in 

outsourced public service contracts. 

·  The revocation of the Duty to Involve and the Duty to Prepare a Sustainable 

Community Strategy will make this process worse still as it will undermine local 

accountability for service users and communities affected. 

·  By removing these obligations the new draft guidance is now vague and open to wide 

interpretation. It makes no mention of employees or working conditions and 

significantly waters down previous obligations to consult and plan service delivery.  

·  This is part of an explicit policy of extending the privatisation of many vital public 

services that people depend on. It will create a return to commissioning based on 

lowest bidder rather than best value and service quality will suffer.  

 

The Unite case in detail  

 

Unite is extremely worried by government plans for public services.  Government strategy is 

now explicitly about “opening up government procurement and reducing costs”15 rather than 

providing the best quality service to service users.  

 

This is an ideologically driven approach to public services that prioritises increased 

competition and outsourced delivery by the private sector over evidenced based service 

design. There is no stated justification for arbitrary targets such as the aspiration that 25% of 

government contracts should be awarded to small and medium-sized businesses. 

 

The view of Unite is clear – there has been no consultation on the decision to remove the 

‘Two-tier Code’ and it appears to have been motivated by a desire to drive down the pay and 

terms and conditions of staff. The responsible employers cited by government statements 

would not have been deterred by the ‘Two-tier Code’. In fact during meetings hosted by the 

TUC, contractor companies have regularly emphasised that the code protects service quality 

as it deters unscrupulous 'bottom feeders' from bidding for contracts. 

 

                                                      
15  http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/sites/default/files/resources/two-tier-code.pdf  
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The outcome will be a return to the race to the bottom in service contract bids and will further 

undermine the viability of many not for profit organisations. This is a green light to bad 

employers to squeeze workers’ conditions in order to make profits from public services and to 

local governments to cut costs in their service contracts.  

 

1. Is the guidance clear, specific and proportionat e? 

 

The new guidance is sending a message to service deliverers and commissioners that the 

issues previously covered by the ‘Two-tier Code’, the Duty to Involve and the Duty to Prepare 

a Sustainable Community Strategy are no longer priorities for government.  

This means that service providers and commissioners will not be obliged to consider crucial 

issues of employment conditions, staff morale and wider public accountability in service 

contracts. The new guidance does not even include reference to the considerably weaker 

Principles of Good Employment Practice for Government, Contracting Authorities and 

Suppliers brought in to replace the code. 

 

Unite would like to see these issues reintegrated into guidance on “Best Value.” In particular, 

there should be explicit reference to the consultation and treatment of staff and trade unions 

when deciding how to fulfil the Best Value duty. 

 

2. Is there anything else that we should cover in o rder to provide more clarity to 

councils, contractors and the voluntary and communi ty sector? 

 

The ‘Two-tier Code’ arose in response to serious – and evidenced – concerns from trade 

unions about the negative impacts of outsourcing on workforce matters and service quality. 

These concerns centred on: 

  

·  Workforce issues not being given proper attention during the process of outsourcing 

public services, and 

·  New staff being employed on worse pay and terms and conditions to those who had 

transferred out of the public sector, once services were outsourced.  

 

The creation of a two-tier workforce in any organisation is not only grossly unfair to new staff, 

but can be used to erode the pay and terms and conditions of all staff employed by that 

service. The impact of this race to the bottom in terms and conditions is disastrous for staff 

morale and, thus, service quality. Both the Association of Public Service Excellence (APSE) 

and the Trade Union Congress (TUC) have provided extensive evidence to show that quality 

services need fairly paid staff. As the two tier code stated “there is no conflict between good 

employment practice, value for money and quality of service. On the contrary, quality and 

good value will not be provided by organisations who do not manage workforce issues well.”  
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The code was motivated by the need to create a level playing field in service contract design 

and prevent organisations from bidding down the cost of service delivery, through cuts to staff 

terms and conditions, in order to win contracts. Bidding organisations were strongly in favour 

of this as it allowed them to bid on quality rather than service cost. 

 

The code covered the following key points that Unite believes are still relevant and should be 

re-included in all contracts as part of the Best Value duty:  

 

1. Service providers who intend to cut costs by driving down the terms and conditions 

for staff, whether for transferees or for new joiners taken on to work beside them, 

should not be selected to provide services for public sector organisations. 

2. There should be an explicit requirement to protect the pensions of staff transferred 

into new service providers and detailed conditions for quality pensions for new 

employees.  

3. New employees should receive fair and reasonable terms and conditions which are, 

overall, no less favourable than those of transferred employees. 

4. Clear conditions and arrangements for the consultation and participation of trade 

unions throughout any service transition and during the contract period. This includes 

in dispute resolution and in raising breach of contract issues. 

5. A duty on the public body awarding the contract to monitor its implementation by the 

private contractor and a duty on the private contractor to provide required information 

for effective monitoring.  

6. Provisions for complaints, dispute resolution and the enforcement of service 

contracts. 

 

By repealing the ‘Two-tier Code’ and the removal of these issues from specific guidance, 

service contracts are likely to ignore these important safeguards. Service quality and staff 

terms and conditions will almost certainly suffer as a result.  This will yet again hit the lowest 

paid service users and employees and disproportionately affect women.  

 

Similarly, the Duty to Involve and the Duty to Prepare a Sustainable Community Strategy 

were both brought in to increase public accountability in public sector commissioning. The 

new guidance is vague and does not provide for processes of consultation and accountability. 

This will undermine local democratic accountability in the commissioning process and have a 

likely negative impact on service outcomes.  
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3. Are there any other issues you wish to raise? 

 

Unite would like to ask which organisations, if any, were actually calling for the repeal of Code 

and the two statutory duties?  

 

Unite has not come across a single respectable organisation that saw the code or these 

duties as a hindrance to their work. There were no public calls for their removal and there was 

no public consultation on their repeal.  

 

During the previous government it was widely accepted by the contracting industry, Local and 

Central Government, that the race to the bottom brought about by compulsory competitive 

tendering had damaged the reputation of public service delivery and quality.   

 

The Coalition Government is making all the mistakes of the past and service users will suffer 

as a result. 

 

Support for local authorities’ paper and other pape rs 
 

The government has failed to use its statutory powers to prevent the huge decline in Youth 

Services. This is a signal that it intends to abandon the most valued services young people 

themselves help to create. None of the remedial measures of transition funding in the 

voluntary sector, nor the recent apparently ‘additional’ top slicing of the Rate Support Grant, 

nor the NCS funding nor the meltdown of funding streams into the Early Intervention Grant 

compensate for the huge demolition of the infrastructure of the previously existing service.  

We believe that it is a central and crucial and urgent priority for the government to pass new 

legislation to create a dedicated funding stream for youth services as outlined in this 

document. The Children’s Improvement Board should perhaps be renamed to refer to youth 

and include a wider range of partners and oversee new investment into a properly funded 

youth service which proved for at least £100 per annum per young person between the ages 

of 13-19 and at least one professionally qualified JNC youth worker for ever 400 young 

people in every local authority area of that age. Commissioning of services in the context that 

we are in represents an untried, unpopular and costly and unnecessary development. 

Businesses, as many declared in the Parliamentary Select Committee proceedings cannot 

compensate for the scale of funding being withdrawn from children’s and young people’s 

services in government and in voluntary sector provision. The approach to alcohol and 

substance abuse, and to good parenting cannot successful take place in the absence of an 

infrastructure of play and community development services. The Working Families 

Everywhere and the Community Organisers’ initiatives are frankly ludicrous. 
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Conclusion 

 

Unite is committed to genuine dialogue about the improvement of services to young people 

and opportunities for them. This cannot be achieved without a coherent plan and proper 

social investment. The discussion papers are predicated on disinvestment, damaging and 

counterproductive in our view. We advocate in these urgent circumstances the establishment 

of a Youth Service Advisory Committee with powers to work with all relevant partners to 

develop a coherent strategy with statutory powers of investment and standards.  

 

 

Doug Nicholls, 

National Officer, Community and Youth Workers’ and Not for Profit Sector, Unite the Union. 

Contact doug.nicholls@unitetheunion.org and 07970 345 381. 

Unite House, 211 Broad Street, Birmingham, B15 1AY. 
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