
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Youth Work 
A Scan of Comparative Practices 
Amy West 
Jaime Singer 
Yael Kidron 
Maja Haals              
Brosnan 

MARCH 2017 



 



 
 
 
 

Youth Work 
A Scan of Comparative Practices 

 
 

March 2017 
Amy West 
Jaime Singer 
Yael Kidron 
Maja Haals                
Brosnan 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

1000 Thomas Jefferson Street NW 
Washington, DC 20007-3835 
202.403.5000 

www.air.org 
 

Copyright © 2017 American Institutes for Research. All rights reserved. 



 



Contents  

Page 
 

Executive Summary ........................................................................................................................ 1 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 3 

Context ............................................................................................................................................ 4 

Methodology ................................................................................................................................... 6 

Lessons from Australia .................................................................................................................... 8 
Supporting the development of an evidence base ....................................................................... 9 
Offering working conditions that sustain youth workers and promote their professional 
growth ......................................................................................................................................... 9 
Engaging a diverse group of public and private sector stakeholders to remove barriers 
and address equitable access ....................................................................................................... 9 
Offering meaningful and relevant context-specific learning opportunities .............................. 10 

Lessons from Finland .................................................................................................................... 10 
Recognizing and rewarding community participation .............................................................. 12 
Involving youth in planning youth-oriented and youth-serving programs ............................... 12 
Sparking interest and building knowledge and values through experiential education ............ 13 
Creating safe spaces for youth learning and social activities .................................................... 13 

Lessons from Denmark ................................................................................................................. 13 
Providing experiential learning and adventure education opportunities ................................... 15 
Integrating activities to promote a sense of idealism and social responsibility ........................ 15 
Offering enrichment programs that introduce youth to volunteer opportunities ...................... 16 

Lessons from Scotland .................................................................................................................. 16 
Ensuring a solid infrastructure through a joined-up approach .................................................. 17 
Providing continuous professional development and training .................................................. 20 
Using evidence and inspections for self-evaluation and improvement ..................................... 20 

The Irish Experience ..................................................................................................................... 21 
Including youth voice in campaigns and dialogue that contributes to policy making and 
behavior change ........................................................................................................................ 22 
Offering explicit skills instruction and practice of leadership competencies ............................ 22 
Using community-based approaches to respond to young people’s needs ............................... 23 
Evaluating and implementing quality youth work .................................................................... 23 



Discussion ..................................................................................................................................... 24 



American Institutes for Research Youth Work Scan—1  

Executive Summary 
The principles and goals of youth work are enshrined in international law, with rights to equality, 
protection, and dignity codified in many countries as part of national policy and practice. 
National and local government, civil society and community development organizations, 
education and training entities, and research organizations are all stakeholders with youth in 
accessing and leveraging these rights and opportunities. Indeed, as we are mindful of the 
Sustainable Development Goals, strong connections can be made between the engagement of 
youth and greater gains in gender equity, decent work and economic growth, reduced 
inequalities, sustainable cities and communities, as well as peace, justice, and strong institutions. 

 
Youth work, as defined in Irish law, is “a type of non-formal education” with the aim to support 
a positive transition from childhood to independent adulthood.1,2 The European Commission 
frames youth work as encompassing a broad range of activities (e.g., social, cultural, educational, 
recreational, and political) carried out with, by, and for young people through non-formal and 
informal learning.3 Within Europe, individual countries have taken different approaches to youth 
work, including non-formal learning, preparation for employment, and engagement in sports and 
leisure clubs. 

 
American Institutes for Research (AIR), in partnership with Middlequarter Limited, looked at 
lessons learned and good practices for youth work in Ireland and four additional countries: 
Australia, Denmark, Finland and Scotland. In the absence of a comparable quality standards 
framework, Denmark, Finland and Australia were selected as relevant case studies offering 
contrasting approaches to youth work policy and practice. A fourth country, Scotland, was later 
included for its geographical and political proximity to the Irish context. The four countries have 
made significant efforts to improve the effectiveness of their youth work without a quality 
standards framework. Across these countries, common themes support an evidence-based 
approach to developing context-relevant, gender-sensitive and inclusive youth work policies and 
programs; engaging youth in planning meaningful youth-oriented and youth-serving programs; 
recognizing and rewarding participation and contribution; creating safe experiential learning 
opportunities; and, developing strong civic and social responsibility. There are differences as 
well: Australia has the largest youth population and geographic landscape of those countries 
included in our review, which makes the approach to youth work more challenging in terms of 
unified national best practice applications. Finland demonstrates a local municipal strategy of 
youth work reinforced by community recognition and support rather than a strategic national 
approach. In contrast, Denmark illustrates a country with strong supportive national level policy 
and an inter-departmental youth council engaged in decision-making. Scotland’s approach to 
youth work highlights the importance of cross-sector connections between formal and non- 
formal education. 

 
 
 

1 Morgan, M. & Kitching, K. (2009). Report on Quality Standards Framework (QSF) evaluation. 
Retrieved from https://www.academia.edu/333931/Report_on_Quality_Standards_Framework_QSF_Evaluation. 
2 Lalor, K., de Róiste, Á., & Devlin, M. (2007). Young people in contemporary Ireland. Dublin: Gill & McMillan. 
3 European Commission. (n.d.) Youth work. Retrieved from 
http://ec.europa.eu/youth/policy/implementation/work_en.htm 
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All findings offer a rich discussion against the backdrop of Ireland’s approach to youth work and 
the health and well-being of Ireland’s youth. This in turn may have a future impact on 
strengthening national productivity, advancement, and civic and social responsibility. Indeed, 
Ireland is in a good position to enhance the quality of its youth work by increasing the 
effectiveness of its own good practices and systematizing a process for how youth work supports 
overarching concerns of social and intergenerational cohesion. In Ireland’s case, strengthening 
the linkages between the policy and standards frameworks and the National Youth Strategy by 
borrowing lessons learned and good practices from other countries has the potential to increase 
participation and retention, as well as ensure quality outcomes as part of large-scale, sustainable 
development goals that will protect and advance the potential of Irish youth. 
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Introduction 
In 2016, researchers at American Institutes for Research (AIR) partnered with Middlequarter 
Limited to conduct a scan of the literature and state of the youth work field in Ireland and 
internationally. The purpose of the scan was to gain a better understanding of the current 
practices in Ireland and other countries to inform a comprehensive analysis of the National 
Quality Standards Framework (NQSF) for youth work in Ireland. 

 
In 2011, Ireland launched its NQSF for youth work to coordinate well-defined principles and 
standards that would support youth services contributing to youth development, wellbeing, and 
social inclusion. The objectives of the NQSF were to:4 

• Provide a support and development tool to organizations and projects engaging in youth 
work 

• Establish standards in both the practice and provision of youth work 
• Strengthen an evidence-based approach to youth work 

• Ensure resources are used effectively in the youth work sector 
• Provide a basis for holistic “organizational assessment” 

 
As defined by Irish Law, youth work is understood by most providers as “a type of non-formal 
education” with the aim to support a positive transition from childhood to independent 
adulthood.5,6 The European Commission frames youth work as encompassing a broad range of 
activities (e.g., social, cultural, educational, sports-related, and political) carried out with, by, and 
for young people through non-formal and informal learning and encompassing three 
characteristics:7 

• Young people choose to participate 

• The work takes place where young people are 
• The young person and the youth worker are partners in a learning process 

 
Historically, the European Union’s efforts to develop youth policy and cooperation on youth 
work has focused on the promotion of the non-formal learning of young people.8 That said, 
within Europe, individual countries have taken different approaches to youth work that do not all 
constitute non-formal learning and span in focus from preparation for employment to sports and 

 

4 Ireland Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs. (2010). Introducing the National Quality Standards 
Framework (NQSF) for Youth work. Dublin: Author. Retrieved from 
http://www.dcya.gov.ie/documents/publications/NQSF_Summary_ENGLISH_270710.pdf 
5 Morgan, M. & Kitching, K. (2009). Report on Quality Standards Framework (QSF) evaluation. 
Retrieved from https://www.academia.edu/333931/Report_on_Quality_Standards_Framework_QSF_Evaluation. 
6 Lalor, K., de Róiste, Á., & Devlin, M. (2007). Young people in contemporary Ireland. Dublin: Gill & McMillan. 
7 European Commission. (n.d.) Youth work. Retrieved from 
http://ec.europa.eu/youth/policy/implementation/work_en.htm 
8  Mairesse, P. (2009). Youth work and Policy at European Level. In The History of Youth work in Europe. 
Relevance for Youth Policy Today, edited by G. Verschelden, F. Coussée, T. Van de Walle, and H. Williamson, 11– 
16. Strasbourg: Council of Europe Publishing. 
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hobby clubs, amongst others. At EU level, a recent report reviewed European wide approaches to 
quality youth work and developed a framework, which sets out key ingredients of high quality 
work with young people. The core principle stated in the report is that “something so rich and 
diverse as youth work cannot be defined by its concrete actions or the settings where it takes 
place, but only by its overall aims and by the principles that must guide it if it is to reach these 
aims and be successful.”9 

Context 
In this section, we first present an overview of the primary instruments that support the 
development of youth internationally, followed by a more specific presentation of the state of 
youth in Ireland. 

 
International: The principles and goals of youth work are enshrined in international law, with 
rights to equality, protection, and dignity, secured in the United Nations (UN) Declaration of 
Human Rights, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, and the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. National and local government, civil society and 
community development organizations, education and training entities, and research 
organizations are all stakeholders with youth in these pursuits. Further, the UN Security Council 
adoption of Resolution 2250 on Youth, Peace and Security, illustrates the importance of 
exploring and better understanding the grievances and responsibilities of young people. 
Resolution 2250 underscores the need to meaningfully engage young people in decision-making 
and contributing to more equitable and peaceful societies.10 

There are strong links between engaging youth and sustainable development goals. The My 
World 2015 survey11 revealed that globally young people see “a good education,” “better health 
care,” and “an honest and responsive government” as realities that would make the greatest 
difference to their lives.12 The My World 2015 survey was one of the first international surveys 
of its kind asking for young people’s feedback on political, social, and economic issues relevant 
to their lives. The survey underscored that better job opportunities and protection against crime 
and violence are of critical importance to young people today.13 While fostering “youth 
entrepreneurship and constructive political engagement” is critical, in our current times the 
positive development of diverse and equitable communities will require learning from, working 
with, and leveraging youth agency, as well as relevant context-specific education and training 
interventions.14  According to the latest Global Youth Development Index (YDI) and Report15 

 

9 European Commission (2015) Quality Youth Work – A Common Framework for the Further Development of 
Youth Work. Report from the Expert Group on Youth Work Quality Systems in EU Member States. 
10 United Nations of Youth. (n.d.) A guide to UN Security Council resolution 2250. Retrieved from 
http://unoy.org/wp-content/uploads/Guide-to-SCR-2250.pdf 
11 http://data.myworld2015.org 
12 United Nations Population Fund. (2014). The power of 1.8 billion: Adolescents, youth, and the transformation of 
the future. New York, NY: Author. Retrieved from http://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/EN-SWOP14- 
Report_FINAL-web.pdf 
13 Ibid. 
14 UNICEF. (2014). Research consortium on education and peacebuilding: Theoretical and analytical framework. 
Amsterdam: Author. Retrieved from http://learningforpeace.unicef.org/wp- content/uploads/2014/11/PBEA- 
Briefing-Paper-2-Nov14-FINAL.pdf 
15 The Commonwealth (2016) Global Youth Development Index and Report. London: Commonwealth Secretariat. 
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from 2016, youth development tends to be highest in countries where young people represent a 
relatively small share of the population. Among the ten highest ranked countries in the YDI, only 
one country – Australia – has a youth cohort that represents more than 20% of the total 
population. In contrast, young people make up more than 25% of the total population in nearly 
all the 30 lowest-ranked countries. 

 
Ireland: Since the introduction of the NQSF, there have been several related policies, reports, 
and institutional arrangements with relevance for young people’s lives, including the Children 
and Young People Policy Framework, entitled Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures (BOBF), 
2014-20; the National Youth Strategy; the publication of the Value For Money Policy Review 
(VFMPR) of Youth Programmes report (2014); the establishment of Tusla, the Child and Family 
Agency; and the creation of Children and Young People’s Services Committees (CYPSCs). In 
2012 the Children’s Referendum, based on wording that proposed the incorporation of specific 
children’s rights into the Constitution of Ireland, was approved by a majority of voters. 

BOBF defines a young person as “any person under 25 years”16 and envisions a country that 
protects the rights of children and supports children and young people as a central component of 
collective economic and social benefit.17 The framework includes a commitment to an evidence- 
informed approach to creating and implementing a quality process for youth participation and 
empowerment, as well as personal and social development.18 

In 2014, Tusla, the new Child and Family Agency was established, putting the welfare of all 
children at the center of its work. Also important to mention is the establishment of children’s 
services committees in 2007, in order to improve the coordination of services for children. 
Young people’s services were incorporated into this initiative in 2014. These Children and 
Young People’s Services Committees (CYPSC) are a key structure identified by Government to 
plan and co-ordinate services for children and young people in every county in Ireland. Their age 
remit spans all children and young people aged from 0 to 24 years. The purpose of the CYPSC is 
to ensure effective interagency co-ordination and collaboration to achieve the best outcomes for 
all children and young people in their area19. In some areas, youth officers with responsibility for 
supporting the implementation of the NQSF are represented on the county’s CYPSC. 

 
There are several key statistics to bear in mind when reflecting on the National Quality 
Standards Framework for youth work and how to utilize this instrument to support the 
implementation of quality youth services in Ireland20: 

• Ireland has the youngest population in Europe with one-third of its population 
under 25 years of age.21 

 
 

16 Department of Children and Youth Affairs (2014) Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures 2014-2020, page xvi 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ireland Department of Children and Youth Affairs. (2013). Youth work: A systematic map of the research 
literature. Dublin: Author. Retrieved from http://www.dcya.gov.ie/documents/Publications/YouthWorkLR.pdf 
19 http://www.cypsc.ie/about-us.8.html, accessed January 2017 
20 Department of Children and Young People, Ireland (2014). Better outcomes, brighter futures: The national policy 
framework for children and young people, 2014-2020. Dublin: Department of Children and Youth Affairs 
21 National Youth Council of Ireland (2016) Screenagers. Country Report on Ireland 



American Institutes for Research Youth Work Scan—6  

• Between 2008 and 2012, the number of people aged 15-24 in employment fell by 
nearly 60%, accounting for over 210,000 of the overall reduction of 340,000.22 

• Youth unemployment grew from 10% in 2007 to 30.4% in 2012, before falling 
slightly to 26.5% in the first 9 months of 2013. It has fallen drastically over the last 
few years however and is currently at 14.5%.23 

• The unemployment rate for those aged 20-24 with no more than lower secondary 
education has been over 50%, as compared with about 30% for those with higher 
secondary education and 20% for third-level graduates. 

• 40% of young people aged 16-24 are at risk of poverty or social exclusion.24 

• 18.7% of young people are not in education, employment, or training programs.25 

• Ireland has one of the highest rates of youth suicide in the European Union.26 

 
Ireland has certain demographic anomalies related to youth mobility. Nineteen percent of 
Ireland’s population is between 10 and 24 years of age, with a virtually equitable male to female 
ratio.27 The share of foreign-born persons living in Ireland reaches 20% of the total population, 
following a sharp increase over the years 2001 to 2011.28 At one time, Ireland had one of the 
largest youth populations in the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD); however, a large portion of youth aged 15-24 migrated elsewhere as a result of the 
recession.29 According to the Central Statistics Office, net migration from May 2009 to April 
2015 by Irish nationals amounted to 147,000 and more than 17% of Irish-born persons aged 15 
and over, lives overseas.30 Nevertheless, the proportion of young people continuing to live in 
Ireland remains highest of all EU countries. 

 

Methodology 
The purpose of the scan was to review lessons learned and good practices regarding youth work. 
This endeavor is part of a larger strategic review utilizing a mixed methods approach to analyze 
both the effect to date and the future potential of Ireland’s NQSF for youth work. To conduct the 

 
 

22 Department of Children and Young People, Ireland (2014). Better outcomes, brighter futures: The national policy 
framework for children and young people, 2014-2020. Dublin: Department of Children and Youth Affairs 
23 http://www.tradingeconomics.com/ireland/youth-unemployment-rate, accessed January 2017 
24 Department of Children and Youth Affairs (2014) Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures 2014-2020,page 88. 
25 Department of Children and Youth Affairs (2014) Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures 2014-2020,page 88. 
26 PISA Resaerch Project (2015) Facts about suicide. Dublin: Dublin City University. Available at: 
http://www.pisa.dcu.ie/index.php?page=suicide-facts 
27 United Nations Population Fund. (2014). The power of 1.8 billion: Adolescents, youth, and the transformation of 
the future. New York, NY: Author. Retrieved from http://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/pub-pdf/EN-SWOP14- 
Report_FINAL-web.pdf 
28 Finfacts. (2015, September 23). 17% of Irish-born live overseas; 20% of Irish population is foreign born. 
http://www.finfacts.ie/Irish_finance_news/articleDetail.php?17-of-Irish-born-live-overseas- 20-of-Irish-population- 
foreign-born-169 
29 http://www.finfacts.ie/Irish_finance_news/articleDetail.php?17-of-Irish-born-live-overseas-20-of-Irish- 
population-foreign- born-169 
30 http://www.finfacts.ie/Irish_finance_news/articleDetail.php?17-of-Irish-born-live-overseas-20-of-Irish- 
population-foreign-born-169 
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scan, AIR investigated policy and practice within European Union (EU) countries, and further 
afield. The scan is not a systematic review nor is it a full literature review, but rather a brief scan 
of Internet and 12 academic databases for available youth work literature, policy, and practices. 

 
Initially, AIR conducted a broad search of the literature to identify countries with evidence of 
pursuing quality in youth work, albeit with contrasting approaches. AIR selected three countries 
against the following criteria: 

• The availability of youth work policy documents and literature citing best practices 
and lessons learned 

• Strong political commitment to youth work (be it through a national youth policy or ‘youth policy 
packages’ such as in Denmark) 

• Strong evidence 

• The countries should have commitment to quality assuring youth work albeit adopting contrasting 
approaches 

• At least two countries should be members of the EU 

• The countries should be of somewhat similar or comparable socio-economic status as Ireland 

• Selected countries need to have evidence of lessons learned that are relevant to the strategic 
development of the NQSF 

 
In the absence of a comparable quality standards framework, Denmark, Finland, and Australia 
were selected as they are pursuing contrasting approaches to quality assurance in youth work. 
Two EU countries were selected due to the importance that the EU places on “young people’s 
active citizenship,” and the belief that youth should be more involved in policy- and decision- 
making at both Member State and EU level.31 A fourth country, Scotland, was later included in 
the scan due to its geographical and political proximity to the Irish context. 

 
AIR conducted searches of the literature published since 2001 in English on Google and 12 
academic databases through a two-step technique. The 12 academic databases searched were: 
Academic Search Premier, Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature 
(CINAHL), Education Research Complete, Education Source, Education Resources Information 
Center (ERIC), JSTOR, EconLit, PsycARTICLES, PsycEXTRA, PsycINFO, Psychology and 
Behavioral Sciences Collection, and SocINDEX with Full Text. For the first step, we searched 
"youth work + [country name]” as well as various types of youth work categories (e.g., "youth 
clubs" "outdoor education" "service learning," etc.). We scanned the articles that emerged and 
generated a list of key words used in the research for each particular country. For the second step 
we conducted literature searches using key words found in the first sweep of available literature. 
We included both qualitative and quantitative research, as well as journal articles, reports, 
conference papers, book chapters, and non-research articles (e.g., policy and opinion papers). 

 
The following sections present our findings from this scan of the literature for Australia, Finland, 
Denmark, Scotland, and Ireland. Each section calls out the three to four practices the research 
pointed to as contributing to implementation and outcomes of youth work in the country. 

 
31 European Commission (2001). A New Impetus for European Youth. Brussels, Belgium: Author. 
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Lessons from Australia 
Australia ranks third, immediately after Denmark, in the 2016 Global Youth Development Index 
(YDI). Australia began its commitment to youth as a Compact with Young Australians (2009) 
regarding education and skills training for young people between the ages of 12 and 24.32  In 
2010, Australia adopted a National Youth Strategy with a vision that “all young people grow up 
safe, healthy, happy, and resilient and to have the opportunities and skills they need to learn, 
work, engage in community life, and influence decisions that affect them.”33 Both documents 
have looked at qualifications and retention for learning and employment, as well as preconditions 
for young people to obtain government entitlements, such as the Youth Allowance or the Family 
Tax Benefit.34 While Australia no longer has a Minister for Youth, it does maintain an Office for 
Youth within the Department of Education and Training. In 2013, Australia adopted a national 
definition of youth work, which was due for review in 2014. The majority of the Australian 
states have also adopted a Code of Ethics, which youth work organizations are encouraged to 
adopt in all aspects of their work, from recruitment of new staff, to awareness raising and in 
direct work with young people. Youth work organizations are also encouraged to display a poster 
version of the Code for the benefit of young people within their service. Like Ireland, Australian 
youth work was badly affected by the recession and saw a significant decline in the number of 
higher education institutes providing professional training for youth workers.35 

In Australia, youth workers work with young people across a variety of population area types 
including highly urbanized areas as well as sparsely populated rural areas. The most common 
activities carried out by Australian youth workers are providing a service to young people, 
attending services with young people, and running group work sessions. More than one-half of 
youth work activities focus on education and enrichment. Other activities aim to promote social, 
emotional, and behavioral competencies, and promote the physical and mental health of youth.36 

Australia provides an interesting juxtaposition to other countries, as its findings around youth 
work seem to emphasize more lessons learned than good practices.37 Based on our scan of the 
literature on youth work in Australia, we identified four lessons learned that may strengthen 
implementation and outcomes: 

1. Supporting the development of an evidence base. 

2. Offering working conditions that sustain youth workers and promote their professional growth. 

3. Engaging a diverse group of public and private sector stakeholders to remove barriers 
 

32 Youthpolicy.org. (2014, September 22). Factsheet: Australia. Retrieved from 
http://www.youthpolicy.org/pdfs/factsheets/australia.pdf 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
35  Fusco, D. (ed.) (2011) Advancing Youth Work – Current Trends, Critical Questions. New York: Routledge 
36 Reimer, E. (2013). AYAC National Snapshot of Youth work 2013.: Full Research Report. Surry Hills NSW: 
Australian Youth Affairs Coalition. 
37 Australia Department of Education and Training. (2015, December 11). Youth programmes. Retrieved from 
http://www.education.gov.au/youth 
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and address equitable access. 

4. Offering meaningful and relevant context-specific learning opportunities. 

Each of these lessons learned is described below. 
 
Supporting the development of an evidence base 

Rigorous research provides that evidence based approaches are effective for governments as well 
as for beneficiaries of programming38. A large-scale review of the research in Australia indicates 
inconsistencies in overall youth research, citing: 1) various interpretations of ‘youth,’ 
‘engagement’ and even ‘formal,’ ‘informal’ and ‘nonformal’ definitions by both data collection 
agencies and people providing the data; 2) a lack of coherence on who engages in youth 
volunteering, in what ways, and where; 3) a lack of knowledge on the motivations and 
experiences of youth.39 

Offering working conditions that sustain youth workers and promote 
their professional growth 

The quality of programs for youth can be impacted by the professional experience and job 
commitment of youth workers. Research on Australian youth workers, which aligns with 
research findings in other countries,40 suggests that job satisfaction and commitment can be 
improved by professional development, supervision, and recognition of youth workers. The same 
study also suggests that combining and coordinating youth work initiatives can lower spending 
while freeing money to offer youth workers more stable jobs (lowering stress due to 
impermanent and part-time jobs). Finally, establishing professional networks for youth workers 
can promote professional identity and learning of youth workers. 

 
Engaging a diverse group of public and private sector stakeholders to 
remove barriers and address equitable access 

Funding for youth engagement in Australia ebbs and flows.41 Youth work programs are strained 
by government funding and support, a lack of public transportation in geographically remote 
communities and through insufficient culturally relevant and context specific content and 
training.42 Researchers have suggested that engaging stakeholders from the for-profit sector could 
generate a larger number of volunteering opportunities and support limited public and charity 

 
 

38 Social Work Policy Institute. (2010, June 16). Evidence-based practice: Partnerships to promote evidence-based 
practice. Retrieved from http://www.socialworkpolicy.org/research/evidence- based-practice-2.html 
39 Walsh, L. & Black, R. (2015). Youth volunteering in Australia: An evidence review. Report prepared for the 
Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth. Canberra: ARACY. 
40   Australian Youth Affairs Coalition. (2016). Homepage. Retrieved from http://www.ayac.org.au/ 
41 Hartje, J. A., Evans, W. P., Killian, E. S., & Brown, R. (2008). Youth worker characteristics and self-reported 
competency as predictors of intent to continue working with youth. Child & Youth Care Forum, 37(1), 27-41. 
doi:10.1007/s10566-007-9048-9 
42 Cuervo, H., Barakat, N., & Turnbull, M. (2015). Youth, belonging and transitions: Identifying opportunities and 
barriers for Indigenous young people in remote communities. Melbourne, Australia: The University of Melbourne. 
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support.43 In particular, building a future labor force and investing in employability skills training 
for youth is a core business interest of the private sector and critical for sustainable programming 
over time. Through their voluntary participation in service learning programs, Australian youth 
can gain accredited training,44 and gain experience practicing their leadership and 
entrepreneurship skills.45 Further, building opportunities for service learning through schools, 
and providing practical activities supported by civic education may help where regional or 
district level public supports can be supported by community businesses. 

 
Offering meaningful and relevant context-specific learning 
opportunities 

Drawing from a limited array of case studies in Australia, four dimensions of evidence-based 
approaches regarding youth work include the need for organizations to be ‘youth ready’; the 
need for context-specific and socially relevant approaches; and the need for approaches to create 
meaningful opportunities.46 Young people are sensitive to being assigned unattractive, irrelevant, 
and meaningless tasks by voluntary organizations. In addition, youth who believe they do not 
have the competencies necessary to participate in community service activities are less likely to 
volunteer.47 Small-scale studies suggest that there is a trend for young people from low 
socioeconomic backgrounds to be under-represented in most youth work opportunities.48 To 
counter this, Western Young People's Independent Network is one example of a service-learning 
program promoting self-efficacy among young people from diverse backgrounds in the western 
region of Melbourne. Participating youth receive intensive training in decision-making processes 
and leadership.49 As part of youth work activities, young people identify issues of concern within 
their local communities and develop an action plan to address these. They are then responsible 
for the design and implementation of the action plan, feel ownership as well as relevance to the 
activities they are undertaking, and must build partnerships with community-based stakeholders. 

 

Lessons from Finland 
Of the countries compared in the scan, Finland ranks the lowest in the YDI, ranking 25th of all 
countries. In Finland, youth work is performed by municipalities, NGOs and parishes and is 
strongly defined by legislation. In Finland’s Youth Act (72/2006), youth work is defined as the 

 

43 Walsh, L., & Black, R. (2015). Youth volunteering in Australia: An evidence review. Report prepared for the 
Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth. Canberra: ARACY. 
44 Green Corps - helping rural youth look after Australia's environment. (2004). Youth Studies Australia, 23(2), 51. 
45 Cornell, R. (2001). Putting the Young in Business: Policy Challenges for Youth Entrepreneurship. Territorial 
Development. LEED Notebook No. 29. Paris, France: Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD). 
46 Walsh, L. & Black, R. (2015). Youth volunteering in Australia: An evidence review. Report prepared for the 
Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth. Canberra: ARACY. 
47 Reeb, R. N., Folger, S. F., Langsner, S., Ryan, C., & Crouse, J. (2010). Self-Efficacy in Service- Learning 
Community Action Research: Theory, Research, and Practice. American Journal Of Community Psychology, 
46(3/4), 459-471. 
48 Black, R. (2012). Educating the reflexive citizen: making a difference or entrenching difference. 
Melbourne: The University of Melbourne. 
49  Black, R., Walsh, L., & Taylor, F. (2011). Young people on the margins: What works in youth participation. 
Youth Studies Australia, 30(1), 42—48. 
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promotion of active citizenship during young people’s leisure time, as well as the social 
empowerment of young people.50 The Act also states that youth work and youth policy form part 
of local authorities' responsibilities. This means that it is the municipalities that are responsible 
for conducting youth work at local level. They may partially or completely outsource their youth 
work services, or provide such services in cooperation with neighboring municipalities.51 

According to Section 4 of the Youth Act, the Government adopts a Child and Youth Policy 
Program every four years to ensure the coordination of youth policy measures. This development 
program includes the national objectives of youth policy and provides guidelines for youth 
policy program work within the state regional administration and the municipalities. The 2012– 
2015 Child and Youth Policy Program focuses on three themes: youth participation, non- 
discrimination and everyday life management (Child and Youth Policy Program 2012–2015.), 
which it approaches through nine strategic goals. 

 
In the recent Screenager Country Report on Finland, it is stated that 

 
“Compared to several European countries, youth work is a fairly integral 
part of Finnish society: youth workers are fully trained, their work is 
regulated by law and has a variety of forms at both local and national level. 
On the other hand, the status and importance of youth work is a subject of 
ongoing controversy. For example, in several municipalities youth work has 
been forcibly merged with other education or adult education services such 
as sports, library or educational departments. Pressures to cut youth work 
budgets are felt at Government and local level.”52 

 
The central values of youth work in Finland are equity and equality, multiculturalism, healthy 
life styles, and respect of life and the environment.53 The goal of Finland’s youth work is to 
support young people’s growth and independence, as well as greater interaction between 
generations.54 Based on our scan of the literature on youth work in Finland, we identified four 
practices that contribute to implementation and outcomes: 

1. Recognizing and rewarding community participation. 

2. Involving youth in planning youth-oriented and youth-serving programs. 

3. Sparking interest and building knowledge and values through experiential education. 

4. Creating safe spaces for youth learning and social activities. 
 
Each of these practices is described below. 

 
 

50 The Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of Europe. (2003). The Revised European Charter on the 
Participation of Young People in Local and Regional Life. (10th session, Appendix to the Recommendation 128). 
Retrieved from: https://www.coe.int/t/dg4/youth/Source/Coe_youth/Participation/COE_charter_participation_en.pdf 
51 Verke (2016) Digital Media in Finnish Youth Work. National Report of the Screenagers International Research 
Project. p2 
52 Ibid. 
53 Peltola, M. (2010). Youth work in Finland: Finding ways for intercultural opening. Helsinki, Finland: Finnish 
Youth Research Network. 
54 Hoyla, S. (2012). Youth work in Finland. Helsinki, Finland: Humanistinen ammattikorkeakoulu – 
HUMAK. 
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Recognizing and rewarding community participation 

As part of formal schooling, Finland offers courses that recognize and incentivize community 
participation and volunteering. For example, researchers analyzing Finland’s integration of 
community participation and volunteering into formal education suggest that those who study 
civic participation as part of the Humanities are more willing to volunteer because such programs 
make pro-social values more explicit. Young people who have studied curricula promoting a 
sense of social responsibility may be more inclined to express their concern for the welfare of 
others through volunteer work.55 Through such practices as well as regularly monitored incentive 
systems, researchers have proposed that youth participation will go beyond fun and job readiness 
goals to direct improvements in communities and strengthening society.56 

Involving youth in planning youth-oriented and youth-serving 
programs 

For any youth-oriented, youth-support, or youth-serving programs, the active engagement of 
youth in the planning and design process is critical. Research shows that having youth 
beneficiaries clarify the mission and objectives, define roles, identify stakeholders, and develop 
modes of collaboration and participation will result in greater ownership and impact.57 Those 
youth who are involved in planning activities will have greater understanding of expectations, as 
well as the benchmarks for monitoring progress. 

 
Importantly, by taking into account youth’s preferences and suggestions, programs are better 
able to leverage youth skills and experiences, as well as ensure that participants are engaged and 
motivated as critical stakeholders in both process and outcomes.58 While programs in which 
adults set the direction and run daily program activities, with little input from youth, are 
considered less effective in promoting positive youth outcomes and engagement, programs 
where adults play little role in structuring youth’s activities are equally ineffective.59 Thus, youth 
involvement in program planning will require adult supervision and guidance. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

55 Haski-Leventhal, D., Cnaan, R. A., Handy, F., Brudney, J. L., Holmes, K., Hustinx, L., & ... Zrinscak, 
S. (2008). Students’ Vocational Choices and Voluntary Action: A 12-Nation Study. Voluntas: International Journal 
Of Voluntary & Nonprofit Organizations, 19(1), 1-21. doi:10.1007/s11266- 008-9052-1 
56 Gretschel, A., Helmisaari, V., Kiilakoski, T., Matthies, A., Meinhold-Henschel, S., Roth, R., Tasanko, P., & 
Feldmann-Wojtachnia, E. (2011). Youth participation in Finland and in Germany: status analysis and data based 
recommendations. München: The Finnish Youth Research Network, Universität München. 
57 OECD. (2015). Local implementation of youth guarantees: Emerging lessons from European experiences. Paris, 
France: Author. 
58 Randolph, J. j., & Eronen, P. J. (2007). Developing the Learning Door: A case study in youth participatory 
program planning. Evaluation & Program Planning, 30(1), 55-65. doi:10.1016/j.evalprogplan.2006.06.004 
59 Larson, R., Walker, K., & Pearce, N. (2005). A comparison of youth-driven and adult-driven youth programs: 
Balancing inputs from youth and adults. Journal Of Community Psychology, 33(1), 57—74. doi:10.1002/jcop.20035 
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Sparking interest and building knowledge and values through 
experiential education 

Finland has long encouraged its youth to develop knowledge, values, and interest in 
environmentally responsible behaviors and experiential learning. The most common experiential 
learning activities are nature trips. Nature schools collaborate with formal education as a way to 
motivate youth to learn about and support the natural environment.60 

Creating safe spaces for youth learning and social activities 

Youth clubs are popular in Finland and offer a safe space for expression and exploration. 
Finland’s youth clubs seek to promote a sense of belonging through supportive peer groups 
organized with the goal of supporting social, emotional, and cognitive skills development.61 

Afterschool youth sports clubs, in particular, are recognized for their ability to marry the 
promotion of individual and group health and wellbeing as part of sports activities.62 In addition, 
Finland has constructed approximately 1100 “youth houses” so young people can gather with 
their peers according to common interests and receive support and guidance from professionals 
with similar vocations or avocations in a particular area. 

 

Lessons from Denmark 
Of the countries compared in this scan, Denmark ranks the highest on the YDI, with the second 
highest rank in the world.63 Denmark has not adopted a formal national youth policy but has a 
strong political commitment to youth work and regularly updates its ‘youth work packages.’64 

Every sector / ministry has policy measures concerning young people and is required to have a 
strategy to recognize youth and work with young people.65 An interdepartmental youth council 
exists to coordinate policy work in the youth area. Youth work is regulated at national, regional 
and local level. There is no one youth law; rather youth work is regulated through a diverse range 
of laws that all encompass aspects of youth work.66 

In Denmark, social pedagogical work with young marginalized people is embedded in the 
structural conditions of a welfare state. The Danish welfare model is based on an extensive 

 

60 Jeronen, E., Jeronen, J., & Raustia, H. (2009). Environmental Education in Finland--A Case Study of 
Environmental Education in Nature Schools. International Journal Of Environmental And Science Education, 4(1), 
1—23. 
61 Kiilakoski, T., & Kivijärvi, A. (2015). Youth clubs as spaces of non-formal learning: professional idealism meets 
the spatiality experienced by young people in Finland. Studies In Continuing Education, 37(1), 47—61. 
62 Kokko, S., Kannas, L., & Villberg, J. (2009). Health promotion profile of youth sports clubs in Finland: Club 
officials’ and coaches’ perceptions. Health Promotion International, 24(1), 26—35. doi:10.1093/heapro/dan040 
63 Commonwealth Secretariat (2016) Global Youth Development Index and Report, p31 
64 It is more common in Denmark to have “policy packages” than more specific, dedicated policies. Such packages 
focus on integrating the particular focus of a package (e.g. youth work, education, schools etc.) across government 
departments for a more holistic, whole-of-government approach. 
65 http://www.icicp.org/resource-library/icp-publications/global-youth-service-database/europe-2/western- 
europe/denmark/ 
66 European Commission (2014) Working with young people: the value of youth work in the European Union. 
Country Report on Denmark p9 
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prevalence of the state in the welfare arrangements, and this overriding involvement of the state 
implies a weak influence of intermediary structures (church, voluntary organizations, etc.), but 
includes relatively uniform and integrated institutions, e.g. “Folkeskolen” or kindergartens, 
funded by a high level of income tax.67,68 As in the other Nordic countries, the Danish welfare 
state is also based on the principle of universalism, which means equality for all in terms of high 
standards of welfare services and benefits.69 

Youth work in Denmark has the underlying goal of increasing the participation of all young 
people in the democratic society but does so through very different means. Sections of the public 
sector focus on young people participating in educational programs, thereby obtaining a better 
position for future employment, while other sections of the public sector, as well as the voluntary 
sector, focus on social aspects as important prerequisites on the road to the underlying goal.70  It 
is important to note here that ‘youth work’ as a term is not easily translated into Danish. Rather 
people in Denmark refer to “working with young people” and youth workers come from different 
backgrounds, most of them trained as social pedagogues, social workers or teachers. Youth club 
workers are, for example, often pedagogues that are part of the public institutional childcare 
system and therefore directly tied in with the local municipality. The workforce is therefore quite 
highly professionalized although studies suggest that this may have the disadvantage of making 
it less attractive to youth, as it is more institutionalized.71 

Denmark has encouraged Danish participation in youth work at home and also abroad. 
Denmark’s youth work programs represent a range from experiential learning to community 
service. The participation of adolescents in active, pluralistic, voluntary associations is higher in 
Denmark than in many other European countries.72 There are numerous afterschool or evening 
clubs where 10 to 18-year olds assemble in order to participate in well-organized social activities 
developed and implemented by trained professional psychologists, as well as child development 
and youth practitioners. These are publicly funded and sit under the legal responsibility of the 
local municipality that also has a regulatory function. Also as part of the public formal youth 
work, Youth and Regional Guidance Centers provide information and resources for exploring 
educational pathways. Guidance Center activities include one-to-one sessions, group sessions, 
student log books, workshops, seminars and ‘café meetings’ as well as online counseling on both 
learning and employment opportunities for young people. 

 
 
 

67 Tireli, Larsen and Brønsted, (2016) Paper presented at the 44th NERA Congress in Helsinki, Finland, 9-11 March 
2016 
68 Alestalo, Hort & Kuhnle, 2009, quoted in Tireli, Larsen and Brønsted, (2016) Paper presented at the 44th NERA 
Congress in Helsinki, Finland, 9-11 March 2016 
69 Esping-Andersen, 1991, quoted in Tireli, Larsen and Brønsted, (2016) Paper presented at the 44th NERA 
Congress in Helsinki, Finland, 9-11 March 2016 
70 European Commission (2014) Working with young people: the value of youth work in the European Union. 
Country Report on Denmark p7 
71 Filip Coussée, Griet Verschelden, Howard Williamson (2012) The history of youth work in Europe, vol. 3, 
Council of Europe 2012. 
72 Siisiäinen, M., & Kankainen, T. (2015). Trust and Participation in Voluntary Associations of 8th Graders in 22 
Countries. Voluntas: International Journal Of Voluntary & Nonprofit Organizations, 26(2), 673-692. 
doi:10.1007/s11266-014-9443-4 
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In addition, Denmark has a strong tradition of volunteerism. Studies suggest that, on average, 
each Dane is engaged with around three different voluntary organizations.73 Youth organizations 
enable young people to engage in and contribute to political, environmental, and global 
campaigns on issues of concern to them.74 Based on our scan of the literature on youth work in 
Denmark, we identified three practices that contribute to implementation and outcomes: 

1. Providing experiential learning and adventure education opportunities. 

2. Integrating activities to promote a sense of idealism and social responsibility. 

3. Offering enrichment programs that introduce youth to volunteer opportunities. 
 
Each of these practices is described below. 

 
Providing experiential learning and adventure education opportunities 

Youth work in Denmark has included outdoor education, adventure education, and experiential 
learning for youth who do not fully benefit from standard pedagogical practices in formal school 
environments.75  These programs provide an opportunity to marry hard and soft skills, and 
present practical scenarios that are challenging and must be overcome with critical leadership 
and team skills. Increasingly, Denmark’s youth clubs have sought to add activities that move 
beyond formal instructional settings and attract and engage youth in different ways.76 Seeking 
new kinds of pedagogy that resonate with young people, particularly at-risk youth, has been 
critical to outreach, as well as continuous enrollment and attendance. 

 
Integrating activities to promote a sense of idealism and social 
responsibility 

Denmark has a long tradition and even a national identity linked to humanitarianism. More than 
one-third of individuals over 16 years of age volunteer and spend an average of 16 hours a month 
volunteering at more than 5,000 organizations (totaling about 100,000 volunteers).77 Volunteer 
work includes cultural activities, sport and leisure, social, health, and humanitarian work. The 
extent of Danish youth involvement in community service has been attributed to incorporating 

 
 
 
 

73 European Commission (2014) Working with young people: the value of youth work in the European Union. 
Country Report on Denmark p8 
74 ICF GHK. (2014). Working with young peoples: The value of Youth work in the European union. 
Brussels, Belgium: Author. 
75 Other Ways Of Learning: Outdoor Adventure Education And Experiential Learning In School And Youth work. 
Proceedings Of The European Congress For Outdoor Adventure Education And Experiential Learning (4Th, 
Rimforsa, Sweden, September 9-13, 2000) [e-book]. 2001. Available from: ERIC, Ipswich, MA. Accessed 
November 18, 2016. 
76 Nissen, M. (2015). Meeting youth in movement and on neutral ground. Dialogic Pedagogy, 3A19-A42. 
doi:10.5195/dpj.2015.34 
77 The Danish Youth Council. (n.d.) Organizational presentation [Brochure]. Retrieved from 
http://duf.dk/fileadmin/user_upload/DOKUMENTER/DUF_materialer/DUF_Praesentationsfolde 
r/DUF_organizational_presentation.pdf 
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idealistic values and a sense of social responsibility towards the local community into formal and 
nonformal education programs.78 

Offering enrichment programs that introduce youth to volunteer 
opportunities 

Empirical data suggest that some types of youth work may build pathways for civic engagement. 
Children and teens who feel empowered and capable of engaging in projects for their 
communities and have opportunities for involvement in extracurricular activities and community 
service are more likely to vote and participate in other forms of civic engagement as young 
adults.79 Young people need practice opportunities such as those acquired through community 
service80 to develop the cognitive, ethical, and social competencies required for youth active 
participation in society as defined in the revised European Charter on the Participation of Young 
People in Local and Regional Life.81 Youth volunteering is inspired by previous experiences of 
engagement in the community. In Denmark, participation in services organized by families, 
schools, religious communities, and sporting organizations has fostered youth involvement in 
voluntary projects.82 Attending youth clubs also introduced young people to opportunities of 
involvement in voluntary experiences. In addition, Denmark offers youth skills building and 
growth opportunities by connecting local service placements to international service experiences, 
with an emphasis on civic participation. For example, the Danish Youth Council is a service 
network for 72 Danish volunteer youth organizations including scouts, youth wings of political 
parties, cultural and humanitarian youth organizations, and student organizations.83 It promotes 
and supports youth participation nationally and internationally, and represents around 600,000 
young members. 

 

Lessons from Scotland 
In the YDI, Scotland is subsumed under the United Kingdom, which ranks fourth together with 
Switzerland, just after Denmark and Australia, in second and third place respectively. Youth 
work in Scotland has particularly focused on ensuring youth participation and involvement in 
active citizenship, through formal and non-formal education. This focus derives from the fact 
that youth work in Scotland sits under the Department for Community Learning and 
Development (CLD), which is a conglomeration of youth work, community development and 
adult education. CLD seeks to extend the reach of effective democracy, particularly by actively 
engaging those who are excluded from participation in key social processes that shape their lives, 

 
 

78 ICF GHK. (n.d.). Study on volunteering in the European Union. National report—Denmark. Retrieved from 
http://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/1017981/1668257/National_report_DK.pdf/a03be78c-5e31- 467f-8c52- 
4f44b6b8d3d2 
79 European Commission. (2015). Situation of young people in the EU. Brussels, Belgium: Author. 
80   Ibid. 
81 Malm, K. (2016). Country sheet on youth policy in Finland. London, UK: Council of Europe: Youth Partnership. 
82 Center for the Study of Social Policy. (2011). Results-based public policy strategies for promoting youth civic 
engagement. Washington DC: Author. 
83 Celio, C. I., Durlak, J., & Dymnicki, A. (2011). A Meta-analysis of the Impact of Service-Learning on 
Students. Journal Of Experiential Education, 34(2), 164-181. doi:10.5193/JEE34.2.164 
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and to widen the scope of democracy to enable full participation in the commonwealth.84 The 
Scottish approach is therefore a combination of targeted and universal programs and initiatives. 
Based on our scan of the literature on youth work in Scotland, we identified three practices that 
contribute to implementation and outcomes: 

1. Ensuring a solid infrastructure through a joined up approach. 

2. Providing continuous professional development and training. 

3. Using evidence and inspections for the purposes of self-evaluation and improvement. 
 
Each of these practices is described below. 

 
Ensuring a solid infrastructure through a joined-up approach 

In 2007, the Moving Forward Strategy was published and provides an indication of the policy 
context for recent youth work practice in Scotland. The document sets out a range of intended 
outcomes and associated actions. The Strategy’s 21 outcomes are focused on building a national 
youth work infrastructure in recognition of the poor conditions through which youth work has 
operated in the past. The focus of the strategy is on the development of initial and continuous 
training, increased resources, better facilities and joint ways of working. It also emphasizes the 
importance of evaluations and positive impacts, which raises questions about the purpose and 
benefits of youth work.85 Building a strong infrastructure is important as it can help ensure the 
continuous embedded nature of quality assurance practices within youth work, a highly relevant 
aspect with regards to the strategic development of the NQSF in Ireland. The importance of 
participation and service improvement has, for example, been successfully implemented in some 
interventions, such as the Early Years Collaborative86  and there is potential for this in youth 
work as well. Carnegie UK Trust research has demonstrated that the National Performance 
Framework, Scotland Performs is a world-leading example of a wellbeing approach to 
government albeit with opportunities for improvement.87 Wellbeing frameworks aim to 
understand social progress in the round and do not prioritize one aspect of wellbeing above 
others. They support cross-departmental working, planning ahead to allow governments to focus 
on the medium to long term – and can catalyze a meaningful conversation with citizens and 
communities about what matters to them. This kind of political approach has obvious 
implications for the focus and emphasis within youth work, in particular due to its focus on 
outcomes rather than process and inputs. 

 
The report makes the following recommendations, all of which are relevant to the NQSF: 

1. Strengthen the outcomes approach and promote the use of the National Performance 
Framework at local level. 

2. Build a strong evidence base for the Scottish approach that is used at all levels of decision- 
making. 

 

84 Standards Council for Scotland (2011) What does the code of ethics mean for me? A Youth work Commentary on 
a Code of Ethics for Community Learning and Development: Full report 
85 Brian McGinley and Gordon Mackie (2012) Outcomes For Youth work: Coming Of Age Or Master’s Bidding?, 
Journal of Youth work, Issue 10. 
86 Ibid. 
87 Denmark has since developed its own version of a Wellbeing Framework. 
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3. Develop robust and appropriate methodologies: There are many challenges associated with 
gathering, analyzing and using the kind of evidence appropriate to the Scottish Policy context 
but there is a role for robust, rigorous evidence in the development of policy and practice in 
Scotland. 

 
The report suggests that the “‘golden thread’ linking a strategic approach through to delivery is 
significant. Weathering the Storm – a review of small countries’ approaches to public policy 
reform in response to economic, demographic and other pressures found that only in Scotland 
could this ‘golden thread’ be so clearly discerned.88 Another publication, entitled Valuing Young 
People (Scottish Government/COSLA 2009), has at least three notable features. First, it is linked 
into the Government’s National Performance Framework, namely National Outcome 4, which 
considers young people as successful learners, confident individuals, responsible citizens and 
effective contributors. Second, it is framed around a national and international rights agenda for 
children through the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Third, what could be 
classed as a support service oriented approach by proposing partnership action to support 
successful transitions, help achieve their potential, enable them to make a positive contribution 
and to consult them along with adult stakeholders about what services should be provided.89 

 
Youth work is overseen by the Standards Council for Scotland. The Standards Council has 
developed a Code of Ethics with a dedicated commentary for youth workers,90 to which people 
working with young people are expected to adhere. Similarly, the Standards Council for Scotland 
has developed a statement of the competencies expected of the staff working in the sector. Both 
the Code of Ethics and Competencies statement put the ‘client’ and his/her community center- 
stage, an approach that is also strongly advocated by the National Performance Framework 
(2007), which outlined the Government’s vision, and represents an important milestone in the 
development of a Scottish approach to public policy.91 This Framework outlines the 
Government’s desire to improve societal wellbeing, and for government and public services to 
work to an outcomes-based approach92 through joined-up, cross-sector working groups. It is 
enshrined in legislation through the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015. According 
to a current report from The Alliance for Useful Evidence and the Carnegie UK Trust, 

 
“There is a clear Scottish approach to public policy, characterised by 
the outcomes approach of the National Performance Framework and 
a policy focus on the empowerment of citizens and communities. It 
calls for new approaches to evidence to keep pace with this policy 
direction and argues that there is an opportunity for Scotland to learn 
from  elsewhere  about  what  works  and,  to  be  at  the  forefront of 

 
 
 

88 Ibid. 
89 Ibid. 
90 Standards Council for Scotland (2011) What does the code of ethics mean for me? A Youth work Commentary on 
a Code of Ethics for Community Learning and Development: Summary 
91 The Alliance for Useful Evidence and the Carnegie Trust UK (2017) The Scottish Approach to Evidence. 
Discussion Paper. 
92 Ibid. 
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research and understanding about how best to deliver more ‘enabling’ 
public services that improve lives.”93 

 
The majority of the recommendations from the Carnegie UK Trust report are now strongly 
visible in youth work. In 2016, NVYO Scotland and Local Authority Youth Work Managers 
Network launched “Youth work Outcomes”, which was approved by YouthLink Scotland in 
2015, and seeks to embed these outcomes across the youth work sector. The associated list of 
indicators is currently being developed in consultation with the sector. There is considerable 
enthusiasm about the approach,94 although several scholars have warned of a strong focus on 
outcomes in youth work due to the ethos of prioritizing the quality of the relationship with the 
young person.95,96 One implication and focus of the outcomes based approach, for example, 
seems to be a heavy reliance on building an infrastructure more so than improving actual 
outcomes for young people. McGinley and Mackie suggest that youth work in Scotland is now 
dominated by a performance management system, inevitably focused on outcomes, and argue 
that 

“If youth work is to demonstrate ‘effectiveness’ under an appropriate 
performance management system then it requires: a clear, agreed and 
workable operating framework; a helpful, proactive system of monitoring 
and support; an easy to use set of resources and tools; and access to reliably 
informed, and readily accessed, advice.”97 

 
McGinley and Mackie, by implication, recommend: 

 
“Most importantly youth workers should be confident and empowered by 
the information that they generate to demonstrate what they know and what 
they do. To do this successfully, they need to understand the ways in which 
their work contributes to the bigger picture. Further, youth workers should 
not rely on this one prescribed source of information and actively 
supplement their knowledge with recourse to other sources of reliable 
information based on suitable, rigorous research methodologies that find 
the learners’ voice.”98 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

93 Ibid. 
94 YouthLink Scotland (2017) http://www.youthlinkscotland.org/Index.asp?MainID=20153, accessed January 2017. 
95 Brian McGinley and Gordon Mackie (2012) Outcomes For Youth work: Coming Of Age Or Master’s Bidding?, 
Journal of Youth work, Issue 10. 
96 Karen McArdle and Sue Briggs (2012) Statistics and Stories: Generating Evidence of Youth Work Effectiveness, 
Journal of Youth work, Issue 10. 
97 Brian McGinley and Gordon Mackie (2012) Outcomes For Youth work: Coming Of Age Or Master’s Bidding?, 
Journal of Youth work, Issue 10, p12. 
98 Ibid.p17 
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Providing continuous professional development and training 

Evidence suggests that youth participation has been successful in asserting a ‘soft influence’ on 
policymaking, in particular through the Scottish Youth Parliament.99 Evidence also suggests that 
youth workers, while feeling ambivalent towards the constant generation of evidence required, 
actively engage in reflective practice when generating evidence. McArdle and Briggs suggest 
from their action research project with CDL workers in Scotland: 

 
“Gathering the evidence was frequently linked to job security and 
influencing the relevant decision makers, elected members and 
council senior officials and funders in the voluntary sector. This is 
not surprising as the 2010 Lifelong Learning Survey of the CL&D 
workforce found that there was a 25% (LLUK, 2010) reduction in 
the local authority workforce from the 2008 data. Respondents did, 
however, recognise the value of gathering evidence to influence 
decision makers and referred frequently to the difficulty there is in 
communicating what we do…they found discussing gathering 
evidence of impact of CL&D to be developmental, motivating and 
confidence building as well as stretching horizons of the nature and 
quantity of methods of evidence gathering. Some practitioners at the 
grass roots level characteristically found evidence gathering to be a 
source of displacement from the core work of CL&D and a source of 
frustration. They preferred to be working with the young people 
rather than evidencing their impact [a common perspective for 
sessional and part-time staff in particular].”100 

 
As a consequence, more attention to qualitative and quantitative methods training and support is 
needed, a point also made in relation to the NQSF in Ireland.101 

 
Using evidence and inspections for self-evaluation and improvement 

Youth work is regulated more formally through Education Scotland, which conducts inspections 
of youth work projects and services. Education Scotland delivers a number of functions in 
support of CLD policy and improvement. CLD supports primarily disadvantaged or vulnerable 
groups and individuals of all ages to engage in learning, with a focus on bringing about change in 
their lives and communities. CLD activity has a strong focus on early intervention, prevention 
and tackling inequalities. It plays a significant role in raising attainment for all and supporting 

 
 
 

99 Shane Mochrie-Cox (2013) Influencing Change: What Are Some of the Views and Perceptions of a Sample of 
Key Respondents’ Regarding the Scottish Youth Parliament’s Ability to Influence Public Policy? Journal of Youth 
work, issue 11. 
100 Karen McArdle and Sue Briggs (2012) Statistics and Stories: Generating Evidence of Youth Work Effectiveness, 
Journal of Youth work, Issue 10, p27-32 
101 Bamber, J., Power, A. and Rowley, C. (2012) Speaking Evidence to Youth Work – and Vice Versa. In A Journal 
of Youth Work, Issue 10. 
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community empowerment, among other key agendas102. CLD work in Scotland is guided by the 
2012 Strategic Guidance for Community Planning partnerships: Community Learning and 
Development document and underpinned in legislation through The Requirements for 
Community Learning and Development (Scotland) Regulations 2013.103 Education Scotland 
provides very strong messaging that its inspections should be approached as “preparing for 
improvement through self-evaluation and not preparing for inspection.”104 

 
The Scottish context suggests the need for a more solid infrastructure through a joined-up 
approach that values the interconnectedness of outcomes at national and local level, and which is 
built on a framework emphasizing all people’s wellbeing. While youth workers in Scotland, 
despite ambivalence, seem to actively engage in evidence generation and use it as a tool to 
reflect on and improve their practice, further continuous professional development and training is 
needed to develop more robust indicators and a process for consistent data collection and 
measurement of these. A starting place for this would be to leverage the emphasis in formal 
inspections of the use of self-evaluation and continuous improvement practices. 

 

The Irish Experience 
Ireland ranks 15 in the YDI, which is a remarkable achievement as most other countries with a 
youth population of 25% rank in the bottom 30. Youth work in Ireland spans a wide range of 
organizations and youth populations. The youth work sector in Ireland is substantial in both scale 
and reach, with almost 383,000 young people benefiting from a wide range of programs and 
services.105  The most prevalent types of youth activities in Ireland are sports clubs, youth clubs 
or youth organizations, and cultural organizations.106 Youth work includes afterschool projects107 

for young people who are interested in social networking, enrichment, and supporting their 
communities. It also includes training programs for disadvantaged youth and at-risk youth such 
as early school leavers and young offenders.108 According to the 2016 Screenagers Country 
Report on Ireland, 

 
“The vast majority of youth work organisations provide recreational, arts 
and sports-related activities, while over half are engaged in activities which 
are focused on welfare and wellbeing. Issue-based activities also form an 
important focus for youth work organisations.”109 

 
 
 

102https://www.education.gov.scot/what-we-do/Supporting%20community%20learning%20and%20development, 
accessed January 2017. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Karen McArdle and Sue Briggs (2012) Statistics and Stories: Generating Evidence of Youth Work Effectiveness, 
Journal of Youth Work, Issue 10, p31. 
105 Indecon. (2012) Assessment of the economic value of Youth work. Dublin: Author. 
106 European Commission. (2011). Youth on the Move: Analytical Report. Retrieved from 
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/flash/fl_319b_en.pdf 
107 It is here important to note that while youth work organizations and projects are expected to engage in the NQSF 
process, afterschool services for children aged 5-12 are not regulated in any way nor are they expected to engage in 
the NQSF process. 
108 Jenkinson, H. (2011). Youth workers' Experiences of Challenging Behaviour: Lessons for 
Practice. Emotional & Behavioural Difficulties, 16(1), 35—46. 
109 National Youth Council of Ireland (2016) Screenagers. Country Report on Ireland, p15 



American Institutes for Research Youth Work Scan—22  

Based on our scan of the literature on youth work in Ireland, we identified four practices that 
contribute to implementation and outcomes: 

1. Including youth voice in campaigns and dialogue that contributes to policy-making 
and behavior change. 

2. Offering explicit skills instruction and practice of leadership competencies. 

3. Using community-based approaches to respond to young people’s needs. 

4. Evaluating and implementing quality youth work. 
 
Each of these practices is described below. 

 
Including youth voice in campaigns and dialogue that contributes to 
policy making and behavior change 

As part of community development and social change, positive youth development is promoted 
by the inclusion of youth in policy making, most especially through the National Policy on 
Young People’s Participation (2015-2020). Irish youth organizations and youth councils provide 
children and young people with opportunities to express and articulate their views and 
preferences on policies that affect their lives. Young people have the chance to engage in 
national campaigns and dialogues with other youth, as well as decision-makers and stakeholders 
from various sectors. Through these activities, youth gain experience and skills in reasoning and 
decision-making, citizenship, and democratic participation110. Moreover, youth participants often 
continue their engagement with community-based organizations and institutions after their 
participatory experiences have ended. One example of this can be found in the health sector 
where young people are greater advocates of behavior and attitude change than their adult 
counterparts, and are seen as more reliable resources for information on response and 
prevention.111 

Offering explicit skills instruction and practice of leadership 
competencies 

Developing soft-skills, such as leadership skills, helps youth address certain realities by framing 
their stories and emotions. Young people who participate in leadership training and assume 
leadership roles in youth programs are better able to address their grievances, challenge inequity 
and injustice, and contribute to their communities. Youth work activities then offer young people 
opportunities to practice and hone leadership skills while serving as community service project 

 
 
 
 
 
 

110 Forde, C., & Martin, S. (2016). Children and Young People's Right to Participate: National and Local Youth 
Councils in Ireland. International Journal Of Children's Rights, 24(1), 135—154. doi:10.1163/15718182-02401005 
111 Holtom, D., Watkins, J., & Siladi, S. (2016). Study on the social value of youth organisations. Brussels, Belgium: 
European Youth Forum. 
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leaders,112 young ambassadors,113 and representative youth leaders in a wider context,114 Among 
the skills often introduced in leadership skills-building are social and emotional intelligence, 
active listening and communication, coaching and feedback, conflict resolution and critical logic 
that addresses appropriate behaviors for a variety of contexts.115 

Using community-based approaches to respond to young people’s 
needs 

In light of concerns over young people’s high levels of mental ill-health, there is increasing 
political focus on enhancing the community based supports and services that are widely accepted 
as key to young people’s healthy development,116,117 Youth cafés have become an important 
policy provision with over 160 cafés operating throughout the country.118 Young people who 
partook in an evaluation of youth cafés saw this model of provision as “a means of enhancing 
their connections with their communities, providing them with support, promoting personal 
development and helping them to stay safe”, in particular for people from disadvantaged urban 
areas.119  The findings were found to validate the government’s decision to invest in the youth 
café model,120 and is currently being followed up by a wider policy review of play and leisure 
activities for children and young people in Ireland. 

 
Evaluating and implementing quality youth work 

In response to the NQSF, several resources were developed to support youth workers in using 
and generating evidence of their work,121 an area in which the need for training and CPD has 
been consistently raised across a number of countries.122,123 Despite the provision of such 
supports, small scale studies suggest that the NQSF has not resulted in the accumulation of a 

 
 
 

112 Watson, R. (2010). Youth service leadership takes shape. Children & Young People Now (Haymarket Business 
Publications Ltd), 11. 
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114 Misani. (2009, August 13). FDA student leaders selected for Dublin youth conference. New York Amsterdam 
News. p. 31. 
115 Redmond, S., & Dolan, P. (2016). Towards a conceptual model of youth leadership development. Child & 
Family Social Work, 21(3), 261-271. doi:10.1111/cfs.12146 
116 Department of Children and Youth Affairs (2014) Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures 2014-2020 
117 Brady, B., Moran, L. and Forkan, C. (2016) “We are all like a family here”: Qualitative insights on the role fo 
youth cafés in supporting the health and well-being of young people. The Children’s Research Digest, vol. 3(1): 
Better outcomes for children: Are we there yet? (Special Conference Issue). 
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benefits of the youth café model in Ireland. Dublin: Department of Children and Youth Affairs. 
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youth cafés in supporting the health and well-being of young people. The Children’s Research Digest, vol. 3(1): 
Better outcomes for children: Are we there yet? (Special Conference Issue), p57-58. 
120 Ibid. 
121 See for example Bamber, J., Power, A. and Rowley, C. (2012) Speaking Evidence to Youth Work – and Vice 
Versa. In A Journal of Youth Work, Issue 10. 
122 Ibid. 
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national evidence database for youth work124 as was originally intended when it was launched.125 

Nonetheless, despite limited or insufficient training in implementing the NQSF, there is a sense 
that the NQSF has helped to professionalize the sector.126 It is also suggested that it has helped to 
standardize the quality of youth work in organizations with decentralized projects and service 
provision, which have traditionally not been mainstreamed through the national head office.127 

According to the same studies, the NQSF has also created certain tensions between the youth 
work sector and the DCYA due to the new ‘hands-on’ approach of the department, considered a 
significant historical change with regards to the relationship between government and youth 
work. This increasing focus on accountability and managerialism is thought to have resulted in a 
cumbersome and overly bureaucratic quality assurance process,128 an often unfortunate outcome 
of quality assurance systems.129 Youth participation in the implementation of the NQSF has also 
not been considered hugely successful.130,131 However, it is here important to contextualize the 
NQSF with the financial climate at the time of its introduction. The youth work sector 
experienced significant funding cuts during the recession, a point several authors emphasize in 
their focus on aspects of the NQSF.132,133,134 

Discussion 
While the four comparison countries included in the scan were found to provide the most 
evidence around youth work, it should be noted that it was not possible to identify another 
country with a framework comparable to Ireland’s. Many countries have made significant efforts 
to improve the quality of their youth work, but they have not tended to go down the route of a 
quality standards framework or similar. Perhaps the closest comparison comes from within 

 

124 Gunning, Anna (2016) An inquiry into stakeholders’ perceptions of young people’s participation in youth work 
with specific reference to the National Quality Standards Framework for Youth Work (NQSF). Unpublished 
Master’s thesis. 
125 Bamber, J., Power, A. and Rowley, C. (2012) Speaking Evidence to Youth Work – and Vice Versa. In A Journal 
of Youth Work, Issue 10. 
126 Keegan, Dessie (2016) A cross-case analysis of the perceptions of Special Project for Youth (SPY) youth workers 
on the impact of the National Quality Standards Framework (NQSF) on their youth work practices. Unpublished 
Master’s thesis. 
127 Keegan, Dessie (2016) A cross-case analysis of the perceptions of Special Project for Youth (SPY) youth workers 
on the impact of the National Quality Standards Framework (NQSF) on their youth work practices. Unpublished 
Master’s thesis. 
128 Ibid. 
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on the impact of the National Quality Standards Framework (NQSF) on their youth work practices. Unpublished 
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with specific reference to the National Quality Standards Framework for Youth Work (NQSF). Unpublished 
Master’s thesis. 
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on the impact of the National Quality Standards Framework (NQSF) on their youth work practices. Unpublished 
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Journal of Sociology of Education. 7(1),pp. 97-117 
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Ireland in the early childhood sector, where a national quality framework, Síolta, was developed 
in 2009 and has a similar implementation structure. Like the NQSF, Síolta is a voluntary 
engagement process that is nonetheless politically encouraged through funding schemes such as 
the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) scheme, also known as the free preschool 
year(s). It is notable that Australia has a very similar quality standard framework for early 
childhood care and education, including afterschool care, which has been legally enforced 
nationally. This system is managed through a predominantly online process. These examples of 
quality assurance systems in the early childhood care and education sector may provide some 
interesting and useful lessons for the NQSF. 

 
In light of the difficulty in identifying countries with comparable quality assurance practices, 
Ireland is in a good position to enhance the quality of its youth work. The NQSF has been in 
place since 2011 and is being revisited to better understand stakeholder experiences, in the 
interests of strategically developing the Framework, and furthering its contribution as a quality 
implementation tool. Having a standards framework provides a means of uniformly 
communicating a mission, adopting a common language, and creating opportunities for 
collective learning through aligned professional development and shared measurement in the 
interests of continually enhancing quality.135,136,137 However, it is important to note that 
researchers also warn of the cumbersome and overly bureaucratic nature of many quality 
assurance systems that ‘standards’ represent. Harvey, for example, suggests that quality 
assurance bears a managerial hallmark and a lack of trust because they are often preoccupied 
with codified, bureaucratic procedures. On a more positive note, greater transparency and focus 
on quality are hugely positive benefits.138 

As Ireland seeks to strategically enhance and develop the standards framework, special attention 
should be given to the supports for youth workers to implement the standards, keeping these 
themes in mind. Across Ireland and the four comparison countries included in this scan, there 
appears a tendency towards professionalization, both in youth work in other countries and in 
other sectors in Ireland. Yet there is a need to explore further the relationship between 
professionalization and an enhanced experience for young people. Indeed, additional 
international case studies will provide examples of professionalization by establishing youth 
work education and training standards, monitoring compliance with standards in youth work 
education, accrediting preparation courses and programs, as well as registering qualified youth 

 
135 Yohalem, N., Devaney, E., Smith, C., & Wilson-Ahlstrom, A. (2012). Building citywide systems for quality: 
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137 Dusenbury, L., Zadrazil, J., Mart, A., & Weissberg, R. (2011). State scan of social and emotional learning 
standards, preschool through high school. Chicago, IL: Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional 
Learning. 
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assurance with institutional quality frameworks and quality culture. Paper at fifth European quality assurance forum 
building bridges: making sense of Qa in European, National and Institutional contexts University Bernanrd Lynon 
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workers. For example, we know from research conducted in the United States that the 
relationship and interactions between youth workers and young people matter in terms of the 
quality of after-school or out-of-school programming.139,140,141 We also know that ongoing 
professional development and training for staff supporting youth is critically important to 
implement practices associated with quality programming.142,143,144,145 

Research suggests the future agenda for youth work should include setting standards for defining 
and evaluating the competencies acquired through youth work.146 Competencies are defined 
broadly as the knowledge, skills, attitudes, values, and job experience that individuals gain 
through program participation. These competencies may support positive social, emotional, and 
ethical development as well as problem solving and healthy decision-making in different arenas 
of youth life. 

 
Creating models of best practice and sharing lessons learned will increase the quality of 
programs offered to youth – especially those most vulnerable or at-risk such as school dropouts, 
economically disadvantaged youth, and migrants – by increasing effectiveness and systematizing 
a process for how youth work is conducted in a country and how it supports overarching 
concerns of social and intergenerational cohesion. In Ireland’s case, strengthening the link 
between the policy and standards frameworks; the National Youth Strategy; and maintaining a 
systematic approach to the achievement of desired outcomes; is likely to increase participation 
and retention, as well as ensure quality outcomes as part of large-scale, sustainable social and 
economic development.147 
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