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Youth work interventions that foster agency and empowerment

Overview

« Youth work consciously moves beyond a deficit-oriented, risk-averse approach to support of young
people to an approach that gives primacy to youth participation in decision-making and processes
that shape youth organisations.

e This summary presents findings from a scoping review of youth work interventions that foster
agency and empowerment in participant youth.

e Our searches identified 69 references with relevance to youth work interventions that foster
agency and empowerment. This includes 32 journal articles, 6 books and/or book chapters, and 31
grey literature sources.

e Additionally, the research team received 24 submissions pertaining to youth work interventions in
NSW that foster agency and empowerment in young people.

« Synthesis of these references revealed that many youth work interventions directly or indirectly
foster empowerment and agency in their young clients. These programs were organised into the
following conceptual categories for the purposes of this summary:

o Relationship-based youth work;

o Youth participatory action research;
o Youth-adult partnerships;

o Youth organising; and

o Needs-led youth work.

e While these programs and approaches vary in structure and format, they converge in their goal of
improving youth outcomes by involving youth in activities that are meaningful and promoting
equitable relationships and participatory practices.

Introduction

Youth work moves beyond a deficit-oriented, risk-averse approach to support of young people and
instead gives primacy to youth participation in decision-making and processes that shape youth
organisations. The recent shift in Australia towards a rights-based approach and the recognition of the
need to give primacy to youth voice and participation in decision-making have seen a number of
programs emerge that variously empower youth by safeguarding their rights to participate in the
processes that shape youth organisations (see Hall, 2020). These shifts in youth work policy and practice
shed light on the concepts of agency and empowerment. While many programs and approaches seek to
foster agency and empowerment, there is minimal attention in the literature to how these concepts are
defined and recognised in research with young people (Spencer & Doull, 2015; Coffey & Farrugia, 2014).
Programs that foster agency and empowerment are variously geared towards youth’s participation in
democratic processes, development of a sense of control and self-esteem as well as leadership skills,
and contribution to community change (see Ozer & Douglas, 2013; Zeldin et al., 2013, 2014, 2016;
Schwartz & Suyemoto, 2013). To some extent, these conceptual and definitional inconsistencies and
limitations have been mitigated in this evidence review via inclusion of multiple search terms to capture
the diverse ways in which programs can foster agency and empowerment in young people (see
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Appendix A for a detailed summary of search terms and strategies). This synthesis of the available
research showcases some of the varied processes by which agency is fostered and young people are
empowered. Ultimately, many of the youth work interventions and approaches canvassed in this
summary promote equitable relationships and increase youth participation in decision-making.

What did the evidence review find?

Methods
Scoping review

This scoping review involved a series of searches conducted across academic databases, youth studies
journals and grey literature databases. Reference selection and characterisation were performed by two
independent research team members. The searches yielded 696 references, varying in terms of purpose,
methodology and detail of reporting. These references were screened according to established inclusion
and exclusion criteria (documented in Appendix A), leaving a final 428 references included in this review.
All included references were iteratively mapped into broad topics and conceptual categories, including
1) ‘What is youth work?’; 2) ‘Youth work interventions’; and 3) ‘Youth work interventions that foster
agency and empowerment’. The aim of this scoping review was to examine the extent, range and nature
of research in the youth work space.

Youth work interventions that foster agency and empowerment searches and results

In addition to general ‘youth work’ searches conducted across academic databases, youth studies
journals and grey literature databases, targeted searches for youth work interventions that foster
agency and empowerment were conducted across the following academic databases:

Social Services Abstracts PsycINFO
Sociological Abstracts Google Scholar
FAMILY-ATSIS ERIC

Family and Society Studies Worldwide Web of Science
Informit Family & Society Collection Scopus

JSTOR

Youth work terms including “youth work*”, “youth and childcare work*”, “child and youth care*”,
“youth care” and “youth work practice” were combined with intervention terms including intervention*,
program*, treatment*, service*, activit*, practice* and “program evaluation” as well as agency and
empowerment terms including “youth advoca*”, “youth participat*”, advocacy, participation, agency
and empower*. Where applicable, results were limited to English language, peer-reviewed literature
published from 2000-2022.

Our research team also conducted keyword and topic page searches across the following grey literature
databases and peak body sources:

Association of Children’s Welfare Agencies CREATE Foundation
(ACWA)
Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS) Early Intervention Foundation
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Analysis & Policy Observatory (APO) National Youth Agency

Australian Research Alliance for Children & What Works for Children’s Social Care

Youth (ARACY)

Australian Youth Affairs Coalition AYAC Youth Affairs Council Victoria (YACVic)

Campbell Collaboration Youth Affairs Council Western Australia
(YACWA)

Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Youth Affairs Network Queensland (YANQ)

Welfare

Child Family Community Australia (CFCA) Youth Endowment Fund (YEF)

Closing the Gap Clearinghouse Youth Network of Tasmania (YNOT)

Cochrane Youth Action

Council of Europe Youth Coalition of the ACT

All search results were title screened according to established inclusion and exclusion criteria. The
remaining results were then abstract screened for relevance according to review topics and organised
into subcategories including: types of interventions (general), interventions focused on agency,
empowerment, advocacy or participation, and interventions focused on relationships. Note, this
summary reports on the literature organised into the ‘interventions focused on agency, empowerment,
advocacy or participation’, and ‘interventions focused on relationships’ categories. The results from this
targeted search were combined with all other searches conducted as part of this review to accrue all
references that speak to interventions that foster agency and empowerment.

A call out for submissions from youth organisations in NSW was made to gather materials not publicly
available and that speak to local work in this space. Youth organisations were not asked to prepare any
materials specifically for this research, but rather, to send through relevant documents highlighting their
programs, practices and approaches. Submissions received from youth organisations in New South
Wales (NSW) were screened for relevance to this review topic and included in the final number of
references for this summary.

Key findings

Cumulatively, 69 references were identified from the searches with relevance to youth work
interventions that foster agency and empowerment. This includes 32 journal articles, 6 books and/or
book chapters, and 31 grey literature sources.

Additionally, of the 60 submissions the research team received from youth work organisations, 24
submissions pertained to youth work interventions in NSW that foster agency and empowerment in
young people. These submissions were received from the following youth work organisations,
partnerships and individuals:

Blue Mountains Women'’s Health Resource Project Youth

Centre

CREATE Foundation Save the Children

Fairhaven SSI (Settlement Services International)
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https://www.bmwhrc.org/
https://www.bmwhrc.org/
https://www.projectyouth.org.au/
https://create.org.au/
https://www.savethechildren.org.au/
https://fairhaven.org.au/
https://www.ssi.org.au/

Headspace, SCARF Refugee Support & MCCI Soulgen
(Multicultural Communities Council of Illawarra)
[partnership]

Humanity Matters Southern Youth and Family Services
MCCI (Multicultural Communities Council of STARTTS (NSW Service for the Treatment &
Illawarra) & Multicultural Health Service Rehabilitation of Torture & Trauma Survivors)

(lllawarra Shoalhaven Local Health District)

[partnership]

North Sydney Youth Health Promotion (under StreetWork

NSLHD)

NSW Multicultural Health Communication Weave Youth & Community Services
Service & SSI [partnership]

Peter Slattery Project Youth

Submissions received included the following documents/resources: evaluation report (n =10), video
(n=6), webpage (n=6), practice framework/standards (n=5), book (n=4), flyer/brochure (n=4), journal
article (n=4), practice paper (n=4), program outline (n=3), summary document (n=2),
factsheet/infographic (n=2), application form (n=1), case studies (n=1), logic model (n=1), magazine
article (n=1), service overview (n=1), project evaluation (n=1), scoping report (n=1), training materials
(n=1), media release (n=1), and online news article (n=1).

A content synthesis of the 93 references (including 24 submissions) revealed a number of subcategories
of youth work interventions and approaches that directly or indirectly foster agency and empowerment
in participant youth. These programs were organised into the following conceptual categories for the
purposes of this summary:

e Relationship-based youth work;

e Youth participatory action research;
e Youth-adult partnerships;

e Youth organising; and

« Needs-led youth work.

Relationship-based youth work

The importance of the relationship between youth work practitioner and young person is foregrounded
in much of the youth studies literature. For example, McMillan, Stuart and Vincent (2012) interviewed a
number of students (n=7) attending an alternative school program supported by youth care
practitioners in Canada to explore how these youth view the work of the practitioners and its effect on
them. The young interviewees attributed the relationship between practitioner and young person as the
basis for effective work and positive academic and socioemotional outcomes from the program.
Additionally, these students emphasised the importance of constant engagement via both passive and
persistent engagement strategies employed by the youth care practitioners as key to effective work
between themselves and the practitioner.
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https://headspace.org.au/
https://www.scarfsupport.org.au/
https://www.mcci.org.au/
http://www.soul-gen.com.au/
https://www.humanitymatters.org.au/
https://www.syfs.org.au/
https://www.mcci.org.au/
https://www.islhd.health.nsw.gov.au/services-clinics/multicultural-health
https://www.startts.org.au/
https://www.nslhd.health.nsw.gov.au/HealthPromotion/Pages/YouthHealthPromotion.aspx
https://www.streetwork.org.au/
https://www.mhcs.health.nsw.gov.au/
https://www.mhcs.health.nsw.gov.au/
https://www.weave.org.au/
https://peterslattery.com/
https://www.projectyouth.org.au/

The importance of continuity and consistency in the relationship between practitioner and young
person was also highlighted in a study exploring young people’s experiences in and out of care and with
youth services in Belgium (Naert, Roets, Roose & Vanderplasschen, 2019). In this study, the authors
interviewed 25 young people to explore their perspectives of the care and support they had received
and found that three major themes emerged: 1) a need for footholds in moments of existential chaos; 2)
the importance of timing of interventions to correspond with youth’s perspectives; and 3) the
importance of youth’s impact on their own care pathways. These recurring themes emphasise the
importance not only of a reliable and consistent relationship, but also one that is responsive and
adaptable to the needs of the young person at particular points in time, and that foregrounds their
own voice in decision-making processes. Overall, these studies highlight the need for a more nuanced
understanding of youth work relationships and provision of support that considers a young person’s
personal identity formation and development, their circumstances and their voice.

The literature also emphasises the significance of professional support and supervision for youth
workers that considers the practitioners’ personal and professional identity in relation to the youth with
whom they are working. A case study of the relationship between a Black male youth worker and a
young Black man in the UK sought to explore how the employment of male youth workers promotes
desistance from crime among young men (Harris, 2022). Harris found from this case study, that the
men’s investments in different discourses of masculinity were more significant than their similarities in
racial or class backgrounds for promotion of desistance. Consequently, Harris emphasised the
importance of professional support and supervision of male youth workers that foregrounds their own
personal and professional identity so as to better understand their resources of masculine and street
capital in relation to the young person they are seeking to engage. Finally, the importance of trust,
rapport and a boundary-enabled relationship are also highlighted in the literature as critical to an
effective relationship between practitioner and young person. For example, Crisp (2020) interviewed
10 sport coaches with experience in community coaching to explore their perceptions of ‘best practice’
in sport intervention programs with young people. From these interviews, Crisp found that development
of a trusting, boundary-enabled relationship between coach and the young people was the key to the
success of effective programs.

Challenges in relationship-based youth work practice: Maintaining appropriate boundaries

Establishing and maintaining a relationship between practitioner and young person that is conducive to
their personal development and growth has particular challenges. Much of the youth studies literature
in this space focuses on strategies for setting, maintaining and/or blurring professional boundaries in
relational youth work practice. Sercombe (2007) offers an outline of best practice strategies in managing
professional boundaries. More specifically, Murphy and Ord (2013) discussed the appropriate use of
worker self-disclosure which frequently occur in youth work practice.

Hart (2017) similarly advocates for a more nuanced understanding of professional boundaries in youth
work practice, suggesting that relationships are multifaceted and fluid and do not easily conform to rigid
professional boundaries and arbitrary guidelines or rules. An earlier ethnographic study undertaken by
Hart (2016) that explored four youth clubs operating in north-east England found that young people are
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adept at maintaining boundaries and demonstrate a consciousness of the organisational boundaries

that constrain youth workers’ practice. Consequently, Hart suggests that youth workers give greater

credence to young people’s capacity to set and work within boundaries and consider greater

collaboration in the negotiation and maintenance of professional boundaries with their client youth.

Youth work interventions that foster empowerment and agency

Many youth work interventions directly or indirectly foster empowerment and agency in their young

clients. The recent shift towards a rights-based approach and the recognition of the need to give

primacy to youth voice and participation in decision-making have seen a number of programs emerge

that variously empower youth by safeguarding their rights to participate in the processes that shape

youth organisations (see Hall, 2020). While these programs and approaches vary, they converge in their

goal of improving youth outcomes by involving youth in activities considered meaningful and promoting

equitable relationships and participatory practices.

Youth participatory action research

STARTTS — Sporing Linx: program that uses
sport to promote social connecfion,
empowerment and leadership among refugee
youth

What does it aim to do? Sporiing Linx targets
youth from refugee backgrounds between the
ages of 14-18 and aims fo engage them in
sporfing adivities fo promote social connection,
empowerment and leadership.

How does it do it? STARTTS works closely with
individual schools fo customise programs o
address the specific interests and needs of
their refugee student cohort.

Youth-adult partnerships

Youth participatory action research is youth-led
research which engages young people as co-researchers
in the design and administration of research projects
focused on social problems that impact their lives. The
overall aim of these research projects is to involve
young people in the transformation of collectively
produced knowledge into practical solutions that can
precipitate community-level change (Hall, 2020).
Research suggests these youth participatory action
research programs bolster leadership, the desire to
contribute to community change, as well as
empowerment and self-esteem among participating
youth (see Ozer & Douglas, 2013).

Youth-adult partnerships, also termed ‘youth-driven’ programs or practices, similarly prioritise young
people’s right to participate in democratic processes via collaborations between youth and adults that

aim to improve youth-serving organisations or resolve broader problems that impact communities (Hall,
2020). While these partnerships are conceptually and structurally diverse, they all seek to give primacy
to the youth voice in decision-making processes, and foster supportive adult relationships (see Ramey,
Lawford & Vachon, 2017). Generally, these programs aim to develop skill-building and individual
empowerment through shared activities that take a variety of forms.

Ramey, Rose-Krasnor and Lawford (2017) explored the association between young people’s
construction and expression of their sense of identity and the degree of youth voice, collaborative
youth-adult relationships and youths’ program engagement across 194 youth participating in youth-
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adult partnerships. The authors found that all three characteristics of youth-adult partnerships (youth

voice, collaboration and program engagement) predict youths’ capacity to actively seek out, evaluate

and use self-relevant information in their construction and expression of their sense of self, while

program engagement served as a unique predictor.

Spier’s (2013) evaluated a park design ‘walkshop’ in which young people participated in a simulated

consultation walk with a view to redeveloping an urban park. This study demonstrated that this program

transformed students’ understanding of the park and increased their sense of creative agency as social

actors able to shape public spaces. Generally, research has shown that youth-adult partnerships foster

empowerment, a sense of control and self-esteem among youth (see Zeldin, Christens & Powers, 2013;

Zeldin et al., 2014; Zeldin et al., 2016).

Youth organising

Morthern Sydney Local Health District — Northern
Sydney Youth Health Promotion: employs o group
of local young people aged 15-24 to promote the
health and wellbeing of local young people

What coes it aim to do? The Northern Sydney
Youth Health Promotion (MSYHP) aims to promote
the health and wellbeing of local young people by
focusing on issues such as tobacco, alcohol,
emotional and social health and obesity.

How does it do it? The group of local young
people employed by NSYHP (Youth Consultants) to
undertake this work are frained and mentfored by a
Youth Health Promotion Coordinator & Sodal
Wellbeing Manager. This feam of 10-12 Youth
Consultants offer a unique perspective and insight,
encourage meaningful dialogue and consultation
between young people and healthcare providers,
youth services, schools, local coundils, planners and
policy makers.

Anticipated outcomes: The Youth Consultants use
their unique perspective, local knowledge and
creative skills fo improve young people’s
engagement with health and wellness. Youth
Consultants engage with young people at events
and develop strategies to address issues that affect
young people.

Youth organising, youth social action or youth
activism programs are defined as ‘a youth
development and social justice strategy that trains
young people in community organising and
advocacy...to alter power relations and create
meaningful institutional change in their
communities’ (Listen, Inc, 2003, p.9). Originally,
youth organising programs emerged as an
intervention within the positive youth
development movement, advocating for programs
that develop interpersonal capacity among
participant youth within safe and structured
environments (Hall, 2020). The youth organising
approach extended this aim to encourage
development of sociopolitical capacity (i.e. the
capacity to consider local issues and broader
sociopolitical issues in tandem and work towards
resolving inequities), and community capacity (i.e.
a commitment towards collaborative change and
skill-building) among participant youth.

Youth organising programs can take a variety of

forms. Generally, these programs converge around prioritisation of youth voices in program processes

including relationship-building, problem identification, action planning and implementation.

One ethnographic research study of a youth-led peer-support program sought to explore the role of

young people in determining, creating and applying change processes for their peers, and ultimately,

enhancing processes of empowerment and agency (Moensted & Buus, 2011). Using interviews with

program participant young people, volunteers and staff, the authors found that when participations

were offered a dual role by the program, both receiving peer support as well as facilitating change

Evidence Review — Youth Work

October 2022 7



processes for others, this gave them a voice, and reinforced their rights to be involved in transforming
their situations.

Youth organising programs require careful consideration of service delivery needs. Blanchet-Cohen and
Brunson (2014) explored staff practice in the context of a youth-led program that engaged marginalised
youth in social change through youth-led grants in Canada. The authors interviewed youth workers and
managers to better understand how these youth-led practices were supported, both logistically and in
principle, across the organisation and found that support was required at multiple ecological levels
including individual-level, group-level, setting-level and organisation-level. Ultimately, Blanchet-Cohen
and Brunson (2014) emphasised the importance of training for practitioners overseeing and managing
youth organising programs. Overall, research has shown that youth organising programs and
approaches bolster leadership and the desire to contribute to community-level changes, as well as
empowerment and self-esteem among youth (see Schwartz & Suyemoto, 2013).

Needs-led youth work
Needs-led youth work similarly prioritises youth participation in decision-making and care processes

CREATE - Your Future program: provides young people with the while also requiring a continuous
skills and knowledge required to effectively transition from OOHC focus on the young person’s needs,

to independence and practitioners’ showcasing of

needs-led attitudes and skills

What does it aim to do? The Your Future program (CYF) aims to (Metselaar, van Yperen, van den

impart the life skills and self and community awareness required
Bergh & Knorth, 2015).

to successfully manage the challenges of everyday life by
translating knowledge and values into abilities that enable
young people to excel. In their systematic review of needs-

led programs for school-aged children

How does it do it? CYF uses an experiential approach to and their families, Metselaar, van

learning, encouraging young people to explore their own
¢ 9ing young peop P Yperen, van den Bergh and Knorth

knowledge, beliefs and experiences. The workshop modules are
(2015) found that most studies

designed to engage young people of all learning styles by

balancing visual, auditory and tactile activities and approaches. reported an association between
clients’ involvement and engagement
Anticipated outcomes: In addition to achieving skill-based in the program and positive

competencies such as managing finances, being healthy and . .
e ) outcomes, such as improvements in
navigating the rental housing market, young people are also
guided through the steps required to think critically, make
informed and independent decisions and understand their client satisfaction, completion rates,

identity and role in the community. youth safety, wellbeing and

youth behaviours, parenting stress,

empowerment, and service
coordination. Practitioner attitudes and skills that were significantly associated with positive outcomes
included listening to clients and working in partnership with them (Metselaar, van Yperen, van den
Bergh & Knorth, 2015).

By contrast, only a few studies in this evidence review attributed these positive outcomes to the

attention given to the clients’ needs. Further research is needed to evaluate the effectiveness of this
approach for achieving positive outcomes. Bramsen, Kuiper, Willemse & Cardol (2021), developed a
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manualised needs-led youth work tool called MyPath. MyPath is designed to prepare young people in
out of home care for life outside of care or support. MyPath seeks to develop youth autonomy and
participation by facilitating self-reflection and goal planning. An accompanying instruction manual for
youth work practitioners guides professionals through the tool and emphasises the importance of
prioritising young people’s voices while they work through their reflective tasks. A pilot study of this tool
found that it was usable and facilitated strengthening of young people’s autonomy as well as meaningful
participation.

Limitations

It is well-established that youth work scholarship is limited by a lack of documentation and synthesis of
practice-oriented knowledge (Moensted, Day & Buss, 2020). Veerman & Van Yperen (2007) partially
attribute the paucity of experimental studies in youth work academic literature to difficulties associated
with evaluation of non-standardised interventions that characterise much youth work practice. These
gaps in available literature preclude this summary from being an exhaustive overview of available youth
work interventions and programs that foster agency and empowerment. It is highly probable that many
additional, and effective, youth work interventions operate to foster agency and empowerment in
young people, but that these interventions have not been evaluated or identified in our searches of
academic databases, grey literature and stakeholder submissions. These deficits in youth work
scholarship are particularly pronounced for youth work targeting Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander
young people, and CALD youth more generally.

Additionally, there are definitional inconsistencies and ambiguities surrounding concepts such as agency
and empowerment. These terms are variously defined and measured in the literature which precludes
comprehensive review of the way these processes and outcomes are realised in youth work practices
and programs. Similarly, as noted above, many interventions may indirectly foster agency and
empowerment in participant youth but not necessarily report on these as outcomes or substantive
processes.

Conclusion

Youth work is increasingly moving beyond a deficit-oriented, risk-averse approach to support of young
people and instead giving primacy to youth participation in decision-making and processes that shape
youth organisations. A content synthesis of literature pertaining to youth work interventions revealed
that many programs directly or indirectly foster empowerment and agency in their young clients. Youth
work programs and practices that recurred in the literature surrounding agency and empowerment
included: relationship-based youth work, youth participatory action research, youth-adult partnerships,
youth organising and needs-led youth work. While these programs and approaches vary in structure and
format, they converge in their goal of improving youth outcomes by involving youth in activities that are
meaningful and promoting equitable relationships and participatory practices.

Moensted, Day and Buus (2020) conducted interviews and a focus group with youth practitioners in
Australia to explore the ways in which youth work practitioners are supporting transitioning and
disadvantaged youth. The authors found that three recurring themes in youth work practice emerged:
1) having an ecological focus; 2) encouraging personal agency; and 3) fostering alternative possibilities.
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These three concepts capture much of the above synthesis of youth work interventions that are
relationship-based, and that foster agency and empowerment.

Evidence Review — Youth Work October 2022
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