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Working with young people: The value 

of youth work in the EU  

Executive summary  

About this study  

The history of providin g youth work for young people varies depending on the Member 

State, but youth work is not a new concept in the EU and the landscape of youth work 

continues to evolve. Although youth work has greater recognition and visibility today in 

comparison to the pas t, there is still much to be done as there is a need to recognise 

youth work for the contribution and value it has in the lives of young people.  

In consideration of the fact that sources of data on youth work are currently scarce, this 

study strives to br ing together existing evidence in order to facilitate the understanding 

and appreciation of youth work. It draws on literature in the area, a mapping of national 

contexts, consultation amongst stakeholders and an analysis of successful practice. The 

latter  was conducted during the course of the study in order to gain a deeper 

understanding of youth work in the EU and the contribution that it makes for young 

people of the EU. The report highlights the diversity of youth work practice, the variety 

of actors i nvolved, the observable trends in the sector, features of successful youth 

work and the range of outcomes associated with that success. Furthermore, it presents 

a comparative overview of the frameworks which support youth work at the national 

level across the EU. Whilst youth work practice will take place regardless of whether 

countries provide a policy framework of support for the sector or not, EU and national 

level policies and funding provisions have the potential to frame and shape the practice 

of yout h work. These should be designed so as to further strengthen the capacity of the 

sector to provide meaningful activities for young people in their leisure time that lead to 

identifiable successful outcomes for youth in the EU.  

What is youth work?  

The term óyouth workô is used to describe a diverse range of activities, topics and 

measures provided by a range of actors in assorted fields and settings. However, at the 

heart of youth work there are three core features that define it as youth work distinct 

from other policy fields:  

ƴ a focus on young people,  

ƴ personal development, and  

ƴ voluntary participation.  

Not all countries have a formal definition of youth work and amongst those that do, 

there is a variety of definitions. Based on a review of national definit ions and expertsô 

views, this study identified that the following characteristics are frequently cited when 

describing youth work:   
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Typology of youth work  

Given the range of activities that fall under the umbrella of youth work this study 

proposes a typ ology of youth work practice to capture the types of activities and the 

focus of youth work. The proposed typology consists of two axes distinguishing between 

the objectives and the target group of the youth work activity. Most youth work 

activities fall s omewhere along the continuum of these axes. Youth work activities at 

one end of the target group axis are those that are universal (targeting all young 

people) and at the other end those which focus on specific target groups of young 

people. The other axis  representing the objectives of youth work runs from youth work 

with a broad goal of personal development to youth work with very specific issues it 

wishes to address. Many organisations deliver some activities that have a specific target 

group focus and o thers that are open to all young people. The types of activities can be 

partially linked to the types of expected outcomes and therefore to the discussion of the 

value of youth work. This report shows a range of outcomes of youth work but not all 
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types of activities have the potential to result in the full range of outcomes. The 

typology together with the discussion on outcomes could be seen as a way to clarify the 

focus of a specific youth work activity and related expected outcomes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Trends in youth work in the last decade  

The youth work sector continues to evolve and is gaining increasing prominence on the 

political agenda at the EU and Member State levels. Youth work organisations 

themselves also adapt to the changing needs and  contexts of young people. There are a 

number of key trends that were highlighted on the basis of the stakeholder interviews, 

country reports and case -studies carried out during this study with implications for both 

policy and practice.  
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The combination o f an increasing demand for youth work activities, the growing 

expectations of youth work to deliver successful outcomes and evidence of that success 

means that organisations providing youth work have to find a balance between:  

ƴ meeting the priorities set ou t in policies and funding mechanisms with an ever -

increasing trend for youth work practice to be more target -group based, address 

specific issues and be intervention based;  

ƴ responding to the individual needs and interests of young people;  

ƴ whilst maintainin g the core principles that form the foundation of youth work 

practice.  

The potential disconnection between the purpose and mission of youth work and the 

expectations of outcomes is a growing issue. There is a concern that youth work is 

increasingly expect ed to deliver what had previously been carried out by other policy 

sectors. Some of those within the sector can see this trend as putting extensive 

pressure on the sector and can take youth work away from its original purpose. On the 

other hand this indica tes that there is growing awareness of the possible contribution of 

youth work. Though in many countries this does not yet come hand in hand with 

funding frameworks and commitment to develop the youth work sector.  

Quality youth work  

In addition to explorin g what youth work is, how it is delivered and supported and the 

observable trends within the sector, an examination of the literature and analysis of 

case-studies led to the identification of the elements that make up successful youth 

work practice. This s tudy finds that successful youth work outcomes are reached 

through a combination of behaviours, attitudes and methods. Core areas of good quality 

youth work are:  

ƴ The close relationship between the youth worker and the young person;  

ƴ Active outreach to young  people in need of help and support;  

ƴ Flexibility, accessibility and adapting to the needs of young people;  

ƴ Learning opportunities, goal setting and recognition of achievements;  

ƴ Safe, supportive environments enabling young people to experience life, to make  

mistakes and to participate with their peers in an enjoyable and fun setting;  

ƴ Autonomy with young people driving their own development;  

ƴ Partnerships/collaboration with other actors (e.g. formal education, social work).  

Organisations and those working in t he field of youth work need to find the right 

balance between support for, and the autonomy of, young people. Young people benefit 

from this combination of supportive and safe spaces as well as the autonomy to create 

an environment that promotes their own personal development.  

The contribution of youth work  

An important aspect of this study is not only to look at what makes youth work 

successful but to take stock of the outcomes associated with successful practice. 

Currently, a general lack of data and rob ust evaluation hinders the sector from 

demonstrating effectiveness. However, the body of evidence on both outcomes and 

successful practice is beginning to grow. Greater availability of research facilitates 

learning and development of those active in the se ctor.  

On the basis of the evidence identified from existing research and the data collected 

throughout this study successful youth work practice can result in a range of positive 

outcomes for young people which enable them to:  

ƴ Develop skills and competenc es in a diverse range of areas (their human capital);  

ƴ Strengthen their network and social capital;  

ƴ Change particular behaviours (such as risk behaviours);  

ƴ Build positive relationships.  
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Beyond the individual level outcomes, youth work is:  

ƴ An important comp onent of our social fabric offering a space for contact, exchange 

and engagement among youth but also between generations; and  

ƴ Of value in its own right. Most youth work activities are designed to offer learning 

experiences that can be both enriching and f un and offer activities that are shared 

with others. These have a social value and should be recognised as such.  

The European Youth Strategy 1 identified eight fields of action to which youth policies 

should contribute. This study ascertains the contributio n of youth work to each of these 

fields based on existing research, the country reports and case -studies.  

                                           
1 Europe an Commission (2009) An EU Strategy for Youth ï Investing and Empowering  A 

renewed open method of coordination to address youth challenges and opportunities .  
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Although the main focus of this report was to recognise the value of youth work in 

terms of the positive outcomes identified above, it is impor tant to state that this study 

acknowledges that the focus and value of youth work is not only in what it produces in 

terms of outcomes. Youth work processes and activities should be valued alongside the 

positive outcomes these can produce.  
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Reach of youth w ork  

A challenge when discussing the reach of youth work is that no EU country has a 

comprehensive overview of the reach of youth work in terms of those participating in 

youth work activities. One third of countries analysed have no data on this issue. Thos e 

countries that collect data often only have information about particular segments of 

youth work. The data is frequently:  

ƴ based on membership in youth organisations but membership -based organisations 

represent only one part of the youth work sector;  

ƴ based  on numbers of participants in activities funded by a specific programme 

causing possible double counting as a significant share of young people participate in 

more than one set of activities;  

ƴ not broken down into more detailed categories enabling refined analysis of who is 

reached and who is left out.  

As a proxy, an existing survey of young people 2 showed that 

more than one young European (aged 15 to 30) in two 

participated (during the 12 months prior to the survey) in 

activities of at least one type of organisation named 3. Though 

not all organisations named always offer youth work, this 

data indicates that the reach of youth work is possibly 

significant. One young person in five took part in activities of 

a youth club, leisure time club or a youth organi sation. 

Furthermore, there are some groups of particularly active 

young people who participate in a broad range of activities.  

However, this research also shows that some groups have 

less access to youth work than others. These are:  

ƴ Older age groups of y oung people (aged 18 and over);   
ƴ Young people in rural areas;  

ƴ Young people from migrant backgrounds;  

ƴ Young people from other minority groups (e.g. disabled, 

LGBT);  

ƴ Disadvantaged young people.  

Therefore, whilst some young people gain the most out of 

youth work, many of those with perhaps the greatest potential to benefit from youth 

work are not currently being reached by youth work.  

                                           
2 Flash Eurobarometer survey ñEuropean Youth: Participation in democratic life ò 

(N.375) .  
3 The org anisations listed were: sports club, youth/leisure club or youth organisation, 

local organisation aimed at improving local community, cultural organisation, 

organisation promoting human rights or global development, organisation active in 

climate change/ e nvironmental issues, political organisation or political party.  

56
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One young person in two 
took part in some 

organised activities in the 

past year (2013, 
Eurobarometer data)

Yes

No

Highest participation җ75: NL, IE, 

[¦Τ [ƻǿŜǎǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ Җ37: HU, 

LT, CY

22

78

One young person in five took part in activities of a youth club, leisure time club or any 
other kind of youth organisation (2013 Eurobarometer data)

Yes No
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Supporting frameworks for youth work  

The youth work sector is supported by policies and funding programmes at both EU 

(Youth S trategy and Youth in Action) and national level. The EU Youth Strategy has 

influenced national youth policy since its implementation in 2010 with national priorities 

reflecting those set at the EU level. In the majority of Member States youth work is 

suppo rted by a legal framework, governance structure, policies and funding. However 

these frameworks often emphasise some aspects of youth work more than others and it 

is not uncommon that youth work comes under several legal or funding frameworks.  

Legal frame works commonly regulate funding mechanisms, funding eligibility, and the 

requirements and responsibilities of those involved in the sector as well as, in some 

cases, serving as a tool to recognise youth work practice.  

Most countries 

either have a 

specifi c strategy or 

action plan on 

youth work or their 

broader youth 

strategies 

incorporate aspects 

of youth work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Beyond regulation, 

the sector is 

supported by 

national level 

policies, programmes and funding. In fact, there is evidence that pol icy developments 

related to youth work are increasingly being developed in countries across the EU as 

governments commit to establishing, renewing or replacing youth work strategies, 

policies and funding programmes. A comparative overview of these policies , 

programmes and funding mechanisms on the basis of information collected for the 

country reports found that in addition to developing youth work in specific thematic 

areas (in line with the eight fields of action in the EU Youth Strategy), there are a 

num ber of core main priorities for current and future youth work emphasised at national 

level. The core priorities of these national policy frameworks for youth work in EU 

countries are presented below.  
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Impact of economic crisis on youth work  

Young people h ave been disproportionately affected by the economic crisis that started 

in 2008, particularly on the labour market. One in four young people under 25 is 

unemployed in the EU  4. Therefore, young people have become a core priority for policy 

makers at EU le vel. Youth policy is seen by many as a possible solution to tackle the 

issues and offset the negative impact of the crisis. On the basis of the country reports 

and interviews amongst stakeholders in the sector, the economic crisis has had a 

number of signi ficant impacts on youth work within Member States across Europe:  

ƴ The majority of EU countries have experienced cuts to public funds to youth work 

due to the economic crisis (at national and municipality level);  

ƴ There is a growing use and reliance on EU lev el support and financing for the youth 

work sector as other sources of funding at national level are reduced;  

ƴ The priorities for public funding of youth work have changed. There is greater 

emphasis on youth work targeted at giving young people better oppor tunities on the 

labour market and in education. Focus is increasingly on funding support to those 

                                           
4 Eurostat unemployment rate ï annual average in % for 2012 under 25 years old for 

the EU 27 was 22.8%.  
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who are socially excluded. Organisations providing universal youth work increasingly 

struggle to get public funding;  

ƴ With greater demand on youth work, there is pressure to do more with either the 

same or less funding than before;  

ƴ Youth work policy developments have slowed or recently stalled in some countries 

primarily due to the economic downturn;  

ƴ With less funding there is increasing emphasis on youth work w ith an identifiable 

effect and return on investment. Not all organisations have the capacity to engage in 

such evaluations.  

 

Impact of the economic crisis on national level public funding for 

youth work  

National public funding cuts   Country  

Experienced n ational level public 

budget cuts for youth work  

 BE (fr), BG, CZ, DE, DK, EL, ES, HU, IE, IT, 

LT, LV, PL, PT, RO, SI, SK, UK -EWNI, UK 
(Scot)  

Limited impact on national level 

public budget for youth work 5 

 AT, BE (de), BE (nl), EE, FI, FR, LU, MT, NL  

Expected national budget cuts for 

youth work  

 CY, EL 

 

Youth workers  

The exact population of youth workers in the EU remains unknown, though estimates 6 

show that the number of volunteers greatly outweighs the number of paid youth 

workers in the sector. Calc ulations on the basis of a select number of countries in the 

EU estimate over 1.7 million youth workers with this figure likely to be higher for the 

whole EU. Fundamentally, youth workers typically carry out the same roles and 

functions regardless of their  status as volunteer or paid.  

The status of youth workers is increasingly becoming understood as a distinct profession 

but professionalism is not only about formal qualifications. Volunteer youth workers also 

integrate a professional approach to their wor k with young people. Youth workers are 

often qualified and/or specifically trained to carry out the activities they are involved 

with. Whilst there is evidence of some government support through training 

opportunities, recognition and validation of learnin g for youth workers, most commonly 

it is the youth work organisations themselves which are active in offering training or 

development opportunities for youth workers.  

Given the prevalence of in -house training, there is a need for greater external 

recognit ion of youth workers skills and competences, based on quality criteria against 

which skills and competences can be recognised. There are also some initiatives for 

clarification of common minimum competence standards for youth workers across the 

different o rganisations and roles. It is equally important to support youth workers as it 

is to support young people involved in youth work. A lack of adequate support in 

combination with the pressures on the sector can discourage those who are working 

with young peo ple and, in some cases, lead to high turnover. This has the potential to 

damage the established relationships between youth workers and young people which 

are fundamental to successful practice. Therefore, support for youth workers (paid and 

                                           
5 Though in some countries cuts were experienced at the level of municipalities.  
6 Sour ce: ICF GHK calculations based on data in country reports.  
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voluntary) to recognise the experience, professionalism and contribution they bring to 

their work with young people is an important identifiable need.  
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Travailler avec les jeunes: la valeur 

du travail dans le domaine de la 

jeunesse dans lôUE 

Résumé  

A propos de cette é tude  

Lôhistorique du travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse varie en fonction de lôEtat 

membre, mais nôest pas un concept nouveau dans lôUE et son champ dôapplication 

continue dô®voluer. Bien que le travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse ait aujourdôhui 

acquis une plus grande reconnaissance et une plus grande visibilité que par le passé, il 

reste encore beaucoup à faire en termes de reconnaissance de la contribution et de la 

valeur du travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse dans la vie des bénéficiaires.  

Du  fait de la rareté actuelle des données sur le travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse, 

la présente étude tente de regrouper les informations existantes en vue de mieux le 

comprendre et lô®valuer. Elle sôappuie sur la documentation disponible sur le sujet, la 

description des contextes nationaux, la consultation des parties prenantes et lôanalyse 

des pratiques ayant fait leur preuve. Cette dernière a été réalisée dans le cadre de 

lô®tude en vue de mieux comprendre le travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse dans lôUE 

et sa contribution au développement personnel des jeunes européens. Le rapport met 

en lumière la variété des pratiques en matière de travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse 

et la diversité des acteurs impliqués, les tendances observables dans le sect eur, les 

caractéristiques des actions réussies en faveur de la jeunesse et la portée des résultats 

atteints. Par ailleurs, elle dresse également un tableau comparatif des cadres soutenant 

le travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse au niveau national à trave rs lôUE. Alors que les 

pratiques en matière de travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse ont lieu que le pays soit 

ou non dot® dôun cadre politique de soutien au secteur, les politiques communautaires 

ou nationales et les dispositifs de financement ont la cap acit® dôencadrer et de fa­onner 

les pratiques en matière de travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse. Il faut donc que ces 

politiques soient conçues de manière à renforcer la capacité du secteur à proposer aux 

jeunes des activités enrichissantes pendant leur  temps libre, qui mènent à des résultats 

positifs identifiables pour la jeunesse de lôUE. 

Quôest- ce que le travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse?  

Le terme «  travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse  », ou youth work pour les 

anglophones, est utilisé pour déc rire une vari®t® dôactivit®s, de th¯mes et de mesures 

propos®s par une diversit® dôacteurs dans diff®rents domaines et milieux. Cependant, au 

cîur du travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse, trois grandes caract®ristiques le 

distinguent des autres champs de  la politique:  

ƴ la focalisation sur les jeunes,  

ƴ le développement personnel, et  

ƴ la participation volontaire.  
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Tous les pays ne disposent pas dôune d®finition formelle du travail dans le domaine de la 

jeunesse et aucune d®finition ne fait lôunanimit® parmi ceux qui en ont une. A partir des 

d®finitions nationales et des points de vue des experts, lô®tude a r®v®l® que les 

caractéristiques suivantes sont fréquemment citées pour décrire le travail dans le 

domaine de la jeunesse:  

 

 

Typologie du travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse  

En raison de la vaste gamme des activités relevant du travail avec la jeunesse, une 

typologie des pratiques en la mati¯re a ®t® ®labor®e dans le cadre de lô®tude afin de 

cerner les activités et les catégories ciblées. La typologie pr oposée est articulée autour 

de deux axes repr®sentant les objectifs de lôactivit® et la cat®gorie de jeunes cibl®e. La 

plupart des activit®s li®es au travail dans le secteur de la jeunesse sôinscrivent dans la 

continuité de ces deux axes. Les activités rel evant du travail dans le domaine de la 

jeunesse vont de celles, ¨ lôune des extr®mit®s de lôaxe des cat®gories cibl®es, qui sont 
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universelles (ouvertes ¨ tous les jeunes) jusquô¨ celles, ¨ lôautre extr®mit®, qui ne 

concernent quôune cat®gorie cible sp®cifique de jeunes. Lôautre axe repr®sentant les 

objectifs du travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse va des activités ayant une finalité 

globale de d®veloppement personnel jusquôaux activit®s tentant dôadresser des 

problèmes très spécifiques. De nombreuses orga nisations mettent en îuvre des 

activit®s ciblant une cat®gorie bien pr®cise de jeunes et dôautres activit®s ciblant tous 

les jeunes. Les types dôactivit®s peuvent °tre en partie li®s aux types de r®sultats 

escomptés et donc au débat autour de la valeur du travail dans le domaine de la 

jeunesse. Ce rapport met en ®vidence lô®ventail des r®sultats du travail dans le domaine 

de la jeunesse mais tous les types dôactivit®s ne permettent pas dôatteindre tous les 

types de résultats. La typologie et la discussion s ur les résultats peuvent être un moyen 

de clarifier la focalisation dôune activit® sp®cifique du travail dans le domaine de la 

jeunesse et les r®sultats quôon en attend. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tendances caractérisant le travail dans le domaine de la 

j eunesse au cours de la dernière décennie  

Le travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse continue dô®voluer et acquiert une importance 

croissante dans lôagenda politique aux niveaux de lôUE et de lôEtat membre. Les 

organisations mettant en îuvre les activit®s en faveur de la jeunesse évoluent elles -

m°mes pour sôadapter aux changements en termes de besoins et de contextes des 

jeunes. Il existe un certain nombre de grandes tendances émergeant des entretiens 

avec les parties prenantes, des rapports nationaux et des études de cas réalisés dans le 

cadre de cette étude, des tendances qui ont des incidences tant pour les politiques que 

pour les pratiques.  
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La conjugaison de la demande accrue dôactivit®s ciblant la jeunesse, des attentes 

croissantes de résultats positi fs du travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse et des 

informations factuelles prouvant quôelles fonctionnent bien signifie que le organisations 

travaillant dans le secteur de la jeunesse doivent parvenir à équilibrer:  

ƴ la poursuite des priorités fixées par le s politiques et les mécanismes de financement 

avec la tendance toujours croissante à des pratiques en matière de travail dans le 

domaine de la jeunesse de plus en plus ciblées sur des catégories précises, des 

probl¯mes sp®cifiques et bas®es sur lôintervention;  

ƴ la r®ponse aux besoins individuels et les centres dôint®r°t des jeunes; 

ƴ le maintien des principes fondamentaux relatifs aux pratiques en matière de travail 

dans le domaine de la jeunesse.  

La déconnexion potentielle entre la finalité/mission du travai l dans le domaine de la 

jeunesse et les r®sultats attendus est un probl¯me croissant. Certains redoutent quôon 

attende du travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse quôil remplisse des missions relevant 

pr®c®demment dôautres domaines de la politique. Certains acteurs du secteur 

considèrent que cette tendance exerce des pressions excessives sur le secteur et risque 

de détourner le travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse de ses finalités originelles. 

Dôautre part, cela r®v¯le une prise de conscience croissante de la contribution possible 

du travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse. Mais dans de nombreux pays, ce progrès 

nôest pas encore ®tay® par des cadres de financement et des engagements ¨ d®velopper 

le secteur du travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse.  

Le travail  de qualité dans le domaine de la jeunesse  

Outre lôexploration de ce qui constitue le travail dans le domaine de la jeunesse, de la 

manière dont il est fourni et soutenu et des tendances observables dans le secteur, 

lôexamen de la documentation et lôanalyse des ®tudes de cas ont permis dôidentifier les 

éléments constitutifs des activés réussies en matière de travail dans le domaine de la 

jeunesse. Lô®tude a r®v®l® que, pour atteindre des r®sultats positifs en mati¯re de 

travail dans le domaine de la jeuness e, il est nécessaire de combiner divers 

comportements, attitudes et méthodes. Les principaux domaines de bonne qualité des 

pratiques en la matière sont les suivants:  

ƴ la relation ®troite entre lôanimateur et le jeune; 

ƴ la recherche active des jeunes ayant be soin dôaide et de soutien; 

ƴ la flexibilit®, lôaccessibilit® et lôadaptation aux besoins des jeunes; 

ƴ les opportunit®s dôacquisition de connaissances, lô®tablissement dôobjectifs et la 

reconnaissance des résultats atteints;  




















































































































































































































































































































































































