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I welcome the publication of the Vision for 
Youth Work, which sets out a vision for the 
future direction of youth work in Ireland over 
the next 10 years. The vision was developed 
as a result of extensive consultation with the 
youth work sector and reflects both current 
and emerging issues that we as a sector are 
experiencing. It is an important document at 
a pivotal time for youth work in Ireland and 
I know will serve to provide a roadmap for 
the development of youth work policy and 
practice in the years ahead.

Like any document of this nature, it is framed 
at a high level and seeks to provide blue-sky 
thinking and a vision for the future. In this 
regard, it is ambitious about youth work in 
Ireland and outlines 8 aspects, with context 
and considerations. It is comprehensive and 
captures the key issues facing the sector now 
and into the future.

This document would not have been 
possible without the support, commitment, 
and endorsement of the NYCI Board and 
membership. I would like to acknowledge 
in particular my predecessor Dubheasa 
Kelly and the Board of NYCI for its ongoing 
commitment to this project. I would also like 
to thank the research participants who very 
generously gave their time to participate in 
the in-depth interviews and consultations 
throughout the process, the young people 
who participated in the focus groups, and the 
youth workers and volunteers who assisted 
NYCI to undertake this work.

Denis O’Brien

President,  
National Youth Council of Ireland.

Finally, I would like to personally acknowledge 
Marie-Claire McAleer and James Doorley 
for conducting the research which 
informed the development of this vision 
and Professor Maurice Devlin for acting as 
a project consultant. A special thanks to 
Mary Cunningham, NYCI CEO, and the Senior 
Management Team in NYCI for their insights and 
contribution to the project, and to Daniel Meister 
for overseeing the design and publication of the 
document.
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Foreword



All young people living in Ireland  
have access to high-quality, well 
resourced youth work services, 
which meet their expressed needs, 
delivered by paid professionals and 
well-supported volunteers.

Overall Vision

The vision is supported by eight key themes or aspects, which are detailed in this document.

The Vision for Youth Work, developed together with our membership and the wider youth sector, 
sets out a vision for the future direction of youth work in Ireland over the next 10 years:

VISION
FOR YOUTH
WORK
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ASPECT 1

Nature and purpose of youth work

Context and considerations
•	 Ireland’s legal definition of youth work, set out 

in the Youth Work Act 2001 and reiterated in 
the Education and Training Boards Act 2013, 
enshrines key principles of youth work as an 
educational and developmental process, 
based on the voluntary participation of young 
people and the primary role of voluntary 
organisations.

•	 The legal definition was formulated in the 
context of a commitment to partnership 
between the state and the voluntary sector 
in the design and delivery of youth work 
programmes and services, each fulfilling its own 
role as appropriate.

•	 The broader policy framework for children and 
young people sets out further key principles that 
are also in line with fundamental youth work 
values, including the acknowledgement that 
children and young people have rights and that 
all children and young people should have equal 
opportunities.

•	 The Irish definition and policy framework 
complement (and have contributed to) the 
emerging consensus across the European 
Union and the Council of Europe on the nature, 
values, principles and purposes of youth work.

A diverse, dynamic and 
comprehensive field of youth 
work provision and practice, 
reflecting and expressing 
the relevant legal and policy 
frameworks and upholding the 
enduring principles and values 
of youth work while responding 
flexibly to a changed and 
changing social context.

Vision

‘I think a word to sum it all up is just… 
I have to find a very good word for 
this…It’s very joyful you know, you go 
in and you feel you know, you feel 
comfortable. And you feel happy 
and you know that you won’t be 
judged. And I think that’s just a really 
lovely feeling…That’s how I would 
describe it, a safe space.’

Youth group member

“
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ASPECT 2

Access and opportunity; equality and equity

Context and considerations
•	 Youth work provision is unevenly spread around 

the country: young people in some areas and 
counties have more youth work opportunities 
available to them than others; while for some 
groups of young people (e.g. young people with 
disabilities, minority ethnic and LGBTI+ young 
people) inequalities remain despite some 
development and progress.

•	 Young people in rural areas continue to face 
particular disadvantages and obstacles when 
it comes to participation in youth work, making 
it all the more admirable that youth work 
flourishes in so many rural communities; but 
even in urban areas there are significant gaps.

•	 There is also considerable variability regarding 
availability and quality of dedicated youth 
workspaces and facilities; while funding 
scheme restrictions and insurance issues hinder 
the range of opportunities on offer.

•	 The vital supports that are provided by  
area-based targeted programmes and  
services should be developed and delivered 
in the context of, rather than at the cost of, 
universal youth work of the highest possible 
quality and reach.

All young people have 
available to them within their 
localities and communities, in 
safe, accessible and inviting 
spaces and places, a range 
of youth work opportunities 
and experiences, provided 
on a universal basis but with 
additional targeted supports 
and services for individuals and 
groups who need them.

Vision

‘We need to emphasise that youth work is 
of benefit to all young people and I would 
say is important enough that every 
young person should have access to it.’ 

Stakeholder interview

“
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ASPECT 3

Personal and social impact

Context and considerations
•	 The fact that it rests on voluntary participation 

provides youth work with both its greatest 
challenge and greatest opportunity: the 
challenge of being self-evidently attractive 
and accessible to all young people, and the 
opportunity to engage with them in a way that is 
genuinely on their own terms.

•	 Unlike any other type of provision or practice, the 
education and development offered by youth 
work blends approaches and methods that are 
non-formal (i.e. having structure and purpose 
but not a formal curriculum) and informal (i.e. 
using spontaneous activity and interaction as 
opportunities for learning). 

•	 Youth workers and youth organisations have 
been central to the emergence of national 
policy and strategy on youth participation in 
recent years, reflecting the fact that youth work 
has since its origins led the way in developing 
and applying youth participation principles and 
practices.

•	 The words of the Costello Committee almost 40 
years ago are if anything even more relevant 
today: ‘If youth work is to have any impact on 
the problems facing young people today then it 
must concern itself with social change…it must 
have a key role both in enabling young people to 
analyse society and in motivating and helping 
them to develop the skills and capacities to 
become involved in effecting change’.

Young people feel attracted 
to youth work and excited 
by the opportunities it offers 
them: to enjoy themselves, 
meet others, pursue their 
interests and develop new 
ones, participate in decisions 
that affect their lives, grow 
personally and socially and 
play a part in shaping society 
and promoting positive social 
change.

Vision

‘I think it gives you a voice.  
Like it gives you like, if you like 
find it hard and you’re still finding 
your voice. I feel like youth work 
creates…a safe place for like you to 
have your voice.’ 

Youth group member

“
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ASPECT 4

Connection and action, from local to global

Context and considerations
•	 One of youth work’s greatest strengths has 

always been its rootedness in community: 
it draws support from the communities 
(geographical and otherwise) in which its 
young people live and in turn it supports and 
actively contributes to the development of those 
communities.

•	 The north-south dimension is a significant 
feature of youth work in Ireland – as 
reflected most obviously in the fact that some 
organisations operate throughout the island – 
and the task of nurturing and sustaining north-
south links in the interests of peace, justice and 
human rights for all young people is even more 
important post-Brexit.

•	 Involvement in European and international 
activities and interactions can provide 
transformational experiences and opportunities 
for individuals and groups of young people while 
also enhancing youth participation in decision-
making at multiple levels and enabling mutual 
learning for policy and practice between youth 
work in Ireland and elsewhere. 

•	 In an increasingly globalised and unequal 
world, and one imperilled by political and 
environmental crisis and instability, global youth 
work supports young people to analyse and 
take informed action in response to issues 
such as hunger, poverty, inequality, injustice 
and climate change while also building mutual 
and reciprocal solidarity with young people and 
communities throughout the world.

Young people and youth 
workers engage actively, 
enthusiastically and creatively 
with the world around them, 
making connections and 
making a difference in a 
range of ways and at a range 
of levels including: local, 
community and neighbourhood 
development; north-south links 
within the island of Ireland; 
participation in European and 
international learning mobility, 
exchange and dialogue; and 
the promotion of sustainable 
development and social justice 
through global youth work.

Vision

‘It’s a place that young people 
can feel really safe and participate 
more in society and the 
community around them.’ 

Youth group member

“
Vision for Youth Work  |  9



ASPECT 5

People: capacity, support and diversity 

Context and considerations
•	 Despite its key contribution to national policy on 

outcomes for children and young people, and 
the fact that it is in receipt of significant (if still 
insufficient) public funding on that basis, there 
continues to be a lack of any official effort 
at national level to collect information and 
develop strategy on the youth work workforce.

•	 While youth work in Ireland continues to be 
an outstanding example of innovative and 
imaginative volunteer activity and leadership, 
the Covid 19 pandemic and other aspects of 
recent social change and public policy have 
presented many organisations with new and 
more complex challenges than before related 
to volunteering.

•	 Youth work organisations increasingly report 
that there are critical and unprecedented 
difficulties in recruiting and retaining suitably 
qualified and experienced staff for paid 
professional roles, clearly pointing to problems 
regarding both the supply of such personnel 
and the perceived attractiveness and viability 
of youth work as a career, compared with other 
professions.

•	 In a multicultural and otherwise diverse society, 
it is vital that all young people can see their 
own identities reflected in positions associated 
with initiative, authority and leadership in the 
organisations and institutions around them, 
including youth work.

The youth work workforce is of 
optimal size and outstanding 
quality and comprises a 
synergistic mix of volunteers 
and paid professional staff 
who are (in both cases) 
excellently trained, supported 
and resourced, while reflecting 
in its make up the diverse 
composition of the broader 
society in which young people 
and communities live their lives.

Vision

‘There’s such a level of professionalism 
to what the majority of youth workers 
do in this country and there’s a real 
need for that to be recognised by the 
government, by other sectors, by each 
other and by the communities that they 
work in as well.’ 

Stakeholder interview

“
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ASPECT 6

Quality, relevance and responsiveness

Context and considerations
•	 The incorporation of space for reflection as 

well as action is at the heart of youth work 
and is key to what makes it educational and 
developmental as well as engaging and 
enjoyable; but this takes training, time and 
effort, which in turn needs to be taken into 
account in youth work planning, resourcing  
and supports.

•	 Procedures and frameworks for monitoring, 
evaluation and reporting, both within 
organisations and between organisations and 
their funders and policy makers, should be 
designed in a way that reflects and captures as 
closely as possible the nature of youth work itself 
and that can clearly be seen to feed back into 
improvements in provision and practice.

•	 Given the increasing emphasis in the policy 
context on the importance of research 
and evidence as the basis for strategy and 
service provision, youth workers and youth 
organisations should be both encouraged and 
supported to develop these aspects of their 
work and where appropriate to engage with 
external partners to assess their impact and 
identify areas for development or improvement.

•	 There is a need for a coordinated approach 
to research into the changing lives and 
circumstances of young people themselves, 
addressing the full range of relevant 
demographic and socio-economic factors and 
also the key current issues being identified by 
young people and youth workers (including 
multiculturalism, gender, housing and 
homelessness, mental health, learning from the 
pandemic experience as we move forward).

Youth work policy, provision 
and practice rests on and 
is informed by a clear 
commitment to reflection, 
monitoring and evaluation, 
research and evidence, all 
in a manner that respects 
and involves young people 
themselves; thus helping to 
ensure that it remains attuned 
to the changing needs and 
circumstances of young 
people while consistently 
delivering to the highest 
standards.

Vision

‘The point I’m making is that when 
it’s done really well youth work is on 
a par with any educational process. 
What we have to get right is the 
telling of that story.’ 

Stakeholder interview

“
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ASPECT 7

Recognition and resources

Context and considerations
•	 Despite its long history and extensive presence 

in communities throughout the country, much 
work remains to be done in raising public 
awareness of the nature of youth work and  
the benefits it offers both to young people and 
to society.

•	 In particular there is often a lack of awareness 
of the distinctive nature and focus of youth 
work and how it differs from other forms of 
engagement with young people: activities that 
are exclusively based on leisure or sport for 
example, or care and welfare work with  
young people.

•	 While it is positive and appropriate that at 
the level of national policy and strategy a 
holistic approach is taken to achieving positive 
outcomes for children and young people, it is 
also necessary that explicit acknowledgement, 
recognition and support are given to specific 
sectoral and professional areas, including  
youth work.

•	 At the level of policy and service development, 
there has been a growing awareness in 
recent years of the capacity of youth work 
to engage and work with young people that 
other services, institutions and professions have 
found challenging or ‘hard to reach’; but while 
this accurately reflects one of youth work’s 
greatest strengths, it should not detract from 
recognition and respect for its integral value and 
its potential benefit for all young people.

The distinctive nature and 
contribution of youth work is 
widely recognised and valued 
within society as a whole 
and is strongly and explicitly 
endorsed and supported as a 
key element of national policy 
for children and young people, 
developed and implemented in 
partnership with the voluntary 
sector, including young people 
themselves, and adequately 
funded and resourced.

Vision

‘Some people think a youth group 
is free childcare for teenagers. You 
send your kid along and they stay 
there for a couple of hours so they 
are out of the house, you know they 
are not like getting up to no good… 
But I don’t think that reflects our 
group at all, it’s really an image that 
needs to change.’ 

Youth group member

“
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ASPECT 8

Structures and systems

Context and considerations
•	 The commitment to partnership that inspired 

Ireland’s legal definition of youth work and also 
informed key structural elements of the relevant 
legislation should be reaffirmed in principle and 
should be expressed in practical terms through 
appropriate structures and systems at national 
and local levels.

•	 Voluntary sector organisations should continue 
to seek every opportunity for sharing learning, 
working collaboratively and strengthening 
their collective voice, including through the 
sectoral representative role of NYCI.

•	 Policy frameworks and funding schemes should 
be designed in such a way as to support and 
encourage cooperation rather than foster 
division and competition.

•	 While acknowledging the independence of each 
Education and Training Board as a statutory 
entity, and the need for programmes and 
services to be responsive to the particular needs 
of young people at local level, the youth work 
functions of the ETBs should be fulfilled and 
implemented with as much consistency as 
possible and with administrative requirements 
at a level that is proportionate, realistic and 
feasible for voluntary organisations. Regard 
should always be had to the role and voice of 
young people and of the voluntary youth  
work sector. 

Youth work provision – its 
design, development and 
delivery - rests on optimal 
collaboration and partnership 
within the voluntary sector 
and between the sector 
and statutory authorities 
at national and local levels, 
with appropriate structures 
and systems to express and 
facilitate such partnership in 
a sustainable way, as well as 
to ensure coordination with 
other services and – in all the 
above – involve young people 
themselves as full and active 
partners.

Vision

‘It’s really valuable to have young people in 
the room saying what they think and making 
decisions…if young people can be involved in 
the process it can make youth work even more 
valuable.’ 

Youth group member

“
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Legislation
The Youth Work Act 2001, formulated after 
a lengthy and comprehensive process of 
consideration and consultation, set out the legal 
definition of youth work in Ireland. Under the 
terms of the Act youth work is defined as:

	 ‘a planned programme of education 
designed for the purpose of aiding and 
enhancing the personal and social 
development of young persons through their 
voluntary participation, and which is:

	 a	 complementary to their formal, academic 	
	 or vocational education and training; and 

	 b 	provided primarily by voluntary youth work 	
	 organisations’.

In 2013, this definition of youth work was 
reaffirmed in the Education and Training 
Boards Act 2013. Under this Act, in addition to 
responsibilities relating to formal education and 
training, each Education and Training Board 
(ETB) has the statutory responsibility to ‘support 
the provision, coordination, administration 
and assessment of youth work services in its 
functional area’. 

 

Policy
Over the last decade, the overarching policy 
context for youth work in Ireland has been 
provided by Better Outcomes, Better Futures: 
The National Policy Framework for Children and 
Young People 2014–2020 (commonly known by 
the acronym ‘BOBF’). The vision underpinning 
BOBF was that Ireland would be ‘one of the best 
small countries in the world in which to grow 
up and raise a family, and where the rights of 
all children and young people are respected, 
protected and fulfilled; where their voices are 
heard and where they are supported to realise 
their maximum potential now and in the future’ 
(DCYA, 2014: vi). 

BOBF aligned government commitments to 
children and young people against five national 
outcomes, as follows:

	 1	 Active and healthy with physical and 		
	 mental well being.          

	 2	 Achieving full potential in all areas of 		
	 learning and development. 

	 3	 Safe and protected from harm.                                                                       

	 4	 Have economic security and opportunity.                                       

	 5	 Connected, respected and contributing to 	
	 their world.   

Legislative and Policy Context

APPENDIX A 
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The BOBF framework informed the development 
of constituent strategies such as the National 
Strategy on Children and Young People’s 
Participation in Decision-Making, 2015–2020 
and the National Youth Strategy 2015–2020. The 
latter sought to coordinate policy and services 
across Government and other stakeholders to 
enable all young people aged 10-24 years to 
realise their maximum potential (DCYA, 2015). 

In 2018, the LGBTI+ National Youth Strategy 2018-
2020 was published to respond to the specific 
needs of LGBTI+ young people and ‘to ensure 
that they are ‘visible, valued and included in Irish 
society’ (DCYA, 2018).

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, a new national 
policy framework to succeed BOBF and inform a 
review/update of the respective strategies was 
delayed. At the time of writing, the Department 
of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and 
Youth is in the process of developing a new 
policy framework for children and young people 
to cover the period from 2023 to 2028, and a 
blueprint has recently been published. It sets 
out a vision of ‘an Ireland which fully respects 
and realises the rights of children and young 
people, supporting them to lead fulfilling lives’, 
along with four key principles (equality; support 
for children and young people; delivering 
for children and young people; respect for 
the views of children and young people). 
The blueprint confirms that the five national 
outcomes set out in BOBF will be retained 
(DCEDIY, 2022).

Other current policy frameworks of importance 
to children and young people and the youth 
work sector are Children First: National 
Guidance for the Protection and Welfare of 
Children (DCYA, 2017) and UBU Your Place Your 
Space launched in 2020, which outlines ‘the key 
rules and policy context to inform the effective, 
consistent and transparent implementation 
of the…targeted youth funding scheme’ (DCYA 
2019). The reform of the Youth Service Grant 
Scheme is also currently underway.



APPENDIX B 

Strategy and Methodology

“Vision without action is just a 
dream, action without vision just 
passes the time, and vision with 
action can change the world” 
Nelson Mandela.

Background to the preparation of 
the Vision
In the Strategic Plan 2018-2022, NYCI committed 
to developing a ‘Vision for Youth Work’ 
(VfYW) in collaboration with our member 
organisations. Work commenced on the VfYW 
in March 2020. A key consideration in drafting 
a VfYW was the need for it to be a high-level 
visionary statement. The vision was about 
‘blue sky thinking’ and to achieve this objective 
we started the process of consultation by 
identifying the following five overarching 
research questions to explore with stakeholders:

	 1	 How is youth work defined and 			 
	 conceptualised?

	 2	 What challenges face the youth work 		
	 sector now and in the future?

	 3	 What will youth work in Ireland look like in 	
	 10-years’ time?

	 4. What does the sector need to do to achieve 	
	 this vision? 

	 5. Does the relationship between the sector 	
	 and the state at local and national level 	
	 need to change?

From the outset, membership engagement to 
inform and advise on the development of a 
VfYW was deemed to be integral to the process. 
In this regard, this initiative and research project 
involved extensive consultation including 23 

hours of interviews with key stakeholders and 
young people engaged in youth work. 

In summary, the consultation process has 
included:

	> An Initial consultation with NYCI Board at the 
residential meeting in October 2019.

	> 13 in-depth interviews with a range of key 
stakeholders from March 2020 - September 
2020. The criteria for the selection of 
interviewees included a diversity of 
perspectives from across the youth work 
sector at various stages of their careers, 
including heads of organisations/volunteers, 
youth work managers, and youth work 
academics. The in-depth interviews with key 
stakeholders were recorded and transcribed 
verbatim. The transcripts were analysed and 
used to inform the development of the VfYW.

	> Prior to presenting the emerging themes 
to member organisations in January 2021, 
further consultation with the NYCI Board was 
conducted at an online residential board 
meeting in October 2020.

	> An online consultation with NYCI membership 
and the wider sector was convened in 
January 2021.

	> Presentation to the NYCI Staff in June 2021.

	> Presentation to the NYCI Board in July 2021 at 
a specially convened meeting in advance of 
the AGM.

	> Presentation at NYCI AGM in July 2021. After 
the AGM, member organisations were invited 
to submit written feedback on the emerging 
themes. Written submissions were received 
by seven organisations.

	> Presentation to the NYCI Board in  
November 2021. 
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The NYCI Board was supportive of the approach 
adopted and the outcomes of the consultation 
at its meeting in November 2021, however, it 
made recommendations to engage in further 
consultation and consensus building within the 
membership; to review the overarching vision, 
conduct further youth consultations on the 
existing themes; and rationalize the themes.

Review of the overarching vision
The formulation of the overarching vision 
was informed by the consultation process. To 
ensure consensus on this statement, a short-
term Board working group was convened in 
February 2022. The revised overarching vision 
was adopted by the Board in March 2022. This 
overarching vision is that:

‘All young people living in Ireland have access 
to high-quality, well resourced youth work 
services, which meet their expressed needs, 
delivered by paid professionals and well-
supported volunteers.’

Youth consultation
Young people and youth and community 
work students engaged in the consultation 
hosted by NYCI in January 2021, and some 
member organisations engaged in their own 
consultations with young people to inform their 
written submissions. In 2022, five focus groups 
with young people involved in youth work 
were conducted. The focus groups comprised 
young people from different backgrounds 

and geographical locations and reflected a 
gender balance and diversity of experience. 
They generated valuable insights on youth work 
and the issues that should be prioritized in a 
10-year vision. The focus groups were recorded 
and transcribed verbatim. Analysis of the 
focus group discussions, along with the other 
elements of the research and consultations, has 
informed the drafting of the Vision for  
Youth Work.

Rationalization of the themes
The final process in the development of drafting 
of the VfYW entailed a review of all contributions 
from the consultations with the NYCI Board, 
staff, membership and wider youth sector, the 
13 in-depth interviews with key stakeholders, the 
submissions from member organisations, and 
the five focus groups with young people. This 
resulted in a restatement of the overarching 
vision, followed by the enumeration of eight 
aspects of the vision, which encompass and 
distil the longer list of themes previously 
identified, but without losing the essence of 
any of them. In the following section of this 
document, after the overarching vision, each of 
the eight aspects is presented by way of a short 
statement, followed by a number of ’context 
and considerations’ bullet points that provide 
the rationale for identifying and including this 
aspect of the Vision for Youth Work in Ireland. 
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