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KEY MESSAGE 

New research (2026) undertaken by Queen's University 

Belfast, Ulster University and the University of Strathclyde 

shows youth work is one of the main places where young 

people are most likely to feel respected. It also shows 

experiences of respect in youth clubs/centres has a 

substantially beneficial impact on young people’s lives.   

Respect is not just about good behaviour or manners. In 

youth work, respect means young people feel heard, 

cared about, included, taken seriously and able to take 

part. 

Respect in youth clubs/centres impacts young people’s 
wellbeing, belonging, confidence and development - 

but it needs proper resources to do this well. 

 

 

79% 

of 16-year-olds reported that young 

people felt always or mostly respected in 

youth clubs/centres. 

73% 

of 10/11-year-olds reported that children 

felt always or mostly respected in youth 

clubs/centres. 
 

WHAT YOUTH WORK PROVIDES 

Children and young people said youth workers 

show respect by listening, being patient, paying 

attention, making time, treating them fairly, 

offering choices, supporting them, challenging 

negative behaviour constructively, and 

stopping bullying or racist comments before 

they get worse. 

WHY THIS MATTERS FOR POLICY 

Youth work supports wellbeing because it 

creates the conditions where young people 

can feel safe, valued, and included. 

These are not “extras”. They are the core 
conditions that allow youth work to support 

young people’s wellbeing, belonging, 
participation and positive development. 

 

THE CONDITIONS THAT MAKE RESPECT POSSIBLE 

Time to build trust Safe, welcoming spaces 
Skilled workers who can challenge, 

support and care 

Flexibility to respond to 
need 

Choice and voice to 
shape what happens 

Stable funding so relationships and 
provision can grow over time 

 

https://sites.google.com/view/radicalresearch/home


   

 

POLICY PRIORITIES WHAT POLICYMAKERS AND FUNDERS CAN DO 

THE CHALLENGE 
The conditions that make youth work 

settings places of respect are under 

pressure. 

Youth workers, managers, and sector 
stakeholders from across the island came 
together in April 2026, for the first North-South 
Practice Development Hub Thinking Together 
event. They heard directly from the 
researchers behind the RADICAL Study and 
reflected on young people’s experiences of 
respect and disrespect in youth work settings. 
Participants identified several pressures: 

• short-term and uncertain funding 

• output-heavy reporting 

• limited staff time and capacity 

• inaccessible or outdated buildings 

• growing need around inclusion, 
disability, neurodiversity, trauma and 
mental health 

• pressure on youth workers and risk of 
burnout 

• competitive funding processes that can 
weaken collaboration 

 

These pressures matter because youth work 

is relational. If youth workers do not have 

enough time, stability, support or suitable 

spaces, it becomes harder to build the 

trusted relationships that young people need. 

Short-term activity funding cannot replace 
sustained relationship-based youth work. 

1. Fund youth work sustainably 

Move beyond short-term project funding where 
possible. Longer-term funding helps organisations 
retain skilled workers, build trust with young 
people and plan provision around real need. 

 

2. Value relationships as real outcomes 

Reporting and evaluation systems should be co-
designed with youth workers to capture what 
young people say about trust, belonging, 
emotional wellbeing, confidence, voice, 
participation, inclusion and safety. Young 
people’s voice matters - not only numbers and 
outputs. 

 

3. Invest in inclusive youth work 

Youth work needs resources for disability access, 
neurodiversity, trauma-informed practice, anti-
racism, LGBTQIA+ inclusion, faith and cultural 
understanding, and workforce diversity. 

 

4. Protect youth work spaces 

Young people need safe, welcoming and 
accessible places to meet. Buildings and 
community spaces are part of the youth work 
offer, not just background infrastructure. 

 

5. Support the workforce 

Youth work staff and volunteers need training, 
supervision, fair conditions and support. 
Supporting youth workers is part of supporting 
young people. 

 

CALL TO ACTION 

Respect needs resources 

Youth work is one of the places where young people feel most respected. That respect supports wellbeing, 

belonging, confidence, participation and better outcomes. To protect this, policymakers and funders must invest 

in the people, places, time and flexibility that make youth work settings respectful spaces for young people. 
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i The North–South Youth Work Sector Practice Development Hub is a joint initiative between the National Youth Council of Ireland 
and the Education Authority Youth Service, on behalf of the youth work sector across the island of Ireland. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1F0V3LM4h2dUmV_QkwIiTk06c8fcyZV4L/view
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