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Purpose of this brief 

This brief captures insights from the event discussions and reflects back what participants said 

about respect, youth work, inclusion and the conditions young people need to thrive. 

Introduction 

“Thinking Together... about Respect” took place on Tuesday 28 April 2026 at the Ballymascanlon 
Hotel, Dundalk. It was the first North-South “Thinking Together” event and was delivered in 
partnership between the NYCI North-South Youth Work Sector Practice Development Hub, 

Queen’s University Belfast Centre for Children’s Rights, and Ulster University Centre for Youth 
Research and Dialogue. 

The event drew on the RADICAL research study, presented by Dr Siobhán McAlister and Dr Gail 

Neill, which explored children and young people’s experiences of respect and disrespect. The 
event aimed to learn from that research, explore what it means for inclusive youth work, better 

understand respect for LGBTQIA+ young people, young people with disabilities and young 

people from ethnic minority backgrounds, and strengthen North-South youth work relationships. 

The discussions brought together research evidence, youth work practice knowledge, table 

conversations, flipchart reflections and a policy/advocacy session on how the sector can use 

evidence more effectively. 

 

 

 

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


Thinking Together... about Respect | Learning Brief | Page 2 

 

Why this conversation mattered 

Key message 

Respect is not just about manners. In youth work, respect is about whether young people feel 

heard, valued, safe, included and able to take part. That matters because respect is closely linked 

to young people’s wellbeing, belonging and positive outcomes. When young people feel 
respected, they are more likely to build trust, confidence, relationships, voice and a sense that 

they matter. 

 

The RADICAL research gave strong evidence for something youth workers often know from practice: 

youth work supports wellbeing through respectful relationships, builds belonging and inclusion, and 

enables participation and agency. The challenge now is not only to value that evidence, but to use it 

well. 

Insights from the discussions 

1 

Youth work creates respect through time, trust and relationships 

Participants described youth work as moving at young people’s pace, starting where 
they are, and allowing them to engage “when you’re ready.” They named relationship, 
trust, community, connection, safety and security as central to what youth work does 

differently. 

This is one of youth work’s strongest contributions to wellbeing. Trusted relationships 
help young people feel safe enough to take part, speak honestly, build confidence 

and develop a stronger sense of belonging. 

 

2 

Respect is built through choice, voice and shared power 

Voluntary participation came through strongly. Young people choose to be there. 

They can decide how much they want to take part. They can shape programmes, 

influence what happens and, at times, hold youth workers accountable. 

This matters because respect is not only about how adults treat young people. It is 

also about whether young people have real voice, choice and influence. Youth work 

respects young people by treating them as active participants, not passive recipients. 

 

3 

Respect needs safe, flexible and welcoming spaces 

Participants spoke about the importance of safe and brave spaces. These are created 

through non-judgemental practice, small groups, food, fun, freedom to move around, 

boundaries agreed with young people, and adults who show genuine interest. 

This matters especially for young people who may have experienced disrespect, 

exclusion, discrimination, bullying or trauma elsewhere. 
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4 

Youth work has strong inclusive potential, but inclusion needs support 

Participants affirmed the inclusive potential of youth work. They pointed to safe 

spaces, open-door approaches, advocacy, listening, empowerment, cultural learning, 

fun and common interests. 

But they also named Gaps. This included accessibility, support for disabled young 

people, neurodiversity, trauma-informed practice, inclusion policies, staff confidence 

and workforce diversity. Inclusion cannot rely on goodwill alone. It needs training, 

resources, accessible spaces, inclusive cultures and a more diverse workforce. 

 

5 

The conditions that make respect possible are under pressure 

Participants were clear that the conditions that make youth work respectful are often 

under strain. Short-term funding, output-heavy reporting, bureaucracy, limited 

resources and competitive funding processes can all weaken the time, flexibility and 

relationship-building that youth work depends on. 

This has a direct impact on young people. If youth workers do not have enough time, 

support or stability, it becomes harder to build the consistent relationships that 

support wellbeing and development. 

 

6 

Good evidence exists, the task now is to use it 

Participants valued the RADICAL research because it gave evidence to what youth 

workers often see in practice: that youth work can be a place where young people feel 

respected, included and able to take part. 

But the event also highlighted a wider challenge. The sector already has strong 

evidence, stories, tools and practice knowledge. Too often, these remain within 

professional or academic spaces. To influence wider understanding, they need to 

become more visible, accessible and shareable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Evidence is strongest when grounded in lived experience, and voices make impact visible, 

credible and human. 
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What this means for youth work practice 

The event raised several questions for youth workers, volunteers, teams and organisations. 

Practice reflection questions 

How do we know young people feel respected 

in our space? 

Where do young people have real choice 

and influence? 

Who feels most at home here? 
Who might not feel fully seen, safe or 

included? 

Are young people able to challenge us or hold 

us accountable? 

How do we make space for young people 

who engage differently? 

What do we need to strengthen around 

disability, neurodiversity, race, ethnicity, 

LGBTQIA+ inclusion, faith, culture or trauma? 

Are our rules agreed with young people, or 

mostly imposed on them? 

Do our spaces allow for fun, food, movement, 

quietness, conversation and different ways of 

taking part? 

How does our practice support young 

people’s wellbeing, confidence, belonging 
and participation? 

What this raises for organisations and the wider sector 

Supporting youth workers 

Youth workers need support to do relational 

work well. Participants spoke about burnout, 

pressure and the emotional labour involved in 

both practice and advocacy. Supporting 

youth workers is part of supporting young 

people. 

Strengthening inclusion 

Organisations need to keep strengthening 

practice around disability, neurodiversity, 

race, ethnicity, LGBTQIA+ inclusion, faith, 

culture and trauma. This includes training, 

confidence-building, inclusive policies and 

reflective practice. 

Investing in spaces 

Accessible, welcoming buildings matter. If 

young people cannot access or feel 

comfortable in youth work spaces, they are 

less likely to experience them as respectful. 

Diversifying the workforce 

Participants named the need for a more 

diverse youth work profession. 

Representation matters for trust, belonging 

and whether young people feel understood. 

Communicating youth work better 

The sector needs to keep finding better ways 

to explain what youth work does and why it 

matters. This includes showing how respectful 

relationships support wellbeing, belonging, 

participation, confidence and wider positive 

outcomes. 

Building collective voice 

Youth work’s diversity is a strength, but it can 
also make it harder to speak collectively. The 

event pointed to the need for stronger 

solidarity, better communication and shared 

messages that can travel beyond the sector. 
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Additional questions from the conversation 

During the event, participants raised a number of further questions about the RADICAL research and 

its relevance for youth work. The research team provided the responses below to help deepen the 

learning and point to where the work may go next. If you want any further information about the 

project, you can contact Siobhán: s.mcalister@qub.ac.uk  

1. Are there differences between young people in youth services and young people in 

uniformed or scouting-type organisations? 

We did not collect information on this. The surveys asked about youth clubs/centres generally and in 

narrative interviews and dialogue hubs young people either spoke about local youth clubs or 

programmes. We did, however, carry out the dialogue hubs in different types of youth provision 

(clubs, programme based, uniform organisations) and there was no discernible difference in how 

youth provision was rated (as respected/disrespectful) and in discussions about what made it 

respectful across these groups. 

2. Is there data on young people’s experiences of respect or disrespect in churches or 
faith-based settings? 

This was not asked in the survey – the two child and youth advisory groups chose the places to 

include in the survey and faith-based settings were not chosen. However, they were chosen as a 

place of potential dis/respect to explore in the dialogue hubs. Children and young people in narrative 

interviews chose to tell us about any story of dis/respect in their lives and faith-based setting were 

discussed by a few. Below is a summary of some of the findings we have analysed specifically in 

response to this question. 

Some young people talked about youth clubs run by churches and Sunday school, and young people 

talked about them as respectful spaces, where they were cared for. One interviewee said: 

“And then there’s like churches that like do youth clubs. So we would kinda like just go there to 
get out of the streets sometimes.” 

When mentioned, churches and other faith settings were usually seen as respectful spaces. Respect 

in faith settings was equated to people being nice, showing kindness and care. Respect was enabled 

through having commonalities (e.g., common beliefs). The impact respect in faith setting had on 

children and young people was feeling safe and that they belonged. The only time where disrespect 

in a church setting was mentioned was in an interview with a blind young person. The disrespect 

came from strangers who acted as if they knew her, with disrespect being equated to physical 

contact without consent: 

“for example at church, a lot of people would come up and say, ‘oh hi [name]’ and like they put 
their arm around me or they give me a pat on the shoulder. I’m like, I don’t actually know you. 
(...) if it’s someone that my parents know but if I don’t know them then I don’t really like that, 
because I don’t know them properly, or I haven’t seen them in years and I just don’t feel 
comfortable with that.” 

 

mailto:s.mcalister@qub.ac.uk
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3. What does the research show about young people who do not feel respected and 

may therefore be less visible or less engaged? 

There is a lot of data on the negative impacts of disrespect. There is general data in the survey 

on how children feel when they are disrespected (and when they are respected) and the survey 

data also found a relationship between dis/respect and mental well-being (see here). We 

summarise the specific impacts of respect and disrespect for different groups and in different 

places in the briefings (available here). In summary, and across all the data, there were many 

ways in which feeling disrespected impacted on children and young people's lives, including: 

poor attendance (including at school); disengagement and withdrawal from spaces and 

activities; feelings of sadness, anger, frustration or fear, which could lead to anxiety, stress and 

poor mental health, loss of confidence and self-worth, breakdown of relationships and trust (e.g., 

reduced trust in teachers, peers, police, partners or social workers). 

4. What can be learned from young people acting as data collectors or co-

researchers? 

We found huge value in involving children and young people as co-researchers in the study. Their 

involvement ensured the questions asked and methods of data collection used were meaningful and 

relevant to others their age. The diversity of age and other social characteristics among the co-

researchers also ensured we adapted questions/ methods for different groups, and captured the 

experiences of a range of groups. In doing so we were able to analyse how age intersects with other 

identities (e.g. disability, sexual identity) in influencing experiences of dis/respect. 

There were challenges in keeping so many children and young people involved through over two 

years of the study, so we learned to be flexible and adapt to their needs and preferences. Purposeful 

and meaningful communication was absolutely key - we tried to keep them informed of what was 

happening as much as we could. Forging respectful relationships with their youth workers was key to 

retention and commitment to the project. 

The dissemination has been particularly effective because of the co-researcher’s involvement – 

they co-produced videos based on the data, recorded a mini podcast series, have written blogs 

as part of advocacy and co-presented research findings at a range of event. We have tried to 

capture some of the learning from working with co-researchers in a book chapter co-written 

with some of them. Others have written blogs here. They have talked about increase in 

confidence, acquiring research skills and experience and being empowered to advocate for 

themselves and other young people. 

5. Where will the research go next? 

We are continuing to disseminate the findings from the study. The Children’s Law Centre hosted 
a webinar on the project in which Siobhán (project lead) and two of the young researchers 

(Cara and Grace) presented findings, recommendations and talked about the child-rights 

approach to research (see here). Montse (lead researcher) presented findings to the NICCY 

(Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People) Participation Forum. We are 

keen to share the findings and resources further so please contact us if you are interested in 

hosting us (even online). 

https://www.ark.ac.uk/ARK/sites/default/files/2026-01/RU170.pdf
https://sites.google.com/view/radicalresearch/resource-pack-for-professionals
https://sites.google.com/view/radicalresearch/blogs
2606%20Respect%20as%20a%20right%20-%20Finding%20from%20QUB's%20Radical%20Project%20-%20CLC%20Webinar
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In terms of other plans, we have written two book chapters (due to be published at the end of 

the year/start of next year), three academic articles are currently being drafted and two new 

briefings will be made available on our website in the next few weeks (one about dis/respect 

online, the other on dis/respect in romantic relationships). We hope to have a third one drafted 

soon (on sectarianism or community division). Keep an eye on the website and LinkedIn (follow 

Centre for Children’s Rights, QUB). 

While RADICAL has officially ended, we are also really pleased to continue to support one of our Youth 

Advisory Groups (Belfast City Youth Council) in designing their own research examining gender-

based disrespect. That they asked us to be academic advisory is a huge compliment. There is no 

funding for this work, just a lot of commitment and mutual respect. 
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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://sites.google.com/view/radicalresearch/home

