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Abstract
This article focuses on how length of participation in professional youth work is associated with five outcome variables: 
prosocial skills, self-mastery, social network, civic participation (volunteering and organizing activities) and finding support 
from social care services. The study was designed as a longitudinal cohort study of four waves during a 16-month period, 
gathering the data of 1597 youngsters aged 10–24 who participated in Dutch professional youth work. The results show 
that, on average, youngsters who participated longer in youth work scored significantly higher on the outcome variables. 
Respondents did not show individual improvements on outcome variables over the period, but the results demonstrate a cau-
tious positive trend over time in volunteering. Referring youngsters (33%) by youth workers to care services could prevent 
an exacerbation of existing problems. The results provide knowledge that legitimizes the role of professional youth workers 
and which can be used by them to improve the support of socially vulnerable youngsters in their personal development and 
social participation.

Keywords Socially vulnerable youth · Professional youth work · Multi-methodic approach · Longitudinal cohort study · 
Development · Length of participation

Within Western welfare states, youth policy makers and 
social work practice are paying increasing attention to how 
professional youth work contributes to the personal devel-
opment and social participation of youngsters, preventing 
social and (mental) health problems (Fish, 2014) and reduc-
ing the growing number of young people in social care insti-
tutions (CBS, 2020). From a theoretical focus on positive 
youth development, there is a growing belief that strength-
ening support for personal development, reinforcement 

of social networks and enhancement of civic participa-
tion may be reducing risks and problems and preventing 
the need for social care in young people’s lives (Catalano 
et al., 2004). There is also a lack of large-scale empirical 
research on the contribution of professional youth work to 
the personal development and social participation of young-
sters (McGregor, 2015). This study intended to address this 
knowledge gap by focusing on whether participation in pro-
fessional youth work actually contributes to the personal 
development and greater social participation of youngsters.

Professional youth work in the Netherlands is a relatively 
small profession (1500 paid workers), undertaken by public 
welfare organizations and usually funded by local govern-
ments. Professional youth workers demonstrably master rel-
evant knowledge, skills, and attitudes, which are obtained 
through a combination of formal education, peer learning 
and experience working with young people (Metz, 2017). As 
in most other European countries, there is not one particu-
lar training program for youth workers in the Netherlands; 
rather, broader vocational education or a Bachelor’s degree 
(in social work) which includes the field of youth work can 
be followed (Dunne et al., 2014). In performing youth work 
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activities, professional youth workers often also work with 
volunteers. Youth work is positioned in the leisure time of 
youngsters and plays a preventive role in a wide range of 
informal contexts, such as youth clubs, sports facilities, 
online, or on the streets (Baillergeau & Hoijtink, 2010). 
Compared to project-based after-school youth development 
programs in the United States (Larson et al., 2019), pro-
fessional youth work in Western welfare states also offers 
“unstructured” activities in settings where young people can 
chill out.

Professional youth workers engage primarily with young-
sters between the ages of 10 and 24 who are growing up 
in socially vulnerable positions (Dunne et al., 2014; Metz, 
2017). The term “social vulnerability” refers to the structur-
ally vulnerable position of specific individuals or groups in 
society (e.g., those in deprived neighborhoods), who may 
have negative experiences with social institutions which 
often leads to distorted relationships and social discon-
nectedness (Vettenburg, 1998). Youngsters who grow up in 
socially vulnerable positions face challenges and develop-
mental burdens in addition to dealing with the complexity of 
the developmental challenges generally faced by youngsters 
in the twenty-first century (Larson, 2011). Socially vulner-
able youth often experience a lack of encouragement and 
support from people in their social environment (Abdallah, 
2017); they grow up in low-income families and have to 
deal with poverty (Doherty & De St. Croix, 2019) and/or 
have social and/or mental health problems, such as insuf-
ficient prosocial skills, depressive feelings, or stress-related 
illnesses that hinder their opportunity to fully participate 
in society. The risk of developing problems in their transi-
tion to adulthood is significantly higher for youngsters who 
accumulate negative experiences in their social environment 
(Vettenburg, 1998), and they are more likely to be in need 
of relatively expensive, possibly specialized social care 
services (Henderson et al., 2016). Because of their socially 
vulnerable position in society, professional youth workers 
support these youngsters in the process of becoming an inde-
pendent adult. Within this group targeted by professional 
youth work, a division is made between youngsters who are 
doing well, youngsters with minor or initial problems, and 
youngsters with severe and multiple disadvantages (Sonn-
eveld et al., 2020).

Professional youth work is based on voluntary participa-
tion, which emphasizes that the youngsters choose whether, 
how much, and for how long they want to be involved (Jeffs 
& Smith, 1999). Basically, this voluntary involvement is the 
most common and defining characteristic of professional 
youth work, along with the fact that it focuses on the expe-
riences, needs, and interests of each youngster (Batsleer, 
2008; McGregor, 2015).

Youth workers engage with youngsters in a broad age 
group (10–24) because they build lasting and meaningful 

relationships with them throughout their adolescence. 
Youngsters often participate in youth work for years because 
it offers them a safe and familiar environment in their leisure 
time (Taru, 2010). Most young people involved start when 
they are about 10 or 12 years old and leave when they are 
about 18. Some participate up to the age of 24 (Sonneveld 
& Metz, 2019) because they want to volunteer for youth 
work or need continued support in their struggle with severe 
and multiple disadvantages. Older youth who face problems 
often receive additional specialized care from social care 
services. For many, the youth work environment is a “home 
away from home,” a space of safety and escape from the con-
flicts or pressures of everyday life (school or home), where 
they achieve a sense of belonging (Fyfe et al., 2018; Nolas, 
2014).

Youth workers begin with the experiences, needs and 
interests of the youngsters (Batsleer, 2008). With this 
lifeworld as a starting point, youth workers use an open 
approach (Metz, 2016), which does not follow a pre-planned 
and time-limited specific intervention but methodical actions 
that are fluid and responsive to the specific needs and inter-
ests of the youngsters and the changing social and political 
context in which they occur (Doherty & De St. Croix, 2019; 
Ord, 2014).

Taking this open approach, Dutch professionals apply a 
combination of four commonly used methods within youth 
work: detached youth work, social group work, individual 
guidance, and information and advice services (Metz, 2020). 
Detached youth work establishes contact with youngsters 
and provides services in young people’s living environment 
(Milburn et al., 2000). Social group work recognizes the sig-
nificant influence of social peer interactions and group pro-
cesses for the development of important life skills required 
to become an independent adult, fostering peer sociability 
and support, and the enhancement of social participation 
(Rumping et al., 2017). Through the provision of informa-
tion and advice services and sometimes more prolonged 
individual guidance, youth workers offer accessible support 
in resolving (initial) problems concerning school, work or 
relationships; for example, enhancing the youngsters’ abil-
ity to make informed decisions about their lives (Bradford, 
2000; Koops et al., 2014; Manders & Metz, 2017). The 
application of one or more of these methods depends on 
the specific needs of each individual and their current situa-
tion and is known as a multi-methodic approach (Sonneveld 
et al., 2020).

The voluntary, open-ended and process-oriented character 
of youth work implies that its outcomes are unpredictable 
(Ord, 2014; Metz, 2016; De St. Croix, 2018), and identifies 
youth work as a particularly challenging context for empiri-
cal research (Doherty & De St. Croix, 2019; Ord, 2014). 
Despite this challenge, our knowledge base on the preven-
tion efforts of professional youth work has expanded over 
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the past five years. A qualitative research synthesis (Sonn-
eveld et al., under review) of six European studies (Fyfe 
et al., 2018; Koops et al., , 2013, 2014; Ord et al., 2018; 
Rumping et al., 2017; Schaap et al., 2017) revealed that a 
multi-methodic youth work approach could contribute to 
the following outcomes: strengthening social skills and 
self-mastery of youngsters, reinforcement of their social 
network, enhancement of their civic participation, and find-
ing additional support from relevant social or health care 
institutions. These outcome variables are in line with Dutch 
youth policy (2015) (Bosscher, 2014) in which it is assumed 
that these variables may help youngsters thrive and avoid 
personal and social problems, which may have longer term 
positive social returns.

The first outcome variable, prosocial skills, is essential for 
young people to function well in society, to promote harmo-
nious relationships and prevent behavioral problems causing 
conflicts with others (Bergin et al., 2003). The presence of 
rules and structure during group-based youth work activities 
and feedback during individual guidance help youngsters to 
understand which prosocial skills are necessary for social 
integration into society (Sonneveld et al., 2020). Small snip-
pets of research evidence suggest that professional youth 
work contributes to the development of prosocial skills, such 
as having respect for others, and improvements in relation-
ships with adults, including teachers, youth work staff and 
family (Dickson et al., 2013; Fyfe et al., 2018; Ord et al., 
2018; Rumping et al., 2017).

The second outcome variable is self-mastery, or the 
extent to which an individual believes that he or she has 
control over important life circumstances and stressful con-
ditions (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). Adolescence is a crucial 
phase for the development of self-mastery (Conger et al., 
2009) as an important component of psychological empow-
erment (Zimmerman, 1995). Youth workers aim to boost 
youngsters’ self-mastery by enhancing their ability to make 
informed decisions about their lives, supporting them in har-
nessing it effectively (Bradford, 2000), learning to set goals 
(Fish, 2014) and taking responsibility for achieving them 
(Dworkin et al., 2003). There are indications that profes-
sional youth work could increase self-mastery of youngsters 
(Ord et al., 2018; Boomkens et al., 2019b).

A third outcome that has been attributed to participa-
tion in youth work is reinforcement of the social network. 
Social networks consist of people (family, peers, neighbors) 
who are of varying degrees of importance to the young-
sters. This not only concerns the number of people within 
the social network, but also the feeling of belonging and 
feeling familiar with other people (Bartelink & Verheijden, 
2015). Youngsters who can count on informal social support 
(a listening ear, appreciation, advice, belonging) from their 
social network function better, experience fewer problems 
(Cavanaugh & Buehler, 2015) and are less likely to need 

social care (Metz, 2020). Previous research has shown that 
participation in professional youth work activities enables 
youngsters to build positive relationships with peers and 
receive support from peers and adults (Dunne et al., 2014; 
Fyfe et al., 2018; Ord et al., 2018).

Fourth, youth work aims to contribute to the enhancement 
of civic participation, such as volunteering and organizing 
activities in the neighborhood. Civic participation offers 
youngsters opportunities to develop skills, understand other 
perspectives/cultures, enter into new social relationships and 
spend their time constructively. In this way, civic participa-
tion has a positive effect on the wellbeing of young people 
(Ince et al., 2018). Previous research suggests that partici-
pation in group-based activities and volunteering in youth 
work contexts contributes to the development of youngsters 
into responsible, active citizens, who take on leadership 
opportunities both within the youth work environment (as 
role models) and elsewhere (Fyfe et al., 2018; Rumping 
et al., 2017).

Finally, finding (specialized) care. Characteristic for the 
group targeted by youth workers is that social support is 
not always present and youngsters with sometimes severe 
disadvantages are often not receptive to the idea of assis-
tance from care professionals because they have difficulties 
trusting them due to bad past experiences (Boomkens et al., 
2019a). Previous research suggests that individual guidance 
and information and advice services help connect youngsters 
with social care institutions and are essential in anticipating 
needs and sign-posting these additional services (Fyfe et al., 
2018; Koops et al., 2014; Manders & Metz, 2017).

Focus of the Current Study

Previous research gives good reason to expect positive 
effects of a multi-methodic youth work approach on the five 
outcome variables mentioned. However, the actual contri-
bution of such an approach has not yet been investigated 
through large-scale longitudinal empirical research. Previous 
studies are mainly small-scale qualitative studies (Dunne 
et al., 2014; Mc Gregor, 2015). In addition, “length of par-
ticipation” in youth work has not yet been investigated as a 
variable related to the positive development of youngsters, 
although there are cautionary indications that participa-
tion of three years or longer may positively influence the 
development of youngsters (Taru, 2010). This study there-
fore investigates whether participation in professional youth 
work settings with a multi-methodic approach contributes to 
five variables: improvements in prosocial skills; improve-
ments in self-mastery; reinforcement of the social network; 
enhancement of civic participation; and finding (specialized) 
care when needed. We also consider the length of partici-
pation to investigate whether youngsters who are engaged 
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longer in youth work activities score higher on outcome vari-
ables than youngsters who are engaged for a shorter period.

Method

Design

An accelerated longitudinal multiple cohort design was used 
to answer the research questions. This design allowed us to 
collect data about youth work participants at four time points 
(between September 2017 and December 2018, at intervals 
of 3–4 months) and to compare the development of three 
cohort groups of youngsters who vary in the length of par-
ticipation in youth work settings at baseline: participation for 
0–6 months; participation for 7 months–2 years; and partici-
pation for 3 years or longer. We considered the 0–6 months 
participation cohort group as a reference group in this study. 
By following the other two cohort groups at the same time 
and comparing them to the first, we could examine the influ-
ence of participation in youth work settings. Examining and 
comparing several cohorts at the same time provides the 
opportunity to gain insight into the development of partici-
pants over a relatively short time (Galbraith et al., 2017). 
This is important to meet the urgent needs of practice and 
for policy makers to gain insight into the preventive value 
of youth work.

The study was conducted in close collaboration with 11 
Dutch professional youth work providers from urban areas 
in the middle, south and east parts of the Netherlands. All 
of the providers are public welfare organizations funded by 
local government, and all invest in the professionalization 
of youth work practice. All of them apply a multi-methodic 
approach in reaching out to youngsters (boys and girls) 
in a broad age group (10–24). One organization mainly 
focuses on young people with severe and multiple disad-
vantages, while other organizations focus on all three sub-
groups targeted. The organizations offer a good reflection 
of professional youth work in the Netherlands and actively 
approached the research group to conduct in practice-based 
research that would contribute to the further professionali-
zation of youth work. In addition to granting access to their 
practice for data collection, the collaboration involved par-
ticipation of youth workers in a Youth Worker Lab (N = 11) 
and participation of diverse adolescents in a Youth Panel 
(N = 14).

The participation with the Youth Worker Lab and Youth 
Panel ensured the research instruments and the process of 
data collection were appropriate to youth work practice 
from the perspective of both youth workers and youngsters. 
During two meetings, these two groups were consulted to 
support the development of the questionnaire and to dis-
cuss how data should be collected. After analyzing the data, 

youth workers who participated in the Youth Worker Lab 
were consulted for reflection on the results, which contrib-
uted to ensuring validity.

Participants

For sample selection, a short questionnaire was first distrib-
uted to the 11 organizations involved to gain insight into the 
population of youngsters in each organization (age groups, 
level of problems) and their participation in youth work set-
tings (length of participation, combination of methods). This 
information allowed a profile of the population to be drawn 
up for each organization, with the 11 profiles used to com-
pose a representative sample of adolescents from different 
age groups, with different levels of problems, a different 
length of participation and who received different methods. 
The youngsters recruited to the study fulfilled four criteria: 
(1) participation in one of the 11 youth work organizations; 
(2) at least 10 years old and younger than 25; (3) sufficient 
command of Dutch and (4) familiar with at least one of 
the four methods offered by youth work. Thirteen young-
sters were excluded because they did not meet the inclu-
sion criteria or withheld approval. Another 35 youngsters 
were excluded because they did not fully complete the first 
questionnaire. In total, 1597 youngsters were included in the 
analysis (Fig. 1). The number of youngsters from each youth 
work organization varied between 66 and 227 (M = 145, 
SD = 45.8). Participants were approached four times for 
self-reporting: T1, Sept–Dec 2017, N = 1,597; T2, Jan–April 
2018, N = 981; T3, May–Aug 2018, N = 626; T4, Sept–Dec 
2018, N = 595. Of the total participants, 19.8% (N = 316) 
participated in all four waves of data collection, 26.4% 
(N = 421) participated in three waves, 24.9% (N = 398) in 
two waves and 28.9% (N = 462) dropped out after the first 
wave. The response rates are shown in Fig. 1. Non-comple-
tion was defined as completing none, one or two of the three 
post-measurements. Reasons for non-completion at follow 
up were (temporary) positive outflow, refusal, (temporary) 
loss of contact, and organizational reasons. Table 1 shows 
the data collected on non-response for Waves 2–4. 

We examined characteristics of non-completers with a 
T-test and Chi square. Youngsters who missed question-
naires were more often boys (69.2%) compared to the com-
pleters (50.9%) (x2 = 37.6, p ≤ 0.001), and were older in age 
compared to the completers (16.6 and 16.0 years, respec-
tively, t = 2.69, p = 0.007). Non-completers were more 
often youngsters who participated 0–6 months (85.6%) 
or 7 months–2 years (80.4%) in youth work, compared to 
youngsters who had participated 3 years or longer (76.2%) 
(x2 = 14.68, p = 0.001). Table 2 provides the descriptive sta-
tistics for the participants that were included in the analysis. 
Most youngsters in our sample were aged between 14 and 
17 years (40%) and the mean age was 16.5 years (SD = 3.60). 
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There were more males (65.6%) than females (34.4%). It is 
known that girls are underrepresented in youth work activi-
ties (Boomkens et al., 2019b), with Gemmeke et al. (2011) 
noting that only 10–30% of the youngsters in youth work are 
girls. In relation to cultural background, 21% of the young-
sters reported a native Dutch background and 31% reported 
a Dutch bi-cultural background (e.g., Dutch and Moroccan). 
Of those attending school (79.3%, N = 1242), 14.6% were 
in primary school, 67.3% vocational education and 18.0% 
higher education.

A sample of 322 youngsters per cohort is sufficient to test 
the differences between three cohorts based on 0.80 power 
and a small effect size (Cohen, 1992). Figure 1 shows we 
meet these assumptions to test differences between the three 
cohorts regarding length of participation. Table 3 shows the 
number of respondents for methods of youth work being 
used.

Procedures

For the data collection, we collaborated with all 11 organi-
zations. At least one manager (N = 12) and ten youth work-
ers (N = 150) participated from each organization. Two 
researchers (including author one) gave instructions for data 
collection verbally during training, which included an intro-
duction to the study; instructions on adhering to the research 
protocol; acquiring respondents; inclusion criteria; informed 
consent procedure; procedure for digital data collection; and 
guaranteeing the reliability of the data. Supplementary youth 
workers received a field guide with instructions. After com-
pleting the training, the 150 youth workers were asked to 
select at least ten youngsters from their own practice to par-
ticipate in the study. The researchers and trained youth work-
ers planned how they would reach a diverse group of young 
people, taking into account differences in: (1) gender (boys 
and girls); (2) age (10–24); (3) the extent of personal or 

Fig. 1  Participant flowchart

Table 1  Reasons for non-
completion

Reasons for non-completion Wave 2 (%) Wave 3 (%) Wave 4 (%)

(Temporary) positive outflow (busy with school or work) 7.1 4.2 2.5
(Temporary) loss of contact or could not be located 7.2 13.3 3.9
Organizational change (breach of contract, leave) 6.8 6.7 5.1
Survey not sent digitally (missed send button) 2.2 0.7 –
Refusal (lack of time or motivation) 3.3 4.4 2.3
(Temporary) different living environment (moved, in detention) 1.5 1.6 1.6
Other reason or unknown 10.4 29.8 47.2
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social problems (doing well; minor/initial problems; severe 
and multiple disadvantage); and (4) length of participation 
(0–6 months; 7 months–2 years; 3 years or longer). Youth 
workers verbally informed youngsters (and their primary 
caregiver, if they were younger than 16) about the study 
and asked them whether they were interested in participat-
ing. If they were interested, the youth workers gave them a 
letter provided by the researchers. Participants were made 
aware of their rights (such as voluntary participation, right 
to withdraw, confidentiality and anonymity). If youngsters 
were younger than 12, the youth worker also verbally con-
tacted the caregiver(s) to obtain verbal consent in addition 
to the letter. Before the first questionnaire, digital consent 
was also required to ensure informed consent. The young-
sters completed the questionnaires online in private using 
tablets. They were able to consult another person if they 
had any questions, preferably a person other than the youth 
worker, to reduce socially desirable answers. The research 
team maintained close contact with the youth workers to 
ensure greater levels of response, and the team monitored 

the process and missing data points. Data cleaning was done 
as soon as the data were collected. The study protocol was 
approved by the managements of the 11 participating organi-
zations and youth workers from the Youth Work Lab. Data 
collection was carried out in accordance with the Nether-
lands Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (2018).

Instruments

We collaborated with the Youth Worker Lab and the Youth 
Panel to develop an appropriate questionnaire that was suit-
able for a broad age group (10–24) and for young people 
with a lower language level. Based on feedback from a pilot, 
we concluded that the first version of the questionnaire was 
too long and some of its concepts too complicated, which 
could potentially adversely affect the existing relationships 
between youth workers and youngsters (De St. Croix, 2018), 
and major drop-out from repeated measurements. To combat 
respondent fatigue, we shortened and simplified the ques-
tionnaire through scale adaptation (Heggestad et al., 2019) 
on some validated scales. Furthermore, we designed items 
and scales ourselves based on the existing literature if there 
were no suitable instruments available.

Demographic Variables and Participation in Youth Work

Demographic information included age, gender, cultural 
background, activity during the day and educational level. 
One question, “How long have you had contact with youth 
workers?,” was used in Wave 1 to proxy the length of partici-
pation in youth work settings. In addition, we asked young-
sters about their level of intensity of participation at each 
time point.

Multi‑Methodic Youth Work

The multi-methodic approach was measured at each time 
point with four items designed for this study based on the 
literature (Koops et al., 2013, 2014; Manders & Metz, 2017; 
Rumping et al., 2017). Youth self-report on participating 
in social group work, receiving individual guidance and/
or information and advice services was assessed with three 
single dichotomy questions (yes or no). For example, the 
item, “I participated in group-based youth work activities 

Table 2  Demographic variables of youth at Wave 1 (N = 1597)

Demographics N (%)

Age Mean 16.5 
SD = 3.60 
(range 10–24)

Gender
 Male 1048 (65.6%)
 Female 549 (34.4%)

Cultural background
 Only Dutch 335 (21.0%)
 Combination Dutch and other 490 (30.7%)
 Not Dutch 772 (48.3%)

Activity during the day
 School/education program 1267 (79.3%)
 Work 184 (11.5%)
 Care responsibilities or volunteering 42 (2.6%)
 No activity during the day 90 (5.6%)

Educational level (N = 1242)
 Primary education 181 (14.6%)
 Vocational education 836 (67.3%)
 Higher education 225 (18.0%)

Table 3  Youth work methods in 
cohort groups

Methods Total N (% of total) 0–6 months
N %

7 months–2 years
N %

3 years or longer
N %

Group work 1067 (67%) 264 (24.7%) 349 (32.7%) 454 (42.5%)
Individual guidance 786 (49%) 177 (22.5%) 266 (33.8%) 343 (43.6%)
Information and advice 994 (62%) 231 (23.2%) 331 (33.3%) 432 (43.5%)
Detached youth work 1127 (71%) 294 (26.1%) 361 (32.0%) 472 (41.9%)
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(e.g., cooking, soccer or space to hang out) during the past 
3 months,” was used to assess whether respondents had been 
involved in social group work. To assess detached youth 
work, the respondents self-reported where they had engaged 
with the youth worker during the last 3 months. Respondents 
could indicate multiple answers (e.g., on the street, at home, 
snack bars or cafés).

Outcome Measures

Prosocial skills were assessed at each time point by one of 
the five subscales of the Dutch version of the self-report 
Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) (Widenfelt 
et al., 2003). The SDQ self-report was developed to assess 
the psychosocial adjustment of adolescents (aged 11–17). 
The prosocial behavior scale consists of five items concern-
ing both strengths and difficulties; for example, “I often offer 
to help others (parents, teachers, children).” To keep the 
scale level the same for all outcome measures, we adjusted 
the response scale from the original three-point Likert scale 
to a five-point option ranging from “strongly disagree” to 
“strongly agree.” Higher scores indicated higher prosocial 
behavior. The internal consistency of this subscale was com-
puted as α = 0.77 at baseline in the sample.

We adapted the Dutch version (Kempen, 1992) of the 
Pearlin Mastery Scale (PMS) (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978) 
to measure the extent to which youngster’s self-mastery 
improved. The PMS is a widely used measure, including 
among adolescents, which assesses “the extent to which 
people see themselves as being in control of the forces that 
importantly affect their lives” (Pearlin et al., 1981, p. 340). 
Each item (e.g., “I have little control over things that hap-
pen to me”) is answered on a five-point scale, with options 
ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.” 
Higher scores indicated higher mastery. We excluded item 
2 (“Sometimes I feel that I’m being pushed around in life”) 
because the pilot showed that this item was misinterpreted 
by youngsters. In the current study, the alpha coefficient 
indicated reliability (α = 0.78) at baseline in the sample.

The youngsters’ social network was measured with 
a 6-item instrument designed for this study. Research by 
Asselt-Goverts (2016) about social network analysis for peo-
ple with an intellectual disability inspired us to design the 
instrument. The items used in this study were formulated in 
simple language and therefore suitable for our respondents, 
who generally had a lower language level.

At each time point, the six items, scored on a five-point 
scale, assessed youth self-reported number of contacts with 
family and friends (ranging from “0–5” to “30 or more”), 
whether young people received support from family and 
friends (ranging from “never” to “always”) and whether they 
were satisfied with the support received (ranging from “very 
dissatisfied” to “very satisfied”). Higher scores indicated a 

more extensive social network. Cronbach’s alpha was com-
puted as α = 0.71 at baseline in the sample.

Youth self-report of civic participation was assessed with 
two items to provide insight into the quantity of activities in 
social contexts (Item 1: “How often have you volunteered?”; 
Item 2: “How often have you organized an activity in your 
neighborhood?”) During each measurement we asked about 
the past 3 months. Results were analyzed at item level.

We assessed finding (specialized) care at each time point 
by asking the youngsters whether they found care services 
through youth workers during the last 3 months. They could 
choose different answer categories on a list, such as a social 
care institution for debt or addiction, a doctor or the Social 
District Team (Koops et al., 2014).

Statistical Analyses

Descriptive statistics were used to illustrate the demographic 
and other characteristics of the sample and to provide a 
useful outline for the outcome variable of finding (special-
ized) care. Respondents were split into three age groups 
(10–14 years, 15–19 years, 20–24 years).

As a necessary condition for analyzing data from a lon-
gitudinal cohort design (Duncan et al., 1996), we began by 
using Chi-square and univariate ANOVA tests to determine 
whether the different cohorts were comparable with respect 
to the attributes being measured. Comparing demographics 
between the three groups of participants, we found no sig-
nificant differences based on gender (x2 = 4.94n.s., p = 0.085). 
However, significant differences were found between groups 
on the variables of age (F = 17.43, p < 0.001), cultural back-
ground x2 = 15.32, p = 0.02), and intensity of participation 
in youth work (F = 6.99, p = 001). Furthermore, younger 
adolescents and youngsters with a native Dutch background 
were less represented in Cohort 3 (participation 3 years or 
longer), while youngsters in Cohort 1 (0–6 months partici-
pation) participated less intensively in youth work settings 
compared to youngsters in the other two cohort groups. We, 
therefore, controlled for any confounding on these three vari-
ables in our analysis.

Because observations were made repeatedly over four 
time points, we used Linear Mixed Models (LMM) to answer 
the research questions. Multiple imputation of missing val-
ues was not necessary because LMM includes participants 
in the analysis who have not completed all measurements 
(dependent variables) (Twisk et al., 2013). LMM provides 
an understanding of both the mean levels of the outcome 
variables (average over time) and the changes in mean levels 
over the four time points. A two-level (repeated measures 
were clustered within youngsters) linear mixed model was 
constructed with restricted maximum likelihood estimation. 
The variance at organizational level was also checked, but 
did not explain differences, and therefore it was not included 
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in the models. The model intercept was specified as random 
across individuals, while other parameters were specified as 
fixed. We used unstructured covariance.

First, we explored the mean differences between cohorts 
over the four time points. These mean differences indicate 
how the factor of “length of participation” influences the 
scores on outcome variables. The between-group effect size 
was calculated according to Cohen’s d. Second, we mod-
eled time as a categorical variable to assess improvements 
of the three cohorts on outcome variables over a period of 
16 months. Undertaking an analysis for each cohort group, 
it was possible to observe in detail how the different groups 
developed over time. We did not calculate effect sizes for 
these results because some scholars discourage report-
ing effect sizes for within-group changes (pre-post within 
one group); for example, because pre- and post-test results 
tend to be dependent (Cuijpers et al., 2017). All analyses 
were conducted using SPSS 24. Statistical significance was 
assessed at the 0.05 level.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Of the youngsters, 33% (N = 520) reported at one or more 
time points that they found support or help from a social 
care organization through their youth worker. This could 
be a doctor, a professional from a Social District Team or 
a social care institution. These youngsters who had found 
(specialized) care were then examined in terms of the three 
cohort groups: 29.0% had been engaged with a youth worker 
at Wave 1 for 0–6 months; 32.5% for 7 months to 2 years; 
and 38.5% for 3 years or longer.

Differences Between Groups

Table 4 reports how youngsters who had participated in 
youth work for 0–6 months at baseline (reference group) 
compare with their peers who had participated longer 
(7 months to 2 years, or 3 years or longer) on levels of 
prosocial skills, self-mastery, social network and civic par-
ticipation (volunteering and organizing activities). Statisti-
cally significant associations between length of participa-
tion and outcome measures were found averaged over time. 
Longer participation in youth work, led to higher scores 
on the outcome variables. Youngsters who received sup-
port for 7 months or longer had significantly higher scores 
for social network (M = 3.53, CI 3.52, 3.62, p < 0.001), 
self-mastery (M = 3.52, CI 3.47, 3.57, p = 0.048) and 
organizing activities (M = 1.98, CI 1.88, 2.08, p < 0.001) 

compared to youth who participated for a shorter period. 
Youngsters who participated three years or longer had 
significantly higher scores for prosocial skills (M = 4.15, 
CI 4.11, 4.19, p = 0.021) and volunteering (M = 2.33, CI 
2.22, 2.43, p < 0.001) compared to youngsters who had 
participated for less than three years. Controlling for age, 
cultural background and “intensity of participation” did 
not significantly alter the findings. The results show effect 
sizes of 0.21 and 0.26 for the outcome variable “social 
network” and 0.31 for the outcome variable “volunteering” 
between Cohorts 1 and 3. The effect size remained below 
0.20 for the other outcome variables.

Table 4  Results of Linear Mixed Models Analyses of length of par-
ticipation on outcome variables

All models are controlled for age, cultural background and intensity 
of participation
d =  (m2-m1/SDpooled)
***Significant at < 0.001; **significant at < 0.01; *significant 
at < 0.05; ns not significant

Fixed effects Mean SE 95% CI Between-group 
effect sizes (d)

Prosocial skills
 Overall mean 4.12 0.01 [4.10, 4.14]
 Cohort 1 4.06 0.02 [4.03, 4.12]
 Cohort 2 4.11ns 0.03 [4.07, 4.16] 0.08
 Cohort 3 4.15* (0.021) 0.03 [4.11, 4.19] 0.14

Self-mastery
 Overall mean 3.54 0.01 [3.51, 3.57]
 Cohort 1 3.50 0.02 [3.45, 3.55]
 Cohort 2 3.52* (0.048) 0.04 [3.47, 3.57] 0.03
 Cohort 3 3.59* (0.012) 0.03 [3.54, 3.63] 0.13

Social network
 Overall mean 3.50 0.18 [3.46, 3.53]
 Cohort 1 3.36 0.03 [3.30, 3.43]
 Cohort 2 3.53*** 

(< 0.001)
0.05 [3.47, 3.59] 0.21

 Cohort 3 3.57*** 
(< .001)

0.04 [3.52, 3.62] 0.26

Volunteering
 Overall mean 2.07 0.03 [2.00, 2.13]
 Cohort 1 1.83 0.06 [1.71, 1.96]
 Cohort 2 1.94ns 0.09 [1.82, 2.06] 0.07
 Cohort 3 2.33*** 

(< 0.001)
0.08 [2.22, 2.43] 0.31

Organizing activities
 Overall mean 1.91 0.03 [1.85, 1.96]
 Cohort 1 1.73 0.05 [1.63, 1.84]
 Cohort 2 1.98*** 

(< 0.001)
0.07 [1.88, 2.08] 0.18

 Cohort 3 1.98*** 
(< 0.001)

0.07 [1.89, 2.06] 0.18
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Development Over Time

Table 5 presents the means of the outcome variables at each 
time point for each cohort group. It is noteworthy that the 
youngsters in all groups indicated at time point 1 that they 
had prosocial skills, self-mastery and support of their social 
network. The results show that youngsters in Cohort 1 did 
not significantly improve over the 16 months. Compared to 
the first wave, there is a small decrease in outcome variables 
on prosocial skills ( � = − 0.13, �0.015 ) and social network 
( � = − 0.13, �0.033 ) at Wave 4. While the youngsters in this 
cohort improved in volunteering, this change was not sig-
nificant. In the other two cohort groups, there were also no 
significant improvements observed on the outcome variables 
of prosocial skills, self-mastery, social network and organ-
izing activities. Only in Cohort 3 was there a significant 
improvement in volunteering at Wave 4 ( � = 0.24, �0.011 ), 
compared to the first wave. Overall, with the exception of 
volunteering, no significant improvement was observed on 
outcome measures in a measurement period of 16 months.

Discussion

This longitudinal study examined whether socially vulner-
able youngsters (aged 10–24) who partake in Dutch profes-
sional youth work with a multi-methodic approach develop 
prosocial skills and self-mastery, reinforce their social 

network, enhance their civic participation (volunteering and 
organizing activities) and find (specialized) care if needed. 
We compared three groups of youngsters who differed from 
each other on the variable “length of participation.” Descrip-
tive statistics showed that 33% of the youngsters divided 
over the three groups gained access to (specialized) care 
services with the support of youth workers. This result 
confirms that youth work meets youngsters’ need for addi-
tional support/care when they are faced with developmental 
issues or problems, which could prevent the accumulation of 
problems and more expensive and long-term care (Coulston, 
2010). It is important to note that not all young people who 
participate in youth work need additional support or help. 
However, this finding shows that youth workers are able 
to encourage youngsters with initial or severe problems to 
obtain help and to connect youngsters to appropriate social 
care services.

The results of the linear mixed models analyses were 
mixed. The mean differences over time between cohort 
groups indicated a statistically significant association 
between length of participation and levels of the outcome 
variables. A difference for 7  months participation was 
observed for self-mastery, social network and organizing 
activities and for 3 years participation on prosocial skills and 
volunteering. We found a practical impact on volunteering 
(d = 0.31) and social network (d = 0.26). Given the fact that 
youth work is a preventive service, in which a large group 
of young people can participate on a voluntary basis, small 

Table 5  Development over time 
of the outcome variables with 
time treated as a categorical 
variable

Means and CI
***Significant at < 0.001; **significant at < 0.01; *significant at < 0.05; ns not significant
a Wave 1 is the reference category

Fixed Mean: Wave 1 Mean: Wave 2 Mean: Wave 3 Mean: Wave 4

Cohort 1 (N = 457)
 Prosocial skills 4.11 [4.05, 4.17] 4.07 [4.00, 4.14] 4.04 [3.96, 4.13] 3.98* [3.89, 4.08]
 Self-mastery 3.52 [3.46, 3.58] 3.48 [3.41, 3.56] 3.49 [3.39, 3.58] 3.48 [3.38, 3.59]
 Social network 3.40 [3.33, 3.48] 3.35 [3.26, 3.42] 3.32 [3.21, 3.43] 3.27*[3.15, 3.39]
 Volunteering 1.78 [1.65, 1.91] 1.90 [1.74, 2.06] 1.81 [1.62, 2.01] 1.97 [1.75, 2.19]
 Organizing activities 1.75 [1.63, 1.87] 1.69 [1.54, 1.84] 1.76 [1.57, 1.94] 1.70 [1.49, 1.91]

Cohort 2 (N = 501)
 Prosocial skills 4.13 [4.08, 4.18] 4.13 [4.06, 4.19] 4.07 [3.99, 4.15] 4.09 [4.01, 4.17]
 Self-mastery 3.57 [3.51, 3.62] 3.50 [3.43, 3.58] 3.43**[3.34, 3.51] 3.48 [3.39, 3.57]
 Social network 3.60 [3.52, 3.67] 3.51*[3.42, 3.59] 3.43**[3.33, 3.54] 3.43**[3.33, 3.54]
 Volunteering 1.87 [1.74, 2.01] 1.99 [1.82, 2.15] 2.03 [1.83, 2.22] 2.02 [1.81, 2.22]
 Organizing activities 1.93 [1.80, 2.06] 2.07 [1.91, 2.23] 2.00 [1.80, 2.19] 1.92 [1.71, 2.12]

Cohort 3 (N = 639)
 Prosocial skills 4.17 [4.12, 4.22] 4.13 [4.07, 4.20] 4.18 [4.11, 4.26] 4.08* [4.00, 4.15]
 Self-mastery 3.67 [3.61, 3.72] 3.56**[3.49, 3.62] 3.49***[3.42, 3.57] 3.48*** [3.41, 3.56]
 Social network 3.64 [3.58, 3.70] 3.50**[3.43, 3.58] 3.53*[3.44, 3.62] 3.49**[3.40, 3.57]
 Volunteering 2.21 [2.07, 2.34] 2.48**[2.32, 2.65] 2.37 [2.17, 2.56] 2.45*[2.27, 2.64]
 Organizing activities 1.98 [1.87, 2.09] 1.86 [1.72, 2.00] 2.05 [1.89, 2.21] 2.07 [1.91, 2.23]
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effect sizes in this type of provision should not be considered 
unimportant (Rose, 1993). After all, not all of the target 
population of youth work is at high risk of social and mental 
or other health problems.

This study did not observe significant improvements in 
the three cohort groups over the four time points (16 months) 
on prosocial skills, self-mastery, social network and organ-
izing activities, although there was a cautious increasing 
trend in volunteering. Although the differences were small 
and were in most cases insignificant, they pointed in the 
same direction, suggesting a coherent underlying pattern 
of relationships between participation in youth work and 
doing volunteer work. We expected that Cohort 1 would 
show an increase in outcome variables at time point 4 after 
16–22 months participation in youth work, reflecting the 
scores of Cohort 2 at time point 1, as both groups would 
have participated in youth work for about the same time. 
Contrary to expectations, Cohort 1 showed no significant 
improvements over 16 months.

Reflecting on the method used, there are two possible 
explanations for this result. First, the sample scored at high 
levels on three of the five outcome variables at time point 1, 
possibly diluting the effect of youth work. It could mean that 
a social desirability effect was possible, with the youngsters 
overestimating themselves, or that the youth work services 
studied were not successful in retaining those youngsters 
who were socially vulnerable. However, recent studies con-
firm that Dutch professional youth work does reach socially 
vulnerable youngsters, such as those with addictions, debt, 
social and/or mental health problems, or early school leavers 
(Meere & Stoutjesdijk, 2019). Additionally, it is known that 
within the target group a division is made between young-
sters who are doing well, youngsters with minor or initial 
problems, and youngsters with severe and multiple disadvan-
tages (Sonneveld et al., 2020). Our finding that 33% of the 
young people gained access to additional support also sug-
gests that youth work assists young people who request help 
with their personal or social problem(s). However, a further 
study with more focus on the extent of the personal and 
social problems of respondents has been suggested. Such 
a study may also reveal differences in effectiveness for the 
various sub-groups targeted by youth work.

Second, same-source bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012) might 
be present in this study, because the youngsters were asked 
to fill in the same questionnaire four times in a relatively 
short period of time. The respondents may have been uncon-
sciously influenced by answers in previous measurements. 
Future longitudinal research might be conducted over a 
longer period and also use other informants to more pre-
cisely identify the different effects of youth work.

An interesting related question worthy of further investi-
gation is why and how outcomes in youth work relate to per-
sonal and contextual factors, also known as “the black box” 

of youth work (Lundemark Andersen et al., 2020). Contex-
tual factors may explain individual differences in develop-
ment trajectories over time. We have sought more insight 
into the black box of youth work in a multiple case study 
(Sonneveld et al., 2020), in which we examined the differ-
ential effects of a multi-methodic approach on development 
of youngsters and the influence of important life events and 
significant others. In future work, we will explore in greater 
depth which methodic principles (Metz, 2016) (such as a 
meaningful relationship between youth and professional) 
are most valuable and related to outcome measures central 
to this study.

Strengths and Limitations

In addition to a greater understanding of the prevention-
focused outcomes of a multi-methodic youth work approach, 
this study provides insight into how outcome evaluation is 
possible in the context of open-ended dynamic practice, the 
outcomes and effectiveness of which may be relatively dif-
ficult to assess. However, more investigation in this field is 
encouraged. One strength of the present study is its acceler-
ated longitudinal design, which allowed us to track devel-
opmental shifts in a relatively efficient manner. Another 
strength is that we collaborated closely with 11 youth work 
organizations, which increased the extent to which our find-
ings can be generalized. However, a number of limitations 
should be considered when interpreting the results of this 
study. The first concerns the sample, which only encom-
passes young people from urban areas. This explains the 
high percentage of respondents with a non-Dutch back-
ground. These results cannot be generalized to youth work 
in rural areas. Second, there is no comparison with a control 
group. In the context of professional youth work with an 
open approach, traditional techniques for measuring effec-
tiveness, such as randomization (Wallander, 2012), are not 
suitable. In light of this, our study made a comparison of 
two cohorts with a reference group consisting of young 
people who had only participated in youth work settings 
for 0–6 months at baseline. As a consequence, there is not 
a fully adequate baseline measurement (i.e., youngsters’ 
scores before taking part in youth work activities). Third, 
the sample size changed from measure to measure depend-
ing on the respondent and practical issues in the organiza-
tions involved. Due to the open-ended, flexible, and vol-
untary nature of this service, a substantial drop-out rate 
during the four waves was to be expected. Because of its 
voluntary nature, youngsters participate irregularly in youth 
work activities. Nevertheless, youth workers may identify 
the specific needs of young people and connect with these 
youngsters through an approach involving greater outreach 
(detached youth work). In this study, we attempted to reg-
ister absences, but unfortunately it was not possible to 
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observe the reasons for all non-completers. While we used 
the most appropriate analysis technique to handle missing 
data (Twisk, 2013), it may have affected the results. In future 
evaluation research in this type of setting, it is suggested 
that non-completers should be monitored more accurately to 
obtain a better profile of which youngsters drop out.

Finally, although Cronbach’s alpha was satisfactory for all 
measurement scales, we are aware that the removal of some 
items from a validated scale can disrupt the reliability of 
the scale and the confidence of the output. Nevertheless, we 
chose scale adaptation to tailor the research to the specific 
research setting and to measure the overall preventive value 
of youth work among a broad age group.

Implications for Practice and Policy

This longitudinal study partially addresses the lack of aca-
demic literature on professional youth work. This study 
showed that professional youth work, as a low threshold 
collective service, fulfills a significant preventive role in 
social infrastructure and has the potential to reach youth 
who are at risk in one or more social contexts. The results 
provide valuable knowledge that supports the further profes-
sionalization and legitimation of professional youth work 
in social work practice, including the development of evi-
dence-based practice. Youth workers can use the results to 
improve their support of socially vulnerable youngsters in 
their personal development and social participation. These 
findings are also very important for youth policy, which 
increasingly focuses on prevention and positive youth devel-
opment. Based on these insights, it is recommended that 
further investment be directed at professional youth work. 
Despite the time required to achieve beneficial effects, youth 
work is a relatively accessible, low-cost service that could 
reach large numbers of socially vulnerable youngsters. More 
investment in youth work on a structural basis (rather than 
just short-term projects), in addition to existing social work 
practices for adolescents, may reduce costs and waiting lists 
for specialized social care institutions.
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