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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

This thesis focuses on the contribution of professional youth work to the personal 
development and social participation of socially vulnerable young people in Western 
welfare states. The increasing focus on positive youth development and prevention 
within the fields of social and pedagogical science and youth policy (Catalano et al., 
2004; Ince et al., 2018) has heightened the urgency of identifying how professional 
youth work contributes to positive development in socially vulnerable young people. 
This is particularly the case for youth systems in which waiting lists for care services 
are growing and pressure on the youth-care sector is increasing (Hilderink et al., 2020). 
Although professional youth work is often regarded as having a positive impact on the 
development of young people, the literature has yet to provide any well-developed 
body of evidence to substantiate the effects of this methodical process on positive 
development of young people (Hill, 2020; McGregor, 2015; Mundy-McPherson et al., 
2012). This thesis disentangles a multi-methodic youth work approach in order to 
investigate whether and how it contributes to the personal development and social 
participation of socially vulnerable young people.

This first chapter begins with a short overview of the two key concepts of the thesis: 
socially vulnerable young people and professional youth work. We then provide a brief 
overview of the increased theoretical focus on positive youth development and the 
related revival of attention to prevention in youth policy and youth-care services. We 
further discuss substantive arguments underlying arguments for the importance of 
strengthening the body of knowledge on professional youth work. The chapter ends 
by providing the aims, research questions and the outline of the thesis.

SOCIALLY VULNERABLE YOUNG PEOPLE

This thesis focuses on efforts aimed at supporting the development of socially 
vulnerable young people (10–24 years of age) participating in professional youth work 
in the Netherlands. Young people in this age range tend to be occupied with the process 
of becoming adults (Crone, 2018; Erikson, 1968). During this phase, which is known as 
adolescence, young people search for answers to such existential questions as: ‘Who 
am I?’ ‘Where do I belong?’ and ‘Who and what do I want to be when I grow up?’ In 
the process, they attempt to balance their desire to meet the expectations of others 
with their need to be able to make their own choices (Abdallah, 2017; Boomkens, 
2020). Typical developmental tasks faced by adolescents in Western welfare states 
include learning to build and maintain social contacts; becoming more independent of 
their parents; strengthening their independence; finding and sharing information, and 
weighing the reliability of that information; and spending their leisure time in meaningful 
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and enjoyable ways (Spanjaard & Slot, 2015). To fulfil these developmental tasks, which 
are determined by biological, psychological and social changes, young people must 
develop the necessary competences. To do this, they need support from parents and 
significant others, in addition to sufficient access to resources and opportunities to 
optimize their self-development.

Socially vulnerable young people face an additional barrier in Western welfare 
states, in which neoliberal policies place heavy emphasis on individual responsibility 
(Sandel, 2021; Verhaeghe, 2012). The term social vulnerability refers to the structurally 
vulnerable position of specific individuals or groups in society (e.g. those in deprived 
neighbourhoods), as well as to their negative experiences with social institutions, which 
can often distort relationships and generate social disconnectedness (Vettenburg, 1998). 
For socially vulnerable young people, success and full participation in society are not 
self-evident in a society that focuses primarily on personal merit. These young people 
tend to lag behind due to insufficient access to support, resources and opportunities 
for optimal development (Kullberg et al., 2021). Their development is also likely to be 
hindered by experiences of discrimination (Andriessen et al., 2021). The majority of 
young people in this target group grow up in low-income families and must cope with 
poverty (Doherty & De St. Croix, 2019) and/or social and/or mental health problems 
(e.g. insufficient pro-social skills, feelings of depression or stress-related illnesses). They 
often experience a lack of encouragement and support from people in their social 
environments (Abdallah, 2017). For example, evidence clearly indicates that, during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, socially vulnerable young people had a harder time than their 
more advantaged peers did, due to stress within their families or unequal opportunities 
relating to online education at home (Green et al., 2021).

It is often difficult for socially vulnerable young people to acquire the competences 
that they need in order to succeed in their development tasks (Spanjaard & Slot, 
2015). They have far fewer opportunities to attain their desired levels of intellectual 
and social performance, and they are likely to feel excluded (Sandel, 2020). Young 
people who have accumulated negative experiences within their social environments 
are at significantly greater risk of developing personal and social problems (e.g. stress 
complaints, undesirable behaviour, depression) during the transition to adulthood 
(Vettenburg, 1998). They are thus more likely to need relatively expensive specialist 
youth-care services (Henderson et al., 2016).

PROFESSIONAL YOUTH WORK

Recognizing the socially vulnerable position of this target group within society, 
professional youth workers support these young people in their transition to adulthood 
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(Metz, 2011), potentially generating positive social returns in the longer term (Hill, 2020; 
McGregor, 2015; Metz, 2020). Throughout the world, there is considerable variation in 
the ways in which youth work is defined, how it is carried out in practice and the extent 
to which it has become professionalized.

Definition and aims
The profession of youth work emerged in response to the recognition of youth as 
a separate phase of life (Hall, 1904), as well as to major developments occurring in 
North-western European countries in the late 19th century (e.g. industrialization and 
urbanization) (Metz, 2011). At the European level, there is a clear consensus that the 
core aim of professional youth work is to support the personal development of young 
people in terms of empowerment, emancipation, responsibility and tolerance. Youth 
work is also defined by its broader, more societal aims: participation in democratic 
society, prevention, social inclusion and social cohesion (Dunne et al., 2014). The specific 
goals that are pursued with professional youth work vary across countries, depending 
on national context, funding and policy programmes. In the Netherlands, the central aim 
of professional youth work is to promote the personal development of young people 
and to strengthen their participation at all levels of society (Metz, 2011). Although the 
field of professional youth work has remained largely undefined for years, and although 
it has yet to be positioned directly as a discipline of social work (Dunne et al., 2014; Van 
Ewijk, 2010), the central goals of professional youth work in the Netherlands are closely 
aligned with the following international definition of social work.

Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that promotes 
social change and development, social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation 
of people. Principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect 
for diversities are central to social work. Underpinned by theories of social work, social 
sciences, humanities and indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and 
structures to address life challenges and enhance wellbeing (IFSW, 2017).

Professional youth work is characterized by three aspects that distinguish it as a separate 
work area within the range of social work professions. First, the focus of youth work is 
on young people (10 to 24 years) as a distinct population, with needs and aspirations 
that differ from those of children or adults (Dunne et al., 2014). In the Netherlands, 
professional youth work is characterized by a focus on socially vulnerable young people, 
with distinctions being drawn between three sub-groups within this target population 
(Sonneveld & Metz, 2015). The first sub-group consists of young people who are doing 
well. Despite growing up in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, these young people have 
stable home situations, receive education, participate in meaningful leisure activities 
and receive support from their social networks. When experiencing problems, they can 
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often resolve them with support from their networks. The second sub-group comprises 
young people with only minor or beginning problems. These young people are at greater 
risk of developing problems at home, at school, at work or during their leisure time. 
In many cases, they are influenced by the environments in which they are raised, as 
well as by life events and a lack of supportive people in their environments. The final 
sub-group is composed of young people with severe and multiple disadvantages. These 
young people face serious problems in multiple areas of life. These problems can include 
poor housing; unsafe home situations; psychological and physical health problems; 
frequent contact with the police and the justice system; school dropout; behavioural 
problems; debt; unemployment; and addiction. Compared to their counterparts in 
the two other sub-groups, these young people face greater challenges with regard to 
their personal development and participation in society. In addition to participating in 
professional youth work, young people with one or more problems often receive help 
from (specialist) youth-care services (e.g. child and family social work; addiction care; 
mental healthcare services).

A second characteristic that distinguishes professional youth work as a separate 
work area of social work has to do with its positioning within the third pedagogical 
domain—the ‘extracurricular area’ of leisure time—as compared to the first domain 
(home) and the second domain (school and work). In their work with the third domain, 
youth workers express their own social pedagogical approaches (Metz, 2013; Van Ewijk, 
2010) in a variety of informal spaces and places, including youth clubs, sports facilities, 
online or on the street (Baillergeau & Hoijtink, 2010; De St Croix, 2018). In the past five 
years, schools have also become an increasingly popular with youth workers as sites 
for building relationships with young people (Platform JEP, 2020; Rijnders et al., 2021). 
Because youth work takes place during leisure time, participation is voluntary. It would 
thus be logical to assume that young people determine for themselves whether they 
will be involved, as well as the extent to which they wish to be involved and for how 
long (Jeffs & Smith, 1999).

A third distinguishing characteristic of professional youth work is that youth workers 
adopt a developmental perspective in their interactions with young people (Metz, 
2013). This implies that youth workers take a positive view of young people and their 
opportunities and strengths (Dunne et al., 2014). In dialogue with young people and 
their social environments, they look for ways to improve the lives of young people and 
to help them to initiate and take ownership of such personal or social change (Abdallah, 
2017, p. 47). Professional youth work proceeds from a focus on the experiences, needs 
and interests of young people (Batsleer & Davies, 2010; McGregor, 2015). It is thus in 
line with the prevailing focus of social work theory on a process of empowerment from 
a person-in-environment perspective (Payne, 2014; Van Regenmortel, 2015).
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In order to promote growth opportunities amongst a diverse group of young people 
(in terms of age, gender and development tasks), youth workers provide a wide range 
of services, projects and activities that take place within or in close proximity to the 
life worlds of young people (Bradford, 2000). Far from being a singular entity, youth 
work is also characterized as a multifaceted, diverse practice (Coussée 2009; Dunne et 
al., 2014; Ord et al., 2018): ‘It reaches a large diversity of young people, touches a lot of 
different themes and is on the interface with many other disciplines and practices such 
as formal education, health, justice, sports or culture’ (Coussée 2009, p. 7). By offering 
support and socio-cultural group activities in leisure time, professional youth work could 
help these young people to strengthen their life skills, build relevant social networks 
and enhance opportunities for full participation in society.

Degree of professionalization
In addition to the diversity of objectives and practices associated with youth work in 
various countries, cross-national differences exist with regard to professionalization. 
In some countries, youth work is a recognized discipline (within the field of social 
work or pedagogy), with a clear definition and built on a foundation of research and 
qualification frameworks. These countries also offer educational programmes to train 
professional youth workers, albeit to differing extents. In addition to the Netherlands, 
countries with a relatively high degree of professionalization in youth work include 
Finland, the UK, Estonia, Germany and Austria. In many other countries (in Europe and 
beyond), however, there is no clear definition of what youth work is, nor is there any 
professional framework or national policy for youth work (Dunne et al., 2014; Ord, 
2018). To illustrate, in the United States, project-based after-school youth-development 
programmes that are relatively well structured are also regarded as belonging to the 
field of professional youth work (Larson et al., 2019).

In the Netherlands, professional youth work constitutes a relatively small occupational 
group. In the past two decades, the estimated number of professional youth workers 
has fluctuated between 1,500 and 2,000 (De Meere & Stoutjesdijk, 2019; Noorda, 
2009). Most Dutch professional youth work is financed by local governments and has 
been integrated into generic local welfare organizations, which combine youth work, 
community-building, care for vulnerable groups, multicultural/integration projects and 
individual social work (Van Ewijk, 2010). Professional youth workers possess relevant 
knowledge, skills and attitudes obtained through a combination of formal education 
(e.g. Bachelor’s degree programmes in social work), peer learning and experience in 
working with young people (Abdallah, 2017; Metz, 2017). In daily practice, professional 
youth workers often perform their work in cooperation with adolescents or young 
adults who are serving in volunteer roles within the youth-work organization (Van 
Ewijk, 2010). In addition to professional youth work, there are youth organizations in 
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which volunteers bear the bulk of responsibility for providing youth opportunities for 
leisure, entertainment, development and participation. These organizations are often 
supervised by professional staff at the national or regional level. Examples include 
Scouting, religious youth work, political youth work and special interest groups (Van 
Ewijk, 2010). These organizations are not addressed in this thesis, which focuses on 
professional youth work. All of the youth-work practices addressed in this thesis are 
thus performed by trained professionals who are employed by NGOs funded by local 
governments.

POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT AND PREVENTION

This section provides a brief overview of the increasing theoretical focus on positive 
youth development and the related revival of attention to prevention in youth policy and 
youth-care services in the Netherlands. We also describe how this social-pedagogical 
theoretical movement has increasingly led scholars, youth policymakers and social 
workers in Western welfare states to focus on the ways in which professional youth 
work contributes to the personal development and social participation of socially 
vulnerable young people.

At the turn of the century, policy and practice focused primarily on reducing and 
preventing risk factors in the development of young people (Verdurmen et al. 2003). This 
‘classic’ definition of prevention has been criticized for its strong problem orientation. 
An exclusive emphasis on ‘fixing youth problems’ and preventing young people from 
‘getting into trouble’ (Catelano et al., 2002) could lead to a ‘preventive surveillance 
state’, in which youth problems are medicalized too quickly and a preventive measure is 
introduced for every health risk (De Winter, 2011; Kolner, 2017). As a countermovement, 
scholars in the social and pedagogical sciences have been devoting increasing attention 
to the need to support the normal, positive development of children and young people 
from a ‘person-in-environment’ perspective (Catelano et al., 2002; De Winter, 2011; 
Ince et al. 2018; Oenen & Westering, 2010). The theoretical emphasis on positive youth 
development (Catalano et al., 2004) has generated a growing belief that efforts to 
strengthen support for personal development, reinforce social networks (bonding) 
and enhance civic participation could potentially reduce risks and problems, thereby 
reducing their need for (specialist) youth-care services. The shift in the discourse 
presupposes a departure from a defensive, risk-focused approach to pursue one that 
is more oriented towards personal growth. From this perspective, youth professionals 
fulfil a pedagogical role that consists of guiding children, young people and their parents 
with regard to their opportunities and strengths, in addition to reinforcing their social 
ties with people within their social networks (Van Regenmortel, 2015). In addition to 
the existing risk factors that increase the likelihood of developing problems, the concept 
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of positive youth development addresses protective or damping factors that promote 
positive development. Examples include the presence of a supportive social network; 
constructive leisure activities in which attention is paid to the development of talents 
and skills; teaching pro-social values; and developing a positive identity (including seeing 
oneself in relation to the future), self-esteem and sense of personal effectiveness (Ince 
et al., 2018; Spanjaard & Slot, 2015).

Despite the developments outlined above, little is known about protective factors and 
the effects of social work interventions aimed at strengthening these factors, particularly 
within the context of professional youth work. There is thus a need for further insight 
into how and to what extent participation in professional youth work contributes to 
reinforcing the personal strengths and social networks of young people and increasing 
their civic participation, in addition to ensuring timely referral to (specialist) youth-care 
services, thereby preventing the emergence or exacerbation of individual and social 
problems (Pels & De Gruijter, 2014; Valkestijn et al., 2015).

A key driver for this growing need is the Dutch Youth Act of 2015, which has led to 
major changes in the focus, structure and funding mechanisms of the youth care 
system. The overall aim of this legislation is to ensure that young people can grow 
up in favourable, healthy and safe conditions, to reduce the demand for targeted and 
specialist youth-care services for young people with problems and to create better 
opportunities for special care within their own environments, thereby increasing the 
effectiveness and efficiency of youth-care services. The Youth Act is also intended to 
enhance collaboration between preventive youth services and specialist youth-care 
services (Den Outer et al., 2017; Friele et al., 2018).

The Youth Act of 2015 is rooted in the shift from a welfare state to a participation 
state (i.e. active welfare state), in which the government makes a major appeal to the 
individual responsibility and possibilities of citizens, as well as the active solidarity of 
everyone else in order to support vulnerable citizens wherever possible. Participation 
is to be realized through the individual’s own strength or with support from the 
individual’s own social network. If these resources are insufficient, professional help 
can be requested from the municipality. With this approach, the government aims 
to discourage the use of social services by citizens (Kampen et al., 2013). For youth 
policy, this shift implies moving away from excluding young people by isolating them in 
specialist youth-care facilities to including them by strengthening their upbringing within 
their own social environments (Van Yperen & Van Woudenberg, 2011). Childrearing is 
regarded as a shared responsibility (De Winter, 2011; Kesselring, 2016). In addition to 
the increasing focus on the individual responsibility of citizens, the Youth Act has revived 
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attention to the prevention of personal and social problems from a positive perspective 
on youth development.

Seven years after the introduction of the Dutch Youth Act, the number of young people 
receiving youth care each year for their social, emotional and/or psychological problems 
does not appear to have decreased (with the exception of 2020, possibly due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic) (CBS, 2021; Hermanns, 2009). In the Netherlands, approximately 
10% of all young people 23 years of age and younger receive youth care services 
(CBS, 2021). Waiting lists have become longer, due in part to the difficulty that young 
people apparently experience in moving on from youth-care services once they receive 
them. The sector is becoming overloaded, and it has become unaffordable for many 
municipalities (Hilderink et al., 2020; SER, 2021). These developments are jeopardizing 
the social right of vulnerable young people and their families to receive youth-care 
services in a timely manner. One recommendation to municipalities for reducing the 
pressure on the youth-care sector has been to increase investments in preventive youth 
services in the neighbourhood, including professional youth work (Hilderdink et al., 
2020; SER, 2021).

As mentioned above, professional youth work is perceived as enabling positive 
development in young people, especially those growing up in socially vulnerable 
situations. Efforts to reinforce the personal strengths and social networks of young 
people and to increase their civic participation could help provide a buffer against risks 
for this target group, thereby reducing their need for formal (specialist) youth-care 
services. In the absence of rigorous scientific research, however, professional youth 
work has not been able to prove that it contributes to the personal development and 
social participation of socially vulnerable young people.

STRENGTHENING THE BODY OF KNOWLEDGE ON PROFESSIONAL 
YOUTH WORK

One important characteristic of a profession is that its practitioners have a recognized 
body of knowledge according to which they fulfil their social mission (Freidson, 2001). 
This body of knowledge contains theories, substantiated methods and instruments 
(Hermans et al., 2020). Only since the 2010s has a well-defined, substantiated body 
of knowledge begun to grow with regard to the methodical process and outcomes of 
professional youth work.

What youth workers do in their interactions with young people and their environment 
(their methodical interventions) to make a positive contribution to their development 
has traditionally been based largely on practical wisdom or ‘tacit knowledge’ (Polanyi, 
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1966), which can be defined as skills, ideas and experiences that have not been codified 
and cannot be easily or explicitly expressed (Chugh, 2015). Despite its inherent value, 
the exclusive use of tacit knowledge can impede the further professionalization of 
youth work, as well as the effective transfer of knowledge to a new generation of 
youth workers, policymakers and professionals. In response to the increasing call for 
evidence-based social work (Van der Zwet, 2018), youth workers could use such sources 
to improve the support that they provide to socially vulnerable young people in their 
positive development.

Until the turn of the century, academic scholars and professional practitioners in the 
fields of social work and pedagogical sciences expressed little interest in professional 
youth work. Their lack of interest might have been due to the relatively small number 
of professionals involved (Van Ewijk, 2010; Spierts, 2014) and the relative lack of 
recognition (at that time) for the broad developmental approach that is characteristic of 
youth work. The available research literature was too theoretical and thus insufficiently 
suited to the dynamics of youth work in daily practice (Spierts, 2014; Te Poel, 1997).

The need for a body of knowledge specific to professional youth work has been widely 
supported since the 2010s (Fabri, 2009; Metz, 2020; McGregor, 2015). In order to 
relate to the changing policy context (with its focus on prevention and positive youth 
development) and to respond to the increasing demands placed on professional youth 
workers (including the call for more evidence-based practice), it is becoming particularly 
urgent to develop a substantiated body of knowledge concerning the methodical 
process of youth work and its prevention-focused outcomes (Dekker et al., 2020; Dunne 
et al., 2014; Hill, 2020; Metz, 2020). Youth workers and their organizations have a need 
to know what works and for whom, in order to legitimize their actions to policymakers 
and partners, as well as to young people and society as a whole (Bonn process, 2020).

As argued by a number of scholars, developing a substantiated body of knowledge 
concerning the methodical process of professional youth work and its outcomes requires 
research that focuses on the practical problems that youth workers experience by 
actively involving them (and the young people they serve) in research and collaborating 
with them to substantiate their existing tacit knowledge (Banks et al., 2017; Kwakman, 
2003; McGregor, 2015; Te Poel, 1997).

In response to the broad need for substantiated knowledge in youth work practice and 
the recommendations of scholars, Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences, various 
professional youth work organizations (NGOs) and youth work educational programmes 
in the Netherlands established a structural collaborative partnership in 2008, known 
as Youth Spot (www.hva.nl/youth-spot). The joint mission of this partnership is to 
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contribute to the professionalization of youth work. In its early years, the Youth Spot 
research group focused on finding a suitable way to specify the methodical process 
of youth work in such a way that it could be used within the context of an open social 
pedagogical approach and further substantiated with empirical research. The distinctive 
open-ended character of professional youth work means that youth workers do not 
work according to specific pre-planned, time-limited interventions. Instead, they apply 
methodical actions that are fluid and responsive to the experiences, specific needs 
and interests of the young people they serve and the changing social and political 
contexts within which these needs and interests arise (Doherty & De St. Croix, 2019; Hill, 
2020; Metz, 2016). Given the voluntary, open-ended and process-oriented character 
of professional youth work, its outcomes are unpredictable (De St. Croix, 2018; Metz, 
2016). This professional setting thus constitutes a particularly challenging context for 
empirical research (Doherty & De St. Croix, 2019; Ord, 2014), as young people decide 
for themselves the duration and frequency of their participation in youth work. In 
addition, the methodical process and outcomes of professional youth work emerge in 
negotiation with young people and their environments, rather than being prescribed in 
advance (Hill, 2020; Metz & Sonneveld, 2018). The practice of professional youth work 
thus calls for a cyclical, iterative research approach, as opposed to the more classical, 
linear research designs that pre-suppose a causal series of actions that form the basis 
of effect studies (Desair, 2008; De Vries, 2017; Steyaert et al., 2010).

Despite the challenges associated with building a body of substantiated knowledge 
on the methodical process of professional youth work and its contribution to the 
personal development and social participation of young people, the first steps have 
been taken, proceeding from the bottom up (Metz, 2020). The knowledge base is being 
established as a collection of methods that youth workers apply in a variety of situations 
and contexts. Previous practice-based studies on four commonly used youth work 
methods—information and advice services (Schaap et al, 2017); group work (Rumping 
et al., 2017); individual guidance (Koops et al., 2014); and detached youth work (Koops 
et al., 2013)—provide justification for the expectation that access to professional youth 
work may act as a protective factor in the lives of socially vulnerable young people. 
Results from these studies suggest that the first three of these methods allow youth 
workers to support young people improve important life skills, enhance their self-
mastery, raise their self-esteem and enhance their perspectives on the future (Abdallah 
et al., 2016; Dickson et al., 2013; Koops et al, 2014). By establishing connections between 
young people, their own informal networks, and social institutions, professional youth 
workers may help to reinforce the social networks of young people and increase 
their participation in society (Metz & Sonneveld, 2012; Rumping et al., 2017). Finally, 
detached youth work services and low-threshold drop-in activities allow professional 
youth workers to reach young people at an early stage, including those who would 
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otherwise remain invisible to agencies (Koops et al., 2013; Metz & Sonneveld, 2012; 
Sonneveld & Metz, 2015). Meeting young people where they are (i.e. in their own life 
worlds) could help youth workers to identify personal or social problems at an early 
stage and to refer them to additional sources of support in a timely manner. Chapter 2 
provides additional details on these methods of youth work, along with an elaboration 
of the methodical principles underlying each method, which could be regarded as 
guiding the actions of youth workers in their interaction with young people and their 
living environments (Metz & Sonneveld, 2012).

Proceeding from an open approach, youth workers often apply a combination of the 
four aforementioned methods, thereby providing prevention-focused services. The 
application of several methods in combination is known as a multi-methodic approach 
(Metz, 2020). To date, however, no conceptual framework has been developed for 
exploring how such an approach could enhance the personal development and social 
participation of socially vulnerable young people, nor have any studies explored the 
actual contributions of a multi-methodic approach.

Such a framework is urgently needed, in order to enhance understanding concerning 
the multi-methodic youth work approach and to increase its visibility and credibility 
amongst society, funding sources, partners and professional youth workers. The insights 
generated by the framework could also be helpful to municipalities in their efforts to 
determine how they can spend scarce public resources in pursuit of the objectives of 
the Dutch Youth Act. Moreover, youth workers and their organizations need to be able 
to provide insight into the impact of their actions in order to legitimize and improve 
their role as a preventive service focused on the personal development and social 
participation of young people. Further exploration of the methodical process and its 
outcomes is also essential to future evaluation studies of a multi-methodic youth work 
approach (Blom & Morén, 2010).

AIMS, RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OUTLINE OF THIS THESIS

In response to the increasing focus on positive youth development and the attention 
to prevention, this thesis aims to strengthen the body of knowledge on professional 
youth work by further disentangling the multi-methodic approach to youth work. This 
leads to the following research question: How and to what extent does a multi-methodic 
youth work approach contributes to the personal development and social participation 
of socially vulnerable young people? Knowledge gained from this research is intended 
to contribute to the further improvement of the quality of professional youth work.
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The following research questions are derived from these objectives and main question:
1. Which outcomes of a multi-methodic youth work approach could help to prevent the 

individual and social problems of socially vulnerable young people (10–24 years of 
age) and which implicit methodical process could be responsible for these outcomes?

2. Does a multi-methodic youth work approach contribute to improvements in the 
pro-social skills and self-mastery of vulnerable young people; the reinforcement of 
their social networks; the enhancement of their civic participation; and the finding 
of appropriate (specialist) youth-care services as needed?

3. How, for whom and under which conditions does professional youth work contribute 
to the personal development of socially vulnerable young people, the reinforcement 
of their social network, the enhancement of their social participation, and the timely 
finding of appropriate (specialist) youth-care services in relation to contextual 
factors (i.e. life events and the influence of significant others)?

4. Does an increase in recognition of the individual methodical principles by young 
people participating in youth work lead to an increase in prevention-focused 
outcomes? If so, which methodical principles are most strongly associated with 
which prevention-focused outcomes?

5. To what extent does professional youth work play a significant role in the personal 
development and social participation of young people who are receiving specialist 
youth-care services?

The five research questions are answered in five studies (Chapters 2–6), based on 
articles that have been published in various peer-reviewed journals.

Chapter 2 addresses Research Question 1 by disentangling the multi-methodic 
approach to youth work and presenting a conceptual framework. To this end, we used 
qualitative research synthesis to combine the findings of six practice-based studies 
on the methodical process and outcomes of youth work conducted in six European 
countries. In this chapter, we operationalize the four methods that are commonly 
used in professional youth work: individual guidance; information and advice; group 
work; and detached youth work. Examination of these individual methods revealed 
12 methodical principles that youth workers apply in their interactions with young 
people and their environments. We present five specific outcomes that highlight the 
contributions that professional youth work makes to the personal development and 
social participation of socially vulnerable young people, thereby possibly preventing 
personal and social problems for this target group. The results of this study have been 
integrated into a conceptual framework.

Chapter 3 addresses Research Question 2 with reference to the results of a longitudinal 
cohort study focusing on how length of participation in professional multi-methodic 
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youth work is associated with the five outcome variables addressed in the conceptual 
framework presented in Chapter 1: pro-social skills, self-mastery, social network, 
civic participation (i.e. volunteering and organizing activities) and finding support 
from (specialist) youth-care services. First, we examined cohort differences between 
three groups differing in terms of length of participation in youth work: 0–6 months, 7 
months–2 years, and 3 years or longer. In addition, we examined whether young people 
experienced improvement in the various outcome measures over a 16-month period. 
Data on participants in youth work were collected at four time points. In all, 1,597 young 
people were included in the analyses.

Chapter 4 describes the results of a multiple-case study investigating Research Question 
3. Data for this qualitative study were collected over a 12-month period. Youth workers 
(N = 20) participated in group intervision meetings and kept diaries reporting on their 
actions and the development of individual young people with whom they worked 
(N = 23). This study shows patterns in the development of socially vulnerable young 
people in youth work. It examines which composition of youth work methods result in 
which prevention-oriented outcomes in relation to contextual factors (i.e. life events 
and the influence of significant others).

Chapter 5 addresses Research Question 4, focusing specifically on the methodical 
process applied by professional youth workers. This is done by examining longitudinal 
associations between methodical principles and four outcome measures: pro-
social skills, self-mastery, social networks, and civic participation (volunteering and 
organizing activities). We also examine the extent to which the contributions of 12 
methodical principles to the four outcome measures are moderated by gender, length 
of participation and age.

Chapter 6 addresses Research Question 5 by exploring the significant role that 
professional youth work plays in the lives of young people who receive specialist youth-
care and who also participate in professional youth work. To this end, we conducted 
an exploratory qualitative study on what professional youth work means for young 
people (16 years of age and older) participating in youth work and receiving specialist 
youth-care services (e.g. addiction care, rehabilitation, mental healthcare or intensive 
family treatment). This chapter provides insight into the growth opportunities that 
professional youth work offers this specific target group.

Finally, Chapter 7 provides an overall discussion of the findings described in Chapters 
2–6, addresses the strengths and limitations of the research, and presents implications 
and directions for future research and practice.
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For the thesis as a whole, multiple designs (both quantitative and qualitative) and 
research methods (repeated surveys, diary notes, intervision meetings, semi-structured 
interviews) were applied in order to generate insight into how and to what extent 
a multi-methodic youth work approach provides growth opportunities for socially 
vulnerable young people. In addition to using multiple designs, a multiple-actor 
perspective is adopted to examine the issue. Data were collected from key stakeholders: 
professional youth workers, young people participating in youth work and social care 
professionals. This thesis expands the boundaries of the scientific knowledge base 
on professional youth work through large-scale longitudinal research. The existing 
literature on this field consists largely of small-scale qualitative studies (Dunne et al., 
2014; McGregor, 2015). Large-scale longitudinal empirical research is lacking, both 
nationally and internationally. Such research designs are nevertheless essential in order 
to draw well-founded conclusions about the contribution that professional youth work 
makes on positive development of young people (McGregor, 2015).

To ensure that the knowledge generated by this research is relevant to and usable in 
the dynamic practice of professional youth work, the studies were conducted in close 
collaboration with 11 professional youth-work providers from urban areas in the middle, 
southern and eastern parts of the Netherlands. All of these providers are public welfare 
organizations funded by local governments, and all invest in the professionalization 
of youth-work practice. For a deeper theoretical understanding and methodological 
thoroughness, we collaborated with professors and colleagues from the Academic 
Collaborative Centre for Social Work (TRANZO) at Tilburg University (Van Regenmortel, 
2020).
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Table 1. Brief description of the five studies

Research 
question

Title Aims Method

1 Professional youth work as a 
preventive service: Towards 
an integrated conceptual 
framework.

To develop a conceptual 
framework for a multi-methodic 
approach that clarifies the implicit 
methodical process of youth work 
and its potential contribution to 
preventing individual and social 
problems for socially vulnerable 
young people.

Qualitative 
research 
synthesis (N = 6)

2 The contribution of professional 
youth work to the personal 
development and social 
participation of socially 
vulnerable youngsters: A Dutch 
longitudinal cohort study.

To examine whether participation 
in professional multi-methodic 
youth work contributes to five 
prevention-focused outcome 
variables.

Quantitative
(longitudinal, 4 
waves, N = 1,597)

3 The contribution of professional 
youth work to the development 
of socially vulnerable youngsters: 
A multiple-case study.

To explore patterns that provide 
insight into how, for whom and 
under which conditions a multi-
methodic approach contributes to 
prevention-focused outcomes.
To determine whether and in 
what manner these patterns are 
influenced by life events and the 
presence of significant others in the 
lives of young people.

Qualitative
(multiple cases, 
N = 23)

4 Methodical principles and 
prevention-focused outcomes 
in professional youth work: A 
longitudinal analysis.

To examine longitudinal 
associations between 12 individual 
methodical principles applied by 
professional youth workers in their 
interactions with young people and 
four prevention-focused outcomes.

Quantitative
(longitudinal, 4 
waves, N = 1,597)

5 An interplay between youth 
work and youth-care services: 
Growth opportunities for 
personal development and social 
participation.

To explore the significant role of 
professional youth work for young 
people who are receiving specialist 
youth-care services.

Qualitative
(semi-structured 
interviews, 
N = 20)
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CHAPTER 2

Professional youth work as a preventive 
service: toward an integrated conceptual 
framework

This chapter was published as:
Sonneveld, J., Metz, J., Schalk, R., & Van Regenmortel, T. (2021). Professional youth 
work as a preventive service: towards an integrated conceptual framework. 
International Journal of Adolescence and Youth, 26 (1), 340-355. https://doi.org
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ABSTRACT

Knowledge of how professional youth work might prevent individual and social problems 
in socially vulnerable youngsters is poorly developed. This article presents a conceptual 
framework that clarifies the implicit methodical process used by professional youth 
workers and focuses on what stakeholders regard as the potential of professional youth 
work as a preventive service. A qualitative research synthesis approach was used to 
combine the findings of six practice-based studies conducted in six European countries. 
This synthesis revealed that professional youth workers employ a multi-methodic 
approach in their prevention efforts, strengthening the social skills and self-mastery 
of youngsters, reinforcing their social network, enhancing their civic participation and 
helping them find additional social or health services. Twelve methodical principles 
were identified as contributing to achieving these prevention efforts, shedding light 
on the process taking place between youngsters and youth workers. This conceptual 
framework provides essential information for future evaluation research.



2

27

An integrated conceptual framework

INTRODUCTION

Within Western welfare states, youth policies and social work practices are paying 
increasing attention to prevention-focused youth services. These services could 
promote the well-being and positive development of youngsters (Catalano et al., 2002; 
Waid & Uhrich, 2020) as well as lead to cost savings for relatively expensive social care 
services (McCave & Rishel, 2011). Professional youth work in Western welfare states is 
known as a developmentally appropriate practice that aims to prevent individual and 
social problems by supporting the personal development and social participation of 
youngsters. Although professional youth work has often been claimed to have a positive 
impact on young people’s development, research-based substantiation of the effects of 
the youth work process on specific outcomes and the positive development of youngsters 
is poorly developed in the literature (McGregor, 2015; Mundy-McPherson et al., 2012).
To address this lack of knowledge, this article develops a conceptual framework that 
codifies the implicit methodical process used by youth workers and its prevention-
focused outcomes.
This was based on practice-based evidence gathered from youth work practices in 
six European states. Such a conceptual framework is needed for the dissemination of 
evidence-based knowledge in the field that helps improve the quality and transparency 
of professional youth work as a preventive service. In addition, it offers scholars in 
the field of professional youth work essential concepts to conduct future evaluation 
research. Below, we start by describing the context of professional youth work, the 
participants and characteristics of the methodical process.

Professional youth work and its participants
Professional youth work in Western welfare states, performed by paid and well-educated 
professionals, provides youngsters with opportunities for personal development and 
social participation with the aim of assisting them to make a successful transition to 
adulthood (Dunne et al., 2014; Hurley & Treacy, 1993; Metz, 2017). The profession 
positions its interventions in the leisure time of youngsters, which implies that 
youngsters participate voluntarily. Usually, this means that youngsters choose whether, 
how much and for how long to participate in youth work processes, in a wide range of 
informal contexts in their neighborhoods (e.g., youth clubs, art/sport facilities, on the 
streets, social media) (Batsleer & Davies, 2010; Ritchie & Ord, 2017).

Professional youth work is primary focused on socially vulnerable youngsters in the 
age range of 10 to 24 years (Dunne et al., 2014). The term “social vulnerability” refers 
to the structurally vulnerable position of specific individuals or groups in society (e.g., 
those in deprived neighborhoods with high levels of crime and poverty) who may have 
also had negative experiences of social institutions, which often leads to distorted 
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relationships and social disconnectedness (Vettenburg, 1998). Socially vulnerable 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 they have social and/or mental 
health problems, such as insufficient prosocial skills, depressive feelings or stress-
related illnesses that hinder their opportunity to fully participate in society. The risk of 
developing problems in their transition 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 clinical, social 
work services (Henderson et al., 2016). For these youngsters, professional youth work 
settings are more than sites for spending their leisure time; they offer a space to escape 
from the conflicts or pressures of everyday life (school, neighborhood or home) and in 
which they might achieve a sense of belonging (Fyfe et al., 2018).

A multi-methodic approach
Recognizing the socially vulnerable position of these youngsters in society, professional 
youth workers support them in their transition to adulthood, which may have longer 
term positive social returns. The starting point for professional youth work is its focus 
on the experiences, needs and interests of youngsters (Batsleer & Davies, 2010; 
McGregor, 2015). In an attempt to immerse themselves in the lifeworld of youngsters, 
youth workers use an open-ended social pedagogical approach (Metz, 2016; McGregor, 
2015; Mercier et al., 2000), which does not involve a pre-planned and time-limited 
specific intervention but consists of methodical actions that are fluid and responsive 
to the experiences, specific needs and interests of the youngsters and the changing 
social and political context in which they arise (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; Sonneveld et al., 2020).

Detached youth work establishes contact with youngsters and provides services in 
young people’s living environment outside the youth work center, such as on the streets, 
in parks, the schoolyard, at home or in fast-food outlets (Milburn et al., 2000). Youth 
workers employ this method in order to reach out to young people, including those 
who may need additional support for their developmental issues (Koops et al., 2013).

Second, youth workers organize social group work (e.g., drop-in activities, activities in 
the domains of culture, media and sport), in which they guide interactions and group 
processes and contribute to the positive development of both the group as a whole 
and the individual members of the group (Brown, 1979). Through social group work, 
professionals offer young people spaces that foster peer sociability, experimental 
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learning (McGregor, 2015; Ord et al., 2018) and the development of new skills, which 
they need to become independent adults who can assume responsibility (Fyfe et al., 
2018; Ord et al., 2018; Rumping et al., 2017).

Third, individual guidance refers to more problem-focused one-to-one interventions 
on a structural basis. The aim of this method is to assist youngsters in their personal 
development and social participation and, where necessary, help them to access 
specialist social care institutions, education, paid work or a residential facility (Bakker, 
2011). Individual guidance is a more intensive method than the others, and is especially 
targeted at youngsters with personal problems/needs they have begun to face or actual 
longer term problems such as debt, housing problems, school problems and conflicts at 
home. Youngsters determine their own development goals and make a plan to achieve 
these goals with the support of the youth worker (Koops et al., 2014). There are some 
differences between European countries with regard to the provision of individual 
guidance in addition to a focus on group-based activities (Ord et al., 2018, p. 214).

Finally, the fourth method concerns the provision of information and advice and forms 
an integral part of the daily interactions between youngsters and youth workers. Based 
on early signaling by youngsters and their individual needs, youth workers attempt 
to remove the barriers to accessing information and advice (e.g., through informal 
conversations, websites, film, theater, peer counseling) concerning contemporary youth 
problems, such as sexuality, school issues, drug use or relationships (Faché, 2016). Having 
access to the right information and having the appropriate skills to find information 
enables youngsters to make independent and positive choices in life. The application of 
these methods in combinations is known as a multi-methodic approach (Metz, 2020). By 
using this multi-methodic approach youth workers provide prevention-focused services 
that are appropriate and responsive to a diversity of needs, interests and aspirations 
of those socially vulnerable youngsters who actually engage with youth workers.

Implicit methodical process
The methodical process entails that youth workers adopt a well-considered, systematic, 
goal-oriented approach, which is also ethically and socially justifiable (Sprinkhuizen & 
Scholte, 2017). However, what youth workers do (their professional interventions) within 
their multi-methodic approach in order to contribute to the personal development 
and social participation of youngsters has often been characterized in social work 
practice as being based on implicit knowledge or practical wisdom (Chun-Sing Cheung, 
2016). Polanyi (1966) called this type of knowledge “tacit knowledge,” which can be 
defined as skills, ideas and experiences of people which have not been codified and 
may not necessarily be easily or explicitly expressed (Chugh, 2015). Reliance on tacit 
knowledge about the methodical process used in youth work stagnates the further 
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professionalization of the field, as well as the effective transfer of knowledge to a new 
generation of youth workers, policy makers and fellow professionals.

Substantiation of youth work methods
Over the course of the last seven years, a number of scholars have made cautious 
attempts to both explicate and substantiate the methodical process employed by 
professional youth workers as well as the outcomes of the aforementioned youth 
work methods by conducting practice-based research. One group of Dutch scholars has 
examined the four different methods (Koops et al., 2013; Koops et al., 2014; Rumping 
et al., 2017; Schaap et al., 2017) through Program Evaluation, which focused on the 
construction of a valid description of the process and outcomes of each individual 
method, in line with scientific standards and applicable in practice (Rossi et al., 2004).

Ord and colleagues (2018) focused on young people’s own accounts of the impact of 
youth work (group-based and/or individual) on their lives in five European countries 
using a participatory evaluation methodology called “transformative evaluation”, 
developed by Cooper (2018). In addition to outcomes, Fyfe and colleagues (2018) also 
provided insights into specific key aspects of youth work practice that contribute to 
achieving outcomes. These practice-based studies provide valuable suggestions with 
respect to both process and the outcomes of professional youth work. However, to 
date, little is known about how the use of a multi-methodic approach in professional 
youth work might contribute to the prevention of individual and social problems that 
socially vulnerable youngsters potentially face.

Focus of this study
The objective of this article is to develop a conceptual framework of a multi-methodic 
approach that clarifies the implicit methodical process of youth work and its possible 
contribution to the prevention of the individual and social problems of socially 
vulnerable youngsters. Over the last three decades, several scholars developed 
schematic conceptual models of youth work practice (e.g. Dunne et al., 2014; Hurley & 
Treacy, 1993; Smith et al., in: Cooper, 2012). However, these youth work models were 
primarily focused on how different forms of youth work relate to political ideology, 
sociological perspectives or professionalization in a specific time period. In addition, 
older models are often not based on empirical data, which means that these models 
are insufficiently grounded in youth work practice. A conceptual framework focused 
on the methodic actions within a multi-methodic approach as well as its contribution 
to prevention of personal and social problems is currently lacking in extant literature, 
which is problematic given its potential importance in developing a better understanding 
of the preventive value of professional youth work. Moreover, further exploration of the 
methodical process and its outcomes is essential to conduct future evaluation research 
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into a multi-methodic youth work approach (Blom & Moren, 2010). The conceptual 
framework is developed by drawing on underlying practice-based evidence collected by 
various qualitative studies in the field of professional youth work. This study synthesizes 
and interprets the findings of these studies to answer the research question: What are 
the specific outcomes of a multi-methodic youth work approach that could prevent the 
individual and social problems of socially vulnerable youngsters and what aspects of 
the approach may achieve these outcomes?

METHODS

Qualitative synthesis research (QSR) was used to construct the conceptual framework. 
QSR, also known as qualitative meta-analysis, is an approach that makes sense of 
existing studies by applying an interpretivist perspective to the knowledge available 
(Howell Major & Savin-Baden, 2010). The method combines primary studies, creating 
interpretations of the data that constitute a new transformed whole, leading to a 
conceptual translation, a new representation of the data, or the development of a new 
theory at a higher level of abstraction (Howell Major & Savin-Baden, 2010; Vermeire, 
2009). As valuable studies have already been conducted on different youth work 
methods (see Introduction), a synthesis of these existing studies offers the possibility 
to interpret the methodical process of youth work and its possible contribution to 
the prevention of individual and social problems. In summary, QSR is an appropriate 
method to develop a conceptual framework that presents an explicit understanding of 
the multi-methodic approach of youth workers, formulated on the basis of the variables 
identified and the evidence gathered in studies of youth work.

Sample selection
Previous literature reviews in the field of professional youth work have already revealed 
the absence of rigorously conducted evaluative research of the methodical process 
and impact of professional youth work across the globe (McGregor, 2015; Mundy-
McPherson et al., 2012). A recent narrative review of the available research evidence on 
the impact and factors contributing to impact of open access youth work upon young 
people (Hill, 2020) proved helpful in terms of selecting studies that were investigating 
the same topic. For this narrative review, a total of 49 studies were coded for analyzing. 
Researchers searched in a variety of databases (e.g. ScienceDirect, Web of Science, 
EBSCO, ProQuest), in grey literature databases, on specific websites and via Google. 
The key terms guiding the search were: “Open access youth work”, “Open youth work”, 
“Universal youth work”, “Impact” and “youth work”. We combined the results of this 
search with a search for studies in the Dutch language in Dutch databases as well as 
conducting a secondary search (e.g. “snowballing”).
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For our QSR we aimed to obtain a comprehensive sample in which we included empirical 
studies conducted in professional youth work settings in European Western welfare 
states that contained qualitative data about the participants (both boys and girls), the 
methodical process and its outcomes. The method, data handling and analyses used had 
to be clear to determine whether the studies were methodologically consistent, even if 
not exactly the same. It was also important that the original researchers had an explicitly 
acknowledged stance to allow for data interpretations from an informed perspective 
(Howell Major & Savin-Baden, 2010). We excluded literature reviews, studies that were 
conducted outside Europe as well as studies that were based on specific target groups 
or youth interventions.

Six studies matched the selection criteria. The first study (Ord et al., 2018) was recently 
conducted in five European countries: Italy, Estonia, Finland, France and the United 
Kingdom. It applied a participatory evaluation methodology called “transformative 
evaluation”, which collated youngsters own accounts of the impact of youth work on 
their lives. They collected 715 stories in 15 open access youth work organizations. The 
second study (Fyfe et al., 2018) conducted impact research using the same research 
design as Ord et al. (2018). They collected 129 stories in three youth work organizations 
in Scotland. This study is of added interest in that the researchers also provided insight 
into the role of specific key aspects of youth work practice in achieving outcomes. 
However, neither of these two studies specifically distinguished the four individual 
youth work methods introduced above.

The remaining four studies were conducted in collaboration with various stakeholders 
(youth workers, policy makers and youth work educators) in the Netherlands (Koops et 
al., 2013; Koops et al., 2014; Rumping et al., 2017; Schaap et al., 2017). The researchers 
used the same research protocols and instruments in each study, so they are directly 
comparable as reciprocal translations (Vermeire et al., 2007). In all four studies, data on 
the methodic conduct by youth workers was gathered through observations of youth 
work practices and in-depth interviews with professional youth workers (N = 77 in total). 
The data was analyzed using a grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

Simple self-report questionnaires completed by the youngsters were used to make an 
inventory of the added value of the methods for their development. These outcomes 
were determined by comparing youngsters who participated in youth work settings 
(N = 259) with youngsters who did not participate in youth work (N = 270). Descriptive 
statistics (SPSS) were used to analyze data from the questionnaires. The researchers 
positioned their findings in relation to the professional literature focused on the selected 
youth work methods (e.g., Batsleer & Davies, 2010; Dickson et al., 2013; Dunne et al., 
2014; Jeffs & Smith, 2010; Milburn et al., 2000) and the literature in related professions 
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that work with socially vulnerable youth (such as residential youth care and structured 
youth programs in the US). For validation, the results were checked by stakeholders 
via focus groups.

The approaches to professional youth work were partially comparable across countries. 
All of the studies were conducted in informal settings for boys and girls, which allowed 
youngsters to be themselves and to express themselves on a voluntary basis. There 
were also differences between countries with regard to age range, specific aims and 
the degree of professionalization (Ord et al., 2018, p. 222).

By bringing together, reanalyzing and combining the findings from these six studies, we 
aim to develop the conceptual framework that interprets how a multi-methodic youth 
work approach may best contribute to the prevention of individual and social problems.
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Process of the synthesis
The process of the synthesis was applied following three stages: analysis, synthesis 
and interpreting the data (Howell Major & Savin-Baden, 2010). While this process is 
delineated here in a linear way, the process should be viewed as cyclical and iterative 
in practice.

To prepare the analyses, we recorded the sample size, setting, methodology, mode of 
data collection, validity and main themes identified for each of the selected studies 
(see Table 1). This facilitated a graphic overview of the key components of each study. 
All studies were read carefully to identify the core concepts related to our research 
question, namely characteristics of the methodical process and intended or actual 
specific outcomes that could prevent individual and social problems of socially 
vulnerable youngsters. Only those findings that were supported by data were extracted 
in order to maintain the rigor of the study. Using thematic coding, relevant findings from 
the different studies were labeled by the first author. We used the findings of the original 
authors (second-order interpretation) as well as the quotations they presented (first-
order interpretation) as part of our analyses because the findings were well documented 
and supported by a sizeable amount of evidence (Howell Major & Savin-Baden, 2010). 
The main themes and second-order interpretations of the data from the six studies of 
the methodical process and/or outcomes of professional youth work are shown in Table 
1. Because the first two authors of the current study were part of the research group 
that conducted the four practice-based studies in the Netherlands, the translation of 
the main themes in this analysis was made easier. If relevant, descriptive quantitative 
data and “grey” literature used by the original studies were also analyzed. According 
to Dixon-Woods et al. (2006), in principle it should be possible and indeed desirable to 
conduct interpretive synthesis of all forms of evidence, including quantitative studies 
and “grey” literature. This process of analyzing made it possible to compare and identify 
recurring themes across the studies (Howell Major & Savin-Baden, 2010).

After cross-study themes were identified, we moved toward synthesizing the data: 
“The process of combining themes and categories across studies in order to create a 
new perspective or view of the issues” (Howell Major & Savin-Baden, 2010, p. 63). We 
brought themes from different studies together (without losing sight of the context) 
and developed third-order interpretations with regard to the methodical process and 
specific outcomes applicable in a multi-methodic approach. To develop these third-
order interpretations, we reviewed important connections between first and second-
order themes and ensured that iterative cycles of interpretation occurred (Howell Major 
& Savin-Baden, 2010, p. 67). We explored how notions about youth work outcomes and 
the methodical process were used in the different studies and in different contexts to 
represent a line of argument (Noblit & Hare, 1988) for a conceptual framework that 
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explains how professional youth workers might prevent individual and social problems 
using a multi-methodic approach.

FINDINGS

In this section, we present the main themes and third-order interpretations based on 
the synthesis. These main themes related to our research question concern the specific 
outcomes that may prevent individual and social problems and the characteristics of 
the methodical process that may influence these outcomes. The conceptual framework 
of a multi-methodic youth work approach is depicted in Figure 1.

Outcomes focused on prevention
The synthesis of the selected studies grouped outcomes that may prevent individual 
and social problems of socially vulnerable youngsters into the following areas: social 
skills, self-mastery, social network, civic participation and finding additional social or 
health services.

The first shared outcome of professional youth work was the development of social 
skills, which are defined here as skills that youngsters need in order to be able to 
participate independently and constructively in society. Small snippets of research 
evidence in our sample suggested that professional youth work contributes to the 
development of various social skills, such as reducing ‘risky or negative behaviour’ 
(Koops et al., 2013; Ord et al., 2018, p. 128; Rumping et al., 2017), having respect for 
others and being better able to interact with other people (Koops et al., 2013; Koops 
et al., 2014; Ord et al., 2018; Rumping et al., 2017). ‘Some of the young people also 
described improvements in relationships with adults, including teachers, youth work 
staff, and family members’ (Fyfe et al., 2018, p. 21).

Second, there were indications that professional youth work enhances the self-mastery 
of youngsters; an important component of psychological empowerment (Zimmerman, 
1995). Self-mastery can be defined as the extent to which an individual believes that 
he or she has control over important life circumstances and stressful situations (Pearlin 
& Schooler, 1978). An increase in self-mastery through participation in youth work is 
reflected in the research findings that suggested the youth workers helped strengthen 
the youngsters’ problem-solving skills (Koops et al., 2014) and their self-confidence in 
trying new experiences (Fyfe et al., 2018), and assisted them in learning to set personal 
goals (Schaap et al., 2017), ‘to manage issues such as mental ill health, family conflict 
and bereavement’ (Ord et al., 2018, p. 130) and to reduce stress (Schaap et al., 2017).
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The third outcome that has been attributed to a combination of youth work methods 
is reinforcement of the social network. This not only concerns the number of people 
(family, peers, neighbors) within a social network, but also the feeling of belonging and 
familiarity with other people (Bartelink & Verheijden, 2015). The synthesis revealed 
that participation in group-based activities enables youngsters ‘to build positive, 
supportive relationships with their peers’ (Fyfe et al., 2018, p. 17), to make new friends 
and receive support from peers and other adults, youth workers and members of the 
wider community (Ord et al., 2018, p. 224; Rumping et al., 2017).

Through detached youth work and individual guidance, youth workers connect 
youngsters to leisure activities, school or the labor market (Koops et al., 2013, 2014). These 
opportunities to participate in new social environments allow youngsters to meet new 
peers or adults, to receive support from these new contacts and gain a sense of belonging.

Fourth, the studies in the sample suggested that youth work contributed to enhancing 
civic participation, such as volunteering, organizing activities in the neighborhood and 
education programs or work. The youth workers succeeded in engaging with youngsters 
(including those who were otherwise invisible to other social services) and motivated 
them to actively participate in youth work activities, using the methods of detached 
youth work and low-threshold group-based activities (drop-in settings) (Koops et al., 
2013; Rumping et al., 2017). Through their participation in youth work activities, they 
developed into more responsible and active citizens. Some youngsters took on leadership 
roles in the youth work environment (as a role model) or elsewhere (Fyfe et al., 2018).

Finally, youth workers were essential in anticipating personal needs and referring 
youngsters to appropriate additional social or health services (such as youth care, district 
social team or doctor), providing timely assistance with new or longer term problems 
of youngsters (Fyfe et al., 2018; Koops et al., 2014; Schaap et al., 2018; Rumping et al., 
2017). Almost all of the studies found that youth workers anticipate these personal 
needs by providing a listening ear, emotional support or appropriate information and 
advice and practical help with, for example, applying for social benefits. When youth 
workers identify that youngsters need additional support for new or longer term social 
and/or health problems, they refer them to various social services (Schaap et al., 2017).

Methodical principles
During our analysis we attempted to identify characteristics of the methodic way of 
acting, which resulted in the above-mentioned specific outcomes. To explicate this 
methodic way of acting we built on previous work of the Dutch research group, which 
had made explicit the “tacit knowledge” employed by youth workers into the four 
distinct youth work methods.
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According to the research group, the methodical conduct of professional youth workers 
is reflected in methodical principles, which are defined as:
the assumptions or guiding notions that direct the actions of youth workers in 
interaction with their target groups and their living environments. The youth worker 
determines how to perform the notion in such a way that it suits with what is present in 
the situation as well as the personality of the youth worker. (Metz & Sonneveld, 2012)

These principles can be applied separately or in conjunction depending on the situation, 
goal, individuals and resources available in the given context. This means that youth 
workers apply a methodical principle that is necessary and appropriate at the time 
to influence the situation. Comparison of the studies revealed twelve methodical 
principles.

The first principle is a meaningful relationship. This implies that the relationship 
between a youngster and the youth worker should be profound and important 
enough to make a difference in their lives. In concrete terms, this means that youth 
workers take youngsters seriously, show an interest in who they are, see them as a 
fully fledged discussion partner and do not judge them. Through both the emotional 
and physical accessibility of youth workers, they build ‘supportive and nurturing long-
term relationships with young people’ (Fyfe et al., 2018, p. 26), in which young people 
eventually consider them as a ‘trusted adult’ in their lives (Fyfe et al., 2018, p. 24). In 
most of the studies, a meaningful relationship was regarded as a particularly important 
success factor leading to positive outcomes over the course of many years (Fyfe et al., 
2018; Koops et al., 2013; Koops et al., 2014; Schaap et al., 2017).

The principle of engagement with the life world implies that youth workers begin 
with the environment of young people and respect youth cultural styles and forms of 
expression (such as street language, clothes and social manners) as well as the interests, 
issues and experiences of youngsters. Starting from this perspective, youth workers aim 
for youngsters to become receptive to interactions with them and actively participate 
in low-threshold activities (Koops et al., 2013). Engagement with the life world enables 
youth workers, unlike other youth professionals, to build a meaningful relationship 
and to gain insight into young people’s needs, concerns, experiences and challenging 
circumstances (whether at home, school or in the neighborhood).

The principle of adapting to the needs of young people implies that youth workers 
are aware of ‘the young person’s circumstances and needs’ (Fyfe et al., 2018, p. 24). 
Their support is tailored to the questions, problems, capacities and environment of 
the youngster (Koops et al., 2014; Schaap et al., 2017). In other words, when deciding 
on the appropriate professional intervention, youth workers take into account what 
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youngsters want to learn, find difficult or experience in their life world (home, school, 
leisure). Adapting to the needs of young people could prevent them from ending their 
participation in youth work prematurely, due to insufficient motivation or a lack of 
self-direction in the process (Koops et al., 2014).

The principle of learning by doing implies that youth workers provide youngsters 
with concrete learning experiences under supervision (e.g., instructions and positive 
feedback). The idea is that youngsters, through experimental learning and self-execution 
of tasks, develop important skills, increase their responsibilities and are better able 
to make independent and positive choices in life, especially when these learning 
opportunities are tailored to the young person’s needs, strengths and interests (Fyfe 
et al., 2018; Schaap et al., 2017).

The principle of proximity means consciously making use of an existing social similarity 
(such as the same cultural background, gender, being bullied or growing up in poverty) 
between the youth worker and the young person (Koops et al., 2014). By referring to this 
similarity during interaction, ‘young people view youth workers as role models in their 
lives’ (Fyfe et al., 2018, p. 26). Sharing their own experiences, in combination with their 
current behavior and social position in society, they show respect for the youngsters 
and motivate them to make personal changes.

Drawing on strengths implies that youth workers take a positive perspective on 
youngsters and their potential; support young people to discover their talents by 
building on strengths and interests; and help them discover how they can use them 
in both youth work settings and broader society (Rumping et al., 2017). Drawing on 
strengths requires youth workers to offer a ‘consistent source of encouragement and 
support’ (Fyfe et al., 2018, p. 25). By actively encouraging youngsters to seek out and 
strengthen their qualities, youngsters become more aware of their personal interests 
and abilities. In particular, using group-based activities, youth workers facilitate 
opportunities to make youngsters aware of their latent qualities and to build on their 
strengths and interests (Fyfe et al., 2018; Rumping et al., 2017).

Collaboration with the social environment is a common principle of professional youth 
work. Youth workers collaborate with parents, family members, other professionals 
and organizations involved in the young people’s lives. ‘These relationships and practice 
partnerships helped to form a strong community network and establish foundations 
for change’ (Fyfe et al., 2018, p. 25). Collaboration with social care institutions also 
contributes to the timely referral of young people if they are struggling with social or 
health problems (Koops et al., 2013; Koops et al., 2014; Schaap et al., 2017).
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Practical assistance means providing concrete help and support with specific issues, 
problems, queries and needs of young people, such as assistance in finding an internship 
or applying for social benefits. Youth workers often use this principle as a motivation 
strategy. By addressing the specific practical issues faced by a youngster, they 
experience that the support of a youth worker can yield concrete results, motivating 
them to continue along a path to positive change.

Working with rules is a principle which is mainly recognized in social group work 
(Rumping et al., 2017). Youth workers use this principle primarily to maintain social 
order in youth groups, which contributes to creating a safe environment. However, 
youth workers also work with rules to make youngsters aware of desired social behavior. 
Ideally, youngsters are involved in or are in charge of drawing up such rules themselves. 
In this way, it also stimulates youngsters to take responsibility and offers them another 
opportunity to develop social skills.

Rewarding in youth work can be interpreted as providing an incentive (or 
encouragement) for attendance, participation, commitment or achievements in youth 
work activities. For example, a reward may consist of a privilege in the group (e.g., a 
leadership opportunity), a group outing, food or drink, or the use of facilities. These 
rewards aim to stimulate the desired social behavior of youngsters (turning up, active 
participation, helping others) (Rumping et al., 2017).

The principle of one-on-one contact is only recognized in social group work (Rumping 
et al., 2017) and refers to the conscious demonstration of individual interest in a young 
person, and it includes elements such as offering ‘praise and encouragement’, a physical 
touch or a brief individual chat (Fyfe et al., 2018, p. 25). With respect to the personal 
development of youngsters, it is important that there is time and space within group 
work for their personal needs, questions and problems, in particular for youngsters 
who lack this individual attention at home, at school or in peer groups. Youth workers 
also draw on this principle to influence group dynamics and promote the prosocial 
behavior of young people by explaining to them which behavior is appropriate in the 
group (Rumping et al., 2017).

Finally, during group-based activities, youth workers use the principle of peer support 
to stimulate youngsters to help each other by giving practical instructions, emotional 
support or encouragement, as well as receiving peer support themselves (Rumping et 
al., 2017; Fyfe et al., 2018). The assumption is that youngsters who can help, support 
and appraise each other in a peer group setting will gradually do this in other situations. 
In addition, the development of supportive relationships between group members may 
contribute to the realization of group goals (Rumping et al., 2018).
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Figure 1. presents a comprehensive, integrated conceptual framework for multi-methodic youth 
work that is focused on prevention.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to develop a conceptual framework that clarified the 
tacit methodical process used by youth workers and its possible contribution to the 
prevention of the individual and social problems of socially vulnerable youngsters. As 
a result, we elaborated a multi-methodic approach and outcomes of such an approach. 
This approach could promote the well-being and positive development of youngsters 
and may thereby contribute to the lowering of costs of relatively expensive social care 
services.

Using QSR, this study combined relevant evidence from six practice-based studies in six 
European countries. The convergence of findings resulted in a conceptual framework 
(see Figure 1) that directs attention to what stakeholders in the field of youth work 
regard as the potential of multi-methodic youth work as a preventive service. In 
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addition, this framework presents an explicit understanding of the methodical process 
that will further contribute to the achievement of prevention.

Research into the specific outcomes of the multi-methodic approach clarified the 
five ways in which professional youth work expects to prevent individual and social 
problems within society. First, this conceptual framework suggested that a multi-
methodic approach supports the development of social skills, which are essential for 
young people to function well in society, to promote harmonious relationships and 
prevent behavioral problems leading to conflicts with others (Bergin et al., 2003). 
Second, by developing self-mastery, young people gain more control of their lives, 
which ensures that they can independently solve problems and prevent problems in 
the future (Laffra & Nikken, 2014). Third, youngsters who can count on a supportive 
social network function better, experience fewer problems (Cavanaugh & Buehler, 2015) 
and are less likely to need social care (Metz, 2020). Fourth, civic participation has a 
positive effect on the well-being of youngsters (Ince et al., 2018) and offers them the 
opportunity to be of significance to others in society. Finally, assisting youngsters with 
problems to access additional social or health services in a timely manner may prevent 
the accumulation of problems and the need for more expensive long-term care.

These results suggest that a multi-methodic approach offers youth workers not only 
the opportunity to contribute to the positive development of socially vulnerable 
youngsters on an individual level, but to also strengthen collective relationships at 
the level of their informal networks (family, peer group), supportive social institutions 
and the neighborhood. The presence of these collective relationships provides 
socially vulnerable youngsters with protection and support, which may enhance their 
opportunities and capabilities in society (Catalano et al., 2004).

Twelve methodical principles were identified as contributing to this prevention-based 
approach, all of which are compatible and workable within the characteristic open-
ended approach of professional youth work. These guiding notions shed light on the 
processes taking place between youngsters, youth workers and the social environment. 
The comparison of different studies revealed that a number of methodical principles 
were reflected in all four of the youth work methods identified, while other principles 
were more specifically related to one method, for example, to group-based activities. 
Further study of the principles in different countries (in both urban and rural areas) 
should reveal whether this multi-methodic repertoire can be generalized to a wider 
diversity of activities and contexts in which professional youth work takes place. It is 
also plausible that some principles, such as peer support and drawing on strengths, 
would be recognizable and valued in adjacent professional disciplines, such as after 
school youth programs or residential youth care.
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We recommend that future evaluation studies with a large sample of youngsters should 
be undertaken to investigate: 1) to what extent the intended outcomes of a multi-
methodic youth work approach are achieved, 2) whether the youngsters’ experience 
of interaction with youth workers reflects these methodical principles, 3) whether and 
how methodical principles are longitudinally associated with these prevention-focused 
outcomes and 4) what other individual contextual conditions (such as important life 
events) and other preconditions might influence the positive development of youngsters 
in their transition to adulthood. Examples of these other preconditions include: 
accessible, welcoming and safe social and cultural settings, flexibility in programming 
(Davies, 2011; Mercier et al., 2000), a diverse team of professional youth workers, in 
contrast to youth work facilitated by volunteers (Dunne et al., 2014), and locations with 
sufficiently attractive facilities (Rumping et al., 2017).

Limitations of the study
There are specific limitations that must be considered when interpreting our findings. 
Although there are no guidelines for the number of studies that need to be included 
in a QSR (Vermeire, 2009), we are cognizant of the fact that the number of studies 
included in this synthesis is limited. This is due to the fact that there is a relative dearth 
of empirical practice-based research providing evidence of how youth work contributes 
towards the positive development of young people (McGregor, 2015). Notwithstanding 
the relatively limited number of studies included, combining the findings from the six 
available studies produces added conceptual value that transcends the results of the 
individual studies that were conducted within six different European contexts.

Secondly, it should be noted that two of the studies analyzed for the purposes of 
this study were constructed within a framework of ‘appreciative inquiry’ (Zandee & 
Cooperrider, 2008 in: Ord et al., 2021), which is a strength-based form of analysis that 
aims to learn from ‘what works’ in youth work. By adopting this framework, these 
studies do not consider the potentially limited or negative impacts of youth work, not 
to mention failing to account for the voices of those who do not access youth work. In 
accordance with the original authors, we also believe that ‘more research needs to be 
done through a more critical lens, interrogating the processes and outcomes of youth 
work more broadly’ (Ord et al., 2021, p. 6).

Third, although the fact that the first two authors were part of the research group 
that conducted four of the studies included in this paper proved to be beneficial for 
translating the main themes, we are nevertheless aware that it may also have introduced 
biases. To mitigate against this, the translations of these four studies were checked by 
two other fellow researchers, which increased the reliability of the synthesis process.
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Implications for practice
This framework can assist youth workers to explain their methodical process they 
employ to support the personal development and social participation of youngsters. 
The framework codifies their “tacit knowledge” into methodical principles which offers 
them a common language that they can use to better explain their work to policy makers 
and fellow colleagues. It may also help to distinguish the youth work domain from other 
areas, such as youth care and education. In addition, this framework supports both 
practice and youth work education in assisting in the transference of knowledge about 
professional youth work to a new generation of youth workers. Finally, this conceptual 
framework should be of interest to policy makers, allowing them to better appraise 
the role of professional youth work in the realization of current youth policy, in which 
increasing attention is being paid to prevention and the strengthening of young people’s 
own capabilities and responsibilities.
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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 cautious 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.



3

49

A longitudinal cohort study

INTRODUCTION

Within Western welfare states, youth policy makers and social work practice are 
paying increasing attention to how professional youth work contributes to the personal 
development and social participation of youngsters, preventing social and (mental) 
health problems (Fish, 2014) and reducing the growing number of young people in social 
care institutions (CBS, 2020). From a theoretical focus on positive youth development, 
there is a growing belief that strengthening support for personal development, 
reinforcement of social networks and enhancement of civic participation 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 youngsters (McGregor, 2015). This study intended to address this 
knowledge gap by focusing on whether participation in professional 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 (1,500 paid 
workers), undertaken by public welfare organizations and usually funded by local 
governments. Professional youth workers demonstrably master relevant 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 particular 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 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), professional 
youth work in Western welfare states also offers “unstructured” activities in settings 
where young people can chill out.

Professional youth workers engage primarily with youngsters 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 structurally 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 disconnectedness (Vettenburg, 1998). Youngsters who grow up 
in socially vulnerable positions face challenges and developmental burdens in addition 
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to dealing with the complexity of the developmental challenges generally faced by 
youngsters in the 21st century (Larson, 2011). Socially vulnerable 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 
insufficient prosocial skills, depressive feelings, or stress-related illnesses that hinder 
their opportunity to fully participate in society. The risk of developing problems in their 
transition 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 specialist 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 independent 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 (Sonneveld et al., 2020).

Professional youth work is based on voluntary participation, 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 
experiences, 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 
specialist 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 conflicts 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 
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and interests 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 significant 
influence of social peer interactions and group processes 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 information 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’ ability to make informed decisions about their lives (Koops et al., 
2014; Manders & Metz, 2017; Bradford, 2000). The application of one or more of these 
methods depends on the specific needs of each individual and their current situation 
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 (De St. Croix, 2018; Metz, 2016; Ord, 2014), and identifies 
youth work as a particularly challenging context for empirical research (Doherty & De St. 
Croix, 2019; Ord, 2014). Despite this challenge, our knowledge base on the prevention 
efforts of professional youth work has expanded over the past five years. A qualitative 
research synthesis (Sonneveld, Metz, Schalk, & Van Regenmortel, 2021) of six European 
studies (Fyfe et al., 2018; Koops et al., 2014; Koops et al., 2013; 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 finding 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 harmonious 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 snippets of research evidence suggest that 
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professional youth work contributes to the development of prosocial skills, such as 
having respect for others, and improvements in relationships 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 
conditions (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978). Adolescence is a crucial phase for the development 
of self-mastery (Conger et al., 2009) as an important component of psychological 
empowerment (Zimmerman, 1995). Youth workers aim to boost youngsters’ self-
mastery by enhancing their ability to make informed decisions about their lives, 
supporting them in harnessing it effectively (Bradford, 2000), learning to set goals 
(Fish, 2014) and taking responsibility for achieving them (Dworkin et al., 2003). There 
are indications that professional youth work could increase self-mastery of youngsters 
(Boomkens et al., 2019b; Ord et al., 2018).

A third outcome that has been attributed to participation 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 youngsters. 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 
participation has a positive effect on the wellbeing of young people (Ince et al., 2018). 
Previous research suggests that participation 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 (specialist) care. Characteristic for the group targeted by youth workers 
is that social support is not always present and youngsters with sometimes severe 
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disadvantages are often not receptive to the idea of assistance 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 
contribution 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 participation” 
in youth work has not yet been investigated as a variable related to the positive 
development of youngsters, although there are cautionary indications that participation 
of three years or longer may positively influence the development of youngsters 
(Taru, 2010). This study therefore investigates whether participation in professional 
youth work settings with a multi-methodic approach contributes to five variables: 
improvements in prosocial skills; improvements in self-mastery; reinforcement of the 
social network; enhancement of civic participation; and finding (specialist) care when 
needed. We also consider the length of participation to investigate whether youngsters 
who are engaged longer in youth work activities score higher on outcome variables 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 to 4 
months) and to compare the development of three cohort groups of youngsters who 
vary in the length of participation in youth work settings at baseline: participation 
for 0 to 6 months; participation for 7 months to 2 years; and participation 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 influence 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 participants 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.
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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 
disadvantages, 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 professionalization of youth work.

In addition to granting access to their practice for data collection, the collaboration 
involved participation of youth workers in a Youth Worker Lab (N = 11) and participation 
of diverse adolescents in a Youth (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 discuss 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 contributed to ensuring validity.

Participants
For sample selection, a short questionnaire was first distributed 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 settings (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 compose 
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 youngsters were excluded because they did not meet the inclusion 
criteria or withheld approval. Another 35 youngsters were excluded because they did 
not fully complete the first questionnaire. In total, 1,597 youngsters were included in 
the analysis (Figure 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% 
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(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 Figure 1.

Non-completion 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 to 4.

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%

We examined characteristics of non-completers with a T-test and Chi square. Youngsters 
who missed questionnaires were more often boys (69.2%) compared to the completers 
(50.9%) (𝑥2= 37.6, p ≤ .001), and were older in age compared to the completers (16.6 
and 16.0 years respectively, t = 2.69, p = .007). Non-completers were more often 
youngsters who participated 0-6 months (85.6%) or 7 months to 2 years (80.4%) in 
youth work, compared to youngsters who had participated 3 years or longer (76.2%) 
(𝑥2 = 14.68, p = .001). Table 2 provides the descriptive statistics for the participants 
that were included in the analysis. Most youngsters in our sample were aged between 
14-17 years (40%) and the mean age was 16.5 years (SD = 3.60). There were more males 
(65.6%) than females (34.4%). It is known that girls are underrepresented in youth work 
activities (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 
youngsters 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.
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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
- Female

1048 (65.6%)
549 (34.4%)

Cultural background
- Only Dutch
- Combination Dutch and other
- Not Dutch

335 (21.0%)
490 (30.7%)
772 (48.3%)

Activity during the day
- School/education program
- Work
- Care responsibilities or volunteering
- No activity during the day

1267 (79.3%)
184 (11.5%)
42 (2.6%)
90 (5.6%)

Educational level (N = 1242)
- Primary education
- Vocational education
- Higher education

181 (14.6%)
836 (67.3%)
225 (18.0%)

A sample of 322 youngsters per cohort is sufficient to test the differences between 
three cohorts based on .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.

Table 3 Youth work methods in cohort groups.

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

7 months to 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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Figure 1 Participant flowchart

Procedures
For the data collection, we collaborated with all 11 organizations. At least one manager 
(N = 12) and ten youth workers (N = 150) participated from each organization. Two 
researchers (including author one) gave instructions for data collection verbally 
during training, which included an introduction 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 
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of the data. Supplementary youth workers received a field guide with instructions. 
After completing the training, the 150 youth workers were asked to select at least 10 
youngsters from their own practice to participate in the study. The researchers and 
trained youth workers 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 social problems (doing well; minor/initial problems; severe and multiple 
disadvantage); and 4) length of participation (0-6 months; 7 months to 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 participating. 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 contacted 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 youngsters 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 organizations 
and youth workers from the Youth Work Lab. Data collection was carried out in 
accordance with the Netherlands Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (VSNU, 2018).

Instruments
We collaborated with the Youth Worker Lab and the Youth Panel to develop an 
appropriate questionnaire that was suitable 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 questionnaire 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 participation in youth work 
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settings. In addition, we asked youngsters 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; Koops et al., 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 (e.g., cooking, soccer or space to 
hang out) during the past three 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 three 
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 concerning 
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 computed as 
α = .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 happen 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 = .78) at baseline in the sample.



60

Chapter 3

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 people 
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 computed as α = .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 (specialist) care at each time point by asking the youngsters 
whether they found care services through youth workers during the last three 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 
(specialist) 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 longitudinal 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 significant differences based on gender (𝑥2 = 4.94n.s., p = .085 ). However, 
significant differences were found between groups on the variables of age (F = 17.43, p 
< .001), cultural background (𝑥2 = 15.32, p = .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 participation) participated less intensively 
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in youth work settings compared to youngsters in the other two cohort groups. We, 
therefore, controlled for any confounding on these three variables 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 values 
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 
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 modeled 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 reporting 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 .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 (specialist) 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 
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months to 2 years, or 3 years or longer) on levels of prosocial skills, self-mastery, social 
network and civic participation (volunteering and organizing activities). Statistically 
significant associations between length of participation and outcome measures were 
found averaged over time. Longer participation in youth work, led to higher scores on 
the outcome variables. Youngsters who received support for 7 months or longer had 
significantly higher scores for social network (M = 3.53, CI = 3.52, 3.62, p < .001), self-
mastery (M = 3.52, CI = 3.47, 3.57, p = .048) and organizing activities (M = 1.98, CI = 1.88, 
2.08, p < .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 = .021) and volunteering (M = 2.33, CI = 2.22, 2.43, p < .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 .20 for the other outcome variables.

Table 4 Results of Linear Mixed Models Analyses of length of participation on outcome variables

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

Prosocial skills Overall mean
Cohort 1
Cohort 2
Cohort 3

4.12
4.06
4.11n.s.

4.15* (.021)

.01

.02

.03

.03

[4.10, 4.14]
[4.03, 4.12]
[4.07, 4.16]
[4.11, 4.19]

0.08
0.14

Self-mastery Cohort 1
Cohort 2
Cohort 3

3.54
3.50
3.52* (.048)
3.59* (.012)

.01

.02

.04

.03

[3.51, 3.57]
[3.45, 3.55]
[3.47, 3.57]
[3.54, 3.63]

0.03
0.13

Social network Overall mean
Cohort 1
Cohort 2
Cohort 3

3.50
3.36
3.53*** (< .001)
3.57*** (< .001)

.18

.03

.05

.04

[3.46, 3.53]
[3.30, 3.43]
[3.47, 3.59]
[3.52, 3.62]

0.21
0.26

Volunteering Overall mean
Cohort 1
Cohort 2
Cohort 3

2.07
1.83
1.94n.s.

2.33*** (< .001)

.03

.06

.09

.08

[2.00, 2.13]
[1.71, 1.96]
[1.82, 2.06]
[2.22, 2.43]

0.07
0.31

Organizing 
activities

Overall mean
Cohort 1
Cohort 2
Cohort 3

1.91
1.73
1.98*** (< .001)
1.98*** (< .001)

.03

.05

.07

.07

[1.85, 1.96]
[1.63, 1.84]
[1.88, 2.08]
[1.89, 2.06]

0.18
0.18

Note. *** = Significant at < .001; ** = Significant at < .01; * = Significant at < .05; ns = Not Significant.
All models are controlled for age, cultural background and intensity of participation.
d = (m2-m1/SDpooled).
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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 (𝛽 = -0.13, 𝜌 .015 ) and social network (𝛽 = -0.13, 𝜌. .033 ) at Wave 4. While the 
youngsters in this cohort improved in volunteering, this change was not significant. 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 organizing 
activities. Only in Cohort 3 was there a significant improvement in volunteering at 
Wave 4 (𝛽 = 0.24, 𝜌 .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.

Table 5. Development over time of the outcome variables with time treated as a categorical variable. 
Means and CI.

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]

Note. *** = Significant at < .001; ** = Significant at < .01; * = Significant at < .05; ns = Not Significant.
a Wave 1 is the reference category.
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DISCUSSION

This longitudinal study examined whether socially vulnerable youngsters (aged 10 to 
24) who partake in Dutch professional 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 (specialist) care if 
needed. We compared three groups of youngsters who differed from each other on 
the variable “length of participation.” Descriptive statistics showed that 33% of the 
youngsters divided over the three groups gained access to (specialist) care services with 
the support of youth workers. This result confirms that youth work meets youngsters’ 
need for additional 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 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 
organizing 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.
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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 confirm 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 (De Meere & Stoutjesdijk, 
2019). Additionally, it is known that within the target group a division is made 
between youngsters who are doing well, youngsters with minor or initial problems, 
and youngsters with severe and multiple disadvantages (Sonneveld et al., 2020). Our 
finding that 33% of the young people gained access to additional support also suggests 
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 unconsciously influenced by 
answers in previous measurements. Future longitudinal research might be conducted 
over a longer period and also use other informants to more precisely identify the 
different effects of youth work.

An interesting related question worthy of further investigation is why and how 
outcomes in youth work relate to personal and contextual factors, also known as “the 
black box” of youth work (Lundemark Andersen et al., 2020). Contextual factors may 
explain individual differences in development 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 differential 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 methodical 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 difficult to assess. However, more investigation 



66

Chapter 3

in this field is encouraged. One strength of the present study is its accelerated 
longitudinal design, which allowed us to track developmental 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 findings 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 encompasses young people 
from urban areas. This explains the high percentage of respondents with a non-Dutch 
background. 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 effectiveness, 
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 depending on the respondent 
and practical issues in the organizations involved. Due to the open-ended, flexible, and 
voluntary 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 register absences, but 
unfortunately it was not possible to 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 academic literature on 
professional youth work. This study showed that professional youth work, as a low 
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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 professionalization 
and legitimation of professional youth work in social work practice, including the 
development of evidence-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 development. 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 specialist social care institutions.
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ABSTRACT

The central question in this study is how, for whom, and under which conditions 
professional youth work contributes to the personal development of socially vulnerable 
youngsters, the reinforcement of their social network, the enhancement of their social 
participation, and the timely finding of appropriate specialist care services in relation 
to contextual factors such as life events and the influence of significant others. This 
research used a multiple case study with a comparative design. During a 12-month 
period, youth workers (N = 20) participated in group intervision meetings and kept 
diaries reporting on their actions and the development of the youngsters (N = 23). 
An analysis of this data revealed four patterns of development of socially vulnerable 
youngsters in youth work settings. Each pattern consisted of a specific form of multi-
methodic action that resulted in a specific outcome. The study also revealed how these 
processes of development are influenced by important life events and significant others. 
The findings suggest that youth work contributes to personal development and social 
participation and thereby may lessen the need for formal social care services.
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INTRODUCTION

Scientific evidence on the impact of Dutch professional youth work as a universal 
welfare provision is urgently needed. This is not only due to the increasing dominance 
of evidence-based policy on the national and international levels, which places an 
emphasis on measurement and outcomes (De St Croix, 2018; McGregor, 2015), but 
also because youth policy makers and social work practice within Western welfare 
states are paying increasing attention to how professional youth work contributes to 
the personal development and social participation of youngsters, preventing social 
and (mental) health problems (Dunne et al., 2014; Fish, 2014) and reducing the growing 
number of young people in social care institutions (CBS, 2020). From a theoretical focus 
on positive youth development (Catalano et al., 2004), there is a growing belief that 
strengthening support for personal development, reinforcement of social networks and 
enhancement of social participation may be reducing risks and problems and preventing 
the need for social care in young people’s lives. In the context of current youth policy, 
with a focus on prevention and positive youth development, this study focuses on 
how participation in Dutch professional youth work settings actually contributes to the 
personal development and social participation of youngsters.

Professional youth work in the Netherlands is a relatively small profession (1,500 workers), 
usually funded by local governments. Youth workers play a preventive role in a wide 
range of informal contexts, such as youth clubs, sport facilities, online, or on the streets 
(Baillergeau & Hoijtink, 2010; De St Croix, 2018). The participation of youth is voluntary, 
which emphasizes that the youngsters choose whether, how much, and for how long they 
want to be involved (Jeffs & Smith, 1999). Youth workers identify the problems and needs 
of youngsters, provide early intervention support for personal or social problems, create 
experimental learning opportunities, support young people to reinforce their social 
network, encourage youngsters to participate in society, and play an essential role in 
the preemptive signposting of youngsters, directing them toward appropriate specialist 
care services if needed (Clarijs & Migchielsen, 2016; Coulston, 2010; Fyfe et al., 2018).

Professional youth work in European countries is primarily focused on socially 
vulnerable youngsters during their transition from dependence in childhood to adult 
independence (Dunne et al., 2014, Metz, 2017). The term “social vulnerability” refers 
to the structurally vulnerable position of specific individuals or groups in society (e.g., 
those in deprived neighborhoods), and negative experiences with social institutions 
which often leads to distorted relationships and social disconnectedness (Vettenburg, 
1998). Youngsters growing up in socially vulnerable situations face challenges and 
developmental tasks in addition to the complexity of the developmental challenges 
that youngsters generally face in the 21st century (Larson, 2011). They have insufficient 



72

Chapter 4

access to resources and opportunities for personal development. They often experience 
a lack of encouragement and support from people in their social environment (Abdallah, 
2017), as well as encountering discriminatory experiences, conflicting relationships, low 
parental education levels, or parents who have to deal with problems such as addiction, 
illness or migration-related problems. The majority of these youth grow up in low-
income families and must deal with living in poverty. Many of these youngsters have 
social, emotional and/or mental health problems, such as insufficient prosocial skills, 
depression or stress-related illnesses that hamper their opportunities to fully participate 
in society. The risk of developing problems in their transition 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 specialist social care services (Henderson et al., 2016). Professional youth 
workers engage with socially vulnerable youngsters between the ages of 10 and 24 
and support them in becoming independent adults. Within the target group, a division is 
made between youngsters who are doing well, youngsters with minor or initial problems, 
and youngsters with severe and multiple disadvantages (Sonneveld & Metz, 2019).

A growing body of literature (Dickson et al., 2013; Dunne et al., 2014; Fyfe et al., 2018; 
McGregor, 2015; Ord et al., 2018) has attempted to demonstrate how and to what 
extent youth workers can contribute to the personal development of socially vulnerable 
youngsters, reinforce their social network, enhance their social participation, and 
find them appropriate support if needed. Basically, the clearest and most common 
characteristic of professional youth work is that youngsters choose to participate in the 
process and that it focuses on the experiences, needs and interests of the youngster 
(Batsleer, 2008; McGregor, 2015). Compared to the project-based after-school youth 
development programs in the United States (Larson et al., 2019), professional youth 
work in Western welfare states also offers “unstructured” activities in settings where 
young people can chill out. For many youngsters, the youth work environment is a 
“home away from home,” a space of safety and escape from the conflicts or pressures 
of everyday life (school or home), where they achieve a sense of belonging (Fyfe et 
al., 2018; Nolas, 2014). With young people’s lifeworld as a starting point (Bradford, 
2000), 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 interests of the youngsters and the changing social 
and political context in which they occur (Doherty & De St Croix, 2019; Ord, 2014). This 
context involves significant life events and significant others.

The occurrence of significant negative life events (losing a job or experiencing a form 
of threat) can radically influence the living conditions of youngsters, as can positive life 
events. Youth workers must actively adapt the youth work process to such events in order 
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to keep providing the appropriate support that is needed. Furthermore, the presence 
or absence of social support from significant others in the social environment of young 
people, such as support from parents, teachers, and other family members, can influence 
the health, well-being, and positive development of young people (Pringle et al., 2018). 
There is a growing belief that the presence or absence of social support from significant 
others influences the youth work process and its outcomes (Boomkens et al., 2019).

Based on an open approach, Dutch youth workers frequently apply a combination of 
four commonly used methods: 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 (Koops et al., 2013; Milburn et al., 2000). Social group work recognizes 
the significant influence of social peer interactions and group processes for the 
development of important life skills required to become an independent adult, fostering 
peer sociability and support, and the enhancement of social participation (Douglas, 
1976; Rumping et al., 2017). Some authors ( e.g. Mahoney et al., 2004) argue that the 
influence of peers in group-based activities in youth work can also have a negative side, 
such as modeling antisocial and/or criminal behavior.

Through the provision of information and advice services and sometimes more 
prolonged individual guidance, youth workers offer accessible support in resolving 
problems concerning school, work or relationships; for example, enhancing the 
youngsters’ ability to make informed decisions about their lives (Bradford, 2000; Koops 
et al., 2014; Manders & Metz, 2017).Having access to the right information and having 
the appropriate skills to find information enables youngsters to make independent and 
positive choices in life (Manders & Metz, 2017). Previous research (Koops et al., 2014) 
shown that individual guidance assists youngsters develop their future prospects, to 
increase their self-mastery and referring them to social agencies (such as education 
programs or care institutions) that strengthen their connection with society.

The application of these methods in combination is known as a multi-methodic approach 
(Metz, 2020). A recent longitudinal cohort study (Sonneveld et al., 2021) revealed the 
positive impact of a multi-methodic approach on socially vulnerable youngsters. Those 
who were recipients of youth work support for over six months or more had significantly 
more extensive support from their social network, participated more in society (such 
as volunteering), developed better social skills, and had more self-esteem. Moreover, 
those who had youth work support for over three years or more experienced more 
ownership and better future prospects. Finally, more than one third of the target group 
found an additional form of care with the assistance of youth workers.



74

Chapter 4

Little is known about how a multi-methodic approach supports youngsters in their 
development and how these processes are influenced by the presence or absence of 
social support from significant others or the occurrence of important life events. The aim 
of this study was to explore patterns that provide insight into how, for whom, and under 
which conditions a multi-methodic approach contributes to personal development, 
reinforcement of the social network, enhancement of social participation, and finding 
appropriate specialist care when needed. In addition, we wished to determine whether 
and in what manner the patterns are influenced by life events and the presence of 
significant others in young peoples’ lives. We based this decision on the fact that it is 
known that the youth target group grows up in socially vulnerable environments that 
can obstruct their opportunities for development or cause stress. This research will 
contribute to an understanding of how professional youth work plays a preventive role, 
decreasing the number of youngsters who require specialist social care.

METHODS

Design
To investigate this exploratory question, a multiple case study with a qualitative 
comparative design was conducted, aimed at gaining a better understanding of the 
multi-method approach to youth work and how it contributes to the development of 
socially vulnerable young people.
During a period of 12 months, we collected in-depth stories from professional youth 
workers (N = 20) in which they described: i) how they supported a select group of socially 
vulnerable youngsters (N = 23), ii) the results of their methodic actions on the development 
of these youngsters, and iii) how the process was related to contextual factors.

Yin (2014) has emphasized that multiple cases strengthen the results of findings. 
Moreover, qualitative comparative analysis (Ragin, 2014 [1987]) enables us to investigate 
shared patterns (without neglecting the person level) that, in our study, reflect how 
youth workers, through means of a multi-methodic approach, contribute to personal 
development, reinforcement of the social network, and the enhancement of social 
participation of youngsters. According to Yin (2014), 6-10 cases per category are needed 
to make patterns visible. We chose to investigate the perspective of youth workers 
because they are in direct contact with socially vulnerable youngsters and are most 
knowledgeable about what to do to support them. This study thereby complements 
previous quantitative research (Sonneveld et al., 2021), in which we examined the 
impact of a multi-methodic approach from the perspective of youngsters (N = 1597).

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. The 
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research group collaborates with these organizations on a structural basis, contributing 
to the professionalization of youth work through practice-based research. In addition to 
granting access to their practices for data collection, the collaboration ensured that the 
research instruments and protocol were appropriately adapted to the youth work practice.

Sample
To gain insight into the processes of interaction between youth workers and youngsters, 
the sample for this study consisted of 20 pairs of professional youth workers (N = 20) 
and youngsters (N = 23). Sampling of the professional youth workers took place through 
managers of the organizations that were involved in this study. Youth workers were free 
to choose to participate or not and could indicate at any time if they wished to stop 
participating in the study. The anonymity of the data was ensured and participation in 
the study could not adversely affect their position in the organization. Consistent with the 
population of youth workers in the Netherlands, the managers selected 20 professional 
youth workers, with an equal distribution of women (45%) and men (55%) and an average 
age of 38 years (range 23 to 55). Of the youth workers, 65% had a social work degree at the 
Bachelor’s or professional vocational level and 55% had six or more years’ experience in 
youth work. Table 1 illustrates the main characteristics of the professional youth workers.

Table 1: Professional youth workers sample demographics and characteristics (N = 20)

Age range 23-55 M = 38

23-35 9

36-50 7

51-55 4

Gender

Male 11

Female 9

Migration background

Yes 7

No 13

Professional qualifications

In social work (Bachelor’s or professional vocational education) 13

Other fields 5

No higher education 2

Reported years of experience in youth work

1-5 9

6-10 5

> 11 (up to 28 years) 6
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The youth workers were asked to select one or two youngsters from their own practice. 
To obtain a representative sample of the youth population, we determined the number 
of cases that needed to be followed in order to be able to detect patterns. This selection 
procedure was guided by three conditions: 1) gender, 2) age (10-24), and 3) the extent of 
personal or social problems. The youth workers verbally informed one or two youngsters 
about the study and asked them whether they were interested in participating. If they 
were interested, the youth workers verbally explained the study to the youngsters (and 
their primary caregiver, if they were younger than 16) and 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). Data collection started 
only after the youngster (or primary caregiver) had signed the informed consent. This 
resulted in a total sample of 23 youngsters (N = 23 study occasions).

The observed group of youngsters were aged 11 to 23 (M = 17 years) and consisted of 
both girls (48%) and boys (52%) from urban backgrounds. A significant number of the 
youngsters involved in this study had been engaged with youth work for more than 
six months (82%), with 35% having minor problems and 39% more severe and multiple 
disadvantages (see Table 2). This sample formed a representation of the population 
of youngsters involved in youth work services in the Netherlands (Sonneveld & Metz, 
2019) and allowed us to identify any emerging patterns.

Table 2: Youth sample demographics and characteristics (N = 23)

Age range

10-14 5

16-19 9

20-23 9

Gender

Boys 12 (52%)

Girls 11 (48%)

Migration background

Yes 13

No 10

Extent of personal or social problems (such as health, housing, financial,  
loneliness, education, employment, crime)

- Doing well 6

- Small or initial problems 8

- Severe and multiple disadvantages 9

Duration of contact (start dairy)

0-6 months 4
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7 months to 2 years 12

3 years or longer 7

Intensity of contact (start dairy)

Several times a week 11

Weekly 8

Once every two weeks 3

Incidental 1

Data collection
Over 12 months (Oct 2017–Nov 2018), information about both the multi-methodic 
actions of professional youth workers and the process of development of the young 
people was gathered using a variety of data sources: diary notes, small group intervision 
meetings, and pre- and post-descriptions. All instruments were developed on the basis 
of the literature and practice-based studies of the four methods, which were conducted 
between 2011 and 2017 (Koops et al., 2013; Koops et al., 2014; Rumping et al., 2017; 
Schaap et al., 2017).

The use of a diary as a research instrument permitted the youth workers to describe, in 
their own words (with the help of guiding questions), their interactions, observations, 
and reflections associated with supporting the youngster one-on-one and/or during 
group-based activities. ‘A fundamental benefit of diary methods is that they permit the 
examination of reported events and experiences in their natural, spontaneous context, 
providing information that complementary to that obtainable by more traditional 
designs’ (Reis, 1994 in: Bolger et al., 2003, p. 580). This research tool holds great promise 
for capturing rich data on participants’ actions, interactions, and reflections that may 
otherwise be difficult to obtain or are not easy to observe objectively (Hyldegård, 2006).
The diary format was supplied by the researchers and consisted of a structured six-
page diary form to allow reflection on changes over time. This format was designed 
to monitor the following elements: general information about the contact (duration, 
intensity, location, reason for contact, aim, impression of the conversation); concrete 
methodical actions; important life events in the young person’s life; and cooperation 
with people in their social environment (parents, family, peers, or social institutions). The 
youth workers were instructed to describe the activities/events/actions chronologically 
and, at best, immediately after contact with the youngster.

Instructions on how to use the diary were given verbally during a 3-hour meeting that 
included an introduction to the study. During this meeting, youth workers received 
instructions on adhering to the diary format, and the researchers checked the format 
for feasibility, usability, and correct interpretation of the concepts. Minor changes were 
identified, and the instruments were amended accordingly. During the meetings, it 
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was openly communicated that youth workers could learn while participating in the 
research, and they were allowed to make mistakes during the data collection. Data was 
collected from the youth workers, who uploaded a completed diary once a month via 
the e-learning tool Pluform. During the 12 months of data collection, the researchers 
repeatedly reminded the youth workers to upload the completed diaries. A decrease in 
records occurred toward the end of the study period, primarily due to youth workers who 
quit or had lost their jobs (N = 3), or youngsters who stopped receiving support because 
they were busy with school, moved to another area, or were completing an individual 
guidance trajectory (N = 8). In three cases, the youth worker was temporarily replaced by 
a colleague. These youth workers received instructions from the researchers in advance.

In addition to the diaries, the youth workers participated in five (2-2.5 hour) intervision 
meetings (spread over 12 months), in which three groups of youth workers jointly 
explored their ‘cases’ in more depth. The meetings were prepared and facilitated by 
the researchers and resulted in additional in-depth data about the specific cases. Audio-
recordings were made of these meetings and were transcribed verbatim. One of the 
youth workers only kept a diary and did not participate in the intervision meetings.

Finally, youth workers completed a pre- and post-logging period profile description 
of each youngster. By filling out these profile descriptions, a general overview of the 
youngster’s demographic characteristics, health situation, social behavior, social support 
network, social participation (daily activities, sporting and other clubs, friends, etc.), and 
form of participation in youth work (including the four methods) was provided at the 
beginning and at the end of the study. These descriptions made it possible to observe 
changes over time concerning the personal development of the youngsters in relation 
to their social networks and their participation in society.

The study protocol was approved by the managements of the eleven participating 
organizations. Data collection and analysis was carried out in accordance with the 
Netherlands Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (2018).

Analysis strategy
The analyses were carried out by the first and second authors of this paper in 
consultation with the third author. We used the MaxQDA 18 program to store, 
organize, and analyze the data. We adopted an abductive approach, which offered the 
possibility of arriving at theoretical innovations through the combination of deductive 
and inductive elements (Locke, 2010; Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). The deductive 
elements are reflected in the diary format and pre- and post-logging period descriptions 
which were designed on the basis of the literature and several practice-based studies of 
the four methods conducted between 2011 and 2017 (Koops et al., 2013; Koops et al., 
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2014; Rumping et al., 2017; Schaap et al., 2017). The analysis of the empirical materials 
offered the possibility to search for inductive elements. With respect to this approach, 
we were inspired by two analysis techniques: 1) Thematic Analyses, according to the 
procedure used by Braun and Clarke (2006), and 2) Qualitative Comparative Analysis 
(Ragin, 2014 [1987]).

The data analysis procedure consisted of four steps. In the first step, all data was 
securely stored and checked for anonymity. During the second step, we used Thematic 
Analyses to combine and compress the collected data of each individual case into a case 
description. Each case description (23 in total, 4-5 A4 pages) was a concise summary 
that portrayed: 1) the characteristics of the youth worker, the young person, and his/her 
living environment and situation; 2) the relationship between the youth work process 
and the presence of significant others and life events in the young person’s life; and 3) 
observed changes in health situation, social interactions, social network, or participation 
during the period of study. We carried out a member check by submitting a draft of 
each case description to the relevant youth worker, with the case description finalized 
after feedback requiring any modifications.

In the third step, we constructed a qualitative data matrix (Hak, 2007) based on the 23 
case descriptions. The data matrix created a structured overview for each individual 
case and for all of the cases as a whole. The variables included in this matrix were the 
characteristics of the youth worker and youngsters; the multi-methodic approach; 
outcome measures; negative or positive life events; and support from significant others. 
For example, we coded the variable “social participation” as yes or no, indicating whether 
or not a positive change (such as “started volunteering” or “started participating in 
education or work”) had occurred on this outcome measure during the 12 months of 
observation (see appendix for a compressed version of the matrix).

The variables of the data matrix were determined based on theoretical hunches about 
potential patterns derived from the literature and previous practice-based studies of the 
four methods. Finally, we used the 23 case descriptions and the data matrix to search 
for patterns shared between the cases. This allowed us to distinguish shared patterns 
related to how youth workers using a multi-methodic approach contribute to the 
personal development of the youngster, the reinforcement of their social network, the 
enhancement of their social participation, and finding appropriate specialist care when 
needed. For example, in the total of 23 cases, we investigated which youngsters had 
expanded their social network with the support of the youth worker. In this selection 
of cases, we carefully searched for corresponding variables (such as a combination of 
methods or age) that in all likelihood played a role in this outcome. In addition, we also 
investigated which deviating variables may have led to specific circumstances (such 
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as the occurrence of a negative life event). Each potential pattern was explored and 
validated by moving back and forth between the data matrix and the case descriptions.

FINDINGS

Although each process of interaction between a youth worker and a youngster was 
unique in itself, comparative analysis revealed shared patterns that provided insight into 
how, for whom, and under which conditions a multi-methodic approach contributed to 
the intended personal development of the youngster. Each pattern identified refers to a 
specific area of development which was facilitated by the youth worker using a specific 
form of multi-methodic action that resulted in a specific outcome. This relationship 
between process and outcome provides insight into how youngsters develop with the 
support of the youth workers. In addition, we describe whether and in what manner the 
occurrence of important life events and the presence of significant others influenced the 
specific outcome for youngsters and how youth workers responded to these contextual 
factors.

The analysis of the data led us to distinguish four patterns of development:
1) Meeting new young people and gaining access to peer support
2) Developing life skills
3) Strengthening school and work careers
4) Improving health and well-being

The areas in which the youngsters developed depended on their specific needs and the 
combination of methods which the youth workers deployed. Most of the youngster 
were able to develop in more than one area. For example, some youngsters made 
friends (Pattern 1) and developed a sense of self-responsibility (Pattern 2) through 
participation in group-based activities. Through a combination of the methods of group 
work and individual guidance, other youngsters developed their pro-social skills (Pattern 
2), received support from peers (Pattern 1), and found appropriate specialist care for 
mental health issues (Pattern 4). We substantiate the findings with quotations from the 
23 case descriptions, which include a reference to the original sources (see appendix 
for further characteristics of the individual cases).

Meeting new young people and gaining access to peer support
The youth workers facilitated positive peer interactions in youth work settings primarily 
by means of group work. These peer interactions resulted in the fostering of peer 
sociability, strengthening social support from peers, and sometimes developing new 
friendships. Significant others (for girls in particular, their mothers) and life events may, 
to a limited extent, impede opportunities to reinforce a youngster’s social network 
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through participation in group-based youth work. Collaboration with mothers appears 
to be important in order to give girls the opportunity to expand their social network.

In seven cases, the youngsters created meaningful relationships with new peers or made 
friendships over the year in which they were observed. Remarkably, many of them only 
had a few supportive peers in their own social environment in addition to the peers in 
the youth club. Eight youngsters who had been participating in youth work for a longer 
period had built friendships through their involvement in the process prior to the study.

Contact with peers in the youth club offered youngsters peer sociability, expand 
their contacts within their social network, and gain social support from peers, such 
as reassurance , encouragement, and a sense of belonging. Girls, especially, engaged 
with other girls to deal with central issues in their transition to adulthood (such as 
external beauty care, relationships, and sexuality), which contributed to recognition 
among peers. Some youngsters maintained contact with peers they had met in youth 
work clubs in contexts outside the club, such as public spaces, sport events, and on 
social media.

Case 5: By following the girl on Instagram, the youth worker noted that she had 
more contact with girls of her age. She met these girls through her side job and her 
participation in youth work activities (post-logging period description).

The youth workers facilitated such outcomes primarily through group work (e.g. cooking, 
kickboxing, debating group, making music or chilling out). Group-based activities enable 
peers to meet and become acquainted. By facilitating positive peer interaction and 
applying interactive work methods, the youth workers encouraged the youngsters to 
share experiences, to help one another, or to find support from each other.

Case 9: The youth worker used different methods to encourage these social 
interactions. One example is a card game in which the girls asked each other 
specific questions and had conversations about sensitive topics. By sharing these 
experiences, the girls found support from others. When a girl was sad, she was 
comforted by others (diary note).

An important condition for a positive outcome is to ensure social safety during group-
based activities. Most of the cases demonstrated pleasant mutual respect in the group. 
In four cases, there was negative peer interaction, such as bullying, violence, resistance 
to rules, and disrespectful behavior toward youth workers. These negative interactions 
disturbed the order of and safety within the group and may obstruct youngsters in 
their development.
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Significant others and life events can, to a limited extent, impede opportunities to 
reinforce the social network through group activities. In four cases, the parents of girls 
hampered their involvement with peers and peer support in the youth clubs. The data 
for these cases suggests that the parents (in particular, mothers) only want to protect 
their daughters from the possible negative influence of peers, despite girls needing 
support through youth work. This indicates that the guarantee of social safety in youth 
work is also important, encouraging mothers to allow their daughters to participate.

Case 17: A recurring topic during the guidance of the girl was to engage her in the 
start of a girls’ group. The mother told the youth worker that it was not a good 
idea, because she did not trust the girls in the neighborhood. There were stories 
that these girls carried knives in their pockets. According to the mother, this group 
of girls could have a negative impact on her daughter (diary note).

The occurrence of important life events has consequences for the maintenance of 
peer relationships created in youth clubs. Five cases showed that either moving or a 
preoccupation with newly found work or school resulted in a discontinuation of the 
youngster’s participation in youth work groups. This finding suggests that life events 
such as this affect the degree of social participation of youngsters in the context of 
youth work.

Developing life skills
Through a combination of group work, information and advice services, and/or individual 
guidance, the youth workers provided informal learning opportunities for youngsters. 
One result of this learning environment was that the youngsters developed life skills, such 
as self-responsibility, pro-social skills, and social-emotional skills. These skills increased 
the youngsters’ ability to participate and function adequately in different social contexts. 
However, we also found that significant others (for girls in particular, their mothers) may 
impede the youngsters’ development of these skills. Active collaboration with mothers 
contributed to ensuring that these specific youngsters received more social support 
(encouragement, trust, experimental space) to develop skills in different social contexts.

Almost all of the youngsters (N = 22) developed life skills within the youth work 
settings. One common result was an increase in a sense of self-responsibility and self-
confidence, as a result of an experience which taught the youngsters that they could 
take responsibility and be meaningful to others.

Case 10: By the summer (2018), the youth worker connected the girl to a trainee, 
with the assignment to organize activities together. The girl was given the task of 
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doing errands with a younger girl. Taking this responsibility and the confidence the 
youth worker had in her enhanced her self-esteem (diary note).

In more than half of the cases, the youngsters improved in social-emotional skills, such 
as expression of feelings in a peer group, helping each other, having the courage to ask 
for help, and having respect for others (including teachers, youth workers, and family 
members). The strengthening of these kinds of skills enables youngsters to successfully 
engage in a variety of social interactions and to better participate in society.

Case 19: The youth worker noticed that she [the youngster] was talking more and 
was more open in contact with others. The interactions with her colleagues were 
also going better. She was more successful in keeping calm in a variety of situations 
(diary note).

In addition, in eight cases, the youngsters increased their pro-social skills, such as 
punctuality, dealing with authorities, and complying with rules. Youngsters who are 
familiar with street culture, school failure, or unemployment, especially, have the need 
to develop these kinds of pro-social skills.

Through a combination of social group work, information and advice services, and/or 
individual guidance, the youth workers facilitated an informal learning environment 
which enabled the youngsters to develop the above-mentioned life skills. Above 
all, social group work provides youngsters with learning opportunities in a peer-
group environment in which they can practice social-emotional skills such as giving 
support, helping each other, asking for help, and taking responsibility. In some cases, 
the teenagers (under 15 years) were invited to take on light responsibilities, such 
as inventing a dish, doing groceries, and cleaning up. As they grew older, they were 
assigned more responsibilities within the group activities, either in the role of peer, 
volunteer, or as a trainee.

Finally, the presence of rules and structure during group-based activities provided the 
youngsters with a framework that helped them to understand which pro-social behavior 
is acceptable in youth clubs.

The youth workers offered individual guidance and information and advice services to 
support the youngsters in the development of the skills necessary to participate and 
function in different social contexts (at work, school, home situation). In response to 
concrete situations in the daily lives of youngsters (such as debt, job dismissal, doing 
homework, or aggressive behavior), the youth workers facilitated learning processes 
by asking reflective questions, offering practical assistance, assuming a role model 
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function by sharing experiental knowledge, and giving youngsters feedback and positive 
affirmation.

Case 19: During follow-up meetings, the youth worker returned to previously 
discussed topics to gauge progress. If it turned out that the youngster had managed 
to remain calm during conflict situations (at work), the youth worker rewarded 
her positive behavior. He encouraged her to repeat this positive behavior in the 
future and attempted to make her aware that this behavior could help her to avoid 
problems (diary note).

One important condition for a positive outcome is that learning processes need to be 
carefully aligned with the current capacity of the youngster. Three cases showed that 
youngsters can become frustrated when they are confronted with major responsibilities 
or expectations within the youth work setting for which they are not quite ready.

Case 21: In spring, the youth worker gave the boy the responsibility to keep the 
agenda for the music studio. After a conflict between the boy and a participant, 
the youth worker concluded that he was not sufficiently ready to take on this 
responsibility (diary note and intervision).

We found that significant others can impede the developmental process of some 
youngsters in this regard. Again, in three cases, the mothers impeded their daughters’ 
development of independent life skills by depriving their daughters of the space to 
develop these kinds of skills. Active collaboration with the mothers resulted in more 
receptiveness to the development of their daughters. This increased trust and led to 
more experimental space for the girls, in which they could practice assuming self-
responsibility.

Case 1: During the summer period (2018), the girl called and asked if she could go 
bowling with a group in the city. The youth worker responded enthusiastically and 
immediately indicated that he would rather that her mother did not go. It turns out 
that he underestimated the situation. The girl was allowed to go without her mother 
on the condition that the youth worker was present (diary note and intervision).

In seven cases, the youth workers used the occurrence of important life events in the 
young person’s life as a valuable learning experience from which they could develop 
skills such as asking for support from others, daring to share emotions, controlling 
aggressive behavior, or taking responsibility. By engaging in one-on-one dialogues with 
youngsters, the youth workers were able to demonstrate their understanding of the 
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feelings the life event evoked and to talk with the youngster about the consequences 
and develop an appropriate action strategy.

Case 6: In early April 2018, the girl was the victim of a violent incident. During a 
one-on-one conversation, the youth worker advised the girl to report the incident to 
the police instead of responding with violence, emphasizing the importance of de-
escalation. Together they went through the steps required to make a statement. By 
doing this together, the girl learned enough to be able to do this herself if necessary 
in the future (diary note and intervision).

Strengthening school and work careers
The youth workers contributed to the strengthening of school and work careers of the 
youngsters primarily through individual guidance. A division can be made between 
two concrete outcomes: 1) youngsters become more aware of their future prospects 
and take the first steps in realizing these future prospects; and 2) prevention of early 
school dropout or unemployment. Strengthening school and work careers enhances 
youngsters’ socio-economic participation, social network, and independence (financial 
and otherwise). Significant others (mostly fathers) and the occurrence of negative life 
events can disrupt youngsters’ outcomes in this development area.

In nine cases, the youngsters became more aware of their future prospects and had 
taken the first steps in realizing them. Some youngsters were stimulated to consider 
their future prospects, while others engaged in an educational program or obtained an 
internship, a side job, or other work with the support of the youth worker. Participating 
in an education program or the labor market enhances the socio-economic participation 
of youngsters, as well as their social network and independence.

Case 5: The side job had a positive effect on the girl. She met new people, had new 
experiences, and earned her own money. With this money she could finally buy the 
nice shoes she wanted (diary note).

Furthermore, in eight cases, the youth workers supported youngsters who were 
experiencing difficulties at school or work, such as disappointing school or work results, 
or conflicts with teachers or colleagues at work. The aim of the youth workers was to 
prevent these youngsters from negative school results, prematurely dropping out of 
school or losing their job.

The youth workers supported the strengthening of the youngsters’ school and work 
careers primarily by means of individual guidance. Youth workers invited young people 
to consider their future prospects and aspirations by asking them, for example, what 
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their dreams were. The youth workers supported the youngsters to achieve better 
results at school or work, in close cooperation and step by step. For example, they 
supported the youngsters in making a career choice, helped them apply for a job, 
attended meetings with school mentors, or provided constructive feedback and advice. 
When the youngster’s aspirations were not realistic, the youth worker attempted to 
increase the former’s critical awareness by addressing these unrealistic aspirations.

Case 16: She discussed with the girl what kind of work she would like to do in the 
future, and she contacted educational institutions to gain more insight into the 
possibilities for the girl (diary note and intervision).

Case 21: The purpose of this advice was to contribute to the realistic future prospects 
for the boy. The young man was convinced that he had already made it in the music 
industry because he had sold a “beat” to a well-known rapper (diary note).

By conducting one-on-one conversations with youngsters, the youth workers aimed 
to prevent premature school dropout and unemployment. During these informal 
conversations, youth workers expressed their interest in specific situations and 
addressed the importance of education and employment in order to establish an 
independent life, both financially and personally. If possible, youth workers shared 
their own experiences to stimulate youngsters to take school seriously.

Case 8: The youth worker discussed with the boy why school should have priority 
over training (kickboxing). Having a school certificate offered a “way out”, as the 
youth worker had experienced this himself (intervision).

Furthermore, through individual guidance, youth workers supported youngsters in 
learning skills such as concentration, scheduling, and conflict management.

We found that one important condition to ensure a positive outcome is constructive 
collaboration with school or work-related institutions. The practical ability (e.g., 
professional space) to collaborate with these institutions allowed the youth workers 
to advise these institutions on the need to take the youngster’s vulnerabilities and 
personal challenges into account. From this position, the youth workers acted as a link 
between a youngster’s needs and the requirements of the school or work environments.

Case 12: If necessary, she [the youth worker] would attend a meeting between the 
boy and his mentor [from school]. The purpose of her presence was, on the one 
hand, to support the boy and, on the other, to convince the school that the boy 
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deserved an opportunity to follow an education program and complete it (diary 
note and intervision).

Various case descriptions suggest that this pattern is vulnerable to disruption by 
significant others and negative life events. In two cases, the father had a strong 
influence on the youngster’s career choice and perspective. Existing role expectations 
can lead to struggles when making a career choice.

Case 15: The father did not support his son’s decision to switch careers. Despite 
previous positive developments, his father believed that social work was a profession 
for gay people. He thought that his son should be a welder, since at least this was 
a male occupation (diary note).

We found that the occurrence of negative life events can also obstruct the progress 
of youngsters in this development area, especially of young people who grow up with 
severe and multiple disadvantages. Successive negative life events (such as domestic 
violence or a seriously ill parent) may make it complicated, for example, to retain 
employment or to focus on school or work. During one-on-one conversations, the youth 
workers discussed these life events or the obstructive influence of significant others. 
In addition, some youth workers established contact with parents (e.g., via mediation) 
to reduce or eliminate the negative influences.

Case 14: After a fierce argument at home (November 2017), the youth worker tried 
to initiate a mediation between the boy and his mother, with the aim of having the 
boy living at home again (diary note).

Improvements in health and well-being
The youth workers contributed to improving the health and well-being of the socially 
vulnerable youngsters through a combination of individual guidance and information 
and advice services (individual and group-based). Two results can be distinguished: 1) 
health promotion, such as consuming healthy food or reducing stress; and 2) referring 
youngsters with mental health problems to specialist care services. In addition, we found 
that negative life events and significant others (parents) can impede the development 
of a healthy lifestyle.

Comparison of the cases found that the youth workers contributed to health and 
well-being in two ways. First, in eight cases, the youngsters experienced positive 
development regarding their own health or lifestyle. At the end of the observation 
period, these cases demonstrated diminished use of drugs or alcohol, less consumption 
of unhealthy food (N = 4), an increase in physical exercise (N = 2), an improvement in 
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external (beauty) care (N = 1), a start to taking contraceptives (N = 1), or less experience 
of stress (N = 3). In four of these cases, health promotion measures increased the 
youngster’s self-esteem by helping them lose weight or improving their social skills 
due to less aggressive behavior.

Case 15: During the year, the boy made a number of positive choices in his life. First, 
he is consistently smoking less cannabis. His responsibilities in the internship and 
work were important motivators of this change. Second, he drinks less alcohol on 
weekends because he has to drive for his side job. His girlfriend also told the youth 
worker that the boy’s aggressive behavior had decreased (intervision).

Youngsters with mental health problems (N = 6), such as depressive feelings, stress 
disorder, or self-harm, were signposted toward additional care services or placed on a 
waiting list for specialist care institutions. After referral, two appeared to avoid the help 
offered by care institutions, as they failed to comply to planned agreements.

The youth workers contributed to improvements in health and well-being through a 
combination of individual guidance and information and advice services (individual 
and group-based). By providing information and advice about healthy food, the risks 
of drugs or alcohol abuse, or unsafe sexual behavior, in combination with their position 
as a role model, they were able to promote health improvements.

Case 21: From a role model perspective, the youth worker started brief conversations 
about healthy food. [….] Although the youth worker did not intend to convince him 
that he could live a healthier life, the conversations had the effect that the boy 
started to think more consciously about his own health (intervision).

Additionally, as the youngsters made progress, the youth workers fostered their 
health by inviting them to reflect on their actions, giving them feedback and positive 
affirmation.

Case 15: The youth worker affirmed this positive development in the boy, making 
the comment: “I hear you had a good time? Tell [me about it] ...” The boy succeeded 
in reflecting and realized that less alcohol and different behavior led to more fun 
with his girlfriend (diary note and intervision).

Special individual attention was given to youngsters who were dealing with social-
emotional or mental problems (depressive feelings, anxiety, excessive stress), or to 
youngster with mild intellectual disabilities. Individual guidance meant that the youth 
workers were accessible and available (also online) to provide additional support 
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if needed. For example, they had conversations with the youngsters about stress 
situations (being bullied at school or school exams), depressive feelings, or domestic or 
other violence. Through these one-on-one dialogues, the youth workers demonstrated 
their responsiveness, providing the young people with comfort, reassurance, and active 
support.

Case 20: During the last intervision meeting the youth worker received a WhatsApp 
message: “Yo [name youth worker], I was in [location], do you have about five 
minutes?” This signal informed the youth worker that something was going on in 
the boy’s life, and that the boy would like to discuss this with the youth worker 
(intervision).

Youngsters feel that they are recognized by the youth workers, especially when the 
latter have similar experiences or a common sociodemographic identity (cultural 
background or sexual identity). By sharing these similarities, the youth worker can 
support the youngster in dealing with setbacks, depressive feelings, or stress situations.

Case 3: During these conversations, the youth worker again shared her personal 
experience by telling the girl that she was also bullied in the past (diary note).

When a youth worker determined that a youngster needed specialist care for mental 
health problems, they referred them to additional specialist care institutions. It is 
striking that in the cases studied this only applied to young people aged 14 years or 
older. However, in advance of the referral, the youth workers considered the nature of 
the request for help and made the youngster receptive to the idea of further assistance 
from specialist care givers. Generally, these vulnerable youngsters have difficulties 
trusting care professionals due to bad experiences in the past. To allow a “cordial” 
transfer, it is important that youth workers constructively collaborate with social care 
institutions. This implies, for example, that youth workers sometimes attend meetings 
between the youngster and the care professional.

Case 11: At the beginning of the summer (2018), the youth worker attended a 
conversation with the psychologist to discuss the treatment plan and to make 
arrangements about phasing out individual guidance (diary note).

We found that this fourth pattern is vulnerable to disruption by significant others and 
life events. In several cases, the youngster’s health situation was negatively influenced 
by their parents. For example, some parents had an unhealthy lifestyle (drug or alcohol 
abuse), which legitimized poor behavior, as they functioned as a negative role model 
for the youngster. Other cases indicated that parents are reluctant to receive help or 
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support from professionals or are insufficiently available to provide support themselves 
when the youngster is experiencing depressive feelings, anxiety, or stress.

Case 7: The boy regularly had conflicts with his father, which could sometimes 
escalate into violence. The boy did not feel understood by his father in his depressive 
periods (intervision).

The youth workers established contact with parents to realize improvements in the 
health and well-being of the youngsters. They shared positive developments about 
the youngster’s health situation, provided advice, or mediated between the youngster 
and their parent(s) to reduce stress. The study also found that in two cases a failed 
mediation led to an increase in stress. These cases required professionals specialized 
in family coaching.

Various cases demonstrated how negative life events negatively influence a youngster’s 
health and well-being, especially the level of stress experienced. For example, parental 
divorce increased the level of stress experienced by one youngster. In four cases, 
stressful periods caused by negative life events temporarily intensified the number of 
contact moments between the youngster and youth worker.

DISCUSSION

This study identified four patterns of development of socially vulnerable youngsters, 
providing insight into how a multi-methodic youth work approach positively 
contributes to their personal development, the reinforcement of their social network, 
the enhancement of their social participation, and timely contact with appropriate 
specialist care services. The findings reflect those observed in earlier studies that 
identified the same outcomes of professional youth work (Dickson et al. 2013; Dunne 
et al., 2014; Fyfe et al., 2018; McGregor, 2015; Ord et al., 2018). The findings in this 
investigation offer greater detail because the study used a framework consisting of 
four patterns, allowing us to see how a combination of youth work methods (under the 
right conditions) contributes to specific outcomes in relation to specific needs and/or 
problems of youngsters as well as contextual factors. Scholars can use this hypothesizing 
framework, testing it in other samples and delving deeper into specific findings about 
the process and impact of professional youth work.

For the majority of the youngsters in this study, the methods of social group work 
and the provision of information and advice services met the general (latent) needs 
of the adolescents, assisting them to create meaningful relationships with peers, gain 
access to peer support, practice important life skills, and become aware of health 
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risks. The youngsters in our study were prepared to listen to practical advice in order 
to strengthen their own opportunities and responsibilities.

Using these combination of two methods, the youth workers created learning 
opportunities, as well as providing positive encouragement and feedback, with the 
youngsters given opportunities to experiment, expand their social network, and develop 
their own identity and lifestyle during their transition to adulthood. Consistent with the 
literature (Fyfe et al., 2018; Ord et al., 2018), this study also found that the guarantee 
of social safety is an important condition for the development of skills and increasing 
support from the peer group. The youth workers played an essential role in making 
youngsters feel accepted, ensuring that the young people accept each other (Ord et 
al., 2018 p. 224), and offering them an appropriate informal learning environment.

In addition, this study confirmed that youth workers also provide individual guidance 
to youngsters when needed, addressing specific needs or problems, such as school 
difficulties, unemployment, and social-emotional or mental health problems. In many 
cases, they assisted youngsters who had otherwise limited support from significant 
others or who were dealing with an accumulation of setbacks and negative life events 
that could radically influence their development. For these youngsters, the youth 
workers were recognized and accepted dialogue partners in learning to deal with 
stress, setbacks, or conflict situations provoked by other interactions in their living 
environment. Youth workers support youngsters as they learn how to navigate difficult 
challenges, which Larson and Tran (2014) consider an important skill for positive youth 
development.

The youth workers in our study were approachable and even willing to share their own 
similar personal experiences during one-on-one conversations. Utilizing this similarity 
and accessibility as working elements provided the youngsters with a positive role 
model, as well as support and confidence in dealing with stress, setbacks, and conflicts. 
Other research has emphasized the importance of approachability and similarity – 
such as similar cultural and migrant backgrounds, familiarity with street culture, and a 
certain ‘life experience’ – as important conditions for bridging contacts to be of help. 
This similarity means youngsters feel understood by others (Schenk et al., 2018, p. 
267). As Sandu (2019) showed, when youth workers reveal aspects of their personal 
lives, they can establish a common ground between them and the youngster. Our study 
supports such findings, indicating that greater attention should be paid to these working 
conditions and practices.

The study revealed that youth work supports some youngsters with specific needs 
or problems to gain access to a new education program or employment, which has 
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positive consequences for their participation in society and their financial and personal 
independence and reinforces their social networks in work or education settings. Other 
youngsters gain access to appropriate specialist care for mental health problems which 
could prevent the accumulation of problems and more expensive and long-term care. 
Other studies on the impact of youth work services have also established that youth 
work contributes to better formal educational outcomes and has a positive impact 
on employability (McGregor, 2015; Ord et al., 2018; Souto-Otero, 2016;), as well as 
signposting youngsters in challenging circumstances and directing them toward 
appropriate additional services (Coulston, 2010; Fyfe et al., 2018). Further research 
should be undertaken to determine whether youth work prevents an increase in youth 
problems and thus reduces the need for relatively expensive social care interventions.

It is interesting to note that in all four of the patterns we identified, the youth workers 
collaborated with formal or informal partners in the environment of the youngsters. 
We also found that with whom and in what form youth workers collaborate depends on 
the specific needs of the youngster, the intended outcome, the influence of significant 
others, and the occurrence of important life events. Various cases indicated that 
parents (as significant others) can impede opportunities to improve the health and 
well-being of youngsters, as well as hampering attempts to support their own choices, 
life opportunities, and responsibilities. This study has shown that if youth workers 
collaborate constructively with parents, the developmental process can be accelerated, 
both inside and outside youth work settings. These insights might be of value for the 
further conceptualization of parental involvement in youth work and youth programs 
in general (Munoz & Raffaelli, 2019). Additionally, collaboration with professionals 
from social institutions improves youngsters’ chances of finishing school or finding 
appropriate specialist care. Other research into youth work processes has emphasized 
the importance of collaboration with family members and other professionals involved 
in young people’s lives (parents, social workers, teachers). These relationships and 
practice partnerships help to form a strong community network, help youngsters to 
make better use of services, and enable all those involved to become more responsive 
in meeting the needs and aspirations of youngsters (Boomkens et al., 2019; Fyfe et al., 
2018, p. 25; Merton, 2004). One point of concern is how much youth workers should 
involve significant others: whether collaboration with significant others will contribute 
to the positive development of a youngster and should be part of the professional 
guidelines in youth work. After all, youth work begins with the needs and interests of 
the young person, not the broader context.

Finally, detached youth work does not appear to directly contribute to any of the 
outcomes presented in this study. Nevertheless, the cases demonstrated that detached 
youth work has a role to play in two ways. First, young people come into contact with 
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youth work through this method, including youth with problems who would otherwise 
remain invisible. Second, detached youth work presents opportunities to maintain 
contact with young people (e.g., outside a youth club) and to involve those in the social 
environment (peers/family) of young people in the process.

Strengths and limitations of the study
One strength of this study is that the data was collected over a relatively long period 
of time, focusing on how young people develop with support from youth workers 
and taking into account contextual factors. To our knowledge, to date, no studies 
have examined this combination of youth work process, its impact, and the influence 
of contextual factors over such a period of time. The multi-case study design used 
here provided opportunities to gain insights into these developmental processes of 
youngsters in youth work. Another strength of our research is that we collaborated 
closely with eleven youth work organizations, which increases the extent to which our 
findings can be generalized.

Nevertheless, there are several limitations to this study that require consideration. 
First, the selection of the youth workers (N = 20) and the youngsters (N = 23) in the 
study might be biased, since not all youth workers and youngster had an equal chance 
of being selected. It is possible that youth workers who were highly motivated and 
had stronger reflective skills participated in the study. Moreover, the youth workers 
were instructed to select youngsters of different ages, gender, and extent of personal 
or social problems to ensure that the sample reflected the broader target population 
of Dutch youth work services. 

Second, the data was obtained from the perspective of youth workers, while the 
perspective of the youngsters was not explicitly addressed. However, in a previous 
study, we examined the issues from a youth perspective (Sonneveld et al., 2021).

Third, the age range of youth in this study was very broad. Using comparative analysis, 
we searched for differences in age groups. The differences found in the patterns were 
minimal, as reported in this article. However, the sample in this study was small, and it 
is therefore recommended to investigate how age influences the youth work process 
and its outcomes using large-scale quantitative research.

Fourth, the duration of the data collection (12 months) may have influenced the quality 
and frequency of the diary notes. It was apparent that some youth workers registered 
data more frequently and in more detail at the beginning of the diary period than at 
the end. This emphasizes the importance of the intervision meetings to triangulate, 
support, and deepen the information gathering process. 
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Finally, the youth workers indicated that their participation in the study contributed 
to their professional development and improvements in their working process. This 
positive side effect may have affected participant reflections (Hyldegård, 2006). In 
future work, we will explore in greater depth how the participation of the youth workers 
in this study contributed to their own professional development.

CONCLUSION

Through the identification of four patterns, this study found that a multi-methodic youth 
work approach does contribute to the expansion of the social network of youngsters, 
developing life skills, strengthening school performance and work opportunities, and 
improving their health and well-being. Youth workers tailor a multi-methodic approach 
to the specific needs and developmental issues faced by youngsters and interact with 
the social environment during the process (parents and/or formal institutions). If youth 
workers collaborate constructively with the environment, the developmental process 
of youngsters can be accelerated.
The findings support a growing body of research indicating that youth work contributes 
to the personal development and social participation of socially vulnerable youngsters 
and will lead to positive social returns in the longer run, including a reduction in social 
care costs.

Implications for practice and policy
These insights into the multi-methodic youth work process and its outcomes can 
support youth workers to improve their practice. The findings provide youth workers 
with insights into how they can adequately support socially vulnerable youngsters 
who have varied needs and development issues. Additionally, youth workers can use 
the knowledge gained about methodical ways of acting to further legitimize their 
profession. This exploratory research shows policy makers that a multi-methodic 
approach meets the varied needs and developmental issues of socially vulnerable 
youngsters and contributes to strengthening their own sense of responsibility, the 
reinforcement of their social network, enhancement of participation, and the timely 
finding of appropriate care to reduce more expensive longer term costs or the need 
for (specialist) social care. Based on these insights, municipalities can decide whether, 
and to what extent, they use youth work services as a form of preventive welfare 
provision in the implementation of a youth policy aimed at prevention and positive 
youth development.
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Appendix A: Matrix with criteria used for the comparative analysis
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tutions (school, care, police)
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D
eveloping skills

 Social participation

Finding specialist care

1 11 F ● ● ● ● ● ●

2 12 M ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

3 13 F ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

4 13 F ● ●

5 14 F ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

6 15 F ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

7 16 M ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

8 16 M ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

9 17 F ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

10 17 F ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

11 17 F ● ● ● ● ● ●

12 17 M ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

13 18 M ● ● ● ● ●

14 18 M ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

15 19 M ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

16 19 F ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

17 19 F ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

18 21 M ● ● ● ●

19 21 F ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

20 21 M ● ● ● ● ●

21 23 M ● ● ● ● ● ●

22 23 M ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

23 22 M ● ● ● ● ● ● ●
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ABSTRACT

Previous research has suggested that professional youth work settings empower 
socially vulnerable youngsters, strengthening their personal development and social 
participation. It is expected that youth work can prevent personal and social problems 
of youngsters, which may have longer term positive social returns. How the underlying 
methodical way of acting of youth workers contributes to prevention-focused outcomes 
remains unclear. This article presents a four-wave longitudinal cohort study (16 months) 
that investigated longitudinal associations between 12 individual methodical principles 
that youth workers apply in interactions with youngsters and four prevention-focused 
outcomes: prosocial skills, self-mastery, social network and civic participation. The 
sample consisted of 1,597 Dutch youngsters with a mean age of 16.5 years (SD = 3.60). 
Findings: Linear mixed models analysis found that all individual methodical principles 
were longitudinally associated with one or more outcome. The strongest associations 
were observed with regard to prosocial skills and civic participation. Depending on 
the outcome measure, methodical principles seem to be more effective for boys, 
for youngsters who participate for 3 years or longer in youth work settings and for 
youngsters between 10 and 19 years old. With regard to the effect of methodical 
principles on improving self-mastery, 9 of the 12 principles appeared to play no positive 
role in increasing self-mastery of youngsters. Applications: This study provides youth 
workers with a better understanding of which methodical principles are positively 
associated with prevention-focused outcomes as well as reinforcing the evidence-based 
practice of professional youth work.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the last two decades, there has been growing interest in social work for 
developmentally and contextually sensitive prevention and early intervention services 
for adolescents. Prevention-focused services, such as positive youth development 
programs, are assumed to improve adolescent well-being and enhance positive 
development (Catalano et al., 2002; Waid & Uhrich, 2020) as well as lead to longer term 
positive social returns, such as cost savings for relatively expensive social care services 
(McCave & Rishel, 2011; Hilderdink et al., 2020). Professional youth work undertakes 
preventive social work in the leisure time of youngsters, organizing activities in a wide 
range of informal contexts, such as youth clubs, arts/sports facilities, online, or on 
the streets (Batsleer, 2008; Baillergeau & Hoijtink, 2010). Although studies have been 
conducted on prevention efforts in professional youth work in the past five years (Fyfe 
et al., 2018; Ord et al., 2018; Dunne et al., 2014; Dickson et al., 2013; Mc Gregor, 2015; 
Sonneveld et al., 2020), there is little understanding of how the underlying methodical 
way of acting of professional youth workers contributes to prevention-focused outcomes 
(McGregor, 2015; Ord, 2014). This study intended to address this knowledge gap by 
undertaking a large-scale empirical study investigating how 12 individual methodical 
principles within a multi-methodic youth work approach are longitudinally associated 
with prevention-focused outcomes.

Professional youth work is known as a developmentally appropriate approach 
that provides youngsters with opportunities for personal development and social 
participation, with the aim of assisting them to make successful transitions to adulthood 
(Metz, 2017; Dunne et al., 2014). Professional youth workers build relationships with 
boys and girls who are growing up in socially vulnerable positions (Dunne et al., 2014), 
fostering prolonged and stable engagement over time (McGregor, 2015) throughout 
their adolescence (between the ages of 10 and 24). These youngsters face challenges 
and developmental burdens in addition to dealing with the complexity of the 
developmental challenges generally faced by youngsters in the 21st century (Larson, 
2011). In concrete terms, this means that these youngsters often experience a lack of 
encouragement and support from people in their social environment (Abdallah, 2017); 
they grow up in low-income families in deprived neighborhoods with high levels of crime 
and poverty (Doherty & De St. Croix, 2019; Vettenburg, 1998); and/or they have social 
and/or mental health problems that hinder their opportunities to fully participate in 
society. The risk of developing problems in their transition to adulthood is significantly 
higher for youngsters who accumulate negative experiences in their social environment 
(Vettenburg, 1998).
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Recognizing the socially vulnerable position of these youngsters in society, professional 
youth workers aim to provide support, based on their voluntary participation, in the 
process of becoming independent adults. It is well established from the youth work 
literature that youth workers use an open approach (Metz, 2016), which does not 
employ a pre-planned or time-limited specific intervention but consists of methodical 
actions that are fluid and responsive to the experiences, specific needs and interests of 
the youngsters and the changing social and political context in which they arise (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; Sonneveld et al., 2020). Detached youth work establishes contact with youngsters 
and provides services in young people’s living environment, such as on the streets, in 
parks, the schoolyard, at home or in fast-food outlets (Milburn et al., 2000). Social group 
work (e.g., drop-in activities, group activities in the areas of culture, media and sport) 
recognizes the significant influence of social peer interactions and group processes 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 information and advice services 
and sometimes more prolonged individual guidance (one-to-one interventions on 
a structural basis), youth workers offer accessible support for contemporary youth 
problems, such as sexuality, school issues, using drugs or problems in relationships 
(Koops et al., 2014; Faché, 2016). The application of one or more of these methods 
depends on the specific needs of each individual and their current situation and is 
known as a multi-methodic approach (Sonneveld et al., 2020).

Although the knowledge base of professional youth work is poorly developed (Mundy-
McPherson et al., 2012; McGregor, 2015), there are a few recent studies that have 
investigated how professional youth work contributes to the prevention of personal 
and social problems. A previous longitudinal study (Sonneveld et al., 2021) showed 
that youngsters who participate longer (> 7 months or > 3 years) in Dutch professional 
youth work settings, score significantly higher on the outcome variables of prosocial 
skills, self-mastery, social network and civic participation (volunteering and organizing 
activities). Using other research designs, other youth work scholars have reported 
similar outcomes (Fyfe et al., 2018; Ord et al., 2018; Dunne et al., 2014; Dickson 
et al., 2013; Mc Gregor, 2015). These studies suggest that a significant duration of 
participation in professional youth work settings could have beneficial prevention-
focused outcomes that may help youngsters thrive and avoid personal and social 
problems, which may have longer term positive social returns. For example, sufficient 
prosocial skills are essential for young people to function well in society, promoting 
harmonious relationships and preventing behavioral problems from causing conflicts 
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with others (Bergin et al., 2003). The development of self-mastery allows young people 
to gain more control of their lives, which ensures that they can independently solve 
(minor) problems and prevent problems in the future (Laffra & Nikken, 2014). Youngsters 
who can count on a supportive social network function better and experience fewer 
problems (Cavanaugh & Buehler, 2015), and they are less likely to need support from 
social care/health institutions (Metz, 2020). Finally, enhancement of civic participation 
could have a positive effect on the well-being of young people (Ince et al., 2018) and 
offers them the opportunity to be connected to society and to be of significance to 
others (Abdallah et al., 2016).

Despite this expanded knowledge base on the prevention efforts of professional youth 
work, there is little scientific understanding of how the underlying methodical way 
of acting within a multi-methodic youth work approach contributes to these types 
of outcomes (McGregor, 2015; Ord, 2014). A better understanding of the methodical 
process and its contribution to prevention is essential to raise the quality and 
effectiveness of professional youth work as a prevention-focused approach. In previous 
work, Sonneveld and colleagues (2021a) identified a set of 12 methodical principles 
within a multi-methodic approach that youth workers employ in their prevention 
efforts (Figure 1). Methodical principles can be understood as the assumptions or 
guiding notions that direct the actions of youth workers in interaction with their target 
group and the latter’s living environment (Metz & Sonneveld, 2012; Boomkens, 2020). 
Examples include creating a meaningful relationship, facilitating peer support and 
engaging with the lifeworld of young people. Table 3 provides a description of the 
12 methodical principles and the youth work method(s) in which they are applied by 
youth workers.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework for multi-methodic youth work focused on prevention

Focus of the current study
Although there are assumptions that these 12 methodical principles within a multi-
methodic approach could positively influence the personal and social development of 
youngsters (Rodd & Stewart, 2009; Koops et al., 2013; Koops et al., 2014; Rumping et al., 
2017; Schaap et al., 2017; Fyfe et al., 2018), empirical knowledge about which individual 
methodical principles are longitudinally associated with which sort of prevention-
focused outcomes is lacking. Therefore, this study examined longitudinal associations 
between the individual methodical principles and four prevention-focused outcomes: 
prosocial skills, self-mastery, social network and civic participation (volunteering 
and organizing activities) over a 16-month period. The guiding research question is: 
Does an increase in recognition of the individual methodical principles among youth 
work participants, both between-subjects and within-subjects, lead to an increase in 
prevention-focused outcome? If so, which methodical principles are most strongly 
associated, and with which prevention-focused outcomes? Taking into account the 
variety of the group targeted by professional youth work in terms of a broad age group 
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(10-24), gender and length of participation in youth work, additional analysis examined 
whether effects are differentiated according to these covariates.

METHOD

Design
In this study, we used a longitudinal multiple cohort design. Compared to a cross-
sectional design, a longitudinal design has the advantage of relating the individual 
development of a certain outcome variable over time to the individual development 
of, or changes in, other variables (Twisk, 2013). Using this design, we were able to 
collect data about youth work participants at four time points (between September 
2017 and December 2018, at intervals of 3 to 4 months) and who varied in the length 
of participation in youth work settings at wave 1: participation for 0 to 6 months; 
participation for 7 months to 2 years; and participation for 3 years or longer.

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. All of 
them apply a multi-methodic approach in reaching out to youngsters (boys and girls) in 
a broad age group (10-24). The organizations offer a good representation of professional 
youth work in the Netherlands and actively approached the research group to conduct 
practice-based research that would contribute to the further professionalization of 
youth work. Collaboration with youth workers and youngsters included involvement in 
a Youth Worker Lab (N = 11) and a diverse Youth Panel (N = 14). The participation of 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.

Participants
For sample selection, a short questionnaire was first distributed to the 11 organizations 
involved to gain insight into the population of youngsters in each organization (gender, 
age groups, level of problems) and their participation in youth work settings (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 compose 
a representative sample for professional youth work, consisting of adolescents from 
different age groups, with different levels of problems, different lengths of participation 
and who received support using 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 
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command of Dutch; and 4) familiar with at least one of the four methods offered by 
youth work. Thirteen youngsters were excluded because they did not meet the inclusion 
criteria or withheld approval. Another 35 youngsters were excluded because they did 
not fully complete the first questionnaire, meaning data on time-independent variables 
(e.g., length of participation, age, gender) was missing. In total, 1,597 youngsters were 
included in the analysis (Figure 2). 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 Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Participant flowchart

Non-completion was defined as completing none, one or two of the three post-
measurements. Reasons for non-completion at follow up were temporary/permanent 
positive outflow, refusal, temporary/permanent loss of contact, or organizational 
reasons. Table 1 shows the data collected on non-response for Waves 2 to 4.
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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%

We examined differences in the characteristics of completers and non-completers with 
a T-test and Chi square. Youngsters who did not complete all questionnaires were more 
often boys (69.2%) compared to the completers (50.9%) (𝑥2 = 37.6, p ≤ .001), and they 
were older in age compared to the completers (16.6 and 16.0 years respectively, t = 2.69, 
p = .007). Non-completers were more often youngsters who had participated for 0-6 
months (85.6%) or 7 months to 2 years (80.4%) in youth work, compared to youngsters 
who had participated 3 years or longer (76.2%) (𝑥2 = 14.68, p = .001).

Table 2 provides the descriptive statistics for the participants who were included in 
the analysis. Most youngsters in our sample were aged between 14-17 years (40%) 
and the mean age was 16.5 years (SD = 3.60). There were more males (65.6%) than 
females (34.4%). It is known that girls are underrepresented in Dutch youth work 
activities (Boomkens, 2020), 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 
youngsters 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 
(Table 2).
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Table 2. Demographic variables of participants at Wave 1 (N = 1597)

Demographics N (%)

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

Gender
- Male
- Female

1048 (65.6%)
549 (34.4%)

Cultural background
- Only Dutch
- Combination Dutch and other
- Not Dutch

335 (21.0%)
490 (30.7%)
772 (48.3%)

Activity during the day
- School/education program
- Work
- Care responsibilities or volunteering
- No activity during the day

1267 (79.3%)
184 (11.5%)
42 (2.6%)
90 (5.6%)

Educational level (N = 1242)
- Primary education
- Vocational education
- Higher education

181 (14.6%)
836 (67.3%)
225 (18.0%)

Procedures and ethical considerations
For the data collection, we collaborated with at least one manager (N = 12) and at least 
10 youth workers (N = 150) from each organization. Two researchers (including author 
one) gave youth workers instructions for data collection verbally during training, which 
included an introduction to the study; instructions on adhering to the research protocol; 
recruiting respondents; inclusion criteria; informed consent procedure; procedure for 
digital data collection; and guaranteeing the reliability and the validity of the data. Youth 
workers received a field guide with instructions.

After completing the training, the 150 youth workers were asked to select at least 
10 youngsters from their own practice to participate in the study. By consultation 
between researchers and trained youth workers, there was agreement about 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 social problems; 
and 4) length of participation (0-6 months; 7 months to 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 
participating. 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 
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younger than 12, the youth worker also verbally contacted 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 youngsters 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 organizations and youth workers from the Youth Work Lab. Data 
collection was carried out in accordance with the Netherlands 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 suitable 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 lead to major drop-out from 
repeated measurements. To combat respondent fatigue, we shortened and simplified 
the questionnaire 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. Previous research shows that length of participation in youth 
work is related to prevention-focused outcomes (Sonneveld et al., 2021). Therefore, 
we also included length of participation as a covariate. One question, “How long have 
you had contact with youth workers?,” was used in Wave 1 to proxy the length of 
participation in youth work settings. In addition, we asked youngsters about their level 
of intensity of participation at each time point.

Methodical principles
The 12 methodical principles (see Table 3) were measured at each time point with 12 
subscales designed for this study, based on the existing literature. We operationalized 
the 12 methodical principles (see Appendix) in a way that youngsters could indicate 
whether they experienced the use of each methodical principle. Except for one 
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methodical principle, all items were measured on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” or “never” to “very often.” The methodical 
principle of collaboration with the social environment, in particular, was investigated 
by asking the youngsters whether the youth workers involved other people in the 
environment during the last 3 months (e.g., parents, family, peers, teacher, local 
resident, social care worker, police officer or sports instructor). By compiling a count 
variable (0-16), this principle could be included in the analysis. Table 3 shows the number 
of items in each subscale and the internal consistency (𝛼) at Wave 1.

Table 3. Description of 12 methodical principles (Sonneveld et al., 2021a), number of items and Cronbach’s 
Alpha at Wave 1.

Methodical
principle Applied in methods Description

Number 
of items

𝜶 
wave 1

Meaningful
relationship

Individual guidance, 
detached youth work 
and information & 
advice

The relationship between a youngster and 
the youth worker should be profound and 
important enough to make a difference in 
their lives. Youth workers build supportive, 
nurturing and prolonged relationships 
with youngsters, in which young people 
eventually consider them as a “trusted 
adult” in their lives (Fyfe et al., 2018).

10 .94

Engagement 
with the 
lifeworld

Detached youth work Youth workers begin with the 
environment of young people and 
respect youth cultural styles and forms 
of expression (such as street language) 
as well as the interests, issues and 
experiences of youngsters. Starting from 
this perspective youngsters become 
receptive to interactions with the youth 
worker and to active participation in a 
low-threshold activities.

4 .76

Adapting to 
needs of young 
people

Individual guidance; 
information & advice 
services

Youth workers are aware of the young 
person’s circumstances and meet their 
(individual) needs. Their support is 
tailored to the questions, problems, 
capacities and the environment of 
youngsters. Youth workers take into 
account what youngsters want to learn, 
find difficult or experience in their 
lifeworld (home, school, leisure).

4 .89



110

Chapter 5

Table 3. Continued

Methodical
principle

Applied in methods Description Number 
of items

𝜶 
wave 1

Learning by 
doing

Social group work Youth workers provide youngsters with 
concrete learning experiences under 
supervision (e.g., instructions and positive 
feedback). The idea is that youngsters, 
through experimental learning and self-
execution of tasks, develop important 
skills, increase their responsibilities and 
are better able to make independent and 
positive choices in life.

4 .85

Proximity Individual guidance Youth workers consciously make use of 
an existing social similarity (such as the 
same cultural background, being bullied 
or growing up in poverty) between the 
youth worker and the young person. 
Sharing their own experiences, in 
combination with their current behavior 
and social position in society, they show 
respect for the youngsters and motivate 
them to make personal changes.

2 .77

Drawing on 
strengths

Social group work Youth workers take a positive perspective 
on youngsters and their potential; 
support young people to discover their 
talents by building on strengths and 
interests; and help them discover how 
they can use them in both youth work 
settings and broader society.

2 .79

Collaboration 
with the social 
environment

Individual guidance; 
detached youth 
work; information & 
advice services

Youth workers collaborate with parents, 
family members, other professionals 
and organizations involved in the young 
person’s life. These relationships and 
partnerships assist them to form a strong 
supportive social pedagogical climate 
at home and in the neighborhood and 
establish foundations for change.

Count 
variable
0-16

-

Practical 
assistance

Individual guidance; 
information & advice 
services

Youth workers provide concrete help and 
support with specific issues, problems, 
queries and needs of young people, such 
as assistance in finding an internship or 
applying for social benefits. By addressing 
the specific practical issues faced by a 
youngster, they learn that the support of 
a youth worker can yield concrete results, 
motivating them to continue along a path 
to positive change.

3 .75
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Table 3. Continued

Methodical
principle

Applied in methods Description Number 
of items

𝜶 
wave 1

Working with 
rules

Social group work Youth workers use this principle primarily 
to maintain social order in youth groups, 
which contributes to creating a safe 
environment. However, youth workers 
also work with rules to make youngsters 
aware of desired social behavior. 
Ideally, youngsters are involved in or 
are in charge of drawing up such rules 
themselves. In this way, it also stimulates 
youngsters to take responsibility and 
offers them another opportunity to 
develop social skills.

2 .75

Rewarding Social group work; 
detached youth work

Youth workers provide an incentive for 
attendance, participation, commitment 
or achievements in youth work activities. 
For example, a reward may consist of a 
privilege in the group (e.g., a leadership 
opportunity), a group outing, food or 
drink, or the use of facilities. These 
rewards aim to stimulate the desired 
social behavior of youngsters (turning up, 
active participation, helping others).

1 -

One-on-one 
contact

Social group work This refers to the conscious 
demonstration of individual interest in a 
young person. Youth workers apply this 
principle to create time and space within 
group work for young people’s personal 
needs, questions and problems. Youth 
workers also draw on this principle to 
influence group dynamics and promote 
the prosocial behavior of young people 
by explaining to them which behavior is 
appropriate in the group.

1 -

Peer support Social group work Youth workers stimulate youngsters 
to help each other by giving practical 
instructions, emotional support or 
encouragement, as well as receiving peer 
support themselves. The assumption is 
that youngsters who can help, support and 
appraise each other in a peer group setting 
will gradually do this in other situations.

2 .72
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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 children and adolescents (aged 11-17). The prosocial behavior scale consists of five 
items concerning 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 levels of prosocial behavior. The internal consistency of this subscale 
was computed as α = .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, that 
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 happen to me”) is answered on a five-point scale, with 
options ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.” Higher scores indicated 
greater 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 = .78) at baseline in the sample.

The youngsters’ social network was measured with a six-item instrument designed for 
this study. Research by Asselt-Goverts (2016) about social network analysis for people 
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 computed as α = .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?”). At each 
measurement, we asked about the past 3 months. Both items are answered on a six-
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point scale, with options ranging from “never” to “more than once a week.” Results 
were analyzed at item level.

Statistical analyses
Descriptive statistics for the baseline demographic were given for the whole sample. 
Descriptive statistics of the outcome variables and the methodical principles were 
given for all four measurements. In linear mixed model (LMM) analyses, we examined 
longitudinal associations between individual methodical principles and the outcome 
variables. LMM is a preferred statistical method for analyzing longitudinal data, taking 
into account different levels of structure in the data. A random intercept per individual 
was used to correct for dependency between measurements. Because youngsters were 
clustered in eleven youth work organizations, the variance at organizational level was 
also checked, but did not explain differences, and therefore it was not included in 
the models. Multiple imputation of missing values was not necessary because LMM 
includes participants in the analysis who have not completed all measurements. It is 
thereby an appropriate and flexible approach to deal with missing data in the repeatedly 
measured outcome variables (Twisk et al., 2013). The model intercept was specified as 
random across individuals, while other parameters were specified as fixed. We used 
unstructured covariance.

Separate models were used for the associations between the individual methodical 
principles and each dependent outcome variable. A log-likelihood ratio test was 
conducted to evaluate whether or not it was necessary to add a random slope to the 
model (Twisk, 2013). The tests showed that models with both a random intercept and 
a random slope were significantly better than those with only a random intercept. In 
all analyses, we first estimated unadjusted effects. We then adjusted for gender, age, 
length of participation and intensity of participation. Further analyses were performed 
to detect effect modifications, with interaction terms for gender, age and length of 
participation analyzed separately. All analyses were conducted using SPSS 25. Statistical 
significance was assessed at the .05 level. After analyzing the data, youth workers who 
participated in the Youth Worker Lab were consulted for reflection on the results, which 
contributed to ensuring validity.

RESULTS

Table 4 presents the means and standard deviations of the central variables in this study. 
These results show that respondents scored relatively high on average on the outcome 
measures of prosocial skills (T1 M = 4.14, SD 0.63), self-mastery (T1 M = 3.59, SD 0.70) 
and social network (T1 M = 3.56, SD 0.83). The average scores per measurement for 
volunteering and organizing activities were around 2 (less than once a month). The 
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methodical principles of meaningful relationship, engagement with the lifeworld and 
adapting to needs scored relatively high on average at all four time points (M = 3.85 
or higher).

Table 4. Descriptives for methodical principles and outcomes of the sample of the test per measurement

T 1 (N = 1583) T 2 (N = 981) T 3 (N = 626) T 4 (N = 595)

Outcome measure M SD M SD M SD M SD

Prosocial skills 4.14 0.63 4.12 0.62 4.10 0.56 4.08 0.62

Self-mastery 3.59 0.70 3.52 0.67 3.44 0.63 3.51 0.66

Social network 3.56 0.83 3.46 0.81 3.40 0.84 3.49 0.75

Civic participation: volunteering 1.98 1.55 2.15 1.68 2.14 1.63 2.25 1.64

Civic participation: organizing activities 1.90 1.41 1.88 1.40 1.95 1.40 1.95 1.45

Methodical principle

Meaningful relationship 4.18 0.76 4.24 0.75 4.22 0.70 4.24 0.73

Engagement with the lifeworld 3.85 0.84 3.89 0.81 3.93 0.78 3.89 0.79

Adapting to needs 4.08 0.84 4.15 0.81 4.13 0.77 4.16 0.79

Learning by doing 3.27 1.05 3.28 1.06 3.36 1.05 3.17 1.14

Proximity 2.78 1.17 2.78 1.22 2.85 1.19 2.82 1.22

Drawing on strengths 3.15 1.18 3.16 1.19 3.24 1.15 3.08 1.22

Collaboration with the social environment 1.82 1.80 1.40 1.56 1.17 1.44 1.43 1.68

Practical assistance 2.65 1.11 2.65 1.13 2.84 1.15 2.58 1.11

Working with rules 2.95 1.20 2.90 1.24 2.93 1.22 2.84 1.27

Rewarding 2.94 1.34 2.86 1.38 2.94 1.30 2.86 1.34

One-on-one contact 3.15 1.33 3.15 1.26 3.27 1.22 3.06 1.29

Peer support 2.81 1.12 2.85 1.19 2.91 1.14 2.80 1.18

Table 5 presents both unadjusted and adjusted results of the linear mixed model 
analyses. Positive longitudinal associations between individual principles and outcomes 
indicate that an increase in recognition of the individual methodical principle among 
youth work participants, both between-subjects and within-subjects, led to an increase 
in outcomes. What stands out in the table is that all individual methodical principles 
were positively longitudinally associated with one or more outcome variables. Although 
positive significant longitudinal associations between individual methodical principles 
and outcome variables were found, there are clear differences in the strength of the 
coefficients, fluctuating between moderate and very weak. In the subsections below, we 
describe which methodical principles are longitudinally associated with each outcome 
measure and whether effects differ according to participants’ age group, gender and 
length of participation.
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Table 5. Longitudinal associations of examined methodical principles with prevention-focused outcomes 
(N= 1597).

Linear mixed models

Unadjusted analyses  Adjusted analysesa

Outcome variables Methodical principles Bb 95% CI Bb  95% CI

Prosocial skills Meaningful relationship 0.27*** 0.23, 0.30 0.27*** 0.23, 0.30

Engagement with the lifeworld 0.18*** 0.15, 0.21 0.18*** 0.15, 0.21

Adapting to needs 0.23*** 0.20, 0.26 0.23*** 0.20, 0.26

Learning by doing 0.09*** 0.07, 0.12 0.10*** 0.07, 0.12

Proximity 0.03*** 0.01, 0.05 0.04*** 0.02, 0.05

Drawing on strengths 0.07*** 0.05, 0.09 0.07*** 0.05, 0.09

Collaboration with … -0.00ns -0.02, 0.01 -0.00ns -0.02, 0.01

Practical assistance 0.02* 0.00, 0.05 0.03** 0.01, 0.05

Working with rules 0.04*** 0.02, 0.06 0.04*** 0.02, 0.06

Rewarding 0.03** 0.01, 0.04 0.03** 0.01, 0.05

One-on-one contact 0.04*** 0.02, 0.05 0.04*** 0.02, 0.06

Peer support 0.06*** 0.04, 0.07 0.06*** 0.04, 0.08

Self-mastery Meaningful relationship 0.10*** 0.06, 0.12 0.10*** 0.07, 0.14

Engagement with the lifeworld 0.01ns -0.02, 0.04 0.03ns -0.00, 0.05

Adapting to needs 0.06*** 0.03, 0.08 0.07*** 0.04, 0.10

Learning by doing -0.05*** -0.07, -0.02 -0.04*** -0.06, -0.02

Proximity -0.06*** -0.08, -0.04 -0.06*** -0.08, -0.04

Drawing on strengths -0.03** -0.05, -0.01 -0.03** -0.05, -0.01

Collaboration with … -0.02*** -0.04, -0.01 -0.03*** -0.04, -0.01

Practical assistance -0.08*** -0.11, -0.06 -0.08*** -0.10, -0.06

Working with rules -0.03** -0.05, -0.01 -0.04*** -0.06, -0.02

Rewarding -0.03*** -0.05, -0.01 -0.03** -0.05, -0.02

One-on-one contact -0.05*** -0.06, -0.03 -0.04*** -0.06, -0.02

Peer support -0.03** -0.05, -0.01 -0.04*** -0.06, -0.01

Social network Meaningful relationship 0.14*** 0.10, 0.18 0.15*** 0.11, 0.19

Engagement with the lifeworld 0.10*** 0.05, 0.12 0.11*** 0.07, 0.14

Adapting to needs 0.11*** 0.07, 0.15 0.12*** 0.09, 0.16

Learning by doing 0.06*** 0.03, 0.09 0.07*** 0.04, 0.09

Proximity 0.04*** 0.01, 0.06 0.04** 0.01, 0.06

Drawing on strengths 0.06*** 0.04, 0.09 0.07*** 0.04, 0.09
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Table 5. Continued

Linear mixed models

Unadjusted analyses  Adjusted analysesa

Outcome variables Methodical principles Bb 95% CI Bb  95% CI

Collaboration with…. 0.01ns -0.01, 0.02 0.00ns -0.01, 0.02

Practical assistance 0.01ns -0.02, 0.03 0.02ns -0.00, 0.05

Working with rules 0.09*** 0.06, 0.11 0.07*** 0.05, 0.09

Rewarding 0.04*** 0.02, 0.06 0.03*** 0.01, 0.05

One-on-one contact -0.00ns -0.03, 0.02 0.01ns -0.01, 0.03

Peer support 0.08*** 0.05, 0.10 0.07*** 0.05, 0.10

Civic participation - 
Volunteering

Meaningful relationship 0.06ns -0.01, 0.13 0.01ns -0.06, 0.08

Engagement with the lifeworld 0.19*** 0.13, 0.26 0.13*** 0.07, 0.20

Adapting to needs 0.10*** 0.04, 0.17 0.07* 0.00, 0.13

Learning by doing 0.22*** 0.17, 0.26 0.19*** 0.14, 0.23

Proximity 0.23*** 0.19, 0.27 0.19*** 0.15, 0.24

Drawing on strengths 0.16*** 0.12, 0.21 0.13*** 0.09, 0.18

Collaboration with… 0.05** 0.02, 0.08 0.05** 0.01, 0.08

Practical assistance 0.23*** 0.18, 0.28 0.20*** 0.15, 0.25

Working with rules 0.13*** 0.09, 0.18 0.13*** 0.08, 0.17

Rewarding 0.12*** 0.08, 0.16 0.10*** 0.07, 0.14

One-on-one contact 0.15*** 0.11, 0.19 0.11*** 0.07, 0.15

Peer support 0.26*** 0.21, 0.30 0.23*** 0.19, 0.28

Civic participation 
-Organizing 
activities

Meaningful relationship -0.08ns -0.08, 0.05 -0.02ns -0.09, 0.05

Engagement with the lifeworld 0.11*** 0.05, 0.16 0.11*** 0.05, 0.17

Adapting to needs 0.03ns -0.03, 0.09 0.03ns -0.03, 0.09

Learning by doing 0.24*** 0.19, 0.28 0.23*** 0.18, 0.27

Proximity 0.26*** 0.23, 0.30 0.26*** 0.22, 0.30

Drawing on strengths 0.23*** 0.19, 0.27 0.22*** 0.19, 0.26

Collaboration with… 0.08*** 0.05, 0.11 0.07*** 0.04, 0.10

Practical assistance 0.30*** 0.27, 0.34 0.30*** 0.26, 0.35

Working with rules 0.26*** 0.23, 0.30 0.25*** 0.21, 0.29

Rewarding 0.19*** 0.16, 0.23 0.18*** 0.15, 0.21

One-on-one contact 0.17*** 0.13, 0.20 0.17*** 0.14, 0.21

Peer support 0.31*** 0.26, 0.35 0.30*** 0.25, 0.34

a Adjusted for age, gender, length of participation and intensity. b Unstandardized regression coefficient, 
reflect both the within-subject associations and the between-subject associations. Italic values represent 
statistically significant results; *p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001.
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Longitudinal associations with prosocial skills
Comparing the results for prosocial skills, it can be seen that, in both unadjusted and 
adjusted analyses, the three methodical principles of meaningful relationship (B = 0.27), 
engagement with the lifeworld (B = 0.18) and adapting to needs (B = 0.23) are associated 
most strongly with prosocial skills in comparison to other principles (B = 0.10 or lower). 
The interpretation of the regression coefficient is twofold (Twisk, 2013): 1) the between-
subjects interpretation indicates that a difference between two subjects of 1 unit for 
the methodical principle of meaningful relationship is associated with a difference of 
0.27 units in prosocial skills. The within-subject interpretations indicate that a change 
within one subject of 1 unit for the principle of meaningful relationship is associated 
with a change of 0.27 units in prosocial skills. Additional analyses showed that length 
of participation and gender were significant effect modifiers for these associations 
(not shown). Youngsters who participated in youth work settings for 3 years or longer 
showed stronger longitudinal associations between prosocial skills and these three 
individual methodical principles (respectively, B = 0.32, 0.23, 0.26), while boys showed a 
stronger longitudinal association between prosocial skills and the individual methodical 
principles of meaningful relationship and engagement with the lifeworld (respectively, 
B = 0.29, 0.20). There was no significant longitudinal association found between the 
methodical principle of collaboration with the social environment and prosocial skills.

Longitudinal associations with self-mastery
Regarding the two methodical principles of meaningful relationship and adapting to 
needs, positive significant longitudinal associations were found with the outcome 
variable of self-mastery (respectively, B = 0.10, 0.07). Additional analyses showed 
that length of participation and gender were significant effect modifiers (not shown). 
Longitudinal associations between self-mastery and these two methodical principles 
were found only for youngsters who participated for 3 years or longer (respectively, 
B = 0.14, 0.10). A positive longitudinal association between the principle of meaningful 
relationship and self-mastery was found but only for boys (B = 0.11). Surprisingly, for 
nine methodical principles, negative longitudinal associations were observed with self-
mastery.

Longitudinal associations with social network
With the exception of practical assistance, one-on-one contact and collaboration 
with the social environment, the other nine methodical principles showed significant 
positive longitudinal associations with social network (see Table 5). Additional analyses 
investigating effect modification (not shown) demonstrated that an association between 
social network and the individual methodical principles of meaningful relationship, 
engagement with the lifeworld, learning by doing, proximity, drawing on strengths, 
peer support and rewarding was only observed for boys (respectively, B = 0.18, 0.12, 
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0.10, 0.06, 0.09, 0.10, 0.06). In addition, boys showed a stronger longitudinal association 
between social network and the principles of adapting to needs (B = 0.14) and working 
with rules (B = 0.11). A longitudinal association between proximity and social network 
was found, but only for youngsters who had participated for 0-6 months in youth work 
settings (B = 0.07).

Longitudinal associations with civic participation
With the exception of meaningful relationship and adapting to needs, 10 methodical 
principles showed significant positive longitudinal associations with both organizing 
activities and volunteering, two indicators of civic participation. Gender and age were 
significant effect modifiers (not shown). For the principles of proximity, practical 
assistance and peer support, the longitudinal association with volunteering was more 
pronounced for boys (respectively, B = 0.26, 0.28, 0.29). For the methodical principles 
of working with rules and rewarding, associations with volunteering were only found for 
boys (B = 0.19 and B = 0.17). For the methodical principles of learning by doing, working 
with rules and practical assistance, the longitudinal association with organizing activities 
was also more pronounced for boys (respectively, B = 0.27, 0.30, 0.34). In addition, 
youngsters aged 10-19 years showed a stronger longitudinal association between 
organizing activities and the methodical principles of practical assistance (B = 0.35) 
and peer support (B = 0.33). Finally, longitudinal associations between the principles of 
practical assistance and one-on-one contact and the outcome variable of volunteering 
were found, but only for those younger than 20 years old.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The present study was designed to determine longitudinal associations between 
12 individual methodical principles that youth workers apply in interactions with 
youngsters and four prevention-focused outcomes: prosocial skills, self-mastery, social 
network and civic participation over time (16-month time interval). Additional analyses 
were performed to detect whether effects differed depending on participants’ age 
group, gender and length of participation. To our knowledge, this is the first serious 
attempt to assess the methodical way of acting of professional youth workers on a large 
scale using repeated measurements (four waves) from the perspective of youngsters.

Although most of the longitudinal associations found were weak to very weak, the 
results of this study confirmed that all individual methodical principles are longitudinally 
associated with one or more prevention-focused outcomes. Comparing the results, 
patterns can be recognized, showing which methodical principles within a multi-
methodic approach correspond with which type of prevention-focused outcomes. First, 
the methodical principles of meaningful relationship, engagement with the lifeworld 
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and adapting to needs were most strongly associated with prosocial skills and to a 
lesser extent with social network. The results of these analyses are consistent with 
the findings of McGregor (2015, p. 71), who suggested that “authentic relationships” 
and “starting where young people are” at “by taking their forms of cultural expression 
seriously” were regarded as particular success factors leading to positive outcomes, 
including improvements in social skills and young people’s social network.

Second, the methodical principles of engagement with the lifeworld, learning by doing, 
proximity, drawing on strengths, practical assistance, working with rules, rewarding, 
one-on-one contact and peer support were most strongly associated with volunteering 
and organizing activities, two indicators of civic participation. It is interesting to note 
that seven of these principles are characteristic of the method called “social group 
work” (see Table 3). This result suggests that methodical principles that are especially 
aimed at influencing group processes in youth work settings play an important role 
in increasing the civic participation of socially vulnerable youngsters. Research with 
specific experimental designs is needed to test this hypothesis.

In contrast to expectations, longitudinal associations between nine individual 
methodical principles and self-mastery were negative. However, the significant 
correlations found were very weak. This result suggests that these individual methodical 
principles play no positive role in increasing the self-mastery of youngsters. There are 
several possible explanations for these results, although more research is needed to 
further examine these explanations. First, the results might be related to the age group 
of the respondents. Despite the fact that respondents scored reasonably well on self-
mastery, it is known that taking responsibility for one’s own life is not self-evident for 
adolescents, especially for young people growing up in vulnerable circumstances. The 
neural changes in adolescence results in young people displaying risky and impulsive 
behavior and thinking less about longer term consequences and their future prospects 
(Crone, 2018). These neural changes in combination with setbacks and negative life 
events in the lives of socially vulnerable youngsters, a lack of human intentionality and/
or limited informal social support possibly make the development of self-mastery more 
difficult for this specific group of youngsters (Larson, 2011).

In line with these reasons, there may be another possible explanation. The universal 
scale we used to measure self-mastery in this study (Pearlin & Schooler, 1978) may 
have been too general to accurately measure longitudinal associations between 
methodical principles on the self-mastery of socially vulnerable youngsters. A more 
context-specific operationalization of self-mastery is thus recommended. More context-
specific instruments do more justice to a dynamic contextually driven construct such as 
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psychological empowerment (Zimmerman, 1995; Spreitzer, 1995), of which self-mastery 
is an important component.

On the question whether effects differ according to participants’ age group, gender 
and length of participation, it is, in the first place, interesting to note that positive 
longitudinal associations between multiple methodical principles and indicators of civic 
participation were stronger or only observed for youngsters aged 10 to 19 years old. 
This result suggests that the use of these methodical principles in interactions with 
younger adolescents contributes to the enhancement of their civic participation.

Furthermore, it is striking that many longitudinal associations between methodical 
principles and prevention-focused outcomes were more pronounced for boys or were 
only observed for boys. One possible explanation for this gender effect might be that 
boys experience greater development challenges in a number of areas. For example, 
research into gender differences has shown that girls display more prosocial behavior 
than boys (Beutel & Johnson, 2004; Rose & Rudolph, 2006). As a consequence, boys 
experience more benefits from the support of youth workers. Nevertheless, a further 
study with more focus on gender differences in youth work settings is suggested.

With regard to length of participation, we can conclude that longitudinal associations 
between the three most influential methodical principles on the outcome of prosocial 
skills were more pronounced for youngsters who participated in youth work settings 
for 3 years or longer. With regard to self-mastery, significant positive associations with 
two of these three principles were only found for youngsters who participated for 3 
years or longer. This result suggests that engagement over time in youth work settings 
is a factor that particularly helps these methodical principles become more effective 
with respect to prevention-focused outcomes. This result accords with previous studies 
of the effectiveness of prevention-focused programs on youngsters which emphasize 
that these types of programs are successful when they run over a longer period of time 
(Nation et al., 2003; Adamson & Poultney, 2010) and other studies that emphasize that 
time is needed in youth work settings to facilitate a developmental process that produces 
a better chance of positive long-term outcomes (Rodd & Stewart, 2009; Ord, 2014).

Overall, the results of this study provide a greater understanding of how the underlying 
methodical way of acting of professional youth workers within a multi-methodic 
approach contribute to the positive development of adolescents. The results showed 
that each individual methodical principle is significant as “a small part” of the whole 
picture, but given the relatively weak associations, the principles in themselves are no 
guarantee of positive development of socially vulnerable youngsters. The fact that data 
were collected longitudinally from a large number of youngsters from eleven youth work 
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organizations across the Netherlands provides support for the generalizability of the 
findings in the Dutch welfare state. Further long-term analyses should be undertaken 
to investigate in more detail how combinations of methodical principles are associated 
with prevention-focused outcomes and how these are affected by other factors in the 
lives of socially vulnerable youngsters.

Limitations of the study
Although this study provided insight into how outcome evaluation is possible in the 
context of open-ended dynamic practice, which may be relatively difficult to assess, 
several limitations of the study should be taken into consideration. The first concerns 
the sample, which only encompassed young people from urban areas. This explains 
the high percentage of respondents with a non-Dutch or bicultural background. These 
results cannot be generalized to youth work in rural areas. 

Second, this study only focused on youngsters who participated in youth work settings 
in the Netherlands. It would be interesting to determine whether these findings also 
apply to professional youth work in other welfare states.

Third, we acknowledge that program integrity was assumed based on previous 
research (Sonneveld et al., 2021a). It is possible that not all respondents recognize all 
methodical principles in contact with their youth worker, because, for example, they 
do not participate in group-related activities or do so to a lesser extent. It also possible 
that youngsters were less aware that youth workers used certain methodical principles 
during interactions with them. Checking on adherence to methodical principles by youth 
workers themselves or by others prior to the study could potentially generate more 
effects.

Fourth, the sample size changed from measure to measure depending on the respondent 
and practical issues in the organizations involved. Due to the open-ended, flexible and 
voluntary 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. In this study, we attempted to register absences, but unfortunately it 
was not possible to observe the reasons for all non-completers. While we used the 
most appropriate analysis technique to handle missing data (Twisk, 2013), this 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 
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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 underlying 
methodical approach of youth workers with respect to a broader set of prevention-
focused outcomes.

Conclusion
Youth work has the potential to reach adolescents who experience risk in one or more 
social contexts. We can conclude that the set of 12 methodical principles offers youth 
workers an interesting methodical framework for supporting these youngsters in their 
personal development and enhancing their social participation. The results of this 
study have further concretized and substantiated this framework and may provide 
an explanation for how youth workers may contribute to the development and social 
participation of youngsters . It also provides insight into which methodical principle 
is longitudinal associated with which type of outcome. By combining methodical 
principles within a multi-methodic approach, youth workers aim to respond to a 
range of development needs of socially vulnerable youngsters and broader society. 
The strongest associations were observed with regard to prosocial skills and civic 
participation. Youth workers can use this empirically tested knowledge to improve their 
methodical process, including a better understanding of which methodical principles 
are successful in realizing which type of prevention-focused outcomes and for which 
specific group. These findings will be of significance for our further understanding of 
the effectiveness of professional youth workers and in legitimizing their position in the 
broader social infrastructure. The finding that nine methodical principles do not appear 
to play a role in the development of self-mastery requires further research investment 
in youth work settings using more context-specific instruments. To realize positive social 
returns, policy makers should give special consideration to long-term professional youth 
work using a multi-methodic approach when designing, implementing and evaluating 
prevention-focused services to youngsters.

Ethics
This study was not submitted to a research ethics committee, since the Amsterdam 
University of Applied Sciences did not yet have an ethics committee at that time that 
the study started (committee started in 2018) as well as the study was not subject to 
the Dutch Medical Research Involving Human Subjects Act (WMO). The study protocol 
was approved by the managements of the 11 participating organizations and youth 
workers from the Youth Work Lab. Data collection was carried out in accordance with 
the Netherlands Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (2018).
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Appendix B: Scales of methodical principles (original in Dutch). We developed these items to measure the 
12 methodical principles youth workers apply in interactions with youth (10-24 years).

Methodical principle

Meaningful relationship

The youth worker:
- has an open mind
- seems to be really genuine
- always asks how I’m doing
- accepts me just the way I am
- takes what I do or say seriously
- has a talk with me when I overstep a boundary
- acknowledges how I feel
- shows understanding for what I do or say
- is there for me when I need it
- is easy to reach

Engagement with the lifeworld

The youth worker:
- looks me up
- knows how to reach me
- In the last three months the youth worker has talked about my interests (like football, music, fashion).
The youth worker’s style makes me feel comfortable.

Adapting to needs

The youth worker takes into account:
- what I want to learn
- my problems or questions
- what I find difficult
- my situation (for example at home, at school or in the neighborhood)

Learning by doing

In the last three months I have learned things at youth work by doing them myself.
In the last three months the youth worker:
- has given me tips on how I can do something myself.
- has given me confidence that I can do things myself.
- has given me a reaction (feedback) after I did something.

Proximity

In the last three months the youth worker:
- has emphasized a similarity between him/her and myself (such as the same culture, gender or interest).
- has used examples from his/her life that resemble my experience or situation.

Drawing on strengths

In the last three months the youth worker:
-has encouraged me to discover what I can do or what I like.
-has encouraged me to do more with what I can do or what I like (for example through schooling or in 
the neighborhood).
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Working with the social environment
Tick the people or organizations the youth worker has had contact with about you or your group in the 
last month: parent(s); other family members (brother/sister/uncle/aunt); friends; my partner; neighbors; 
tutor; school; work; imam, pastor or priest; leisure-time facility (music club or sports club); district team; 
police; relief agency; housing agency; doctor; municipality; other; none

Practical assistance

In the last three months the youth worker:
- has arranged things for me (such as an appointment or an application for a supplementary allowance).
- has helped me find the right information.
- has accompanied me to an agency or organization.

Working with rules

In the last three months the youth worker:
- has used rules to discuss with me (or the group) how we will be interacting.
- has taught me things by following the rules (such as a different behavior, or what is or isn’t allowed).

Rewarding

In the last three months the youth worker has given me something to motivate me (such as credits, food/
drink, use of equipment or an outing).

One-to-one contact

In the last three months I have had one-to-one contact (face-to-face, by phone or via social media) with 
the youth worker.

Peer support

In the last three months the youth worker:
- has asked me to be meaningful to other youngsters (for example by demonstrating something, doing 
something together, helping out).
- has asked me to ask other youngsters for help (for example to teach me something).
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CHAPTER 6

An interplay between youth work and youth- 
care services: Growth opportunities for  
personal development and social 
participation

The Dutch version of this chapter was published as:
Sonneveld, J., Metz, J., Schalk, R., & Van Regenmortel, T. (2021). Samenspel tussen 
Jongerenwerk en Specialistische Jeugdzorg: Groeikansen voor Persoonlijke 
Ontwikkelingen Maatschappelijke Participatie. [An interplay between youth work 
and youth-care services: Growth opportunities for personal development and 
social participation]. Jeugd in Ontwikkeling, 1. https://doi.org/10.54447/JiO.11303
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ABSTRACT

A substantial share of all young people who participate in professional youth work 
settings receive specialist youth-care services, such as addiction care, mental healthcare 
or intensive family treatment. Nevertheless, little is known about the unique value of 
youth work settings for young people who are receiving specialist youth-care services. 
In this exploratory study, we investigated the unique value of professional youth 
work for young people in specialist youth-care programs. Interviews were conducted 
with: 1) seven young people (16 years of age and older) who were receiving specialist 
youth-care services and participating in youth-work settings; 2) seven youth workers 
and 3) six professionals working in specialist youth-care services. Thematic analysis 
demonstrates that participation in youth-work settings is significant for this group in 
five ways. First, youth workers provide these young people with accessible dialogue 
partners who can motivate them to take problems seriously and accept professional 
help for their vulnerabilities. Youth workers also offer an environment within which to 2) 
build meaningful relationships; 3) strengthen self-concept and self-esteem; 4) enhance 
social participation and 5) receive support that helps to increase independence. These 
findings thus suggest that professional youth work offers growth opportunities for 
this specific group. They further indicate that participation in youth work settings can 
reduce the duration and intensity of the youth-care services provided. The results can 
help municipalities and youth-care professionals to enhance their understanding of the 
importance of professional youth work to young people who are receiving specialist 
youth-care services and how youth work can contribute to reducing high healthcare costs.
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INTRODUCTION

Financial pressure and growing waiting lists in the youth-care sector are requiring 
municipalities and youth-care institutions to explore responsible alternatives for 
scaling down youth-care services earlier or for making outflow as responsible as 
possible (Hilderink et al., 2020). Young people who are receiving youth-care services 
are especially likely to benefit from a supportive social network as they develop towards 
independence and increase their social participation. This is particularly the case for 
young adults starting at the ages of 18 and 23 years, for whom youth-care services are 
discontinued but who often continue to need support (Boendermaker et al., 2020). 
This article examines the extent to which professional youth work plays a significant 
role in the personal development and social participation of young people receiving 
specialist youth-care services.

Professional youth work1 is situated within the field of social work that focuses on 
providing support to young people as they mature and become a part of the broader 
society. Professional youth work adopts a developmental approach to support young 
people (10–24 years of age) navigate their youth successfully, to realise personal 
development and to increase their social participation. Professional youth work is aimed 
primarily at young people growing up in vulnerable situations (Dunne et al., 2014; Metz, 
2017). In addition to making the transition from childhood to adulthood, these young 
people must overcome disadvantages resulting from growing up in poverty, as well as 
from a lack of skills, capacities or opportunities (Doherty & De St. Croix, 2019; Sonneveld 
et al., 2020). Growing up in socio-economically disadvantaged neighbourhoods, these 
young people often lack the encouragement, resources and support that they need in 
order to develop to their full potential and increase their participation in society (Abdallah, 
2017; Kullberg et al., 2021). Youth workers meet these young people within a variety of 
contexts (e.g. on the street, online, at school, in youth centres). Given that the profession 
of youth work is situated within the field of leisure time, young people themselves 
choose whether, how and for how long they will participate in youth-work activities.

Using a combination of methods, professional youth work contributes to personal 
development and participation in society (Sonneveld et al., 2021; 2021a). Examples 
include detached youth work, group work (e.g. drop-in, music and sports activities), 
information and advice services and individual guidance. In the day-to-day operations 
of group-oriented activities, youth workers often cooperate with young people who 
play a voluntary role in the organisation (Van Ewijk, 2010).

1 In addition to professional youth work carried out by paid staff, the Netherlands has voluntary youth 
organisations in which volunteers bear the majority of responsibility for providing young people with 
opportunities for relaxation, amusement, development and participation in society.
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According to the results of an effect study involving 1,597 young people between the 
ages of 10 and 24 years in the Netherlands (Sonneveld et al., 2021), professional youth 
work makes a positive contribution to personal development and social participation for 
a broad group of young people growing up in vulnerable situations. On average, young 
people with longer participation in youth work settings have higher scores on pro-social 
skills and self-mastery. They also have stronger social networks and are more likely to 
be socially active in their neighbourhoods. In addition, professional youth workers can 
provide early alerts and referrals for a wide group of young people, thereby allowing 
professional assistance to be called in promptly to prevent situations from becoming 
worse. A substantial share (40%) of the young people in the study indicated that a 
youth worker had provided them with support to find a new school, an internship or a 
job (Sonneveld et al., 2019). The findings are consistent with results from youth work 
studies conducted in similar European countries, which identify similar contributions 
on the part of youth workers, including strengthening supportive relationships with 
peers and increasing self-confidence and self-responsibility (Dunne et al., 2014; Fyfe et 
al., 2018; Ord et al., 2018). These insights can help to improve the youth-work sector’s 
ability to demonstrate its preventive contribution for a broad group of young people 
to the target group, collaborative partners and citizens.

Less is known about the implications of professional youth work for the personal 
development and social participation of young people who are already receiving 
specialist youth-care services for personal or social problems. Although the exact 
proportion is unknown, young people who are receiving specialist youth assistance 
(e.g. supervised living, foster care or intensive family treatment), youth probation 
or mental healthcare services2 also belong to the target group of professional youth 
work (Sonneveld et al., 2020; Wright & Ord, 2015). The problems encountered by 
these young people are quite diverse. Examples include depression; developmental, 
behavioural or anxiety disorders; or addiction problems. Young people who are growing 
up in vulnerable situations and who are receiving youth-care services often have no 
supportive social network (Schenk, 2021). As a result, these young people may be 
dependent on professional help for longer and, because of their disabilities, addictions 
or disorders, they may face tasks in addition to the developmental tasks that all young 
people face during adolescence (e.g. learning to make and maintain social contacts, 
strengthening self-reliance and spending leisure time in a meaningful and enjoyable 
way) (Goudena,1994; Spanjaard & Slot, 2015).

Previous studies (Sonneveld et al., 2020) have provided tentative indications that 
professional youth work can also offer opportunities for growth to this specific group of 
young people. For example, case studies have indicated that youth work can help young 

2 For the sake of readability, we refer to these various forms of assistance as specialist youth-care services.
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people in specialist youth care to reinforce their school or working careers and that contact 
with a youth worker can make them more receptive to receiving specialist assistance 
for their problems. Professional youth work can also reduce the relatively high costs of 
specialist care. For example, it might be possible to scale down professional assistance 
more quickly when young people participate in youth work in their free time (Leih, 2018).

The increasing pressure on the youth-care sector is increasing the urgency to enhance 
understanding concerning the implications of professional youth work for this specific 
target group. The central question of this article is therefore as follows: To what extent 
does professional youth work play a significant role in the personal development and 
social participation of young people who are receiving specialist youth-care services? 
This study involved a qualitative exploration amongst three groups of respondents, with 
the goal of enhancing insight into the significance of professional youth work for the 
personal development and social participation of this specific group of young people 
who are also participating in youth work. Municipalities and youth care institutions are 
in urgent need of such insights, in order to be able to make responsible considerations 
of the extent to which youth work can be deployed to make a positive contribution 
to the personal development and social participation of this group of young people, 
thereby helping to relieve the pressure on the youth-care sector.

METHODS

Given the exploratory and open nature of the research question, a qualitative 
exploratory design with semi-structured interviews was chosen for the study. In all, 
20 interviews were conducted, divided across three groups of respondents: 1) young 
people 16 years of age and older who were receiving specialist youth-care services and 
participating in youth work; 2) youth workers; 3) specialist youth-care providers who 
were providing counselling to young people who were also participating in youth work.

Respondents
The recruitment of respondents began in February 2021. The sample was selective, 
given that 14 professional youth work providers affiliated with the Youth Spot research 
group (Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences) were approached with the request 
to participate in the study. Six of these 14 organisations expressed willingness to 
participate in the study, after which managers brought the researchers into contact with 
six youth workers. Outside of this partnership, a seventh youth worker was recruited 
by a student researcher.

The youth workers (age 26–42, M = 33), including two women, were working in seven 
different municipalities, ranging from villages, to cities and major metropolitan areas 
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in the provinces of Flevoland, Noord-Holland, Zuid-Holland and Noord-Brabant. The 
youth workers were asked to bring the researchers into contact with young people (16 
years of age and older) whom they were supporting in their roles as youth workers and 
who were receiving specialist youth-care services.

The youth workers subsequently brought the researcher into contact with youth-
care professionals. The aim was thus to recruit a youth worker, a young person and 
a youth-care professional in each municipality, in order to investigate similarities in 
perceptions across the various informants. In four of the seven municipalities, it was 
not possible to find a young person or a social worker who was willing to participate. In 
two municipalities, two young people or two youth-care professionals were interviewed 
(see Table 1).

Table 1. Respondents by Municipality

Municipality Youth workers Young people 16 years of age and older Youth-care professional

1 1 0 1

2 1 1 0

3 1 0 1

4 1 2 1

5 1 2 2

6 1 1 1

7 1 1 0

Total N = 7 N = 7 N = 6

At the time of the interview, the seven young people (including two women) were 
between the ages of 16 and 22 years (M = 18.5), and they were receiving specialist 
youth-care services (e.g. foster care, family therapy, addiction care, supervised/
protected living, youth probation or youth mental healthcare) from one or more 
agencies. They had diverse backgrounds and problems (e.g. conflicts at home; 
behavioural, attachment, addiction and psychological problems; delinquency). The six 
youth-care professionals (age 22–64 years, M = 45), including four women, held the 
following positions: youth-protection officer, youth-probation officer, outpatient social 
worker, foster-care supervisor, public mental healthcare mediator and family therapist.

All respondents were informed by letter about the content of the study, data 
confidentiality, voluntary participation and the contact details of the researcher and 
an independent confidential advisor. All respondents provided written consent for 
participation in the study. Prior to data collection, the study was submitted to the 
Research Ethics Committee of Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences [reference: 
2021-020210].
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Data collection
The respondents were interviewed individually (online) in March 2021 by the first author 
or by one of the two co-researchers. Each interview was audio recorded, with lengths 
ranging from 40 to a maximum of 60 minutes.
An interview guide was prepared for each group of respondents, based on available 
literature on youth work for this specific target group. For the purpose of introduction, 
the professionals were asked about their age, current positions, education and 
experience. The young people were asked about their age, daily activities, hobbies 
and home situations. In order to gain more insight into the target group, questions were 
asked about the type of problem, the assistance provided and the manner/frequency 
of participation in youth work. This was followed by open-ended questions about the 
significance of professional youth work for young people in specialist youth care. To 
develop more in-depth knowledge, concrete examples were requested and a checklist 
of topics identified in the literature was used (e.g. strengthening of the social network, 
opportunities for participation and skills development). In the interviews with youth 
workers, additional questions were included with regard to how they supported these 
young people in their development. In the interviews with youth-care providers, further 
questions concerned the extent to which involvement in youth work had an influence 
on the duration and intensity of the care provided. Each interview was concluded with 
the question of what young people receiving specialist youth-care services would miss 
if youth work was not available to them.

Analysis
All of the interviews were transcribed verbatim, anonymised and submitted to the 
respondents for inspection. The MaxQda 2020 software package was used for the 
analysis of the interviews. The analysis was conducted according to thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). First, the transcripts were read carefully, using the rough 
themes from the interview guide (see data collection) as codes for structuring the 
data. Sub-codes were then applied within this rough coding, as derived from the raw 
data (inductive) and from existing literature on youth work (deductive). The second 
level of analysis consisted of classifying and synthesising the codes (and sub-codes) to 
identify possible themes and sub-themes in accordance with the research question. In 
this manner, we looked for coherence between the specific developmental tasks of this 
target group, the ways in which youth work supported young people in this regard and 
the concrete effects that this had on the personal development and social participation 
of the target group.

This resulted in the presentation of five themes that together provide insight into ways 
in which youth work can play a significant role in the personal development and social 
participation of young people receiving specialist youth-care services. These five themes 



134

Chapter 6

were revised and refined by reading the transcripts again until they could be clearly 
defined and identified.

The coding was performed by the first author of this article, in consultation with a 
co-researcher. Interpretations of the quotations presented here were discussed with 
the other authors. Files were made available to those interested using the confidential 
option in Figshare.

RESULTS

For each theme, we briefly introduce the main point, followed by a description of 
the specific developmental task or support need of young people in specialist youth 
care underlying this point. We then describe how professional youth work supported 
young people in this regard. Finally, we consider the visible results in terms of the 
personal development and social participation of these young people or in terms of 
how professional youth work can relieve the pressure on the youth-care sector.

Accessible conversational partner
First, youth workers serve as accessible conversational partners for young people 
who are in need of or who are already receiving specialist youth-care services. Youth 
workers fulfil this role in order to motivate young people to take their problems (e.g. 
excessive marijuana use, gaming or aggressive behaviour) seriously and to work on 
these problems with professional assistance.

This is especially important for young people who are not (or not yet) open to receiving 
help and who remain closed to social workers about their problems or show little 
motivation to work on developmental goals (e.g. stopping smoking cannabis, changing 
behaviour).

You often notice that boys who have been in the care system for a long time have 
taught themselves certain things. Their social workers think, ‘this guy understands 
it all’, but they are simply stating and recounting socially desirable answers, without 
ever getting to the heart of the matter. (Youth worker)

I prefer to keep my problems to myself. This is because, if I tell someone about it, it 
doesn’t resolve anything, you know? (Youngster, 16 years of age)

 ...so he doesn’t really let me into his world (Youth-care professional)
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In their role as conversational partners, youth workers talk to young people about the 
problems they are experiencing and try to create awareness about the importance 
of assistance. In addition, youth workers express interest in the youth-care process 
and give young people tips for improving the process. For example, in practice, youth 
workers do this through informal discussions and by accompanying young people to 
meetings with service agencies.

She [the youth worker] always stayed on my side; she was always present for the 
conversations. She thus had a lot of influence. (Youngster, 19 years of age)

While we’re jogging…and then I can sometimes ask in passing, ‘How’s it going 
with...?’ Yeah, the problem or, right, ‘how are your discussions with [social worker] 
going?’ […] And then if young people say that they’re having a hard time, you can 
also give them tips. (Youth worker)

Several respondents noted that young people felt comfortable talking about their 
problems with youth workers.

I also explained to him the problems that I have, the type of assistance I get, whether 
it helps and things like that… (Youngster, 22 years of age)

Youth-care professionals perceive that youth workers are accessible to young people 
and that they can motivate them to talk about their problems with youth-care 
professionals. This type of conversation can help young people to become more open 
to the assistance that is being offered, in addition to being more motivated to work on 
their problems.

For example, a youth worker and I were working with the same young person, 
and that guy was always saying things like, ‘Yeah, nothing’s going to happen, you 
know, because there’s nothing wrong’. Then, acting in his role, the youth worker 
could tell this guy, ‘Right. You can say that if you want, dude, but I have observed 
this or that. Specifically…so something really did happen, didn’t it? There really is 
something wrong, isn’t there? You know, this really is a problem, or something really 
does need to change, doesn’t it?’ At that point, it can be helpful for such a guy to 
think something like, ‘Oh, right. Maybe I really should talk about this’. (Youth-care 
professional)

Environment for social contacts
Second, professional youth work provides an environment within which young people in 
specialist youth-care services can establish social relationships with other young people 
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and within which they can both give and receive support. The need for support and 
exchange with age peers is characteristic of adolescence. Contact with age peers helps 
young people develop their own identities and provides them with room to experiment 
with different lifestyles, boundaries and possibilities.

Some young people in specialist youth-care services spend a large amount of time at 
home because of their problems, and they hardly ever participate in environments 
within which they can meet age peers (e.g. school, work or cultural or sports 
associations). As a result, they are likely to have a very limited circle of friends and to 
suffer from feelings of social loneliness.

...she has enough individual assistance, but she’s just looking for somewhere that 
she can just be a young person. She doesn’t go to school; she doesn’t do anything 
else. She doesn’t play any sports, so she said, ‘I just want to have fun with other 
young people…’ (Youth worker)

In addition, young people returning to a neighbourhood from prison or a community 
group may need to establish new social contacts, possibly to prevent a relapse into old 
behaviour (drug use/recidivism) due to negative peer pressure in the future.

Suppose a youngster has been away from a village for two years. Some things will 
have changed. The friends that he used to have might not be around anymore. 
(Youth worker)

I had one young person. I worked with him a very long time, and that boy really had a 
lot of problems with the outside world, that is, with the young people he was hanging 
around with, as well as with substance abuse in that group. And boredom actually 
caused him to lose his way very badly. (Youth-care professional)

Youth work supports young people in such developmental tasks by providing them with 
the opportunity to build lasting social contacts with compatible age peers within a safe 
setting. These contacts are established both during unorganised group activities (e.g. 
drop-in activities) and during structured group activities for specific target groups (e.g. 
girls work or a group for young people with mental health problems). For young people 
who are sensitive to negative peer pressure, youth work provides them to connect to 
peer groups with positive role models.

Introductions to other young people are often effective. So, if you have a positive 
group somewhere that is working on something, take someone with you. Like: 
‘Come have a look. Go with me sometime’. (Youth worker)
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Several groups of respondents expressed the perception that youth work helps young 
people to build lasting social contacts that are also significant outside of the youth-
work setting.

...but it’s just obvious that I need to meet new people. And…you know, they get it. 
And there it just happens. (Youngster, 22 years of age)

And, actually, I got to know my circle of friends. (Youngster, 16 years of age)

What I really like about the group I know particularly well is that young people just 
keep coming. Even if they’re 22 years old, they just come and join in from time to 
time. They feel a real attachment to that group. (Youth-care professional)

In addition, young people receive informal support from the social contacts that they 
make in youth work. In the group activities for specific target groups, young people 
experience an informal, pleasant atmosphere within which they can ‘be who they want 
to be’ and where the perceived taboo of problems and receiving help can be discussed. 
Talking about their thoughts, feelings and experiences can contribute to a sense of 
recognition, ‘belonging’ and ‘not being alone’.

But still, they all think...oh well...in this group, in this training, we all have the same 
problem. While outside the group, we actually all have our own problems, but 
inside...and they also feel supported... (Youth worker)

Just by talking about it so openly and then feeling that it’s okay. That there’s no 
judgement about it, that it can just happen, yeah, you know, everyone has problems. 
Yeah, it gives you a lot of confidence or lets you know that you’re not crazy and that 
you’re not...you know. (Youngster, 22 years of age)

Talking with age peers in youth work about their vulnerabilities, both in groups and 
one-to-one, helps these young people to accept their illness or the feeling of being 
different. It also helps them to be meaningful to others.

That’s why I like to tell my story openly, because it teaches you to deal with it and 
accept it. (Youngster, 22 years of age)

But I had already gone through that problem, so I could tell how I had experienced 
it and what I would do if I were her. And, in the end, I think she got something out 
of it. (Youngster, 19 years of age)
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Environment for self-strengthening
A third benefit of professional youth work is that it can offer young people in specialist 
youth care an environment for self-strengthening. In youth work, young people can 
discover what they like to do and/or what they are good at, in addition to developing 
their skills and, in the process, strengthening their self-image and self-esteem.

One characteristic of young people who are receiving youth-care services is that, in a 
variety of settings (home/school/social services), they are more likely to be confronted 
with things that are not going well in their lives and with ways in which they can improve 
their deficits through adjustment or treatment. Some young people also perceive that 
the people around them do not understand them or regard them as being incapable 
of doing anything.

Because they often have the idea, they often feel this themselves, and I hear it often 
as well, that they say, ‘I get so tired of people who think that we can’t do anything, 
or that I can’t do anything, because I can’t go to school or don’t have a job, so I can’t 
do anything’. (Youth worker)

To compensate for the problems that young people face in their daily lives, youth 
work offers such activities as boot camps, running, mountain biking, cooking, music or 
theatre. In the first place, the experiences that these young people gain by participating 
in youth-work activities can provide them with new inspiration and pleasure. In addition, 
they can discover what they like to do, and they receive the opportunity to use this 
knowledge to become even stronger.

Well, for example, I’d like to say something about those cooking sessions. That is 
something that really touches my passion and something that I really enjoy. And 
that it gives me the chance to cook for 20 people. Yeah, I’d never be able to do that 
anywhere else, and so it means a whole lot to me. (Youngster, 22 years of age)

Participation in activities and the affirmation that young people receive from their 
environment with regard to the tangible results (e.g. a dinner for 20 people, a vlog or 
music) can have a positive impact on their self-esteem and self-image.

I’ve become more self-assured in the outside world. Because if I can do that, then 
I can actually dare to do the rest as well. For example. Especially that. And I’m just 
happier. It’s just a lot of fun to do [vlogging]. (Youngster, 19 years of age)
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The process of self-strengthening that young people experience through support in 
youth work can serve as a reason for their social workers to scale down the duration 
or intensity of specific counselling programmes.

It [DJ/music studio] eventually helped him to start seeing himself as a positive 
person. ‘I really can do something’. And that eventually made his parents see him 
as well: ‘Oh, wow. He really can do something; he’s making strides; he’s making 
progress’. So, there. Yeah, that’s what finally made it happen, and then a kind of 
togetherness emerges, ‘So, we’ve got it good here. We can keep going this way’. 
That did indeed lead to scaling down the assistance. It ultimately led me to close 
the case. (Youth-care professional)

Environment for social participation
Fourth, professional youth work provides an environment for increasing social 
participation (e.g. volunteering or organising activities in the neighbourhood). Young 
people in specialist youth care who are getting their lives back in order have a particular 
need to make an active contribution to society and to be meaningful to others.

He has a reasonably severe form of autism. He had been addicted to drugs and 
all that. And he wanted to do something. He wasn’t completely clean, and he was 
receiving specialised assistance at [institution]. (Youth worker)

By creating volunteer positions in the youth centre, youth work fulfils the need that 
young people have to make an active contribution. In these positions, youth workers 
help young people to learn to take on new responsibilities.

This youth worker also helped the young person to find a [volunteer] job. He got one 
within the municipality. Outreach work for coming in contact with young people, 
about the importance of municipalities, about their own role in the municipality 
and how they can participate. (Youth-care professional)

And like that, step by step. I worked with him [young person] and gave him more 
and more responsibility. And so, if we saw—and if he saw—that he was ready for 
it…we gave him some more responsibility. (Youth worker)

Through active participation, young people experience what they can do and how they 
can use their knowledge or experience to be of significance to others (e.g. by sharing 
their experiences of mental illness or addiction with others through group meetings, 
vlogs, posters or theatre). They can use their experiential knowledge to reach other 
young people who are struggling with similar problems.
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We have one boy who was seriously addicted from the time he was 16 until he was 
23. He’s been clean for three years now, and he’s running a men’s group for young 
former addicts. (Youth worker)

They [a group of young people with mental health problems] are going to secondary 
schools. Just think of everything that they face. Bullying, but also, as they say, ‘dark 
thoughts’. How do you deal with that? How do you deal with that with your friends? 
On the other hand, you can also just make this kind of posters and distribute them 
throughout Municipality X. (Youth worker)

The experiences and responsibilities that young people acquire through volunteering 
in youth work could ultimately help them to take the next step into paid employment.

...after six months, he was ready to apply for a job. I worked with him to write letters 
of application and all sorts of other things. And now he has a job at [institution] 
for 16 hours a week, and it will probably be expanded to 28 hours. (Youth worker)

Bridge to self-reliance
Finally, professional youth work offers young people additional opportunities to develop 
further self-reliance. The specialist care services that are provided are temporary, and 
they often focus on specific developmental goals, like finding a daily activity or getting 
off drugs. Youth-care services stop as soon as young people reach the age of 18 or 23 
years, even though many still have a need for support in developing self-reliance.

Just because he still needs some support in certain areas. Still…in social-emotional 
terms, he is really much younger than 19. That has an impact on his self-reliance, 
his ability to manage his finances and that sort of thing. (Youth-care professional)

I’ve had a few young people who had been placed under the supervision of youth-
protection services. That ran out. So the youth-protection services were thinking 
something like... ‘oh well...things are actually going okay with the kids, but it would 
be nice if they could have contact with someone for a while, where they could ask 
questions or monitor things, so that, say, someone could they help them a little 
further along the road. (Youth worker)

Youth workers can meet this need for support by providing an accessible place in the 
neighbourhood where these young people can go with their day-to-day requests for 
help. For example, youth workers can provide young people with support in managing 
their finances, structuring their time, finding a job or place to live, and making choices. 
They can also give them confidence when things are not going well.
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So if he has a question about a...well what I just said...about building a résumé or 
getting a job. This guy isn’t able do that. So he goes to the youth work for that. Then 
he sits down with one of the youth workers to arrange that sort of thing. (Youth-
care professional)

You know, I’m not going to take over the job of a care professional, but if someone 
says, ‘Hey, I feel awful’ or ‘I can’t sleep’, then I will say something like, ‘Go read a 
book or put down your phone. That would be better’. That will help, or something 
like that. (Youth worker)

For young people, the support provided by youth workers can play a significant role in 
their development towards self-reliance.

I want to be independent. And [youth worker] helps me with everything that’s 
involved in that. I wouldn’t have any idea of what all I have to pay, and [youth 
worker] looks at that with me. All the things you have to arrange when you are living 
on your own, what you can eat and so forth. So, a little extra help, that’s really nice. 
(Youngster, 19 years of age)

Youth-care professionals perceive that the support provided by youth workers can have 
a favourable effect on the duration or intensity of a care trajectory. The support from 
youth work means that care professionals do not need to be as intensively involved. 
In addition, they experience advantages in the after-care phase, during which youth 
workers are able to provide the necessary support and ‘keep an eye on the situation’. 
It is nevertheless important to emphasise that coordination between youth workers 
and youth-care professionals is necessary in order to follow the development of young 
people and to be able to act quickly when troubling signs arise. Such coordination also 
calls for ensuring that young people are aware of the information that is exchanged 
between professionals.

As a whole, we are thus quite good together. Yeah, what would have happened if he 
[youth worker] hadn’t been there…I don’t know...I think I would have had to have 
visited him [youngster] more often in that case. (Youth-care professional)

So, he wasn’t just coming to chill. He was actually making use of the facilities that 
were also provided by youth work. For this reason, they ultimately chose not to use 
the [social service organisation]. (Youth-care professional)
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DISCUSSION

The current study explores the extent to which professional youth work plays a 
significant role in the personal development and social participation of young people 
receiving specialist youth-care services. The literature to date has not included such 
empirically supported insights. According to information obtained through interviews 
with young people and professionals (youth workers and youth-care professionals), 
youth work can play a significant role for this specific target group in five ways.

First, youth workers can serve as accessible conversational partners for young people 
who are receiving specialist youth-care services. In this role, youth workers aim to 
build up the confidence of young people who are receiving specialised assistance and 
motivate them to take their problems seriously and accept help with them. Other 
studies (Boendermaker et al., 2020) have confirmed that youth-care professionals must 
sometimes invest substantial amounts of time in order to build good contact with young 
people who are either avoiding care or who have grown tired of social services. Youth 
work is able to identify and develop ties with this type of young people (Wright & Ord, 
2015). The results of this study indicate that, through their conversations, youth workers 
can fulfil a role of increasing the motivation of young people to accept services and to 
strengthen the work alliance between care professionals and young people. As noted 
in the literature, both of these factors can have a positive influence on the processes 
and results of care services (Van Hattum et al., 2019).

Second, the results indicate that professional youth work can provide these young 
people with an environment within which they can build meaningful relationships with 
other young people and within which informal structures of support can emerge for 
them. Other research supports the view that youth work contributes to strengthening 
social support for an admittedly broad target group of young people (Dunne et al., 
2014; Fyfe et al., 2018; Ord et al., 2018; Sonneveld et al., 2020). In youth work, young 
people experience space for building a peer network from which they do not feel 
excluded (Ritchie & Ord, 2017). As indicated by the current results, this also applies 
to young people in specialist youth care, who are more likely to experience exclusion 
and have more difficulty building and maintaining social contacts. A supportive social 
network is particularly important to this group with regard to health, well-being and 
the maintenance of positive behaviour (Bagnall et al., 2015; Boendermaker et al., 2020; 
Schenk, 2021).

A third finding of this study is that professional youth work can help these young people 
to grow stronger (e.g. by enhancing their self-esteem and improving their self-image). 
Other research on youth work supports the observation that developmental activities 
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in youth work contribute to strengthening positive emotions (feeling good, having fun, 
belonging), the development of dreams and expectations about what they want to 
achieve in the future, and the development of a more positive self-image (Abdallah et 
al., 2016). Particularly for young people in specialist youth care, youth work can thus 
provide an important counter-balance to the problems and disappointments that often 
dominate the lives of these young people.

Fourth, there are indications that professional youth work also provides this specific 
target group with opportunities for making an active contribution to society. Other 
studies have shown that this target group is in particular need of support, as these 
young people are not able to participate in their own right (Boendermaker et al., 2020). 
As demonstrated by the current results, youth work can support these young people 
and provide them with opportunities to practice taking new responsibilities and being 
of significance to others. Youth work thus offers these young people opportunities 
to develop skills, to understand other perspectives/cultures, to establish new social 
relationships and to spend their time constructively. In this way, social participation can 
have a positive effect on the well-being of young people (Ince et al., 2018).

Finally, this exploration shows that professional youth workers provide these young 
people with accessible support in their efforts to grow towards self-reliance. This is 
of particular importance for young people 18 or 23 years of age, who have aged out 
of youth-care services but who are often still in need of support. By providing such 
accessible support, youth work can prevent young people from making unnecessary 
use of relatively expensive specialist youth-care services. As demonstrated by other 
studies (Sonneveld et al., 2020), youth workers offer individual support to young people 
who receive little of no support from significant others (parents/family/friends) or who 
must cope with an accumulation of setbacks that have a negative influence on their 
development. For these young people, youth workers serve as recognisable and accepted 
dialogue partners in the process of learning how to cope with difficult challenges.

By reaching young people through individual support and collective arrangements, 
and by connecting to their day-to-day reality, professional youth work can make a 
meaningful contribution to the social participation and the personal and social 
development of young people in specialist youth-care services. The development that 
individual young people will experience through participation in youth work depends 
on their specific developmental tasks and support needs, and (in some cases) on 
contextual factors (e.g. cooperation between care professionals and youth workers). 
It is therefore important for youth workers and care professional to be interested in 
each other’s expertise and to coordinate with young people (and their parents) with 
regard to how they can contribute to the development of young people. Research on 
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cooperation between youth work and education has demonstrated that a continuous 
exchange of information can take place by maintaining short lines of communication 
based on shared responsibility, as well as through the proactive involvement of each 
party (Rijnders et al., 2021).

Limitations and suggestions for further research
This study is subject to several limitations. Although the data were collected according 
to a multi-informant approach, the number of respondents in each group is small (six 
or seven respondents per group, for a total of 20 interviews). As stated by Guest and 
colleagues (2006), however, a sample of six interviews can be sufficient to identify 
basic elements for themes. This implies that the sample size for each of our groups 
of respondents should be sufficient to draw valid conclusions within the context of 
this exploratory study. The results should nevertheless not be generalised. It would 
be worthwhile to deepen these initial insights and to support them with scientific 
research involving larger groups of respondents. Interviews with other stakeholders 
(e.g. parents, peers or school mentors) could yield supplementary insights. Based 
on the current results, it would be advisable to conduct more specific research on 
cooperation between youth-care professionals and youth workers. Further research on 
preconditions (e.g. time, financial resources and expertise) could also yield insights that 
could help youth workers facilitate growth opportunities for this specific target group.

A second limitation has to do with the possibility of bias due to selective recruitment 
of youth workers within 14 youth-work providers. However, the selected organisations 
do provide a good reflection of professional youth work in the Netherlands. All of the 
organisations were funded through municipalities and conducted professional youth 
work for boys and girls within a broad range of ages (10–24 years).

Finally, it should be noted that the focus of this study is on the significance of professional 
youth work to the personal development and social participation of young people in 
specialist youth-care services. The use of this developmental framework to analyse the 
findings allowed for only minimal reflection on the limited or negative contributions 
that professional youth work makes to this group. Further studies should provide more 
critical reflection on possible limitations of professional youth work for this target group, 
including by surveying young people who are not (or who are no longer) participating 
in professional youth work.

Conclusions
This exploratory study has revealed that professional youth work corresponds to the 
normal developmental tasks of young people receiving specialist youth-care services 
(e.g. interacting with age peers, developing self-reliance and participating in society). 
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Attention to these normal developmental tasks is especially important for young people 
in specialist youth care, given the possibility that their development will be limited 
by stigma, social isolation, fear, behaviour or uncertainty. In addition to contributing 
to the normal developmental tasks of these young people, the results illustrate that 
professional youth work can have a positive impact on the effectiveness of the processes 
and outcomes of youth-care services. For example, the participation of this specific 
group of young people in youth work settings can help to reduce the need for specialist 
care (at an earlier stage), as professional youth work provides accessible support to 
these young people as they grow up.

The results provide youth-care professionals and municipalities with a better 
understanding of what professional youth work can do for young people in specialist 
youth care, as well as with regard to how youth work can be deployed to relieve the 
burden on youth-care services. For youth workers, the results can help to legitimise 
their efforts in contact with this specific target group to municipalities and partners in 
the youth-care sector, in addition to contributing to further development of the quality 
of professional youth work for this group.
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BACKGROUND

This thesis is intended to strengthen the body of knowledge on professional youth work 
by further disentangling a multi-methodic youth work approach and exploring how 
and to what extent this approach contributes to the personal development and social 
participation of socially vulnerable young people (10–24 years of age). The ultimate 
objective is to contribute to further improvements in the quality of professional youth 
work. As mentioned in the introduction, scholars and practitioners in the fields of 
social pedagogy, social work and policy are increasingly focusing on positive youth 
development (Catalano et al., 2004). This theoretical perspective is giving rise to a 
growing belief that efforts to strengthen support for personal development, reinforce 
social networks and enhance social participation could potentially reduce the risks 
and problems faced by young people, thereby decreasing or preventing their need 
for formal youth-care services. The enhancement of these ‘protective factors’ is 
especially important for socially vulnerable young people, whose life chances are 
often limited by the effects of growing up in socially disadvantaged neighbourhoods, 
poverty, complex home situations and/or social and/or mental health problems. For 
this group of young people, therefore, the risk of developing problems in the transition 
to adulthood is significantly higher, and they are thus more likely to need relatively 
expensive, possibly specialist youth-care services (Henderson et al., 2016). Proceeding 
from the current discourse of positive youth development, youth policy-makers and 
social-work practitioners in Western welfare states are paying increasing attention to 
how and to what extent participation in professional youth work can help to enhance 
the aforementioned protective factors for young people. This can help preventing 
the occurrence or exacerbation of individual and social problems (Pels & De Gruijter, 
2014; Valkestijn et al., 2015). In the absence of large-scale rigorous scientific research, 
however, the field of professional youth work has yet to be able to substantiate its 
contributions with sufficient scientific evidence.

According to a limited body of knowledge, professional youth workers adopt a multi-
methodic approach (combining four commonly used methods of youth work) to provide 
prevention-oriented services from a person-in-environment perspective. With this 
approach, they aim to respond to a diversity of needs, interests and aspirations of 
socially vulnerable young people. To date, however, scholars have largely ignored these 
topics, and the literature lacks an integrated conceptual framework for exploring how 
a multi-method approach could contribute to the personal development and social 
participation of socially vulnerable young people.

To enhance understanding and to substantiate the potential contributions of a multi-
methodic youth work approach to the personal development and social participation 
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of socially vulnerable young people, this thesis presents the results of five studies 
conducted in close collaboration with 11 professional youth work providers from urban 
areas in the middle, southern and eastern parts of the Netherlands.

The research begins by applying a qualitative research synthesis to develop a conceptual 
framework of multi-methodic youth work (Chapter 2). The second study examines 
whether participation in the application of multi-methodic professional youth work 
in the Netherlands contributes to five prevention-focused outcome variables (Chapter 
3). The third study focuses on how, for whom and under which conditions professional 
youth work contributes to such prevention-focused outcomes in relation to a variety of 
contextual factors, including life events and the influence of significant others (Chapter 
4). The fourth study provides a more specific exploration of the methodical process 
applied by professional youth workers by examining longitudinal associations between 
several methodical principles and four outcome variables (Chapter 5). Finally, we explore 
the significant role of professional youth work for young people receiving specialist 
youth-care services while also participating in professional youth work (Chapter 6).

In this final chapter we reflect on the research presented throughout this thesis by 
drawing general conclusions, reflecting on the implications of the research findings 
and discussing the strengths and limitations of the research. We also provide 
recommendations for practice, policy, youth-work education programmes and 
directions for future research.

GENERAL CONCLUSIONS

Given the current lack of knowledge about how a multi-methodic youth work approach 
could prevent personal and social problems for socially vulnerable young people, 
the research opens with a qualitative research synthesis, as presented in Chapter 2. 
The synthesis is aimed at answering the following question: ‘Which outcomes of a 
multi-methodic youth work approach could help to prevent the individual and social 
problems of socially vulnerable young people (10–24 years of age) and which implicit 
methodical processes could be responsible for these outcomes? For this synthesis, 
we combine the findings of six practice-based studies conducted in six European 
countries, focusing on the impact and working elements of professional youth work. 
We use the synthesis to elaborate a conceptual framework that directs attention to 
what stakeholders in the field of youth work regard as the potential of multi-methodic 
youth work as a preventive service. A multi-methodic approach can be understood as 
the combined application of four commonly used youth-work methods: group work; 
individual guidance; information and advice services; and detached youth work. Within 
the combination of these methods, we identify 12 methodical principles that contribute 
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to this prevention-based approach. All of these principles are compatible with each 
other and applicable within the characteristic open-ended approach of professional 
youth work. The methodical principles can be understood as the assumptions or guiding 
notions that direct the methodical actions of youth workers in interaction (at the micro-
level) with their target group and the latter’s living environment (Metz & Sonneveld, 
2012; Boomkens, 2020). Several methodical principles were reflected in all four of the 
youth-work methods examined, while others were specifically related to a particular 
method (e.g. group-based activities). By combining multiple principles, youth workers 
aim to respond to a range of developmental needs faced by socially vulnerable young 
people. In addition to providing an explicit explanation of a multi-methodic youth 
work approach, the synthesis clarifies five outcome measures that could explain how 
professional youth work is likely to prevent individual and social problems within the 
target group. The integrated conceptual framework (see Figure 1) suggests that a multi-
methodic approach supports the development of pro-social skills and self-mastery; 
the reinforcement of social networks; the enhancement of civic participation; and the 
finding of additional social and healthcare services.

Figure 1. An integrated conceptual framework for multi-methodic youth work focused on prevention
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This conceptual framework provides essential information for further evaluation 
research. The remaining studies therefore combine quantitative (Chapters 3 & 5) 
and qualitative (Chapters 4 & 6) research methods in the first serious attempt (both 
nationally and internationally) to conduct a rigorous, detailed investigation of how and 
to what extent professional youth work contributes to the aforementioned prevention-
focused outcomes.

In Chapter 3, we investigate whether participation in multi-methodic youth work 
contributes to the five aforementioned prevention-focused outcomes. To this end, 
a longitudinal cohort study consisting of four waves was conducted over a 16-month 
period, gathering data from 1,597 youngsters (10–24 years of age) participating in 
professional youth work in the Netherlands. In the analyses, we use linear mixed models 
to compare three groups of young people based on length of participation (0–6 months, 
7 months–2 years, and 3 years or longer). After controlling for age, cultural background 
and intensity of participation, significant differences were found between the groups 
with regard to the outcome variables. In line with the findings from the qualitative 
research synthesis (Chapter 2), the results of this study indicate that, on average, 
young people who had participated in youth work for longer scored significantly 
higher on the outcome variables. Although the respondents did not show individual 
improvement on the outcome variables over a 16-month period, the results do suggest 
a cautious positive trend over time with regard to volunteering (as an indicator of civic 
participation). The findings further indicate that youth workers are able to encourage 
young people with initial or severe problems to obtain help, as well as to connect 
young people to appropriate youth-care services that could prevent the exacerbation 
of existing problems.

The qualitative research described in Chapter 4 examines how a multi-methodic 
approach supports young people in their development and how these processes are 
influenced by the presence or absence of social support from significant others and 
by the occurrence of important life events. In this comparative multiple case study 
conducted over a 12-month period, youth workers (N = 20) participated in group 
intervision meetings and kept diaries reporting on their methodical actions and 
the development of the young people (N = 23). The results identify four patterns of 
development taking place amongst socially vulnerable young people participating in 
youth work. Each pattern consists of a specific composition of the four youth-work 
methods that contributed to one or more prevention-focused outcomes. In the first 
pattern, youth workers facilitate positive peer interactions primarily through group 
work. These peer interactions are shown to foster peer sociability, strengthen social 
support from peers and, in some cases, to develop new friendships. The second 
pattern involves a combination of group work, information and advice services, and/or 
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individual guidance, with which youth workers provide informal learning opportunities 
for young people. One result is that this pattern can help young people to develop life 
skills (e.g. self-responsibility, pro-social skills and social-emotional skills). In the third 
pattern, professional youth workers contribute to strengthening the school and work 
careers of young people primarily through individual guidance. In the fourth pattern, 
they contribute to improving the health and well-being of the target group through a 
combination of individual guidance and the provision of information and advice services 
(both individually and in groups).

The results further provide evidence that parents (as significant others) can impede 
opportunities for improving the health and well-being of young people, in addition to 
hampering attempts to support their own choices, life opportunities and responsibilities. 
These findings suggest that constructive collaboration between professional youth 
workers, parents and professionals from social institutions can help to accelerate the 
developmental process, both within and outside the context of youth work. Finally, 
the results demonstrate that detached youth work can be an important method that 
youth workers can use to establish and maintain contact with young people in their 
immediate surroundings at an early stage. It offers socially vulnerable youngsters the 
opportunity to participate in youth work, including those with problems that would 
otherwise remain invisible. Taken as a whole, the findings of this study strengthen 
the notion that professional youth work contributes to the personal development of 
socially vulnerable young people, in addition to reinforcing their social networks and 
enhancing their social participation, thus possibly decreasing the need for formal youth-
care services.

In Chapter 5, we investigate longitudinal associations (over a 16-month period) between 
12 methodical principles (Figure 1) that youth workers apply in their interactions 
with young people and four prevention-focused outcomes: pro-social skills, self-
mastery, social network and civic participation. In line with the findings from our 
qualitative research synthesis (Chapter 2), the results of this study confirm that each 
of the methodical principles is longitudinally associated with one or more prevention-
focused outcomes, although most of these associations were either weak or very weak. 
The strongest associations were observed with regard to pro-social skills and civic 
participation. One interesting finding is that methodical principles that are specifically 
aimed at influencing group processes within the context of youth work (e.g. learning 
by doing, drawing on strengths, peer support) play an important role in enhancing the 
civic participation of socially vulnerable young people. With regard to the effect of 
methodical principles on improving self-mastery, 9 of the 12 principles appeared to play 
no positive role in increasing self-mastery of youngsters. It is interesting to note that 
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many longitudinal associations between principles and outcomes were either limited 
to or more pronounced for boys.

Engagement in youth work over time also appears to increase the effectiveness of 
some methodical principles (establishing meaningful relationships with young people, 
engaging with the life worlds of young people and adapting to the needs of young 
people) with respect to prevention-focused outcomes. Finally, it is interesting to note 
that positive longitudinal associations between multiple methodical principles and 
indicators of civic participation were either stronger for or limited to young people 
between the ages of 10 and 19 years. Taken together, the results indicate that each 
methodical principle plays a significant albeit small role in the process as a whole, but 
that these principles alone provide no guarantee of positive development for socially 
vulnerable young people.

Chapter 6 investigates the significant role that professional youth work can serve for 
young people receiving specialist youth-care services. A substantial share of young people 
who participate in professional youth work also receive such services (e.g. addiction care, 
mental healthcare or intensive family treatment). Whereas the other studies presented 
in this thesis indicate that professional youth work can make a positive contribution 
to the personal development and social participation of a broad population of socially 
vulnerable young people, this chapter addresses the implications of professional youth 
work for young people who are already receiving specialist youth-care services for 
personal or social problems. The exploratory study presented in this chapter is based 
on interviews conducted with: 1) 7 young people (16 years of age and older) who were 
receiving specialist youth-care services and participating in youth work; 2) 7 professional 
youth workers and 3) 6 professionals working in specialist youth-care services.

Results from a thematic analysis demonstrate that participation in youth work 
has five significant implications for this target group. First, youth workers serve as 
accessible dialogue partners for these young people, thereby motivating them to take 
their problems seriously and accept professional help for their vulnerabilities. Youth 
workers also offer an environment within which to 2) build meaningful relationships; 
3) strengthen self-concept and self-esteem; 4) enhance social participation and 5) 
receive support that helps to increase independence. These findings thus suggest that 
professional youth work offers opportunities for growth to this target group. They 
further indicate that participation in youth work can reduce the duration and intensity 
of specialist youth-care services for these young people.
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REFLECTION ON CONCLUSIONS

This thesis makes several contributions to building a well-defined and substantiated body 
of knowledge concerning the methodical process of youth work and its contribution on 
the personal development and social participation of socially vulnerable youngsters.

A safe and supportive environment with opportunities for growth
First, the results reported in this thesis provide new insight into the current discourse on 
positive youth development. Based on large-scale rigorous scientific research, we argue 
that participation in professional youth work settings with a multi-methodic approach 
contributes to improving the personal development of socially vulnerable young people, 
in addition to reinforcing their social networks, enhancing their social participation and 
facilitating timely referrals to (specialist) youth-care services. As indicated by the five 
studies, professional youth work provides accessible settings within the neighbourhoods 
of socially vulnerable young people where they can improve their personal strengths 
(e.g. pro-social skills, self-esteem, awareness of health risks, and coping with stress, 
setbacks and conflict). Linked to the discourse on positive youth development, these 
results imply that professional youth work provides important non-formal learning 
contexts and growing-up spaces that can have a positive influence on youth problems 
and issues at an early stage (Siurala, 2012). For example, it has been suggested (Bergin 
et al., 2003; Cast & Burke, 2002; Longmore et al., 2004) that self-esteem can provide 
young people with a buffer against a variety of negative influences (e.g. excessive stress) 
and that pro-social skills are essential to the ability of young people to function well in 
society. These skills also promote harmonious relationships and prevent conflicts with 
others due to behavioural problems.

One of the most important findings to emerge from the current research is that 
participation in professional youth work provides socially vulnerable young people 
with opportunities for reinforcing their social networks. As underscored by the results 
of several of the studies conducted for this thesis, collective youth work arrangements 
are particularly likely to provide a safe leisure-time space in which young people can 
build meaningful relationships with peers and gain access to practical, social and 
emotional support from both peers and youth workers. In the literature, support 
from the social environment is regarded as an important protective factor that 
contributes to the positive development of young people and that counter-balances 
the risks to which young people are exposed (e.g. stress and emotional problems), 
thus potentially enhancing their opportunities and capacities in society (Catalano et 
al., 2004; Cavanaugh & Buehler, 2015; Ince et al., 2018; Kleinjan et al., 2020; Schenk, 
2021). Strong social networks are particularly important for young people who receive 
only limited support from significant others or who are dealing with an accumulation of 
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setbacks and negative life events (Boendermaker et al., 2020). In the absence of strong 
social ties, there is a risk that these young people will remain dependent on relatively 
expensive care and support from youth-care professionals.

As indicated by the results presented in Chapters 4 and 6, youth workers can serve as 
accessible dialogue partners for these young people, and they are able to help them 
find their way in a complex society and to cope with important life events and setbacks. 
When needed, youth workers are able to provide them with access to appropriate 
specialist or other social services, thus potentially preventing the accumulation of 
problems and more expensive long-term care. Other studies have demonstrated that 
youth workers should also focus on mobilising and strengthening the social networks 
that young people have outside the context of youth work. This could help them to build 
stronger community networks that are better equipped to respond to their needs and 
aspirations (Boomkens, 2020; Fyfe et al., 2018, p. 25; Merton, 2004).

Another key finding of the current research is that professional youth work provides 
socially vulnerable young people with opportunities for enhancing their social 
participation and for receiving recognition from youth workers for their efforts and 
involvement as participants or volunteers. These opportunities allow young people 
to develop skills, learn to help others and broaden their life worlds. In some cases, 
support from youth workers can help young people to break out of disadvantageous 
social positions (i.e. they can offer ‘a way out’). For example, finding a traineeship or 
employment (Chapters 4 and 6) could positively affect their participation in society, in 
addition to strengthening their financial and personal independence.

Despite these benefits, it is important to note that most of the positive effects revealed 
by the longitudinal analysis are small or moderate. In addition, the results do not 
provide sufficient evidence to conclude that professional youth work contributes to 
improvements in the self-mastery of young people. As discussed in Chapter 3, given 
that youth work is a preventive service that is open to the voluntary participation of a 
diverse group of young people (in terms extent of personal and social problems), even 
small effects in this regard should not be regarded as unimportant (Rose, 1993). This 
is because the target population of professional youth work is not limited to young 
people who are at high risk of personal and social problems. Not all young people 
who participate in professional youth work need additional support or help. Many 
youngsters receive essential social support from their parents or other important 
individuals within their informal networks (Inchley, et al., 2020).

Taken together, and with regard to the discourse of positive youth development, 
the results of this thesis imply that access to professional youth work can serve as 
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a protective factor in the lives of socially vulnerable young people. It offers them a 
buffer against risks, thus possibly reducing the need for formal youth-care services. In 
social work theory, spaces that support and facilitate processes of empowerment are 
referred to as ‘enabling niches’ (Sullivan, 1997; Tylor, 1997). They offer opportunities 
for self-development and engagement with others. By bundling a variety of capacities, 
one enabling niche can provide access to other enabling niches, thereby expanding 
the social environments of the young people within them (Driessens & Raeymaeckers, 
2017, p. 162). The encouragement and enrichment provided within these spaces could 
be crucial in helping young people to recover from problems and disadvantages and in 
promoting healthy development (Cox, 2007).

Enhancing recognition for youth work as a social work profession
The findings reported in this thesis suggest that enhancing the recognition of youth 
work as a profession within the broader field of social work amongst policy-makers 
and within society as a whole could help to create and reinforce growth opportunities 
for socially vulnerable young people. Such opportunities are especially important in 
these times of uncertainty (e.g. due to the COVID-19 pandemic), which are having a 
negative impact on the mental health and well-being of young people (CBS, 2020), 
thereby increasing waiting lists for appropriate support (BBC, 2021). As mentioned in 
the introduction, the number of professional youth workers is relatively small. In the 
Netherlands, all professional youth workers together account for only about 2,000 (De 
Meere & Stoutjesdijk, 2019). This is a mere drop in the ocean compared to the 44,000 
youth-care professionals who are active in the Netherlands. Sufficient capacity for 
professional youth work in neighbourhoods could help more young people to reinforce 
their social networks and enhance their participation in society.

Although further research is needed, such capacity could ultimately help to reduce the 
pressure on the youth-care system and reduce the growing waiting lists. One hopeful 
development in the Netherlands is that the number of youth workers is gradually 
increasing in several municipalities, due in part to the increasing involvement of youth 
workers in schools (Platform JEP, 2020). Municipalities are increasingly becoming 
convinced of the value of youth workers, partly because of the research evidence 
generated by the studies presented in this thesis. These developments are generating 
more possibilities for youth workers to strengthen opportunities for growth and social 
participation for socially vulnerable young people. This is of vital importance, young 
people are the future, and they thus need and deserve opportunities to develop to their 
greatest potential, with full participation in society.
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An integrated framework for a multi-method approach to youth work
As mentioned in the introduction, the methodical processes of professional youth 
workers have long remained implicit. As a consequence, youth workers have not been 
able to provide sufficient evidence to convince the broader society, as well as funding 
sources, partners and the emerging generation of youth workers with regard to the 
contributions of their work. Since 2010, the Youth Spot research group (Amsterdam 
University of Applied Sciences) has been seeking a suitable way to make these processes 
explicit in a way that could be applied within an open social-pedagogical approach 
and further substantiated by scientific research. To this end, researchers have been 
engaging in close collaboration (co-creation) with practitioners, students and youth-
work educators. This thesis makes three strong contributions to the modest body of 
knowledge on the methodical process of professional youth work.

First, the integrated conceptual framework (Chapter 2) clarifies a multi-methodic 
approach to youth work, as adopted by professional youth workers, with the potential 
to contribute to the prevention of individual and social problems amongst socially 
vulnerable young people. The methodical principles that youth workers apply within 
a multi-methodic approach to their interactions with youngsters provide insight into 
the micro-level processes that take place between young people, youth workers and 
the social environment.

The second contribution is the identification of four patterns in which professional youth 
workers combine youth work methods, as well as the ways in which these combinations 
(along with contextual factors) contribute to specific prevention-focused outcomes 
(Chapter 4). Our results demonstrate how youth workers customise this multi-methodic 
approach to the specific needs and developmental issues faced by individual young 
people. The results also reveal how they interact with the social environments (e.g. 
parents and/or formal institutions) of young people during the process. Adopting an 
open-ended social-pedagogical approach, youth workers engage in dialogue with 
young people to determine what is needed in order to achieve positive development 
in relation to contextual factors. The results reported in this thesis suggest that a 
multi-methodic approach that allows youth workers to focus on both person-centred 
and collective arrangements can make it possible for them to contribute to several 
important prevention-focused outcomes.

Third, the analysis presented in Chapter 5 provides preliminary insight into individual 
methodical principles that are longitudinally associated with specific types of 
prevention-focused outcomes. These results also clarify the sub-groups within the 
target population that benefit from specific methodical principles. Although these 
results are only preliminary, they do provide new understanding and scientific evidence 
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to support a multi-methodic youth work approach. These insights raise a number of new 
research questions, including with regard to the effect of differences found according to 
gender and age. Other questions for follow-up research concern the effects of specific 
combinations of methodical principles on prevention-focused outcomes.

The framework for a multi-methodic approach can help youth workers to realise 
further improvement in the quality of their work, in addition to promoting the 
professionalisation of their occupation. The experience of implementing knowledge 
from this research in practice over the past two years has revealed that youth workers 
are able to link this knowledge to their own daily practice, thereby strengthening their 
evidence based practice. The insights generated by the current research have also 
been applied in educational programmes focusing on professional youth work, with 
the goal of reinforcing the methodical foundations for action by novice youth workers 
and students who aspire to work within professional youth work settings.

Time as a key dimension
To our knowledge, ours is the largest study thus far to apply a longitudinal design 
to examine the contribution of multi-methodic youth work to prevention-focused 
outcomes for socially vulnerable young people. Our longitudinal focus has allowed us 
to establish that time is a particularly important factor in the effectiveness of multi-
methodic youth work approach in contributing to prevention-focused outcomes. As 
demonstrated by the findings reported in Chapters 3 and 5, young people who are 
engaged in youth work for longer periods have higher scores on prevention-focused 
outcomes. In addition, the associations between methodical principles and outcomes 
also appear to be stronger for these young people. This result corresponds to the 
conclusions of previous studies on the effectiveness of prevention-focused youth 
programmes, which emphasise that these types of programmes are more successful 
when operating over a longer period of time (Adamson & Poultney, 2010; Nation et al., 
2003). Other studies have emphasised that time is needed for youth work to facilitate a 
developmental process that can improve the likelihood of positive long-term outcomes 
(Ord, 2014; Rodd & Stewart, 2009). Time is thus a decisive factor. To maximise the 
preventive power of youth work for socially vulnerable young people, youth workers 
need to have the opportunity to engage with them for longer periods (at least seven 
months). Prolonged engagement throughout adolescence (in stages of greater or lesser 
intensity) can allow youth workers to establish meaningful relationships with young 
people and support them in their developmental tasks.
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STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF THE RESEARCH

The strengths and limitations of the individual studies have been discussed in their 
respective chapters. This section refers to general considerations with regard to the 
thesis as a whole.

Strengths
One important strength is that the research was conducted in cooperation with 11 
youth-work providers spread across several different regions in the Netherlands. 
The choice to conducting this research in partnership had several benefits. First, the 
consortium made it possible to include a sufficient number of professional youth 
workers and young people in the study, with sufficient variation in terms of age, gender 
and degree of problems. Second, conducting the research in 11 organisations increases 
the extent to which the findings can be generalised. Third, the research design ensured 
that the research instruments and the data-collection process were sufficiently related 
to the dynamics of youth work in daily practice. The involvement of professionals in the 
research ensures that the resulting knowledge is recognisable to practitioners and that it 
can be used in a variety of contexts within which youth workers are active. Finally, direct 
involvement in conducting the research allowed youth workers to reflect on their own 
practice and methodical processes. Such collective learning may have helped them to 
enhance their interpretation and understanding of their interactions with young people 
and their environments. As observed by Banks and colleagues (2017), this form of co-
creation in research can contribute to participatory impact. In other words, involvement 
in research can lead to changes in the thinking and actions of professionals.

A second strength of this thesis is that it is based on multiple designs (quantitative and 
qualitative) and methods (repeated surveys, diary notes, intervision, semi-structured 
interviews) for collecting data from different groups of respondents. Through qualitative 
research synthesis (Chapter 2), this thesis builds on previous studies on the methodical 
process and outcomes of youth work in the Netherlands and abroad. The quantitative 
longitudinal design (Chapter 3 and 5) makes it possible to track developmental shifts 
of young people participating in open-access youth work, as well as longitudinal 
associations between methodical principles and prevention-focused outcomes. The 
qualitative designs (Chapter 4 and 6) provides a glimpse inside the black box of a multi-
methodic youth work approach by disentangling patterns of relationships between a 
multi-methodic approach, prevention-focused outcomes and contextual factors that 
could influence the developmental processes of young people. In addition to applying 
multiple designs, this study also adopts a multiple-actor perspective, drawing on data 
collected from key stakeholders: youth workers, young people participating in youth 
work and youth-care professionals.
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A third strength of this research is that it is the first to examine a multi-methodic youth 
work approach in relation to prevention-focused outcomes. In general, research on 
the impact of preventive social-work services is scarce (Dekker et al., 2020). Moreover, 
the methods and interventions used within the field of social work have hardly ever 
been examined in combination. To our knowledge, ours is the first serious attempt to 
assess a multi-methodic approach to professional youth work by collecting longitudinal 
data from multiple organisations in diverse locations throughout a country. Our study 
is innovative in its application of a novel design to the context of open-access youth 
work. It has also generated new insights with regard to the investigation of prevention-
focused outcomes in relation to multi-methodic approach in open-ended contexts in 
which outcomes and effectiveness are relatively difficult to assess (Dekker et al., 2020; 
Simpson, 2020). The fact that this research was conducted in collaboration with practice 
organisations, as well as its application of longitudinal quantitative and qualitative 
designs could therefore inform the design of future studies on similar social-work 
practices.

Limitations
One important limitation of this thesis is that the empirical studies were conducted 
within a relatively limited geographic and cultural context (e.g. the Netherlands). As 
a result, the results should not be simply generalised to other countries. That having 
been said, the integrated framework (Chapter 2) is based on studies conducted in other 
West-European welfare states. 

A second limitation is that, although a longitudinal cohort design was used to investigate 
prevention-focused outcomes of a multi-methodic youth work, it does not include 
comparison with a control group. As mentioned in Chapter 3, the context of professional 
youth work based an open approach does not lend itself well to traditional techniques 
for measuring effectiveness (e.g. randomisation; Wallander, 2012). To compensate for 
this, we compared two cohorts to a reference group consisting of young people who 
had participated in youth work for only six months or less at baseline.

Third, although the issue has been investigated from a multiple-actor perspective, 
parents were not included as informants in this study. The inclusion of parents would 
have further enhanced the reliability of the findings, and especially those based on the 
repeated self-reports of young people (Chapter 3), in addition to reducing the possibility 
of same-source bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012). In future research, we recommend including 
other informants (e.g. parents), in order to enhance precision in identifying the various 
effects of youth work. It should nevertheless be noted that parental involvement in 
youth work is ambiguous. Given that youth work takes place during leisure time, parents 
are not always aware that their children are participating.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the insights generated by this thesis, we have formulated the following 
recommendations for future research practice, policy and education relating to youth work.

Directions for future research

Investigate this framework in greater depth and in other contexts.
This thesis enhances the existing understanding of and scientific foundation for a multi-
methodic youth work approach. Further long-term analyses should be undertaken in 
order to provide more detailed insight into how combinations of methodical principles 
are associated with prevention-focused outcomes and how these associations are 
affected by other factors in the lives of socially vulnerable young people. More in-
depth research is also needed with regard to differences based on gender and age. In 
addition to focusing on reducing or preventing the need for youth-care services, follow-
up studies in the field of youth work should also focus on other types of outcomes (e.g. 
reducing poverty or preventing debt, crime or school dropout). This is important, as 
professional youth work focuses on the development of young people in the broadest 
sense, and it is thus not aimed exclusively at reducing the need for youth-care services 
(Metz, 2011). It would also be worthwhile to examine the integrated framework in other 
countries. We expect it to be transferable primarily to comparable West-European 
welfare states, in which youth work is characterised by a relatively high degree of 
professionalisation. Finally, our framework for a multi-methodic approach could also 
offer interesting perspectives for other social-work professions that operate from a 
developmental perspective.

Use a comparative design to investigate whether professional youth work actually does 
reduce or prevent the young people from needing care through a comparative design.
Further research should examine whether professional youth work actually does reduce 
the need for relatively expensive youth-care services. This calls for a comparative 
longitudinal design that follows young people who participate in youth work settings for 
longer periods and those who are not active in youth work. In this regard, it is important 
to ensure that the living conditions of all respondents are comparable. Despite the 
inherent difficulty of composing control groups within the context of social work based 
on an open approach, it is a necessary in order to gather stronger evidence about the 
effectiveness of a multi-methodic youth work approach (Van Yperen & Veerman, 2008; 
Simpson, 2020).

More in-depth research should also focus on collaborations between youth workers 
and youth-care professionals, as well as on the conditions needed in order to facilitate 
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growth opportunities in youth work, especially for young people receiving specialist 
youth care. Improving the interplay between youth care and youth work could thus 
have the potential to reduce healthcare costs.

Recommendations for youth workers and their organisations

Use the findings to explain to municipalities and other stakeholders how professional 
youth work contributes to the prevention of personal and social problems.
As mentioned in the introduction, in their efforts to realise the objectives of the Youth 
Act, authorities at various levels have a growing need for insight into how professional 
youth work can contribute to positive development for socially vulnerable young 
people. Although youth-work providers are now using recent publications based on the 
current research in their discussions with policy-makers, the knowledge resulting from 
this research could be better utilised. In addition to the providers of youth work, branch 
organisations could use this knowledge to justify the positioning of professional youth 
work as an indispensable partner in youth policy at the national and international levels.

Use the findings to realise further quality improvements in the methodical processes 
applied by youth workers and to expand growth opportunities for socially vulnerable 
young people.
With regard to the professionalisation of youth work, it is important for more youth 
workers to use this evidence as a means of improving the support that they provide 
to socially vulnerable young people with regard to personal development and social 
participation. Professionals have a responsibility to integrate available research evidence 
into their daily practice, in order to optimise their ability to meet the needs of socially 
vulnerable young people. At the same time, their organisations have a responsibility 
to facilitate such evidence-based practice, as do researchers, educators, funders and 
policy-makers (Van der Zwet, 2018).

Recommendation for policy

Invest in long-term youth-work programmes in neighbourhoods in which youth workers 
have the capacity and development space for applying a multi-methodic approach.
One prominent argument of this thesis is that access to professional youth work 
can serve as a protective factor in the lives of socially vulnerable young people. This 
evidence provides municipalities with reasons to invest in professional youth work as 
a preventive neighbourhood partner in the positive development of young people, 
thereby relieving pressure on youth-care services. To realise positive social returns from 
professional youth work, municipalities should not restrict their efforts to increasing the 
number of FTE and ensuring proper working conditions (in order to prevent outflow of 
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youth workers). They should also focus on long-term professional youth work based on 
a multi-methodic approach, when designing, implementing and evaluating prevention-
focused services for young people. We recommend investing in structural youth-work 
facilities in neighbourhoods where young people can participate for longer periods 
throughout their adolescence, and in which they can maintain long-term meaningful 
relationships with youth workers. Participation in such facilities can offer growth 
opportunities to these young people, in addition to strengthening their social ties and 
finding timely, appropriate and accessible support for their development issues. In 
addition, project-based work is needed, in order to allow for innovation and the ability 
to respond to new trends and social developments. Examples could include working 
in the online environments of young people or implementing youth work in schools 
(Rijnders et al., 2021).

Recommendations for youth-work education programmes

Use the knowledge generated by this research in youth-work education programmes 
at all levels, thereby benefiting the emerging generation of youth workers.
In order to ensure a sufficient supply of competent youth-work professionals in the 
future, youth-work training programmes have a responsibility to provide the most 
current knowledge available. For example, the insights concerning the importance 
of developing a strong, meaningful relationship with young people and how civic 
participation can be enhanced by specific methodical principles of group work should 
be included in training programmes. To facilitate this, the results of this thesis have 
been translated into accessible study materials for students, as well as for new (and 
experienced) youth workers (e.g. Metz et al., 2020; Sonneveld et al., 2019).

Contribution to the body of knowledge on professional youth work
Drawing on the results of rigorous, large-scale scientific research, this thesis has resulted 
in a substantiated framework that offers guidance to youth-work practitioners in the 
application of a multi-methodic approach that can help them to respond to a variety 
of needs, interests and aspirations of socially vulnerable young people. A set of 12 
methodical principles within a multi-methodic youth work approach can be used to 
guide their efforts to support the personal development of these young people, to 
reinforce their social networks and to enhance their civic participation. As suggested 
by our results, prolonged participation in professional youth work based on a multi-
methodic approach could have beneficial prevention effects that could help young 
people thrive and avoid personal and social problems, with potentially positive social 
returns in the longer term.
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Our exploration of this multi-methodic approach contributes to the sparse body 
of academic literature on the methodical process of professional youth work. The 
framework can be used to make the multi-methodic youth work approach better 
understood, visible and credible towards a wide range of stakeholders within society, 
including funding sources, partners and the emerging generation of youth workers. 
Scholars can use this framework, testing it in other samples and exploring specific 
findings in greater depth with regard to the process and impact of professional youth 
work.

The insights generated by this research contribute to the development of a well-defined 
and substantiated body of knowledge of professional youth work. Facilitating a safe and 
supportive environment, the application of a multi-methodic youth work approach and 
attention to time as a decisive factor appear to have positive implications for growth 
opportunities for socially vulnerable young people, and thus their chances in society.
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SUMMARY

This thesis focuses on the contribution of professional youth work to the personal 
development and social participation of socially vulnerable young people. The rationale 
for this PhD research is the increased attention being paid to positive youth development 
in Western welfare states. Positive youth development focuses on strengthening the 
so-called ‘protective factors’ that can help young people grow up promisingly, healthily 
and safely (Ince et al., 2018). Examples of this include the presence of a supportive 
social network, the possession of social skills and sufficient opportunities to participate 
in society. Grounded in the prevailing discourse of positive youth development, both 
youth policymakers and youth work practitioners are paying increased attention to how 
and to what extent participation in professional youth work contributes towards the 
positive development of young people, in such ways that help young people thrive and 
avoid personal and social problems. The Dutch Youth Act (2015), an important driver 
of this need, has led to major changes in the focus, structure, and funding mechanisms 
of the Dutch youth-care system. Alongside this, the increased financial pressure on 
youth-care services in recent years has also added to the urgency to understand the 
contribution of youth work to the positive development of young people.

Professional youth work focuses on providing support to young people as they 
mature and become a part of the broader society. Professional youth work adopts a 
developmental approach to supporting young people in both realising their personal 
development and enhancing their participation in society. Youth workers interact with 
these young people within a variety of contexts, for example on the street, online, in 
youth centres, or at school. Given that the profession of youth work is situated within 
the field of leisure time, young people themselves choose whether, how and for how 
long they will participate in youth-work activities. Through recourse to a multi-methodic 
approach, which uses a combination of methods, youth workers respond to a variety of 
needs, interests, and aspirations of socially vulnerable young people. Examples of this 
include detached youth work, group work (e.g., drop-in, music, and sports activities), 
information and advice services and individual guidance. Core concepts such as socially 
vulnerable young people and professional youth work are elaborated in Chapter 1. 

Although professional youth work has often been said to have a positive impact on young 
people’s development, research-based substantiation of the effects of the youth work 
process with respect to both specific outcomes and the positive development of young 
people is currently lacking. Moreover, there is a relative dearth of research assessing 
the contribution of a multi-methodic approach to the personal development and social 
participation of socially vulnerable young people. This thesis aims to strengthen the 
knowledge base of professional youth work by examining how and to what extent a 
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multi-methodic youth work approach contributes to the personal development and 
social participation of socially vulnerable young people. To answer this question, both 
quantitative and qualitative research methods were utilised. Data were collected from 
extant literature, from youth workers, young people (10-24 years) participating in youth 
work settings, as well as professionals working in youth-care services. To ensure that the 
knowledge generated by this research is both relevant and applicable to the everyday 
practice of professional youth work, the studies were conducted in close collaboration 
with 11 professional youth-work providers in the middle, southern and eastern parts 
of the Netherlands.

We started with a research synthesis of six qualitative European studies on youth work, 
which is presented in Chapter 2. Specifically, we investigated which specific outcomes 
of a multi-methodic youth work approach can prevent both individual and social 
problems for socially vulnerable young people (10-24 years of age) and what aspects 
of the approach help to achieve these outcomes. The results show that the application 
of a multi-methodic youth work approach can contribute to five outcome variables: 
improving the prosocial skills of young people, enhancing the self-mastery of young 
people, reinforcing their social network, strengthening their civic participation and 
helping them find and access additional social or health services. Twelve methodical 
principles were identified as contributing towards achieving these prevention efforts, 
including building up a meaningful relation, engagement with the life world and proximity. 
These methodical principles can be understood as the guiding principles that direct the 
methodical actions of youth workers in their interactions (at the micro level) with both 
their target group and the latter’s living environment. The results of the synthesis were 
integrated in a conceptual framework for multi-methodic youth work (see page 178).

To empirically ground this conceptual framework, we carried out a longitudinal cohort 
study. This study is presented in Chapter 3. The data collection consisted of four waves 
conducted over a 16-month period. A total of 1,597 young people (10-24 years of age) 
were included in the analyses. First, we examined the differences between three 
groups that varied in terms of the length of their participation in youth work: 0-6 
months, 7 months-2 years, and 3 years or longer. We also examined whether young 
people experienced improvements relating to the five outcome measures over a 16-
month period. After controlling for age, cultural background and the intensity of their 
participation, differences were found between the groups with regard to the outcome 
variables. The groups of young people who participated in youth work for a longer 
period of time scored significantly higher on the outcome variables. 

Although young people who participated in youth work for a longer period of time 
scored higher on average, we did not find individual improvement relating to the 
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outcome variables over a 16-month period. The results do suggest a cautious positive 
trend over time with regard to volunteering (as an indicator of civic participation). The 
findings further indicate that youth workers are able to encourage young people to 
obtain help, in addition to connecting young people to appropriate youth-care services 
that can prevent the exacerbation of their existing problems. 

In Chapter 4, we present results of a multiple case study. We examined how, for which 
and under which circumstances professional youth work contributes to the personal 
development and social participation of socially vulnerable young people. Data were 
collected over a twelve-month period. For this study, 20 youth workers participated in 
intervision meetings and kept diaries in which they reported on both their methodical 
actions and the development of the young people (N = 23) with whom they worked. 
The results point towards four patterns of development taking place among the young 
people participating in youth work. Each pattern consists of a specific composition of the 
four youth-work methods that contribute to the positive development of young people. 
It appears that the combination of the methods group work and information & advice 
services affords young people the opportunity to meet peers, develop their skills and 
become (more) aware of how to live a healthy lifestyle. Young people who experience 
either initial or more severe problems receive (additional) individual guidance from youth 
workers. The outcome of this might be that young people find school or work, which 
presents them with opportunities to expand their social network and strengthen their 
socio-economic position. Others are referred by their youth worker to social or health 
agencies to get help with changing their behaviour or improving their mental health.

In Chapter 5, we focus specifically on the 12 methodical principles that youth workers 
apply in their direct interactions with young people. Through recourse to the data 
from the cohort study, we investigated longitudinal associations (correlation over a 16-
month period) between individual principles and four of the five outcomes: pro-social 
skills, self-mastery, social network, and civic participation. The results show that each 
methodical principle is longitudinally associated with one or more outcomes. More 
specifically, the results indicate that each methodical principle plays a significant, albeit 
small, role in the process as a whole, but that these principles in and of themselves 
provide no guarantee of positive development for socially vulnerable young people. 
The strongest associations were observed with regard to pro-social skills and civic 
participation. One interesting finding is that methodical principles that are specifically 
aimed at influencing group processes within the context of youth work play an important 
role in enhancing the civic participation of young people. Another noteworthy finding 
is that many of the longitudinal associations between principles and outcomes were 
either limited to, or more pronounced, among boys. 
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In Chapter 6, we present exploratory qualitative research. We examined the significant 
role that professional youth work can play for young people receiving specialist youth-
care services. A substantial share of young people who participate in professional youth 
work also receive such services, which includes addiction care, mental healthcare, or 
intensive family treatment. Little is known about how participation in youth work 
contributes to their development. Overall, we conducted 20 interviews with youth 
workers, professionals working in specialist youth-care services and young people aged 
16 years of age or older. The results show that youth workers function as accessible 
dialogue partners for these young people, which, in turn, motivates them to both take 
their problems seriously and accept professional help for their vulnerabilities. Youth 
workers also foster an environment within which to build meaningful relationships, 
strengthen young people’s self-concept and self-esteem, enhance social participation 
and receive support that helps to increase their independence. Consequently, these 
findings suggest that professional youth work offers opportunities for growth for this 
target group, which could possibly accelerate youth-care processes and results. 

Finally, in Chapter 7, the general discussion of the thesis, we discuss the main findings 
and delineate the limitations of the studies. We also reflect upon the implications 
of the findings and provide recommendations for further research, practice, policy, 
and youth-work educational programmes. This thesis strengthens extant knowledge 
on professional youth work. Large-scale scientific research has demonstrated that 
participation in professional youth work offers growth opportunities in terms of 
personal development and social participation for socially vulnerable young people. 
These growth opportunities can help young people thrive and avoid personal and social 
problems. Participation in youth work could therefore have long-term positive social 
returns. Realising the growth opportunities for socially vulnerable young people as 
a result of participating in youth work presupposes that youth workers facilitate a 
safe and supportive (learning) environment for young people, apply a multi-methodic 
approach, and are able to devote sufficient time (at least seven months) to actually 
contribute towards positive development. More specifically, this research generates 
a substantiated framework that provides youth workers with guidelines for using a 
multi-methodic approach to respond to a variety of needs, interests, and aspirations 
of young people. As part of this multi-methodic approach, youth workers utilise a set 
of 12 methodical principles that they apply within their interactions with young people 
to guide their efforts to support positive developmental processes. In this respect, this 
framework helps to both make professional youth work more transparent to various 
stakeholders and further improve the quality of youth work. Scholars can use the results 
of this thesis to further investigate youth work, both in other contexts and in greater 
depth.
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SAMENVATTING (SUMMARY IN DUTCH)

Dit proefschrift gaat over de bijdrage van professioneel jongerenwerk aan de 
persoonlijke ontwikkeling en maatschappelijke participatie van jongeren die 
opgroeien in sociaal kwetsbare situaties. Aanleiding voor het promotie-onderzoek is 
de toenemende aandacht in westerse verzorgingsstaten voor positieve ontwikkeling 
van de jeugd. Positieve ontwikkeling van de jeugd richt zich op het bevorderen van 
zogenoemde ‘beschermende factoren’ die kansrijk, gezond en veilig opgroeien 
bevorderen (Ince et al., 2018). Denk hierbij aan de aanwezigheid van sociale steun, 
beschikking over sociale vaardigheden en voldoende mogelijkheden om te participeren. 
Vanuit jeugdbeleid en het jongerenwerk is er behoefte aan meer inzicht in of en hoe 
professioneel jongerenwerk bijdraagt aan positieve ontwikkeling van jongeren, zodat 
kan worden voorkomen dat persoonlijke en sociale problemen ontstaan of verergeren. 
De Jeugdwet van 2015, een belangrijke aanjager voor deze behoefte, heeft geleid tot 
grote veranderingen in de focus, structuur en financieringsmechanismen van het 
jeugdzorgstelsel. Daarbij heeft de toenemende druk op de jeugdzorg in de afgelopen 
jaren de urgentie vergroot om inzicht te krijgen in de bijdrage van het jongerenwerk 
aan een positieve ontwikkeling van jongeren.

Professioneel jongerenwerk richt zich op de ondersteuning van jongeren bij het 
volwassen worden en deel uitmaken van de samenleving. De inzet van dit jongerenwerk 
is om vanuit een ontwikkelingsgerichte benadering eraan bij te dragen dat jongeren 
(10-24 jaar) die opgroeien in sociaal kwetsbare situaties zich persoonlijk kunnen 
ontwikkelen en hun maatschappelijke participatie kunnen vergroten. Jongerenwerkers 
ontmoeten deze jongeren in hun vrije tijd, op plekken waar jongeren zijn zoals op straat, 
online, in jongerencentra en op school. Via een multi-methodische benadering, een 
combinatie van methodieken, spelen jongerenwerkers in op een verscheidenheid aan 
behoeften, interesses en aspiraties van jongeren in kwetsbare situaties. Voorbeelden 
van methodieken zijn ambulant jongerenwerk, groepswerk (zoals inloop-, muziek- 
en sportactiviteiten), informatie & advies en individuele begeleiding. In hoofdstuk 1 
worden kernconcepten als jongeren die opgroeien in sociaal kwetsbare situaties en 
professioneel jongerenwerk uitgewerkt.

Hoewel van professioneel jongerenwerk vaak wordt aangenomen dat het een positieve 
invloed heeft op de ontwikkeling van jongeren, is de huidige wetenschappelijke 
kennisbasis van het jongerenwerk matig met wetenschappelijk onderzoek onderbouwd. 
Onderzoek naar de bijdrage van een multi-methodische benadering aan de persoonlijke 
ontwikkeling en maatschappelijke participatie van sociaal kwetsbare jongeren ontbreekt. 
Dit proefschrift beoogt de kennisbasis van het professioneel jongerenwerk te versterken 
door de vraag te onderzoeken hoe en in welke mate een multi-methodische benadering 
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van het jongerenwerk bijdraagt aan de persoonlijke ontwikkeling en maatschappelijke 
participatie van jongeren in sociaal kwetsbare situaties. Om de vraag te beantwoorden 
zijn zowel kwantitatieve als kwalitatieve onderzoeksmethoden toegepast. Gegevens 
zijn verzameld in de literatuur, onder jongerenwerkers, jongeren die deelnemen aan 
jongerenwerk (10-24 jaar) en professionals in de jeugdzorg. In de uitvoering van het 
onderzoek is nauw samengewerkt met 11 aanbieders van professioneel jongerenwerk 
in het midden, zuiden en oosten van Nederland. Dit gebeurde om ervoor te zorgen dat 
de kennis die voortkomt uit dit onderzoek relevant is voor en bruikbaar is in de praktijk 
van het jongerenwerk.

We zijn het onderzoek gestart met een onderzoekssynthese van zes kwalitatieve 
Europese onderzoeken naar jongerenwerk, gepresenteerd in hoofdstuk 2. We 
onderzochten welke uitkomsten van een multi-methodische benadering zouden kunnen 
bijdragen aan het voorkómen van persoonlijke en sociale problemen van jongeren 
in sociaal kwetsbare situaties (10-24 jaar) en wat in het methodisch handelen van 
jongerenwerkers verantwoordelijk is voor deze uitkomsten. Resultaten maken inzichtelijk 
dat toepassing van een multi-methodische benadering in het jongerenwerk positief 
kan bijdragen aan vijf uitkomstvariabelen: pro-sociale vaardigheden van jongeren, 
eigenaarschap, versterking van het sociale netwerk, verbeteren van maatschappelijke 
participatie en het vinden van hulp vanuit zorginstanties. Binnen de multi-methodische 
benadering zijn 12 methodische principes geïdentificeerd, zoals het opbouwen van een 
betekenisrelatie, aansluiten bij de leefwereld en nabijheid. Deze principes geven richting 
aan het handelen van jongerenwerkers in interactie (op microniveau) met de doelgroep 
en hun omgeving. De resultaten van de synthese zijn geïntegreerd in een conceptueel 
raamwerk voor multi-methodisch handelen in het jongerenwerk (zie pag. xx).

Om dit conceptueel raamwerk empirisch te onderbouwen hebben we een longitudinale 
cohortstudie uitgevoerd (Hoofdstuk 3). We hebben gedurende 16 maanden op vier 
meetmomenten gegevens verzameld van jongeren die deelnemen aan jongerenwerk. In 
totaal zijn 1.597 jongeren (10-24 jaar) meegenomen in de analyses. Eerst onderzochten 
we verschillen tussen drie groepen die variëren in de duur van hun deelname aan 
jongerenwerk: 0-6 maanden, 7 maanden-2 jaar, en 3 jaar of langer. Daarnaast 
onderzochten we of jongeren verbetering ondervonden op de vijf uitkomstmaten 
over een periode van 16 maanden. Gecontroleerd op leeftijd, culturele achtergrond 
en intensiteit van deelname laten de resultaten zien dat er verschillen zijn tussen 
de groepen. De groepen jongeren die langer deelnemen aan jongerenwerk scoren 
gemiddeld over de tijd significant hoger op de uitkomstvariabelen. Hoewel jongeren 
die langer deelnemen aan jongerenwerk gemiddeld hoger scoren, zien we in de 16 
maanden waarin de vragenlijsten zijn afgenomen geen individuele verbetering op de vijf 
uitkomstvariabelen. De resultaten suggereren een voorzichtige positieve trend op het 
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doen van vrijwilligerswerk, als een van de indicatoren van maatschappelijke participatie. 
Tot slot laten de resultaten zien dat jongeren via het jongerenwerk in contact komen 
met hulpinstanties waardoor verergering van problemen kan worden voorkomen.

In hoofdstuk 4 doen we verslag van een meervoudige casestudie. Onderzocht is hoe, 
voor welke jongeren en onder welke omstandigheden professioneel jongerenwerk 
bijdraagt aan de persoonlijke ontwikkeling en maatschappelijke participatie. Gegevens 
zijn verzameld over een periode van 12 maanden. Voor deze studie namen 20 
jongerenwerkers deel aan intervisiebijeenkomsten en hielden dagboeken bij waarin 
zij verslag deden van hun handelen en van de ontwikkeling van in totaal 23 jongeren 
met wie zij werkten. De studie identificeert vier ontwikkelpatronen voor jongeren 
die deelnemen aan jongerenwerk. Elk patroon bestaat uit een specifieke combinatie 
van één of meerdere methodieken die bijdragen aan een positieve ontwikkeling 
van jongeren. Zo blijkt dat een combinatie van groepswerk en informatie & advies 
jongeren de gelegenheid biedt om leeftijdsgenoten te ontmoeten, vaardigheden te 
ontwikkelen en zich (meer) bewust te worden van een gezonde leefstijl. Jongeren 
die lichte of zware problemen ervaren ontvangen van jongerenwerkers (aanvullend) 
individuele begeleiding. Uitkomst hiervan kan zijn dat jongeren school of werk 
vinden wat hen mogelijkheden biedt om hun sociale netwerk uit te breiden en hun 
sociaaleconomische positie te versterken. Anderen komen via de jongerenwerker in 
contact met hulpinstanties voor hulp bij gedragsverandering of verbetering van de 
geestelijke gezondheid.

In hoofdstuk 5 richten we ons specifiek op de 12 methodische principes die 
jongerenwerkers toepassen in hun directe interacties met jongeren. In de data uit de 
cohortstudie zochten we naar longitudinale associaties (samenhang over een periode 
van 16 maanden) tussen individuele principes en vier van de vijf uitkomsten: pro-
sociale vaardigheden, eigenaarschap, sociaal netwerk en maatschappelijke participatie. 
Resultaten laten zien dat elk methodisch principe longitudinaal associeert met één 
of meer uitkomsten. De resultaten wijzen erop dat elk methodisch principe een 
kleine, maar belangrijke rol speelt in het proces als geheel. Ieder principe op zichzelf 
biedt evenwel geen garantie voor een ontwikkeling op de uitkomstvariabelen. De 
sterkste associaties zijn gevonden met pro-sociale vaardigheden en maatschappelijke 
participatie. Een interessante bevinding is dat methodische principes die specifiek 
gericht zijn op het beïnvloeden van groepsprocessen een belangrijke rol spelen bij het 
vergroten van de maatschappelijke participatie van jongeren. Een andere opvallende 
bevinding is dat veel van de gevonden longitudinale associaties sterker of alleen gelden 
voor jongens.
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In hoofdstuk 6 doen we verslag van exploratief kwalitatief onderzoek. We onderzochten 
in hoeverre professioneel jongerenwerk van betekenis is voor de persoonlijke 
ontwikkeling en maatschappelijke participatie van jongeren die specialistische 
jeugdzorg ontvangen, zoals jeugdverslavingszorg, geestelijke gezondheidszorg of 
intensieve gezinsbehandeling. We weten dat deze jongeren ook participeren in 
het jongerenwerk, maar er is weinig bekend over hoe deelname aan jongerenwerk 
bijdraagt aan hun ontwikkeling. We deden in totaal 20 interviews met jongerenwerkers, 
jeugdzorgprofessionals en jongeren van 16 jaar of ouder. Resultaten maken 
zichtbaar dat jongerenwerkers toegankelijke gesprekspartners zijn voor jongeren in 
specialistische zorg en hen motiveren om problemen serieus te nemen en daarbij 
professionele hulp te accepteren. Het jongerenwerk biedt daarnaast een omgeving 
om betekenisvolle relaties op te bouwen, hun zelfbeeld en eigenwaarde te versterken, 
hun maatschappelijke participatie te vergroten en ondersteuning te vinden om hun 
zelfstandigheid te vergroten. De groeikansen die het jongerenwerk deze doelgroep 
biedt, kan jeugdhulpverleningsprocessen- en resultaten bevorderen.

In hoofdstuk 7, de algemene discussie van het proefschrift, bespreken we tot 
slot de belangrijkste bevindingen en beperkingen van de studies. Ook reflecteren 
we op de implicaties van de bevindingen en doen we aanbevelingen voor 
verder onderzoek, de praktijk, beleid en de opleidingen voor jongerenwerk. Dit 
proefschrift heeft de kennisbasis van het professioneel jongerenwerk versterkt. 
Vanuit grootschalig wetenschappelijk onderzoek is aangetoond dat deelname aan 
professioneel jongerenwerk groeikansen biedt voor de persoonlijke ontwikkeling 
en maatschappelijke participatie van jongeren in sociaal kwetsbare situaties. Deze 
groeikansen kunnen voorkomen dat jongeren persoonlijke en sociale problemen 
ontwikkelen of deze verergeren. Participatie in jongerenwerk kan daarmee mogelijk 
positieve sociale opbrengsten opleveren op de langere termijn. Dit veronderstelt wel 
dat jongerenwerkers een veilige en ondersteunende (leer)omgeving voor jongeren 
faciliteren, een multi-methodische werkwijze kunnen toepassen én beschikken over 
voldoende tijd (ten minste 7 maanden) om daadwerkelijk bij te dragen aan positieve 
ontwikkeling. Concreet heeft het onderzoek een onderbouwd raamwerk opgeleverd 
dat jongerenwerkers een leidraad biedt om vanuit een multi-methodische benadering 
in te spelen op een verscheidenheid aan behoeften, interesses en aspiraties van 
jongeren. Binnen een multi-methodische benadering hanteren jongerenwerkers een 
set van 12 methodische principes die zij in hun interacties met jongeren toepassen 
om ontwikkelprocessen van jongeren positief te beïnvloeden. Dit raamwerk helpt 
om professioneel jongerenwerk inzichtelijk te maken voor diverse stakeholders en de 
kwaliteit verder te verbeteren. Onderzoekers kunnen het raamwerk gebruiken om het 
jongerenwerk verder te onderzoeken, zowel in andere contexten als verdiepend naar 
aanleiding van de resultaten die voortkomen uit dit onderzoek.
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Jolanda Sonneveld
Maarssen, 4 april 2022
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