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Abstract

:

Terms like youth-friendly, youth-focused, youth-centred, youth-responsive, etc., have been used to describe the opportunities and services offered to young people. Such concepts often refer to essential and suitable forms of activity and their quality for young people. However, the term “youth-centred” or “youth-centred approach” is not unambiguously understandable in youth work or in other services or activities for young people. Furthermore, more instruments are needed to help a youth worker or a specialist working with young people in every field to work in a more youth-centred way. The team of the Youth Work programme of Narva College of the University of Tartu launched a project to conceptualise the meaning and content of the youth-centred approach and to develop an instrument—a model—that could help implement a more youth-centred practice in youth work. In-depth interviews with Estonian youth field experts and focus group interviews in open youth work confirmed the relevance of the theoretical concept. The empirically tested model is valuable for planning and developing youth-centred activities in youth work.
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1. Introduction


This article aims to illustrate the importance of finding knowledge-based ways to refresh often-used concepts with meaning relevant to the values of youth work nowadays and applicable in practice. The practical model described below proposes a new form for use in youth work to support a youth worker to empower young people’s values and rights in everyday practice through an objective youth-centred approach.



In 2013, the Government of Estonia approved the Youth Field Development Plan for the years 2014–2020. In the opening statement, the youth field, i.e., youth policy and youth work in Estonia, was described as a field that has the most varied relationship with young people [1] (p. 7). This echoes an understanding that youth workers have a close or closer connection to young people (in this article, a young person is defined as somebody between 7 and 26 years of age) than professionals in any other field, and this has its roots in the concept of youth work being a practice, where the needs and interests of young people are in the centre of attention. This approach is based on the real-life circumstances, real needs, and interests of young people (also defined in similar wording in the Youth Work Act of Estonia as one of the principles of youth work provision) [2]. One of the areas of work thought to be instrumental in putting these principles into practice in Estonia has been youth research for many years. However, having a better knowledge of youth is not enough if it lacks the capabilities and instruments to apply this knowledge in everyday practices in youth work. The other concept or principle referred to in different (Estonian) contexts as a method and/or a goal in youth work practice that is based on the actual “needs and interests of young people” has been the participation of young people [2]. Considering that the need for more opportunities and new forms of youth participation has been a recurrent theme in youth work and youth policy planning in Estonia for decades (relevant policy goals have been present in all national policy documents since 2006), it is evident that the application of this principle continuously needs new and practical tools that support authentic and meaningful engagement and the participation of young people [1] (p. 13), [3] (p. 27), [4] (p. 16).



This Estonian policy context has prompted the research project this article is based on. The first research question aimed to find out how the term “youth-centred” is conceptualised in the scientific literature, what are the main elements of a “youth-centred approach” and how relevant these elements are in the youth work context in Estonia. The second research question focused on the evaluation and the application of a theoretical understanding of the youth-centred approach through developing a model for practical application and the analysis of its usability in youth work. In this article, we draw on the 3-year research conducted within this project, describe the process and evidence gathered, and discuss the findings in the Estonian youth work and broader context.




2. The Development of Theoretical Basis for Defining the Youth-Centred Approach


To construct a theoretical background for the possible definition and meaning of a youth-centred approach, the academic literature was reviewed, and a theoretical concept consisting of principal components and their key elements was formulated.



Reviewing the literature in several fields, including youth work [5,6], social work [7,8,9], education [10], and medicine [11], we highlighted several components that could be defined as the core of a youth-centred approach. First, the young person’s right to be respected as a personality of their own and an agent of change in their life forms the starting point of a youth-centred approach. The literature [12] also points out that conditions such as poverty, poor health, and political oppression make it difficult for young people to exercise personal agency. Considering that this research is based on an Estonian context, it is, therefore, essential to bear in mind that Estonia is a transitional society. Helve and Leccardi [13] pointed out that young people in previous socialist societies were pictured in the role of the leading constructors of communism, and Taru and Pilve [14] specified that the Soviet ideology treated youth as objects to be exploited for a political goal, with the intention implemented starting from early childhood. This view almost totally ignored the free youth agency—the view of young people as essential creators, developers, and change agents in their own and society’s lives [15]. After the communist ideology lost its influence, the new goal was to mould young people into active members of society, capable of making informed and rational decisions [14]. Second aspect recurring in several sources as a critical element of a youth-centred approach is the consistent, meaningful, and actual participation of young people [5,16,17,18,19,20,21,22]. In addition, the values of young people as the cornerstone of their identity creation and a part of youth life that needs to be better understood, both by young people themselves and by the people working with young people, play a significant role in the conceptualisation of this approach (see for example Tajfel [23] and Marcia [24] in connection with the formation of youth identity). LeBlanc [19] and McLaughlin [20] stress that focusing on young people’s strengths and valuing their differences is significant in the youth-centred approach. Finally, the importance of positive relations between young people participating in activities, services, programmes, and the staff is also highlighted [17,25].



Based on this review of the literature, we concluded that the consistent and systematic youth-centred approach in organising activities, programmes, and services results in greater effectiveness, especially for young people in complex, challenging situations. It also results in more consistent and meaningful participation and influences the community, including young people who do not participate in activities directly. This youth-centred approach supports an increase in young people’s self-confidence, thus supporting their perception as agents of change in their own life.



Based on this review, the following definition was formulated: the youth-centred approach is an approach placing the development of young people’s personalities and well-being at the centre of the content, organisation, and development of activities, services, and programmes to achieve the best outcomes for young people. The components of the approach with their key elements include: (1) ensuring youth rights: acknowledging and implementing these rights; encouraging the following of these rights; (2) real participation: encouraging cooperation; valuing the differences and taking into account dominant influences; (3) respect: focusing on the strengths and professionalism of the staff; (4) acknowledging values: analysing values and attitudes; (5) providing an empowering environment: opportunities for having control and supporting aspirations.




3. Methodology and Empirical Research


The empirical background for this article builds on the research project that entailed several stages: a review of the literature to construct the theoretical concept; two rounds of studies to validate the relevance of the theoretical concept; theoretical modelling to create a practical model; a study to evaluate the feasibility of the model, a simulation; and a study on the pilot phase of the model. We used the potential of qualitative research [26] in our research and describe the empirical research below. The results of these stages are presented in the next chapter. Our data were collected, stored, and analysed according to the requirements of the Estonian Code of Conduct for Research Integrity [27].



First, in-depth interviews with Estonian national-level youth field experts were conducted to test the validity of components in the youth-centred approach and its essential elements. In March 2021, semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven experts (employees of Estonian youth work state institutions and umbrella organisations that have vast experience in planning and offering services to young people) in five socio-economically different municipalities. Thematic analysis [28] was employed to compare the interviewees’ perceptions with the theoretical conception of the youth-centred approach.



The relevance of the theoretical concept of the youth-centred approach for youth work also found confirmation in a second study with a much larger sample, conducted in May–June 2021 in the field of open youth work. We selected this specific field of youth work practice for this study based on the criteria that the focus area has a significant versatility of activities: the activities and services offered to different young people, numerous staff, extensive geographical availability, and tight connections with local governments. Eight focus group interviews were conducted with different stakeholders—young people, youth workers, and youth work providers (altogether 27 persons). Again, thematic analysis was employed to reveal recurring patterns of the focal themes in the content. The accordance of interpretation of representatives of different groups to the theoretical conception of the youth-centred approach was compared.



During the modelling stage, we used the deductive approach to combine the theoretical concept of the youth-centred approach developed based on the review of the literature and validated by studies, with theories concerned with the processes of making choices. This decision was based on the analyses of the validation studies of the concept of the youth-centred approach that stressed the importance of the choices of individual youth workers in everyday practical youth work situations. The model and its theoretical linkages are presented in the results chapter.



In November 2021, a feasibility study was conducted to test the usability of a model developed for the practical application of the youth-centred approach, developed based on the theoretical concept. The study was conducted using a simulation exercise with 34 participants of different gender, ethnic, and geographical origins. During this process, a situation imitating a youth work environment to the greatest extent possible was designed. The groups presented the discussion results to all participants and analysed the strengths and weaknesses of implementing the youth-centred approach using the model.



The simulation was followed by the piloting stage. The model was tested in practice using six different local-level youth work organisations in five municipalities in geographically different regions of Estonia in the summer of 2022. All the participating organisations were engaged on a voluntary basis. First, the concept and the model were introduced. The organisations were given full freedom to choose the level of activity for testing the model. The consultancy of the research team was available during the whole period. In the end, a written overview was submitted by each participating organisation about their experience, and an evaluation group meeting was conducted afterward.



During the whole research process, the research team analysed the need for adjustments in the planned stages based on the experience and data. Most notably, we used the validation studies to enhance the theoretical framework for the modelling stage; we decided that greater flexibility should be employed for the piloting stage based on the simulation study.




4. Results


4.1. The Validity of the Theoretical Concept


The analyses of the results of in-depth interviews with Estonian national-level youth field experts confirmed that despite the absence of a legal or other universally recognised definition, the “youth-centred approach” has a shared meaning in Estonia. It is rooted in the understanding that youth work practice should be based on a young person’s actual needs and circumstances, the principle of youth work, and the need to act together with young people in youth work.



The analysis of the results from the focus group interviews with young people, youth workers, and youth work providers revealed that all five components of the theoretical framework were considered relevant in youth policy and youth work, and no major missing components were identified. In our previous work [29], we analysed the importance of the component of acknowledging youth values: a component that we consider to not yet have received sufficient attention in youth work practice in more detail. These studies also revealed the importance of the individual youth worker in all the components of the approach, and several risks were highlighted, such as the dominant influence, lack of professional training for different situations, the ability to ensure a suitable environment, etc. This result paved the way for the model that was developed in the next stage to be focused on the individual youth worker.




4.2. The Model for Practical Application of the Youth-Centred Approach


The concept of the youth-centred approach led to the elaboration of the model that could help put the developed theory into practice. The model is a tool designed to help set up the process for analysing one’s work and creates an opportunity to take on board the components of the youth-centred approach at a larger scale while planning and implementing youth work or other services for young people. This focus on the individual youth worker—the specialist working with young people—stems from our findings from the validation studies. However, it has been widely acknowledged that methodologically well-equipped and competent youth workers are the basis of high-quality youth work and practical support (including high-quality education and training) is one of the prerequisites for the competencies of youth workers in the EU member states [30]. The model is a tool for a youth worker and designed for a practitioner. However, its usage should be supported at the organisational level to provide space and time for the youth worker to implement the steps of the model. The organisation could also support the process by developing (in cooperation with youth workers) a prepared list of possible solutions (“a menu of choice”) to nudge toward the expected changes.



The starting point for the model is an understanding that youth work can be looked at as a string of decisions that a youth worker makes. Creating opportunities for young people in youth work means that youth workers must think through, analyse, and make decisions on a variety of issues, from the aims to the small practicalities of every activity. As all these decisions need an analysis of pros and cons or pluses and minuses: we call them weighted decisions. Kahneman and Sibony [31], who have researched judgement calls in making the necessary decisions and evaluations, point out that almost every repeated decision is accompanied by noise. They have defined such noise as undesired dissimilarities in evaluating the same problem [31] (p. 36), which can result in mistakes in the choices one makes. Therefore, it is necessary to decrease the so-called noise to ensure balanced decisions and raise evaluation quality. This theoretical concept of reducing noise in decision-making processes in the everyday practice of youth work forms the model’s spine. If we look at youth work as a string of decisions by a youth worker, a youth-centred approach can only be implemented if these decisions are made so that the components of the approach are taken into account. All these weighted decisions that youth workers must make (often alone) to create youth work settings and opportunities for young people can be analysed to evaluate how they are made and how much unnecessary noise is present in order to understand if there is a way to increase a youth-centred approach, i.e., ensuring youth rights, real participation and mutual respect, taking on board youth values and creating an empowering environment.



Another theoretical approach used in developing the model is the nudge theory. Thaler and Sunstein [32] considered nudging as influencing people’s choices through so-called nudges to direct a person toward making a consciously predictable choice, i.e., through the architecture of choice. This model suggests a process that, in addition to supporting minimising noise in decision-making, helps the youth worker to make changes in his/her practice. This help comes in the form of prepared choices (we use the term a “menu of choice”) that are easier and quicker to use and implement. By these choices, we mean practical solutions to identified shortcomings that prevent a fully youth-centred approach from being applied in practice. This echoes the architecture of the choice to nudge toward the choices that could help the youth-worker and not demand too much time for planning and implementing.



To sum up: the core of this model is creating an overview of the decisions made in the process of practical youth work. It enables analyses as to what extent components of the youth-centred approach are present in decision making and how much noise is present and thus impacting the reasoning, content, and quality of the judgments that serve as the basis for decision making. A profound understanding of how decisions are made allows one to think through the steps that help to decrease unwanted noise. It also provides one with a better understanding of what changes should be implemented to increase the use of the youth-centred approach (see Figure 1).



The model was designed as a reference model, considering that youth work is part of public services. Numerous models that focus on the organisation and/or management of the public sector have either a descriptive nature (the model describes what should be) and/or the nature of measuring and assessing quality (the model sets the required quality level). Such models can generally be described as outcome-based: they try to describe the solution or circumstances that should be achieved, and thus, they become useless once the result is achieved. Models aimed at providing reference points for achieving and supporting the sustainable functioning of certain practices and solutions—or so-called reference models—can be seen as alternatives to outcome-based models, as Lee and Kim [33] concluded, researching the models for e-governance. Reference models look at the problems that can be solved at a societal level, are considerate of values, are flexible, and create more possibilities to cope with complex problems through adaptability. The model is limited by the choices of the authors and our viewpoints and experience, which means that it does not carry the label of being the best or the only process that could lead to a more youth-centred practice. It is also furnished by various concepts—such as participation, values, and empowerment– that carry a broader content by themselves, the understanding of which has a significant influence on the model.




4.3. Testing the Model


The simulation exercise and piloting results confirm that this model is applicable in practice at different levels and in different youth work organisations. Thus, using the model demonstrated that it helps to analyse practical work and finds opportunities that could enable the development of a more youth-centred approach. The participants noted that it is a complex process that takes time and needs more planning; however, it proved the usefulness of this tool for engaging in in-depth analyses of the practices of youth work and its youth-centred approach. It made starting the process of identifying areas that could be changed to achieve a more youth-centred practice possible. Additionally, the flexibility of the model was pointed out as a positive element. Though it was tested in youth work settings, it was also considered applicable in any setting where the goal was to improve the quality of services through a more youth-centred approach.





5. Discussion


This research departs from the views shared by the authors and is derived from their experience that youth workers are often in situations where they need to find practical ways to put theoretical knowledge and concepts into daily practice. It echoes the situation with political goals and rhetoric on the policy level: statements are declared and agreed upon, but everyday practical applications remain to be sorted out by youth work organisations or, often, youth workers alone. Results and indicators are also generally defined on the policy level and tend to have little value in informing the daily practice of individual youth workers. This happens in the context where one could still find that there is a lack of academic research on youth work and youth services both on the level of concepts and theories and practical models, instruments, and their usability; this is undoubtedly the case in Estonia, according to our understanding.



In this situation, the theoretical conceptualisation of the often-used term “youth—centred” and the development of a model that helps to apply the youth-centred approach in practice can be viewed as an exercise to connect academic knowledge and youth work practices. It is achieved by not evaluating what is already happening in everyday work with young people and its impacts but also by constructing a vision of a process—a model—based on several theories and hypotheses. This model can also be viewed as an attempt to embed systematised theoretical knowledge deep into practical work, which is sometimes naturally reactive and intuitive (which is, by our understanding, a very valuable feature of youth work). However, our practical experiences hint that intuitive decision making can be scary and confusing. Therefore, an analytical tool that includes intuition and knowledge built on past experiences and moves beyond them to structured and more informed and deliberative evaluations could enrich this practice.



This research project aimed to illustrate the importance of finding knowledge-based ways to refresh often-used concepts with a meaning that is both relevant in terms of the values of youth work nowadays and applicable in practice. The need to engage in this work comes not only from the practical need for more tools but also from the European youth work and youth policy agenda, where one could notice some concepts such as participation, social inclusion, policy mainstreaming, etc., repeating for decades, for example, the revised EU Youth Strategy Work Plan 2022–2024 sets a plan to hold in 2023 an informal meeting of ministers for youth, universities, and education to exchange best practices and “develop a European agenda that places youth at the centre” [34] (p. 18). Considering the changes that have been present in youth life in the last decade, or even the last three years, a new discussion of old concepts and their applicability in practice is in high demand.




6. Conclusions


To understand better the youth-centred approach and its relevance in practice, the youth work research group of Narva College of the University of Tartu initiated a research project in 2020. The following research questions were formulated: (1) what content is given to the term “youth-centred”, what are the main elements of a “youth-centred approach”, and how relevant are these elements in the youth work context in Estonia; (2) are the theoretical understandings of the youth-centred approach applicable in practice in the form of a developed model?



In the academic literature, the forms of activities and their quality that are necessary and suitable for young people are often described using terms such as youth-friendly, youth-focused, youth-centred, and youth-responsive. At the same time, the “youth-centred” or “youth-centred approach” concept has not been conceptualised unambiguously in the context of the services or activities offered to young people.



Based on a review of the literature, the research group defined a concept that the youth-centred approach consists of five main components—ensuring youth rights, achieving real participation, developing practice with mutual respect, acknowledging, and taking the values of young people on board, and creating empowering environments. The relevance of the theoretical concept in Estonian conditions was confirmed in individual in-depth interviews with experts in the field of youth. In addition, focus group interviews were conducted with youth policy makers, youth workers, and young people participating in open youth work. The study revealed the significant relevance of the theoretical concept of a youth-centred approach in the open youth work of Estonia. The interviewees of all groups could relate the five main components of the youth-centred approach to their own youth work experience.



Based on this concept, the research group developed a model for its practical application. The reference-type model is a tool for a youth worker or any other specialist working with young people in other fields and aims to help analyses to find shortcomings in practice that prevent the implementation of a more youth-centred approach. This model builds on an understanding that youth work is a string of decisions that a youth worker has to make. Mapping these decisions and analysing the noise in the process—i.e., unwanted differences in repeating decisions, opens an opportunity to understand how the choices that build up daily youth work practice are made and enables analyses as to what extent the components of the youth-centred approach are taken into account when making these decisions. Identifying the shortcomings is the starting point for making changes that can be made less difficult by providing the youth worker with a list of possible suitable solutions (the menu of choice), thus nudging towards more a youth-centred practice.



The model outlines a decision analysis process that consists of a set of activities or measures: decision audit, evaluation of noise, analysis of youth-centred approach, making choices, and implementing changes. Applying the model in practice means that the specialist providing services to young people, its organisation, and the organiser of the service can achieve a more youth-centred approach in practice. Based on the review of the literature, it can be concluded that a systematic youth-centred approach leads to the greater effectiveness of services, especially for young people in more difficult circumstances, the more consistent and meaningful participation of young people in services, and impact on the community, including on young people who do not directly participate in these services. An essential effect of the youth-centred approach on young people is increased self-confidence and a higher appreciation of their lives. This practice significantly supports young people’s agency—their ability to act and their perception as a conscious guide of their lives, well-being, and mental health.



The results from the simulation exercise study and piloting study confirmed that this model is applicable in practice at different levels and in different youth work organisations. Though it was tested in youth work settings, it was also considered applicable in any setting where the goal is to improve the quality of services through a more youth-centred approach.
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