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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 clari!es the implicit metho-
dical 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 !ndings of six practice-based studies conducted in six 
European countries. This synthesis revealed that professional youth work-
ers employ a multi-methodic approach in their prevention e"orts, 
strengthening the social skills and self-mastery of youngsters, reinforcing 
their social network, enhancing their civic participation and helping them 
!nd additional social or health services. Twelve methodic principles were 
identi!ed as contributing to achieving these prevention e"orts, shedding 
light on the process taking place between youngsters and youth workers. 
This conceptual framework provides essential information for future eva-
luation research.
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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 partici-
pation 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 e"ects of the youth 
work process on speci!c outcomes and the positive development of youngsters is poorly developed 
in the literature (McGregor, 2015; Mundy-McPherson et al., 2012; Williamson & Coussée, 2019).

To address this lack of knowledge, this article develops a conceptual framework that codi!es 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 !eld that helps improve the quality and transparency of professional 
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youth work as a preventive service. In addition, it o"ers scholars in the !eld 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 profes-
sionals, 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 young-
sters choose whether, how much and for how long to participate in youth work processes, in a wide 
range of informal contexts in their neighbourhoods (e.g. youth clubs, art/sport facilities, on the 
streets, social media) (Batsleer & Davies, 2010; Ritchie et al., 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 speci!c individuals or groups in society (e.g. those in deprived neighbourhoods with high 
levels of crime and poverty) who may have also had negative experiences of social institutions, which 
often leads to distorted 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 
insu#cient prosocial skills, depressive feelings or stress-related illnesses that hinder their opportu-
nity to fully participate in society. The risk of developing problems in their transition to adulthood is 
signi!cantly 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 o"er a space to escape from the con$icts or 
pressures of everyday life (school, neighbourhood 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 speci!c intervention but consists of methodical actions that are $uid and respon-
sive to the experiences, speci!c 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 centre, 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 develop-
mental issues (Koops et al., 2013).
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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 o"er young people spaces that foster peer 
sociability, experimental 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 specialized 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 con$icts 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 di"erences 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 
signalling by youngsters and their individual needs, youth workers attempt to remove the 
barriers to accessing information and advice (e.g. through informal conversations, websites, 
!lm, theatre, peer counselling) 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 !nd 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 methodic process

The methodical process entails that youth workers adopt a well-considered, systematic, goal- 
oriented approach, which is also ethically and socially justi!able (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 de!ned as skills, ideas and experiences of people which have not been 
codi!ed 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 professionaliza-
tion of the !eld, as well as the e"ective 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 di"erent methods (Koops et al., 
2013, 2014; Rumping et al., 2017; Schaap et al., 2017) through Program Evaluation, which focused 
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on the construction of a valid description of the process and outcomes of each individual method, in 
line with scienti!c standards and applicable in practice (Rossi et al., 2004).

Ord et al. (2018) focused on young people’s own accounts of the impact of youth work (group- 
based and/or individual) on their lives in !ve European countries using a participatory evaluation 
methodology called ‘transformative evaluation’, developed by Cooper (2018). In addition to outcomes, 
Fyfe et al. (2018) also provided insights into speci!c 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 clari!es 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. Hurley & Treacy, 1993; Smith, Cooper and White in:; T. Cooper, 2012; Dunne et al., 2014). 
However, these youth work models were primarily focused on how di"erent forms of youth 
work relate to political ideology, sociological perspectives or professionalization in a speci!c 
time period. In addition, older models are often not based on empirical data, which means that 
these models are insu#ciently 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 pre-
ventive value of professional youth work. Moreover, further exploration of the methodical 
process and its outcomes is essential to conduct future evaluation research into a multi- 
methodic youth work approach (Blom & Morén, 2010). The conceptual framework is developed 
by drawing on underlying practice-based evidence collected by various qualitative studies in the 
!eld of professional youth work. This study synthesizes and interprets the !ndings of these 
studies to answer the research question: What are the speci!c outcomes of a multi-methodic 
youth work approach that could prevent the individual and social problems of socially vulner-
able 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 di"erent youth work 
methods (see Introduction), a synthesis of these existing studies o"ers the possibility to interpret 
the methodic 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 frame-
work that presents an explicit understanding of the multi-methodic approach of youth workers, 
formulated on the basis of the variables identi!ed and the evidence gathered in studies of youth 
work.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ADOLESCENCE AND YOUTH 343



Sample selection

Previous literature reviews in the !eld of professional youth work have already revealed the absence 
of rigorously conducted evaluative research of the methodological process and impact of profes-
sional 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 analysing. Researchers searched in a variety of databases (e.g. ScienceDirect, Web of 
Science, EBSCO, ProQuest), in grey literature databases, on speci!c 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’).

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 out-
comes. 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 speci!c target groups or 
youth interventions.

Six studies matched the selection criteria. The !rst study (Ord et al., 2018) was recently conducted 
in !ve European countries: Italy, Estonia, Finland, France and the United Kingdom. It applied 
a participatory evaluation methodology called ‘transformative evaluation’, which collated young-
sters 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 speci!c key aspects of youth work practice in achieving outcomes. However, neither 
of these two studies speci!cally 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, 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 analysed 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 analyse data from 
the questionnaires. The researchers positioned their !ndings 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; Je"s & Smith, 2010; Milburn et al., 2000) and the literature in related professions 
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 di"erences between 
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countries with regard to age range, speci!c aims and the degree of professionalization (Ord et al., 
2018, p. 222).

By bringing together, reanalysing and combining the !ndings 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.

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 identi!ed 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 speci!c outcomes that could prevent individual and social problems 
of socially vulnerable youngsters. Only those !ndings that were supported by data were extracted in 
order to maintain the rigour of the study. Using thematic coding, relevant !ndings from the di"erent 
studies were labelled by the !rst author. We used the !ndings of the original authors (second-order 
interpretation) as well as the quotations they presented (!rst-order interpretation) as part of our 
analyses because the !ndings were well documented and supported by a sizable 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 !rst 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 analysed. 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 analysing made it 
possible to compare and identify recurring themes across the studies (Howell Major & Savin- 
Baden, 2010).

After cross-study themes were identi!ed, we moved towards 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 di"erent 
studies together (without losing sight of the context) and developed third-order interpretations 
with regard to the methodical process and speci!c outcomes applicable in a multi-methodic 
approach. To develop these third-order interpretations, we reviewed important connections 
between !rst 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 di"erent studies and in di"erent 
contexts to represent a line of argument (Noblit & Hare, 1988) for a conceptual framework that 
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 speci!c outcomes that may prevent 
individual and social problems and the characteristics of the methodical process that may in$uence 
these outcomes. The conceptual framework of a multi-methodic youth work approach is depicted in 
Figure 1.
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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 !nding additional social or health services.

The !rst shared outcome of professional youth work was the development of social skills, which 
are de!ned 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 profes-
sional youth work contributes to the development of various social skills, such as reducing ‘risky or 
negative behaviour’ (Ord et al., 2018, p. 128; Rumping et al., 2017; Koops et al., 2013), having respect 
for others and being better able to interact with other people (Koops et al., 2013, 2014; Ord et al., 
2018; Rumping et al., 2017). ‘Some of the young people also described improvements in relation-
ships with adults, including teachers, youth work sta", and family members’ (Fyfe et al., 2018, p. 21).

Second, there were indications that professional youth work enhances the self-mastery of young-
sters; an important component of psychological empowerment (Zimmerman, 1995). Self-mastery 
can be de!ned 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 re$ected in the research !ndings that suggested the 
youth workers helped strengthen the youngsters’ problem-solving skills (Koops et al., 2014) and their 
self-con!dence in trying new experiences (Fyfe et al., 2018), and assisted them in learning to set 
personal goals (Schaap et al., 2017), ‘to manage issues such as mental ill health, family con$ict and 
bereavement’ (Ord et al., 2018, p. 130) and to reduce stress (Schaap et al., 2017).

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, 

Socially vulnerable youngsters (aged 10 to 24) 

Outcomes that could prevent individual and social 
problems 

Strengthening of social skills 

Increasing self-mastery 

Reinforcement of the social network 

Enhancement of civic participation 

Referring youngsters to additional social or health 
services 

Multi-methodic youth work approach  

Combination of four youth work methods:  
1. Detached youth work 
2. Social group work
3. Individual guidance 
4. Information and advice services 

Methodic principles: 
1. Meaningful relationship 
2. Engagement with the life world 
3. Adapting to the needs of youngsters 
4. Learning by doing  
5. Proximity 
6. Drawing on strengths
7. Collaboration with the social environment 
8. Practical assistance 
9. Working with rules 
10. Rewarding 
11. One-on-one contact 
12. Peer support 

Figure 1. An integrated conceptual framework for multi-methodic youth work focused on prevention.
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neighbours) 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 labour 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 neighbourhood 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 (Koops et al., 2014; 
Schaap et al., 2017; Fyfe 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 appro-
priate information and advice and practical help with, for example, applying for social bene!ts. 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).

Methodic principles

During our analysis we attempted to identify characteristics of the methodic way of acting, which 
resulted in the above-mentioned speci!c 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.

According to the research group, the methodical conduct of professional youth workers is 
re$ected in methodic principles, which are de!ned 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 in$uence the situation. 
Comparison of the studies revealed twelve methodic principles.

The !rst 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 di"erence 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 $edged discussion partner and do not judge them. Through both the emotional 
and physical accessibility of youth workers, they build ‘supportive and nurturing long-term relation-
ships 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 
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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, 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 recep-
tive 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 neighbourhood).

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 youngsters want to learn, !nd di#cult 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 insu#cient 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 behaviour 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 o"er 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, 2014; Schaap et al., 
2017).

Practical assistance means providing concrete help and support with speci!c issues, problems, 
queries and needs of young people, such as assistance in !nding an internship or applying for social 
bene!ts. Youth workers often use this principle as a motivation strategy. By addressing the speci!c 
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.
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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 behaviour. 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 
o"ers 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 behaviour 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 o"ering ‘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 in$uence group dynamics and promote the prosocial 
behaviour of young people by explaining to them which behaviour 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 (Fyfe et al., 2018; Rumping et al., 2017). 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., 2017).

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 clari!ed 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 !ndings resulted in a conceptual framework (see Figure 1) that directs 
attention to what stakeholders in the !eld of youth work regard as the potential of multi-methodic 
youth work as a preventive service. In addition, this framework presents an explicit understanding of 
the methodical process that will further contribute to the achievement of prevention.

Research into the speci!c outcomes of the multi-methodic approach clari!ed the !ve 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 develop-
ment of social skills, which are essential for young people to function well in society, to promote 
harmonious relationships and prevent behavioural problems leading to con$icts 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 
(La"ra & en 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 
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(Metz, 2020). Fourth, civic participation has a positive e"ect on the well-being of youngsters (Ince, 
Van Yperen, & Valkestijn, 2018) and o"ers them the opportunity to be of signi!cance 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 o"ers youth workers not only the oppor-
tunity 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 neighbourhood. 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 methodic principles were identi!ed as contributing to this prevention-based approach, all 
of which are compatible and workable within the characteristic open-ended approach of profes-
sional youth work. These guiding notions shed light on the processes taking place between young-
sters, youth workers and the social environment. The comparison of di"erent studies revealed that 
a number of methodical principles were re$ected in all four of the youth work methods identi!ed, 
while other principles were more speci!cally related to one method, for example, to group-based 
activities. Further study of the principles in di"erent 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.

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 re$ects these methodic principles, 3) whether and how methodical principles are long-
itudinally associated with these prevention-focused outcomes and 4) what other individual con-
textual conditions (such as important life events) and other preconditions might in$uence the 
positive development of youngsters in their transition to adulthood. Examples of these other 
preconditions include: accessible, welcoming and safe social and cultural settings, $exibility 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 su#ciently 
attractive facilities (Rumping et al., 2017).

Limitations of the study

There are speci!c limitations that must be considered when interpreting our !ndings. 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 !ndings 
from the six available studies produces added conceptual value that transcends the results of the 
individual studies that were conducted within six di"erent European contexts.

Secondly, it should be noted that two of the studies analysed for the purposes of this study were 
constructed within a framework of ‘appreciative inquiry’ (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).
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Third, although the fact that the !rst two authors were part of the research group that conducted 
four of the studies included in this paper proved to be bene!cial 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.

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 codi!es their ‘tacit 
knowledge’ into methodic principles which o"ers 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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