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This submission wishes to present two connected arguments: the argument for investment in 
the teenage years, especially around social disengagement, and an argument for youth work 
as a vehicle for such investment.  Our submission to the Committee is based on a conviction 
that concentrating on the correction of problems at the expense of investment in prevention 
results in poorer outcomes at higher cost.  This is evident in a range of areas, perhaps the 
most notably in public health.  Authorities estimate that of the 30 years improvement in life 
expectancy over the last century, 25 are due to improvements in public health (The Center for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 1999).  If we approach such spend working with new partners 
based in local communities and recruiting local community volunteers then we realize 
significant cost savings. This preventative investment needs to be directed towards: 
 
a) Parenting 
b) Volunteering 
c) Community-based Youth Provisio 
n 
 
Preventative approaches do have their risks.  Unlike bacteria, human beings respond and 
react to the way they are constructed.  A range of authorities have indicated that processes of 
specifically targeting socially at-risk populations run the risk of secondary deviance as a result 
of labelling (BBC, 2004; Grabosky, 1996; McCord, 2003 ). This same warning is given by the 
Edinburgh Study of Youth Transitions (McAra & McVie, 2009; McAra & McVie, 2010). While 
this is not a reason not to invest in prevention, it warns us against reinforcing negative 
identities. Emphasizing voluntary participation, avoiding narrow selection on the basis of 
dysfunction and focusing on positive engagement avoids this risk and still effectively serves 
those young people most at risk. While essential as a policy focus, in practice settings a focus 
on prevention still orients the intervention towards deficit and deviance.  We find that orienting 
the practice towards strength and the good life achieves prevention precisely because it does 
not focus upon it.   
 
In Kirkcaldy in Fife the YMCA runs a big centre in the heart of a deprived community open 
early till late, constantly buzzing with energy and activity. The youth work staff know every 
family and every teenager and through their many programmes use this relationship of trust to 
facilitate young people making different choices, choosing positive destinations and turning 
away from anti-social behaviour. (There is an open invitation from YMCA Scotland to visit this 
project) 
 
There are three important points here: 

1. We know from the research who is at risk of future social difficulty. 
2. YMCA and other similar organizations have recruited, trained and connected hundreds 

of community volunteers in recent years to prevent problem trajectories. 



3. This can be done while ensuring that vulnerable children and young people are kept 
safe from harm. 
 

The objective of youth work is to facilitate young people’s agency: their capacity to be 
actors in their own lives, for their lives to feel like they belong to them, and for their 
decisions about their lives and their place in the community to count.  The evidence is 
strong that a sense of agency is a powerful antidote to economic disengagement, crime, 
mental and other illness, problematic drug use and a range of other social problems 
(Burns, 2010).  The argument for the efficacy of youth work rests on two bases: the 
developmental and the evidentiary.  The developmental argument suggests that given 
what we know about human development and current social conditions, youth work or 
something like it would be a logical and necessary structure to have in place.  The 
evidentiary argument looks at the empirical evidence that suggests that youth work is in 
fact effective in preventing social problems among young people. 

Developmental arguments 
Making a clear case regarding the developmental needs of young people has always been 
complicated by the fact that adolescence is deeply influenced by social structure, custom and 
culture.  What young people ‘really’ need has always been overdetermined by needs that 
particular societies create.  Recently, our understandings have been significantly clarified by 
new developments in cognitive neuroscience. 

Arguments from Cognitive Neuroscience 
While this science is still in its infancy, there are already some clear indications with respect to 
young people. 
 

1.  While the structure of the brain is deeply influenced by genetic forces, it is clear also 
that experience and the environment contribute significantly to the way that circuitry 
develops in the brain, and indeed to overall physical brain structure (Draganski et al., 
2004). The nature and timing of the expression of genetic tendencies is also 
significantly influenced by environment . 
 

2. The process of circuit-building is not linear throughout life.  There is a massive 
proliferation of synapses, for example, in the first two years of life, and another just 
before puberty (Giedd et al., 1999a).  If the environment is poor, cruel, or chaotic during 
these periods, that may determine many of the circuits that are laid down, if not the way 
they are laid down.  This is already having an impact on policy around the care and 
education of infants: much of the investment in early years has been based on creating 
optimal environments for the development of positive brain circuitry.  
 

3. It was thought previously that brain development was more or less complete at puberty.  
However, it is now clear that there are important processes of refinement continuing 
through the teenage years (Blakemore & Choudhury, 2006; Lenroot & Giedd, 2006; 
reviewed byPaus, 2005).  This has been described as ‘synaptic pruning’, a process by 
which the organism selects certain circuits for upgrading and others are allowed to fall 
into disuse. 



 
4. We assume that the human organism will make decisions about which circuits will be 

confirmed and which ones allowed to recede according to the imperatives of its 
environment.  The environment in which young people live while these decisions 
are made is critical in determining the mind-set of the adult.  If young people live in 
an environment of suspicion, repression and futility, the circuits that are confirmed 
during the teenage years will be those that are most appropriate to survival in such an 
environment (Sercombe & Paus, 2009).  
 

5. Investment in the early years is clearly important.  However, if that investment is not 
followed up by attention to the environments in which teenagers live, the investment is 
potentially wasted because circuits appropriate for survival in a negative or threatening 
environment are preserved and upgraded, while more positive circuits are ‘pruned’ 
away. 

 
This research is supported by a range of earlier perspectives on adolescence which 
characterize the teenage years as a period of time in which a young person takes up their 
personhood and moves into responsible and responsive adulthood.  This has been variously 
described as identity crisis (Erikson, 1968), transition (Havighurst & Dreyer, 1975), a 
moratorium on responsibility (Parsons, 1942), emergent adulthood (Arnett, 2002) and various 
other conceptual frames.   
 
In our increasingly age-stratified society young people develop mostly in the company of and 
under the influence of their peers.  Traditionally, they would have had the company of older 
adults other than parents or teachers to guide this process. Regardless of how supportive 
peers might be, they are limited in facilitating adulthood, simply because they do not yet know 
themselves (Epstein, 2007).  To leave young people to negotiate the process of finding 
adulthood unfacilitated and unguided does not seem to recommend itself.  It is remarkable that 
so many young people negotiate the process successfully. 
 
The case is also clear from historical and sociological analysis.  Since the Industrial 
Revolution, young people have been progressively excluded from adult, economic and social 
life.  This has accelerated since World War Two, to the point where now the gap between 
biological adulthood and social adulthood has stretched from about five years at the turn of the 
last century to about fifteen years currently.  This has created an extended period during which 
young people have no clear social role.   In 1956 Eisenstadt’s intercultural functional analysis 
of the sociology of youth (Eisenstadt, 1956) found that a youth category was functional if:  
 
a) young people and their social forms of organization had a clear role  
b) there was good integration between youth organisations and adult organizations and 
c) there was a clear process of graduation into adulthood. 
 
In a society where none of these obtain, the integrative structures of youth work are essential.  
The evidence of youth work as an essential service is also that despite chronic under-
resourcing, youth work has maintained a presence in industrial societies since the mid-1800’s.   



Evidentiary arguments 
Evidence for the efficacy of youth work in preventing social problems is not conclusive.  There 
are a number of reasons for this.  
 
Preventative measures are easiest to evaluate in simple systems.  In the area of social policy, 
however, we are dealing with complex systems with many interacting variables (Home Office 
Select Committee, 2010).  In public health terms, this is much more similar to the case of 
smoking and tobacco than it is to say, vaccination.  Proving the relationship between smoking 
and health took a long time and a great deal of effort even though ‘anecdotally’ many health 
practitioners had been convinced of the risks for decades.  While anecdotal and intuitive 
evidence is strong, large-scale longitudinal evaluation of youth work has not been conducted in 
this country or anywhere to our knowledge.   
 
Youth work has also been subject to chronic underfunding and consequent variations in quality 
of delivery.  Compared with institutions like secondary schooling, the reach of youth work has 
been limited and uneven.  This variability in resourcing has implications for quality. 
Nevertheless, the evidence for the effectiveness of youth work in preventing social problems is 
strong and credible.  A 1994 Coopers & Lybrand commissioned study concluded that while a 
direct causal link between youth work and crime reduction could not be verified, the authors 
were convinced that the qualitative evidence for such an effect was credible.  The study found 
that with each youth crime event costing £2300, projects needed only to prevent one in 75 
young people committing one crime each year to be cost effective.  However, 85 per cent of 
the local authorities questioned reported that central government funding for youth work had 
dropped. 
 
A 2010 report by the Home Office Select Committee agreed explicitly with the cost 
effectiveness of youth work interventions, though again, that more research needed to 
be done to establish the evidentiary base.  The Youth Justice Board concurred, though 
they also admitted that ‘of its £511m budget, only £36m or 7% is "specifically labelled as 
prevention money". The Deputy Assistant Commissioner agreed that a reduction in 
crime had occurred where there had been investment in positive activities for young 
people, though again admitted a direct causal link could not be established. The 2008 
Crime and Communities Review had come to the same conclusion. 
 
The ‘Friday Night Project’ was introduced in Bellshill, Ward 15 (Mossend and Holytown) 
in 2009.  The project involved YMCA and police and partners engaging young people to 
prevent crime. 
 
Oct - Dec 2008 (youths involved)    Oct - Dec 2009 (youths 
involved)  
 
Assault            1     Assault            Nil 
Disorder          10     Disorder          
 7 
Street drinking   16      Street drinking   4 
Complaints       28     Complaints        15 



 
 Total                       55 incidents                       Total                          26 incidents 
 
Measurement of preventative spending needs to mirror the longer term change it 
targets.  It is clear that large scale longitudinal research would need to be conducted. 
The lack of evidence from the youth work sector simply reflects the lack of any funding 
in Scotland for evaluation of such work. This exacerbated by the lack of any clear 
government strategy on youth work. This factor would need to be addressed to recruit 
and direct the youth & community work sector to lead a preventative spending 
approach.  In the interim a thorough literature review of the evidence on the 
effectiveness of youth work in promoting young people’s wellbeing would serve the 
Government’s decision-making processes well. 
 

Howard Sercombe, Professor of Community Education, University of Strathclyde 
Peter Crory, National Secretary, YMCA Scotland 
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