
 

 

 

 

 

DFID and Global Youth Work – What next?  

Background and Recommendations 
 

DFID has primarily focused its support for global learning on work within schools. 
However, young people learn in a range of settings, with many young people 

specifically benefiting from learning and development in non-formal settings. Global 

learning must engage young people in the most appropriate manner, when and where 
they are. For DFID to achieve its aim to build understanding and support for 

development, it needs a strategic programme that engages with young people outside 

schools. 
 

Youth work is a distinct, sophisticated process which engages with young people 
from 11 to 25, with a specific focus on the 13 to 19 age range.  It has a set of values, 

principles and ways of working that distinguish it from other types of work with 

children and young people.  Youth work is empowering, participative, educative and 
concerned with promoting equality of opportunity.  It is a voluntary activity that starts 

with the young person’s needs, understanding, interests and agendas.   
 

Global Youth Work (GYW) is informal education with young people that uses youth 
work methodology to encourage a critical understanding of the links between 

personal, local and global issues. It seeks young people’s active participation in 
bringing about change towards greater equity and justice. 
 

GYW builds upon principles and practices for global learning in settings such as youth 
groups, on the streets, through activity and volunteering programmes. As with formal 

learning, there are infrastructures that DFID can work with to influence and 
mainstream GYW approaches and thus ensure that those working with young people 

in non-formal settings have the understanding and confidence to deal with global 

issues and perspectives in the most effective way.  
 

GYW has reached a critical stage in its development where strategic support from 

DFID could enable a step change in its reach and impact. There is broad agreement 
from across maintained, voluntary and community sector youth organisations of the 

value of GYW and numerous examples of excellent practice exist to draw from, for 

example those from Global Youth Action.1 There is potential for significant 
development of GYW but resources and support are needed for this potential to be 

realised.  

 
GYW is good youth work, not simply an add-on. Youth workers could mistakenly 

perceive that they need to arrange international volunteering or exchanges to do 

GYW. These can contribute to GYW but are not essential or exclusive elements. The 

core of GYW is helping young people make the connections between their lives and 
others in the wider world. 
 

                                    
1 www.globalyouthaction.org.uk 
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Youth work, perhaps more than school education, has a strong overlap with the 

principles of global learning.  
 

DEA describes global learning as, 

 

“education that puts learning in a global context, fostering: 

• critical and creative thinking;  
• self-awareness and open-mindedness towards difference;  
• understanding of global issues and power relationships; and  

• optimism and action for a better world” 
 

In youth work,  

 
“informal educators tend to emphasise certain values. These include 
commitments to: 

• work for the well-being of all.  

• respect the unique value and dignity of each human being.  

• dialogue.  
• equality and justice.  

• democracy and the active involvement of people in the issues that affect 

their lives”2 
 

The youth sector in the UK is broad and diverse and its governance varies across the 
four countries of the UK. In England, for example, some provision for children and 
young people has a statutory footing, such as social and youth offending work, 

teaching and health provision.  Other aspects of work with children and young 
people, including youth work, lack that status. In some instances youth work is 

supported by Local Authority Integrated Children’s Services and this is described as 

the maintained sector.  It is also delivered by the voluntary and community 
sectors. These sectors are largely distinct, although there have been moves in recent 

years to bring youth work delivery agents closer together.  

 

The maintained sector includes local authority led youth services, community learning 
services and Integrated Youth Support Services. Statutory and maintained services 

tend to be characterised by a focus on delivering a range of government agendas such 

as Every Child Matters, social inclusion and community cohesion. They are sometimes 
seen as target driven – not entirely dissimilar to some critiques of the schools sector.   

 

The voluntary and community sector comprises a broader range of organisations that 

work with young people, including NGOs and charities, community projects, and larger 
organisations such as Woodcraft folk, Red Cross and uniformed organisations (e.g. 

Cadets, Scouts), often delivered with the support of volunteers. Some of these 

organisations are strongly issue based so sometimes focus narrowly on particular 
campaigns stemming from their organisation, rather than on broader education. There 

have been recent developments in the cultural sector such as supporting young 
people’s involvement in the cultural legacy of the Olympics. Ways forward for GYW 
need to take account of the different influences within and between the different 

youth sectors, but also the potential of bringing them together.  
 

GYW practice and strategies have been developed over many years3 and DEA, its 

members and sister networks have played a central role in this. Research and wide 

                                    
2 Mark Smith, 2009 at www.infed.org/i-intro.htm 
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ranging experience show there is support for GYW and there is evidence of good 

practice and enhanced outcomes for young people. However, GYW is not being 

coordinated and funded enough to ensure more young people can access it. 

Coordination of the many influences on youth work training, policy and practice is 
essential to take GYW forward. 
 

Training and workforce development for the youth sectors is an important area of 
work in developing and mainstreaming GYW. Both initial training and Continuing 
Professional Development need to be addressed. 

 
Courses are validated by the National Education and Training Standards (ETS) 

Committees of the National Youth Agencies and appear in the JNC Agreement for 

Youth Workers (a national set of terms and conditions). The new National 
Occupational Standards for Youth Work4 and the subject benchmarks for youth work 

training5 now include reference to the global dimension, following engagement by DEA 

and its members.  However, this is not yet filtering into youth work courses where 

GYW is of variable quality and quantity. It is largely attracting only youth workers who 
have a personal interest in it despite a high proportion of youth work trainers 

believing that it is a necessary part of youth work training for all.6 A recently 

completed practice-based research study7 commissioned by the Centre for Global 
Education and University of Ulster provides evidence of a strong level of interest 

among youth work trainers and lecturing staff in GYW.  The study advocates the 
integration of GYW into existing modules rather than the introduction of new courses 
despite the challenges attached to timetabling and resourcing this work.  The research 

findings may reflect the experiences of other higher education institutions that provide 

youth work training. 

 
There are a wide range of local, regional and national structures for youth work. 

For example, the NYA is a strategic body in England supporting those involved in the 

statutory, maintained and voluntary and community sectors. NYA previously managed 
a GYW project that brought DFID and DCSF together. Youth service provision is also 

brought together by Regional Youth Work Units.  
 

For the statutory and maintained sectors, there is considerable potential for the 

greater inclusion of GYW but more work needs to be done to take up these 

opportunities. For example, in England, integrated services and strategies such as 
Every Child Matters and Youth Matters are significant developments with potential for 

GYW waiting to be harnessed. Work needs to be done to show how engaging with 

global perspectives is crucial to supporting a range of mainstream agendas such as 

inclusion, community cohesion and skills for employment. 
 

A number of local authority youth services have embraced the global dimension and 
there are examples of youth work curricula developed around young people’s local, 

national and global connections and influences.  
 

For the voluntary and community youth sector, there are a wide range of national 

bodies which have members engaged in GYW, for example, the National Council for 

                                                                                                                    
3 See Adams, P. (2009) ‘Global Youth Work: Literature Review’, DEA 
4 Lifelong Learning UK (LLUK) (2008) ‘National Occupational Standards for Youth Work’ London: Sector Skills 

Development Agency/LLUK 
5 www.qaa.ac.uk 
6 De Montfort/Global Education Derby research, forthcoming 2009 
7 www.centreforglobaleducation.com/documents/105 
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the Voluntary Youth Service (NCVYS), UK Youth and Youth Action Network. These 

bodies have the potential to play a significant role in the further development of GYW.  
 

The Joint Agencies Group (JAG) provides a networking space for international 

development agencies involved in GYW.  These organisations have been important in 

the development of GYW and their work reaches a range of audiences including young 

people returning from international volunteering.  
 

DEA commissioned a Research Report8 in 2009. Despite the timescale and scope of 

the study, which was limited to fit within DFID’s Building Support for Development 

Review, the study received over 100 responses and provides a valuable snapshot. It 
has confirmed DEA’s own experience that there is recognition of the need for and the 

benefits of GYW, but that whilst there is excellent practice in some places there is little 
or none in others.  
 

Without prompting, participants identified a number of benefits to engaging in GYW. 

These were clustered as follows: 
  

• “Understanding the global community and seeing the world differently  

• Cultural awareness or understanding difference  
• Recognising the link between the personal, the local and the global, that this 

is a two way process and therefore we have responsibility towards others  

• Challenging stereotypes, values and attitudes  

• Personal development and skills  
• Taking action and recognising the effectiveness of taking action  
• Helping to build relationships and community cohesion and challenging 

inequality and oppression” 9 
 

Similarly, participants identified without prompting a number of barriers to GYW. 

These were clustered as follows: 
  

• “Funding and resources were considered to be a barrier by 58% of 
respondents. 

• Similarly, a lack of time, capacity or staffing was considered to be a barrier 

by 32% of respondents. Other priorities made it difficult to get Global Youth 
Work on to the agenda for 23% of respondents. 

• 25% of respondents stated that a lack of staff understanding or a lack of 
motivation or commitment from staff made it difficult to develop or deliver 
effective Global Youth Work....  

• 10% of respondents felt that the development of effective Global Youth 
Work relied heavily on individuals’ passions for Global Youth Work, however 

that this was not supported enough by organisations or managers.” 10 
 

These barriers and the preceding background suggest ways forward for the 
development of GYW. 
 

                                    
8 Cotton, N (2009) Global Youth Work in the UK: Research Report 
9 Cotton, N (2009) Global Youth Work in the UK: Research Report 
10 Cotton, N (2009) Global Youth Work in the UK: Research Report 
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Recommendations for DFID’s role 
 

DFID should work towards the mainstreaming of quality GYW by: 

• Working together with DCSF and their equivalents across the UK to push for 
greater support for GYW in youth policy. 

• Developing partnerships with and supporting organisations and networks which are 

working strategically towards the mainstreaming of GYW. 

• Exploring and developing regional strategies which could involve working closer 
with Regional Youth Work Units, following the example in the East Midlands. 

 

DFID should support quality GYW practice by: 

• Engaging young people and youth workers in the process. Funding networking and 

the sharing of good practice between those working on GYW, including supporting 

an online resource centre, conferences and practice sharing opportunities. 
• Funding significant national GYW training and workforce development programmes 

in each country of the UK and ensuring that Higher Education Institutions 

delivering youth work training courses incorporate a stronger global dimension into 
the curriculum.  

• Funding GYW programmes, particularly those that lead to the development and 

sharing of good practice and/or build capacity within the youth sectors.  
• Improving strategies to encourage young people’s participation and to value their 

voice in DFID’s work. DFID CSO Youth Working Group, JAG and other key 

stakeholders in GYW could be better linked with DFID’s support. 
 

DFID should highlight good practice in GYW in non-formal settings in the UK by: 
• Including GYW case studies and practice examples in publicity and media work. 

• Ministerial visits to GYW projects. 
 


