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ave we missed anything? That was the gist
of two of the questions at the end of the
Transforming Youth Work consultation
document. It asked whether all the key

issues for youth work had been covered, and
wondered what other measures might be
introduced to strengthen its approach to quality. 

Yes, there is something missing: sustainable
development. The phrase may not be snappy, but it
is vitally important to the forthcoming changes to
youth work and the youth service. 

This briefing paper explains how and why the
concept can be been integrated into current youth
work thinking and planning. It argues for a holistic
approach to young people’s needs, values, rights
and responsibilities – seeing them fully in context
and as part of a dynamic network of relationships
with others. 

The briefing sets out a series of recommendations
designed to ensure that the planning and delivery of
services to young people are informed by current
thinking on sustainable development.

Transforming Youth Work puts a priority on ensuring
that young people are kept in ‘good shape’. While
no one would argue against this aim, it must also be
acknowledged that good shape isn’t simply a matter
of individual choice and personal dedication. There
are a range of issues directly affecting young people
that they may have little or no control over. The
same is true of their access to resources, the
environment and political processes. 

To transform youth work effectively, it needs to be
recognised that young people’s needs are complex
and are interwoven with needs of others, locally and
globally. 

We are interconnected with people around the
world and the environment. How we live our lives
affects other people, not only now, but also in the
future. Recognising that, being aware of and
sensitive to the complex strands, the network of
action and reaction, cause and effect, is to begin to
incorporate notions of sustainable development into
work with young people. 

But what is sustainable development? What does it
have to do with youth work? It is possible to trace an
unmistakable seam of sustainable development
philosophy running through recent government
papers and strategic thinking. Although
Transforming Youth Work fails to mention it directly,
there is plenty of evidence that it is central to many
parts of government thinking.

The above objectives are not isolated – they interact
with each other. Indicators have been drawn up that
connect the social, environmental and economic
factors. The government lists better health and
education for all, access to local services and travel,
shaping our surroundings, and empowerment and
participation. Clearly, youth work has a pivotal role
to play, most obviously with the last aspect, but
potentially with them all. 

Introducing the idea of sustainable development is
not re-inventing the wheel, nor is it bolting on
something new. Existing mechanisms such as Best
Value contain local sustainable development
indicators. Local authority youth services are able to
link sustainable development to young people
through the ongoing Best Value Review process.

The compact between government and the
voluntary sector is also explicit, as this quote shows: 

1 A better quality of life: a strategy for sustainable development
for the United Kingdom, DETR, 1999, p.8
2 Compact: getting it right together: Funding: a code of good
practice, Home Office Active Community Unit, 2000, p.29 

At the heart of sustainable development is
the simple idea of ensuring a better quality
of life for everyone, now and for future
generations. That is the summary of the
government’s strategy for the UK, set out in
the document A better quality of life. 

Achieving it, means meeting four objectives
simultaneously:

● Social progress which recognises the 
needs of everyone.

● Effective protection of the environment.

● Prudent use of natural resources.

● Maintenance of high and stable levels of 
economic growth and employment.1

“

”

There is a clear need for funding priorities
and mechanisms to promote activities
which support sustainable development.
This means working towards a better life for
everyone, now and in generations to come.
This can be done by assessing whether an
application delivers social, environmental
and economic benefits at the same time.2
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Human Assets
Skills, knowledge, good health, family and 

capacity to work

Financial Assets
Cash income, credit, state benefits or the ‘informal 

economy’, goods in kind. Young people are less 

likely to have access to assets such as savings, 

property or credit.

Natural Assets
Natural resources people rely on for income, 

wellbeing (physical and spiritual), public goods such as clean air.

Access to and use of natural assets varies for different social and

economic groups.

Social Assets
Interactions, membership of structured groups, relationships of

trust, identity, belonging and spiritual development.

Physical Assets
Basic infrastructure and physical goods that support the

livelihoods of individuals and communities, transport, water

sanitation, housing, communications and access to information. 
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TThe model* outlines five types of resources 
or ‘assets’ that are needed to develop

a more sustainable lifestyle and to improve 
the quality of life of an individual or group. 
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Education for
Sustainable
Development 
is underpinned 
by key concepts:

DiversityDiversity
Respecting and valuing both 
human diversity – cultural, social
and economic – and biodiversity.

Quality of lifeQuality of life
Acknowledging that global equity
and justice are essential elements of
sustainability and that basic needs
must be met by everyone.

InterInterdependencedependence
Understanding how people, the
environment and the economy are
inextricably linked at all levels, from
the local to the global.

Citizenship – rightsCitizenship – rights
and rand responsibilitiesesponsibilities
Recognising the importance of
taking individual responsibility to
ensure the world is a better place 
for yourself and others.

Needs and rights ofNeeds and rights of
futurfuture generationse generations
Understanding our own basic needs
and the implications for the needs
of future generations of actions
taken today.

Sustainable changeSustainable change
Understanding that resources are
finite and that this has implications
for people’s lifestyles, and for
commerce and industry. 

UncerUncertainty andtainty and
prprecautionecaution
Acknowledging that there are a
range of possible approaches to
sustainability and that situations 
are constantly changing, indicating
a need for flexibility and lifelong
learning. 

InfluencesInfluences

Context
Culture

Political climate

Shocks (e.g. floods, 

foot-and-mouth)

Social trends

Globalisation

Structures
European Parliament

Central Government

Devolved Parliament 

and assemblies

Regionalisation

Local government

Private sector

Public sector

Processes
Laws 

Politics 

Incentives

OutcomesOutcomes
● Increased wellbeing 
● Reduced vulnerability
● More sustainable use of natural resources
● More sustainable income 
● Active citizenship
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* The model has been adapted from a Department for International
Development (DFID) Background Briefing Sustainable Livelihoods
and Poverty Elimination, DFID, 9 November 1999.
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II
t is possible to use sustainable development as
a framework within which we can analyse the
capacity of a policy, organisation or service to
meet the needs of individuals, groups and
communities. 

The model raises questions about the relationship
between the needs of the economy and the needs of
young people and the world around us. It helps us
look critically at the nature and purpose of our work
with young people, how we create youth policy,
structure programmes and services and decide 
on curriculum. Sustainable development must be
the focus of a wider ‘youth policy’ alongside its

inclusion at the heart of youth or Connexions
services. Improving young people’s quality of life
means developing a balance between the social,
human, financial, physical and natural assets that are
essential for young people to live a more sustainable
lifestyle. 

The following recommendations propose how the
Youth Services and Connexions Partnerships,
Government, Department for Education and Skills
(DfES), and Youth and Community Work training
agencies can reflect sustainable development in their
organisation, policy and in the delivery of activities
and services. 

RecommendationsRecommendations
Youth Services and the Connexions Service for young people should:

● Encourage the development of citizenship and the importance of individual and collective 
rights, and responsibility for ensuring the world is a better place.

● Recognise in policy and practice that the economy, environment and people are inextricably 
linked at all levels from the local to the global.

● Value human, cultural, social and economic diversity and biodiversity in policy and delivery.

● Acknowledge that there is a need to be flexible in how we approach sustainability and learning
and that this is a life-long process that takes place both formally and informally.

● Recognise that young people experiencing social exclusion may lack access to and use of 
resources, while others may well be overconsuming resources.

The DfES should:

● Advocate that the views and needs of young people are taken into account and valued by 
other government departments, in line with the approach to ‘joined up Government’. This 
requires more than consultation. It means actually incorporating young people as integral
players in any Quality of Life initiatives.

● Recognise the distinctive contribution youth work makes to sustainable development for 
individuals and communities and strengthen the use of the Standards Fund and its grant 
scheme to National Voluntary Youth Organisations. This is to embed more consistent
approaches to sustainable development and improve the skill of youth work practitioners.

Youth and Community Work training agencies should:

● Integrate sustainable development as an essential component of initial training for youth and 
community workers, not only as option modules. 

● PAULO, the National Training Organisation for community-based learning and development, 
should develop a strategic approach to integrating sustainable development education into 
vocational training programmes. 



TT
he Development Education Association (DEA) and the Council
for Environmental Education (CEE) are working in partnership to
develop approaches to sustainable development in youth work
and youth services.

The DEA is a national umbrella body working with and for over 240
member organisations to raise awareness and understanding of global
and development issues in the UK. 

The CEE is a national umbrella organisation for environmental education
that works with and on behalf of its 80 member organisations and 200
associate organisations to ensure that the principles of sustainable
development are at the heart of education policy and practice.

Both organisations support the development of youth work practice
through programmes of training, information and consultancy.

For more information concerning Sustainable Development 
and Youth Work please contact:
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Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Environmental Action Fund

The DEA youth officer
29–31 Cowper St
London EC2A 4AT

Tel  020 7490 8108
Fax 020 7490 8123

Email paul.adams@dea.org.uk

Website www.dea.org.uk

Registered Charity No. 291696

CEE
94 London St
Reading RG1 4SJ

Tel  0118 950 2550
Fax 0118 959 1955
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Website www.cee.org.uk 
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