
Youth Worker Perspectives on Building
and Maintaining Relationships with Older

Adolescents and Emerging Adults in Strongport

Item Type dissertation

Authors Forrester, Patrice

Publication Date 2021

Abstract Youth worker relationships with program participants in
community-based programs are integral to the promotion
of positive youth development. There is a paucity of studies
that specifically explore youth worker perspectives of their
relationship deve...

Keywords community-based programs; youth workers (social services);
Community-based social services; Youth development; Youth
workers; Social Work

Download date 19/05/2023 15:05:42

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10713/17941

http://hdl.handle.net/10713/17941


 
 

Curriculum Vitae 

 

Name: Patrice Carolyn Forrester 

 

Contact Information: patricecarolyn@gmail.com 

 

Degree and Date to be Conferred: Ph.D., Fall 2021 

 

Education: 

University of MD                     Baltimore, MD, 2021 

Ph.D. Social Work 

 

Catholic University                                           Washington, DC, 2010 

Master of Social Work                            

  

McDaniel College                                            Westminster, MD, 2008 

Bachelor of Arts in Sociology 

 

 

Articles in Refereed Journals:                                 

• Negi, N.J., Forrester, P., Calderon, M., Esser, K., & Parrish, D. (2019). 

“We are at full capacity”: Social care workers persisting through work-

related stress in a new immigrant settlement context in the United States. 

Health and Social Care in the Community. doi: 10.1111/hsc.12802 

 

• Imboden, R., McCarthy, L., Shdaimah, C., Forrester, P. (2020). Ethics 

are “messy”: Social work supervision as a tool to help social workers 

manage ethical  challenges. Ethics and Social Welfare. doi: 

10.1080/17496535.2020.1720265 

 

• Rose, T., Hope, M.O., Thurman, D., Forrester, P., Rose, R. (2020). Non-

organizational religious involvement and psychosocial wellbeing among 

African-American and Caribbean Black youth. Journal of Black 

Psychology. doi: 10.1177/0095798420937856 

• Forrester, P. (2021). Development of a Theoretical Framework for 

Examining Youth Worker Perspectives on their Relationships with 

Adolescents and Emerging Adults in the United States. Qualitative Social 

Work 20(6), 1426-1440. 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:patricecarolyn@gmail.com


 
 

Research Experience: 

2016-Present  Graduate Research Assistant 

 

o Work with research team in conducting quantitative studies that 

focus on the subjective wellbeing and mental health of children 

and adolescents. Collaborate with research team in data analysis 

and management, and scholarly writing (PI: Dr. Theda Rose, 

Project: Child Wellbeing Study; PI: Dr. Antoinette Farmer, 

Project: Confirmatory Factor Analysis: Rosenberg Self-Esteem 

Scale) 

           

o Collected primary quantitative data from elementary school 

students and managed databases for project that assessed 

subjective wellbeing of children. Presented univariate data 

statistics in report for participating schools to inform development 

of supportive school services for students (PI: Dr. Theda Rose, 

Project: Child Wellbeing Study)   

 

o Engaged in secondary qualitative analysis of data collected from 

social service workers providing services for Latinos in Baltimore 

to explore responses to a lack of resources for clients that could 

inform worker burnout prevention and improved service provision 

for Latinos in Baltimore (PI: Dr. Nalini Negi, Project: The Social 

Service Needs of Latino Immigrants in Baltimore) 

 

 

Education Experience: 

Teaching 

March 2021                Guest Lecturer, University of Maryland, Baltimore School of SW 

                                    Course Title: Social Work Research 

 

Spring 2020                Instructor, University of Maryland, Baltimore 

                                    School of Social Work 

                                    SWCL 744: Psychopathology 

 

November 2019          Guest Lecturer, University of South Carolina College of SW 

                                    Course Title: Social Work Research Methodologies 

 

Spring 2019             Teaching Assistant, University of Maryland, Baltimore 

                                    School of Social Work 

                                    SOWK 783: Qualitative Cross-Cultural Research Methods 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Professional Development Workshops 

Aug. 2021     Maintaining Connections with Youth in a Time of Stress   

Dec. 2019      Issues in SW Practice: Human Trafficking in the US 

Feb. 2019      Bibliotherapy: Applications in Clinical Practice 

March 2017   Human Trafficking in the US: Ethical Issues in Practice 

July 2017       Bibliotherapy: Applications in Clinical Practice w/ Children & Adolescents         

April 2016     Bibliotherapy: Applications in Clinical Practice w/ Children & Adolescents         

 

Fellowships and Honors 

May 2020        University of Maryland Social Work PhD Program Dissertation Grant  

Jan. 2020         SSWR Travel Award 

 

Practice Experience: 

2017-Present  Therapist: Safe Harbor Behavioral Care, Bel Air, MD 

 

2014-2016   Diagnostic Assessment Clinician: First Home Care, Washington, DC 

 

2013-Present    Director: Expressive Journeys, LLC, Lanham, MD 

 

2011-2014       Youth Director: National Wesleyan Youth Ministry, Hyattsville, MD 

 

2010-2014  Therapist: First Home Care, Washington, DC 

 

2009-2010  Social Work Intern: Pediatric AIDS/HIV Care, Washington, DC 

 

2009              Junior Co-Step Officer: Office of Commissioned Corps Force   

                         Management, United States Public Health Service, Rockville, MD 

 

2008-2009  Crisis Counselor Intern: So Others Might Eat, Washington, DC 

 

Professional Activities: 

Professional Associations 

2020                Society for Social Work and Research (SSWR-Member) 

2015-Present   PG County Human Trafficking Task Force (PGCHTTF-Member) 

2010-Present National Association of Social Workers (NASW-Member) 

 

Professional Certifications and Training 

2020                MD Board of SW Examiners - Approved Clinical Supervisor 

2018                Certificate – Human Trafficking Training for Mental Health Providers 

2014                Licensed Certified Social Worker – Clinical (LCSW-C) (MD) 

2014                Licensed Independent Clinical Social Worker (LICSW) (DC) 

2013                Certificate – Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy Training 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Statistical Software and Analysis Training 

Dedoose 

NVivo 

SPSS 

 

Service 

2020                Reviewed article for peer-reviewed journal in Journal of Workplace    

                        Behavioral Health 

 

2017-Present   Travel to Haiti in the summer to provide support for healthy development    

                         of communities, children and adolescents through training and facilitation  

                         of community activities that build capacities and promote wellbeing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Title of Dissertation: Youth Worker Perspectives on Building and Maintaining 

Relationships with Older Adolescents and Emerging Adults in Strongport 

Patrice Forrester, Doctor of Philosophy, 2021 

Dissertation Directed by: Dr. Jodi Frey, Professor, School of Social Work 

Youth worker relationships with program participants in community-based programs are 

integral to the promotion of positive youth development. There is a paucity of studies that 

specifically explore youth worker perspectives of their relationship development with 

older adolescents and emerging adults in the US. The purpose of this multi-method 

qualitative study was to examine how youth workers in community-based programs 

developed and maintained relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults living 

in a large city in the US. This study also explored what constrained or supported youth 

workers in developing relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults. The 

study was grounded in the constructivist paradigm and guided by Bronfrenbrenner’s 

(Bronfrenbrenner & Ceci, 1994) bioecological framework and anthropological theories of 

social suffering and embodiment.  

Twelve youth workers currently working with older adolescents or emerging adults in the 

same US city, and one key stakeholder, participated in this study. Data was collected 

through multiple qualitative methods, including interviews, photo-elicitation, document 

review, member checking, and researcher journal notes to obtain multiple perspectives of 

youth worker experiences of relationships with older adolescents or emerging adults. 



 
 

Demographic surveys were also used to provide information on youth workers’ self-

reported social identities and organizational contexts that may have influenced their 

perspectives on relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults.  

This study found that youth workers build relationships with older adolescents or 

emerging adults in various ways that fit with their embodied social identities or relational 

style. All youth workers rooted their relationships with program participants on 

affirmation or trust. Youth workers also embodied authenticity during the relationship 

process that contributed to deeper relationship development. Facilitation of 

communication and creation of space that promoted safety or comfort were also used to 

develop relationships. Aspects of youth workers’ selves (e.g., desire to work with older 

adolescents) and their environments (e.g., program funding requirements) supported or 

constrained the development of relationships with older adolescents or emerging adults. 

Study results can inform key stakeholders in the youth worker field in strategies that 

support youth workers in building positive relationships with older adolescents and 

emerging adults for positive youth development. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 INTRODUCTION  

Background and Significance 

 Adult youth workers interact with adolescents (individuals between the ages of 11 

and 17) (Curtis, 2015) and emerging adults (individuals between the ages of 18 and 29) 

(Arnett et al., 2014) in programs that support positive adolescent and emerging adult 

outcomes (e.g., improved socio-emotional functioning, academic success, gainful 

employment) (Hadley et al., 2010; Vasudevan, 2017). Though there is international 

literature that highly suggests positive relationships with caring adults (e.g., parents, 

teachers) are associated with positive outcomes in adolescents and emerging adults 

(Bowers et al., 2015; Davis et al., 2015; Ungar, 2013), fewer studies have specifically 

explored youth workers’ relationships with adolescents and emerging adults in the US, an 

important factor that can support or impede positive outcomes (Barcelona & Quinn, 

2011; Larson et al., 2015; Vasudevan, 2017). Research conducted on programs targeting 

adolescents and emerging adults based in the US predominantly involved researchers 

observing youth worker practices from a distance rather than direct exploration of youth 

workers’ perspectives on their practice (Larson et al., 2011).  

 Increased knowledge of how youth workers in the US perceive their work 

experiences can give program staff, funders, and policy makers insight into what hinders 

or facilitates positive relationships with adolescents and emerging adults (Barcelona & 

Quinn, 2011; Forrester, 2021; Lerner & Lerner, 2013). This knowledge can assist 

program staff, funders, and policy makers in promoting positive social outcomes (e.g., 

school engagement, pro-social behavior) and in reducing negative social outcomes (e.g., 
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substance use, delinquency) through support of positive relationships between program 

participants and youth workers (Bonnell et al., 2016; Bowers et al., 2015). Exploration of 

youth worker perspectives on their relationships with adolescents and emerging adults 

can also deepen the understanding of how youth workers create affirming and caring 

relationships with individuals vulnerable to involvement in the criminal justice system, 

dropping out of school, or being negatively stereotyped (e.g., viewed as delinquent, 

unintelligent, dysfunctional) (Borden et al., 2011; Maynard et al., 2015; Travis & Leech, 

2014). Aiding youth workers to develop positive relationships with adolescents and 

emerging adults can lead to reduced problem behaviors (e.g., criminal activity, violent 

aggression, substance use), and improved pro-social behaviors (e.g., increased social 

skills, self-regulation, self-confidence) (Afterschool Alliance, 2013b; Afterschool 

Alliance, 2014b; Barad & Vaughn, 2014; Cleveland & Goldstein, 2019; Murray & 

Rosanbalm, 2017; Nugent, 2015). Greater knowledge of the unique perspectives of youth 

workers on their experiences in developing relationships with program participants can 

inform the development of policies and social service practices that decrease 

stigmatization of adolescents and emerging adults and support them in becoming healthy 

adults (Forrester, 2021; Lerner, 2018; Sullivan & Larson, 2010; Travis, 2010). The 

purpose of this dissertation study is to understand how youth workers develop and 

maintain relationships with adolescents and emerging adults in a large US city. 

Youth Workers in the US 

 This dissertation focuses on youth workers in the US. The Annie E. Casey 

Foundation (AECF) estimated youth workers in the US to be about two to four million 

individuals (AECF, 2003). More recently, the National Institute on Out-of-School Time 
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(NIOST) reported that 850,000 youth workers are employed in after school programs in 

the US (NIOST, 2018). Other commonly used terms for youth workers are mentors, after 

school workers, youth development workers (Fernandes-Alcantra, 2019; Laroche & 

Klein, 2008; National Afterschool Association [NAA], 2006). Youth workers generally 

provide services for individuals at varied developmental stages from childhood through 

adolescence and into emerging adulthood (Hadley et al., 2010; Vasudevan, 2017). Youth 

workers can be found in various programs, including alternative educational programs, 

youth development programs, after-school programs, churches, out-of-school time 

programs, and group homes (Afterschool Alliance, 2014a.; Borden et al., 2011; Gane & 

Kijai, 2015; HumanServicesEdu.org, n.d.). Youth workers historically have come from 

diverse fields, including social work, community education, public health; others have 

been paraprofessionals with either a high school degree, college degree in a generalized 

field (e.g., sociology, liberal arts), or certification in a child or adolescent related field 

(e.g., School Age Certification) (HumanServicesEdu.org, n.d.; NAA, 2006; Yohalem et 

al., 2010).  

 National data on characteristics and trends concerning youth workers in the field 

have not been collected in the US since 2005 according to a 2017 literature review of 

youth workers in the US (Vasudevan, 2017). Two surveys of youth workers in the US 

were conducted in 2005 (NAA, 2006; Yohalem et al., 2010). The NAA surveyed 4,346 

after-school workers who were members or affiliates of their association from all 50 

states (NAA, 2006). The survey found that most respondents were female (85.5%) and 

White (72.9%) with a significant minority (26.1%) who were from minoritized (see Davis 

& Museus, 2019) racial or ethnic groups (NAA, 2006). The survey did not ask 
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respondents about the race or ethnicity of those they served (NAA, 2006). The average 

age of participants surveyed was 35 years (NAA, 2006). Two-thirds of participants had 

an Associate’s degree or higher (Yohalem et al., 2010; NAA, 2006). A minority of 

participants (20%) served individuals 13-18 years old, whereas 80% of participants 

served younger adolescents (11-12 years) or children (NAA, 2006). There was significant 

turnover in the study sample indicated by more than half of the sample being in their 

position for 5 years or less (NAA, 2006). A minority (34.3%) of participants were 

relatively stable in their jobs having been in their position for 7 years or more (NAA, 

2006). Commonly reported tenures in after-school were between 1 and 5 years (NAA, 

2006). Other social service workers such as childcare workers and child protective 

service workers have had similarly high rates of turnover to youth workers at 40% 

(AECF, 2003; Yohalem et al., 2010). The other survey conducted in 2005 was a profile 

of the perspectives of 1,053 youth workers and 195 program directors from 8 US 

communities (Yohalem & Pitman, 2006). Respondents were relatively young (adults who 

have not reached the age of 30) (Yohalem et al., 2010). Other youth workers in the 

sample entered the field at an older age (40’s and 50’s) coming from related fields such 

as education (Yohalem et al., 2010). Participants were generally well-educated with 

three-fifths having an Associate’s degree or higher (Yohalem et al., 2010). No other 

demographic information such as turnover rates or race or ethnicity of participants were 

provided in the report of this study’s findings (Yohalem et al., 2010).  

 The 2005 survey of after-school workers from all 50 states found that the most 

frequently reported reasons for becoming an after-school worker was a passion for 

working with children and adolescents, and flexibility in work schedules (NAA, 2006). 



5 
 

Participants reported a need for greater job training due to not being specifically trained 

in adolescent or child care before or after starting their after-school job (NAA, 2006). A 

2006 fact sheet on professional development for youth workers also noted that youth 

workers needed appropriate training to meet program participant needs because little to 

no training in child or adolescent development contributed to job stress and burnout 

(Bowie & Bronte-Tinkew, 2006). The 2005 survey of youth workers and program 

directors additionally found that participants experienced work-related stress due to 

serving those of several different school grades, having different roles and 

responsibilities, and being concerned about organizational capacity and job stability 

(Yohalem & Pittman, 2006). Study participants also reported that major reasons for 

leaving youth work were low compensation, minimal benefits, underappreciation from 

others of their role, and work-related stress (Yohalem & Pittman, 2006). They also 

expressed a need for greater support in their jobs through improved peer associations and 

appropriate supervisory feedback (Yohalem & Pittman, 2006). Researchers who have 

studied the youth worker workforce also found that programs rarely provided 

opportunities for promotion (e.g., salary increases, greater authority), adding to high 

turnover rates in youth worker positions (Yohalem & Pittman, 2006).  

 A 2003 survey of human service workers in the US noted that youth work was the 

least documented and understood of all human service fields (e.g., child welfare, 

childcare) (AECF, 2003). In contrast, youth work is an acknowledged career in other 

Western nations such as Great Britain and Ireland where it is documented in government 

policy and is researched to a greater extent than in the US (Dunne et al., 2014; European 

Union [EU], 2015; Peake et al., 2006). The European Commission estimates that there 
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are over 1.7 million youth workers in the EU based on national data estimates of youth 

workers from member states (Dunne et al., 2014). Youth workers in Europe have access 

to training in youth work at the university level and continuing education on the job 

(Dunne et al., 2014). For example, there are youth work courses of study at universities in 

England that are endorsed and monitored by the National Youth Agency (NYA), a 

national organization of youth workers, to prepare individuals for work in adolescent 

programs (NYA, n.d.). Although individuals can obtain training in youth work at the 

university level, not all youth workers in Europe have pursued higher education in their 

field (Dunne et al., 2014; NYA, n.d.). Youth workers often have no educational or 

professional development job requirements unless they work in government programs 

(Dunne et al., 2014). Like the US, youth workers in the EU have varied educational 

backgrounds, including social work, education, social sciences, and fields unrelated to 

youth work such as mathematics or architecture (Dunne et al., 2014). Others have 

specific youth worker qualifications obtained through university programs or have little 

to no formal educational training (Dunne et al., 2014). Studies of youth workers in 

Western nations (e.g., Canada) other than the US have found that there is constant youth 

worker turnover due to low pay, lack of recognition of work, unstable working 

environments (e.g., short contract work) and challenging work environments that can lead 

to burnout (Barford & Whelton, 2010; Dunne et al., 2014). At the time of this writing, 

there was no reliable data available to the researcher regarding youth worker 

demographics or turnover rates in the EU (Dunne et al., 2014). 
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Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood 

 Adolescence is a transitional period between childhood and adulthood 

characterized by rapid biological, social, cognitive, and emotional growth (Ernst et al., 

2006; Laski, 2015). The limbic system (the part of the brain related to impulses and 

feelings) is more developed than the pre-frontal cortex (the part of the brain related to 

cognitive control) during adolescence (Busso, 2014; Giedd, 2015). Due to this, 

adolescents are capable of making rational decisions, especially in hypothetical 

situations, but tend to be more emotionally sensitive and engage in risky behaviors that 

may lead to poor outcomes in mental health and behavior (Casey et al., 2008).  

 There are several definitions of adolescence, making it difficult to define 

individuals who meet criteria for this developmental stage adequately. Adolescence is 

defined in international contexts as a stage of development comprising ages 10-19 (World 

Health Organization [WHO], 2015), whereas the US includes ages 10-25 (Brookman, 

1995), ages 12-21 (Hardin & Hackell, 2017), or school grades 9-12 (Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention [CDC], 2018). As adolescence commonly includes a wide range 

of ages, clinicians and theorists often define sub-stages based on cultural, social, and 

developmental conceptions of adolescence including: 11-13 years (early adolescence), 

14-17 years (adolescence or middle adolescence), and 18-20 years (late adolescence) 

(Blum, 2016; Curtis, 2015; De Sanctis et al., 2014). In early adolescence, individuals 

generally experience the onset of puberty and transition into middle or junior high school 

in the US (Curtis, 2015). During adolescence or middle adolescence, individuals usually 

transition to high school in the US, develop greater reasoning abilities, and more strongly 

identify with peers (Christie & Viner, 2005; Curtis, 2015; De Sanctis et al., 2014). In late 
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adolescence, individuals gain more independence, think more abstractly, and have more 

capacity to manage their impulses (Blum, 2016; Curtis, 2015; De Sanctis et al., 2014).  

 Arnett (2000) and Arnett et al. (2014) proposed that individuals ages 18 to 21 and 

later, 18 to 29, were not a part of adolescence but were another stage of development 

entirely, called emerging adulthood. Emerging adulthood is a transitional period of 

development after middle adolescence or adolescence when individuals become 

increasingly independent but do not view themselves as fully developed adults due to 

continued exploration of their identity in areas such as love, vocation, and worldviews 

(Arnett, 2000; Arnett et al., 2014). The brain, especially the prefrontal cortex that 

manages impulses, continues to grow until it reaches full maturity at some time during 

emerging adulthood (Giedd, 2015; Taber-Thomas & Perez-Edgar, 2015). Thus, emerging 

adults continue to be susceptible to risky behaviors, especially at early stages of this 

developmental period (e.g., early 20’s) that can lead to poor mental and behavioral 

outcomes but gradually gain greater capacities to manage their emotions and behavior 

effectively during this period (Taber-Thomas & Perez-Edgar, 2015). Youth workers’ 

perspectives on their work with individuals transitioning from adolescence or middle 

adolescence to emerging adulthood have rarely been explored in the literature on positive 

adolescent development (Barcelona & Quinn, 2011). 

The Impact of Environments Disproportionately Exposed to Stress on Adolescent and 

Emerging Adult Development 

 During adolescence and emerging adulthood, individuals are particularly 

vulnerable to problems in psychological, social, and educational functioning due to the 

continuing development of their brain when cognitive, emotional, and learning functions 
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can be compromised by stress (Busso, 2014; Copeland-Linder et al., 2011; Taber-Thomas 

& Perez-Edgar, 2015). Adolescents and emerging adults within environments 

disproportionately exposed to stressful conditions (e.g., community violence, 

unemployment, poverty, environmental hazards) may experience negative developmental 

cascades over the course of their lives (e.g., deteriorating mental or physical health, 

negative socio-emotional functioning, school drop-out) due to stressors in their 

environment (Aber et al., 2012; Buka et al., 2001; Cleveland & Goldstein, 2019; 

Goodman, 2017; Osgood et al., 2010; Wade et al., 2014). Minoritized racial and ethnic 

groups are over-represented in these environments, experiencing discrimination due to 

ethnicity or race, and being negatively perceived due to limited access to financial 

resources (Collins et al., 2010; Meade, 2014). 

 Stressful environmental conditions often make it difficult for individuals to have 

access to necessary resources such as quality educational institutions or programs 

promoting healthy adolescent and emerging adult development (Meade, 2014; Travis & 

Leech, 2014). Negative stereotyping of adolescents and emerging adults within 

environments disproportionately exposed to stress has also led to a focus on deficit 

management to resolve problems at these stages of development (e.g., school dropout, 

drug abuse, crime) (Butts et al., 2010; Ralph, 2014). This form of negative stereotyping 

sometimes prevails in social institutions (e.g., justice system, residential treatment 

centers, schools, community programs) leading to excessive punishment and 

incarceration or stigmatization through deficit focused services (Barad & Vaughan, 2014; 

Butts et al., 2010; McGregor, 2017; Travis & Leech, 2014).  
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 Adolescents and emerging adults can benefit from relationships with youth 

workers in community-based programs who can support their healthy adaptation to 

stressful environments, and facilitate their positive development into adulthood (e.g., 

academic achievement, self-regulation, improved social skills, positive self-esteem) 

(Afterschool Alliance, 2013b; Afterschool Alliance, 2013a; Afterschool Alliance, 2014b; 

Cleveland & Goldstein, 2019; Laski, 2015; Murray & Rosanbalm, 2017). Although youth 

workers are important in promoting positive adolescent and emerging adult development, 

individuals living in environments disproportionately exposed to stress often are unable 

to obtain supportive youth worker services (Afterschool Alliance, 2016). In 2014, the 

Afterschool Alliance surveyed parents of school-aged children living with them in the US 

to understand how children spent their time after school hours (Afterschool Alliance, 

2014a). The survey found that 10 million individuals of school age (elementary, middle, 

or high school) participated in afterschool programs every year (Afterschool Alliance, 

2014a). Limited access to financial resources and unsafe neighborhoods, however, 

prevented many children and adolescents from being involved in afterschool programs 

that could help them adapt well to their environment (Afterschool Alliance, 2016). 

Community-based Programs Targeting Adolescents and Emerging Adults 

 Connections with other people (e.g., youth workers) and community institutions 

(e.g., community-based programs) are an important part of positive development in 

adolescents and emerging adults (Barcelona & Quinn, 2011; Hadley et al., 2010). An 

integrative review of trends in research topics related to positive adolescent development; 

however, noted that few studies in the peer-reviewed literature have explored the 
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processes that lead to positive development in community-based programs (Barcelona & 

Quinn, 2011).  

 Research conducted on programs targeting adolescents and emerging adults noted 

that promotion of five assets were associated with positive development:  

1. Competence - positive view of one’s actions in specific areas, including 

social and academic skills;  

2. Confidence – an internal sense of overall positive self-worth and self-

efficacy;  

3. Connection - positive bonds with people and institutions that are reflected 

in exchanges between the individual and their peers, family, school, and 

community and in which both parties contribute to the relationship;  

4. Character – respect for societal and cultural norms, possession of 

standards for correct behaviors, a sense of right and wrong (morality) and 

integrity;  

5. Caring – a sense of sympathy and empathy for others. (Lerner & Lerner, 

2013, p. 10) 

These assets comprise the primary components of the 5 C’s Model of Positive Youth 

Development formulated in the early 2000’s and based on a review of adolescent 

development research and the experiences of youth development workers (Lerner, 2005). 

Programs promoting these five assets aim to strengthen positive adolescent contributions 

to self, family, and community; and prevent or reduce problem behaviors (e.g., 

aggression, unsafe sexual activity) (Bonell et al., 2016; Curran & Wexler, 2016). Positive 
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assets exist within the adolescent or emerging adult as well as in their communities that 

can produce positive developmental trajectories into adulthood (Lerner, 2005).  

 A study that sought to define characteristics of exemplar programs that served 

adolescents and emerging adults found that programs were able to promote assets (5 C’s 

of Positive Youth Development) through supportive relations with adolescents or 

emerging adults, challenging opportunities for growth (e.g., adolescent and emerging 

adult involvement in program decision-making), program environments that instilled 

hope in adolescents and emerging adults, and program activities that cultivated 

adolescents’ and emerging adults’ interests or skills (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). A 

systematic review of evaluation findings in programs promoting positive youth 

development found that the most effective programs in prevention of problem behaviors 

or promotion of positive assets emphasized some of the 5 C’s Model assets, measured 

both positive and problem outcomes, had a structured curriculum, were of long duration 

and frequency, measured or addressed program fidelity, and served adolescents or 

emerging adults of various racial or ethnic backgrounds (Catalano et al., 2002; Catalano 

et al., 2004).  

 Recent experimental studies of effective community-based adolescent programs 

elicited features of successful programs similar to Roth and Brooks-Gunn (2003) and 

Catalano et al. (2002). Features of these programs included structured curriculum, 

supportive staff relations with adolescents or emerging adults (e.g., staff providing 

mentoring or case management), activities that developed skills or interests in adolescents 

and emerging adults, challenging opportunities that stimulated adolescent and emerging 

adult growth, long duration and frequency of program, and adolescents or emerging 
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adults of diverse racial or ethnic backgrounds (Black et al., 2010; Hadley et al., 2010; 

Ventura, 2017). Hadley et al. (2010) also found that programs with childcare support for 

emerging adults with children were effective in promoting positive outcomes in emerging 

adults (e.g., decreased delinquency, school engagement, employment).  

Youth Workers in Community-based Programs 

 Youth workers in community-based programs seek to integrate community and 

adolescent or emerging adult assets to support the development of healthy relationships, 

skill-building, leadership, and positive community engagement (Borden et al., 2011). 

Researchers have described the following elements of positive relationships between 

adolescents or emerging adults and youth workers: trust, emotional support for specific 

needs of program participants, youth worker mentorship (e.g., modeling how to relate 

with others positively), youth worker acknowledgement of adolescent or emerging adult 

achievements, mutuality, shared responsibilities between youth workers and program 

participants, and fun activities (Rogers & Terriquez, 2013; Weybright et al., 2017; Yu et 

al., 2019). Positive and long-lasting relationships between youth workers and adolescents 

or emerging adults can lead to positive outcomes such as improved relations with others 

and increased confidence or self-esteem (Borden et al., 2011).  

 Caring relationships with youth workers in community-based programs are 

especially critical for adolescents and emerging adults who lack positive parental or adult 

figures in their lives who provide warmth, acceptance, and guidance (Bowers et al., 2015; 

Hadley et al., 2010). Adolescents and emerging adults with no positive adult figures in 

their lives are more likely to be exposed to environmental risks (e.g., abuse, neglect) and 

to engage in risky behaviors (e.g., crime, drug use) that can negatively impact their 
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wellbeing (Bowers et al., 2015; Ungar, 2013). Youth workers can help reduce the 

negative impact of these risks through the positive relationships they form with 

adolescents and emerging adults (Hadley et al., 2010; Ungar, 2013). Positive relations 

that last nine months or longer have been found to be more beneficial for positive 

development than those of shorter duration, while some studies suggest that relationships 

lasting at least one year are the ideal for promoting positive outcomes (Black et al., 2010; 

Bowers et al., 2015; Catalano et al., 2002). Other studies alternately have found that the 

positive qualities of relationships (e.g., high emotional support) are more important for 

the positive development of adolescents or emerging adults (e.g., connectedness, high 

self-esteem, and pro-social behavior) than the duration of youth worker relationships with 

adolescents and emerging adults (Dubois et al., 2011; Roth et al., 2010; Yu et al., 2019).  

 Caring relationships between adolescents or emerging adults and youth workers 

can also lead to participant retention in community-based programs; whereas, poorer 

relationships have been found to be associated with participant disengagement from 

community-based programs (Borden et al., 2011; Dubois & Keller, 2017; Greene et al., 

2013; Rhodes, 2004). Disengagement from community-based programs tends to be 

highest for older adolescents (14-17 years old) and emerging adults, specifically those in 

environments with limited access to financial resources (Saito & Sullivan, 2011). Older 

adolescents and emerging adults in these environments tend to not receive 

developmentally appropriate services that support their increased need for autonomy and 

leadership, contributing to their disengagement from community-based programs 

(Cleveland & Goldstein, 2019; Saito & Sullivan, 2011). Disengagement from 

community-based programs can also lead to missed opportunities for adolescents and 
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emerging adults to receive socio-emotional, academic, and employment support from 

caring adult role models in a safe environment (Afterschool Alliance, 2014b; Jones & 

Deutsch, 2011; Osgood et al., 2010; Schwartz & Petrova, 2019). Despite its importance, 

relationships between youth workers and adolescents or emerging adults are often 

difficult to build and maintain due to the part-time nature of most youth worker jobs, 

inadequate youth worker compensation, and organizational instability in community-

based programs (Peake et al., 2006; Vasudevan, 2017). 

Purpose 

 The purpose of this study is to understand how youth workers in community-

based programs develop and maintain relationships with older adolescents (14-17 years 

old) and emerging adults (18-29 years old) living in Strongport,1 a large city in the US. 

This knowledge will inform community youth work practice and workforce development 

strategies that support youth workers in building positive relationships with older 

adolescents and emerging adults. Three questions will guide this research: 

1. How do youth workers in community-based programs develop and maintain 

relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults in Strongport?  

2. What constrains youth workers in community-based programs in developing 

and maintaining relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults in 

Strongport? 

 
1 Strongport is a pseudonym for the city where participants in this study work. A pseudonym was used to 

protect the privacy of study participants and to better ensure the anonymity of the programs youth workers 

represent. 
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3. What supports youth workers in community-based programs in developing 

and maintaining relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults in 

Strongport? 

 My research epistemology is constructivist, whereby I believe there are multiple 

subjective youth worker understandings of what it means to build and maintain 

relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults (Carpiano & Daley, 2006). This 

study is grounded in several frameworks that provided varied perspectives to explore how 

youth workers build and maintain relationships with older adolescents and emerging 

adults. Bronfenbrenner’s (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994) bio-ecological framework 

aligns with the constructivist paradigm given its emphasis on the importance of social 

identities and environments to the process of human development such as in the 

development of youth workers (Carpiano & Daley, 2006; Forrester, 2021; Rosa & Tudge, 

2013; Suffrin et al., 2016). A bio-ecological framework guided exploration of research 

questions for this study.  

 The constructivist paradigm also led me to utilize anthropological theories of 

social suffering and embodiment to further understand youth worker experiences of their 

relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults. Social suffering is concerned 

with the subjective experiences of emotional or physical pain produced by social forces 

in the surrounding bio-ecological environment (Kleinman et al., 1997; Lee, 2012). 

Embodiment increases understanding of spoken or unspoken actions and states of being 

that characterize individuals and their relationships with other people and the wider 

society (Byczkowska, 2009; Kennedy, 2018; Schepher-Hughes, 2007). Social suffering 

and embodiment were complementary perspectives to the overarching bio-ecological 
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framework and deepened understanding on how youth workers made meaning of their 

experiences building and maintaining relationships with older adolescents and emerging 

adults.  

 The constructivist paradigm guided my use of qualitative methods to answer the 

above-listed research questions. The primary data source for this study are qualitative 

interviews of youth workers at community-based organizations serving older adolescents 

(14-17 years old) or emerging adults (18-29 years old) in Strongport (Arnett et al., 2014; 

Curtis, 2015; Saito & Sullivan, 2011). Though youth workers in community-based 

programs serve individuals of various ages into emerging adulthood, I focused my 

qualitative exploration on youth workers who serve older adolescents and emerging 

adults. There is a paucity of research exploring youth workers’ experiences specific to 

supporting the positive development of older adolescents and emerging adults who 

require developmentally specific services that can support their engagement in 

community-based programs and their transition to adulthood (Barcelona & Quinn, 2011; 

Cleveland & Goldstein, 2019; Hadley et al., 2010; Saito & Sullivan, 2011). Document 

review, researcher journal notes, member-checking, and surveys of participant 

demographics were used to collect study data. The use of different qualitative methods 

(qualitative interviews, researcher journal notes, member checking, document review) 

allowed me to obtain multiple meanings of youth worker experiences in relationships 

with older adolescents and emerging adults from different perspectives (Crotty, 1998; 

Guba, 1990). Demographic surveys provided information on youth workers’ self-reported 

social identities and organizational contexts that can also influence their perceptions of 



18 
 

how they build and maintain relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults 

(Crotty, 1998; Rosa & Tudge, 2013; Suffrin et al., 2016).  

 Results of this study are designed to inform program strategies in recruitment, 

selection, and training of youth workers that can support positive relationships between 

youth workers and older adolescents or emerging adults and youth worker retention in 

community-based programs. Study results will support policy and organizational changes 

needed to increase youth workers’ abilities to create and sustain positive relationships 

with older adolescents and emerging adults (e.g., reduce work-related stress, training in 

adolescent development). Study findings can inform research, policy, and practice in 

youth work by addressing the gap in research on youth workers in US community-based 

programs. 

Relevance to the Social Work Profession 

Social Work Values 

 The social work values of social justice, competence, and the importance of 

human relationships are pertinent to this study. Social workers are charged to confront 

social injustice (National Association of Social Workers [NASW], 2021). Youth workers 

challenge the marginalization and stigmatization of adolescents and emerging adults 

through positive and affirming relationships, and through securing access to resources 

that can lead to opportunities for adolescents and emerging adults to engage in personal 

and social change (Blanchet-Cohen & Brunson, 2014; Lardier et al., 2018; Ralph, 2014). 

Youth work has a history of providing positive support through caring relationships with 

adolescents and emerging adults that help achieve positive outcomes (Borden et al., 

2011). Social workers also value human relationships and seek partnerships with those 
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they serve in the process of change (NASW, 2021). Social workers should develop their 

professional expertise and practice within their sphere of competency (NASW, 2021). 

Previous research notes the need for more training for youth workers to increase job-

related competency and promote positive outcomes in adolescents and emerging adults 

(Ross et al., 2011).  

Contributions to Social Work Research 

 This study can provide contributions to social work research in the areas of 

workforce development and direct or clinical practice with older adolescents and 

emerging adults. According to the NASW Code of Ethics, social work research is needed 

to evaluate the implementation of programs such as community-based programs targeting 

adolescents and emerging adults to improve practice knowledge (NASW, 2021). Youth 

workers, who include individuals with social work backgrounds, are key implementers of 

programs serving adolescents and emerging adults in communities across the US (Bowie 

& Bronte-Tinkew, 2006; Hadley et al., 2010; Mosatche et al., 2013). Research is needed 

to support the professional development of youth workers due to a history of inadequate 

training that contributes to youth worker stress, burnout, turnover, and poor relations with 

program participants that can negatively impact the development of adolescents and 

emerging adults (e.g., exposure to abuse, criminal activity) (Afterschool Alliance, 2014b; 

Hartje et al., 2008; Yohalem et al., 2010). 

Contributions to Social Work Practice 

 Building relationships with adolescents and emerging adults in community-based 

programs that lead to healthy development, aligns with social work values, and presents 

opportunities for social work practitioners to be employed in the youth work field 
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(HumanServicesEdu.org, n.d; NASW, 2021). This study is relevant to social work 

practice as it seeks to understand how youth workers build and maintain relationships 

with older adolescents and emerging adults (NASW, 2021). Greater knowledge of how 

youth workers build relationships with adolescents and emerging adults can benefit social 

workers who work at all levels of youth work, as program directors, supervisors, and 

direct service staff, by providing strategies for engaging with adolescents and emerging 

adults and supporting retention of youth workers in the field (Bowie & Bronte-Tinkew, 

2006; Forrester, 2021; Mosatche et al., 2013).  
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

 The constructivist paradigm considers multiple subjective understandings of 

experiences to gain greater insight into phenomena (Crotty, 1998). This dissertation study 

is grounded within a constructivist epistemology. It utilizes several theoretical 

frameworks that can provide varied perspectives of how youth workers perceive their 

relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults in specific environments. These 

frameworks helped guide my qualitative exploration of youth workers’ perceptions of 

their relations with older adolescents and emerging adults, a gap in current youth worker 

research in the US (Cleveland & Goldstein, 2019; Larson et al., 2011). See Figure 1 on 

the following page for a visual representation of the study’s framework. The elicited 

information from exploration of youth worker perspectives on relationships with older 

adolescents and emerging adults can be a resource for youth workers and community-

based programs to improve youth workers’ competency in building relationships with 

program participants. 

 Bronfenbrenner’s (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994) bio-ecological framework 

aligns with my constructivist epistemology due to its emphasis on the salience of social 

identities and environments to the process of human development (Carpiano & Daley, 

2006; Galvani, 2017; Rosa & Tudge, 2013; Suffrin et al., 2016). Based upon the bio-

ecological framework, this study seeks to understand the experiences of youth workers  

within social environments that influence them and their relationships with older 

adolescents and emerging adults. My constructivist epistemology also led me to utilize 
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Figure 1   

The Youth Worker Environment 

 

Note. Adapted from “Development of a Theoretical Framework for Examining Youth 

Worker Perspectives on their Relationships with Adolescents and Emerging Adults in the 

United States,” by P. Forrester, 2021, Qualitative Social Work, 20(6), p. 1430. Copyright 

2021 by SAGE. doi: 10.1177/14733250211039513  
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anthropological theories of social suffering and embodiment to further understand youth  

worker experiences of their relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults. 

Anthropological theories of social suffering and embodiment further interrogate youth 

worker perceptions of their interactions with older adolescents and emerging adults 

within the bio-ecological framework (Forrester, 2021). Theoretical frameworks for this 

study are not meant to be stringently applied, but rather provide a broad rationale for 

research decisions and help to process research data (Forrester, 2021). Flexible use of this 

study’s theoretical frameworks can allow for the identification of data that disproves or 

further develops the guiding frameworks, thus leading to the production of new 

knowledge (Collins & Stockton, 2018). 

 The bio-ecological framework posits that individuals reside within layers of 

environments that influence human development over time (Rosa & Tudge, 2013). The 

bio-ecological environment is inclusive of the individual youth worker’s demographics, 

history and life experiences that influence themselves and their environment, contributing 

to human development and socialization (Burns et al., 2015; Rosa & Tudge, 2013). The 

bio-ecological environment has different levels (Rosa & Tudge, 2013). The microsystem 

is an individual’s immediate environment, including their activities, roles, or 

relationships (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2013). An example of the microsystem for youth 

workers are the relationships developed with adolescents, emerging adults, and their 

families (Suffrin et al., 2016). The mesosystem comprises bi-directional relations 

between two or more microsystems of which the individual is actively engaged 

(Onwuegbuzie et al., 2013). For youth workers, the mesosystem is characterized by their 

connections with other organizations or individuals outside of their microsystem with 
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whom they interact regularly as a part of their work (e.g., youth worker partners with 

child protective service workers in monitoring the safety of a teenager placed in foster 

care) (Forrester, 2021;2 Neal & Neal, 2013). The exosystem represents linkages between 

an individual’s microsystem and another social setting with which they are not actively 

engaged (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2013). For example, the interactions of AmeriCorps 

volunteers with students were indirectly impacted by federally mandated logic models in 

a US city with limited access to financial resources (Carpenter, 2017). The logic models 

curtailed how volunteers engaged with students, yet it was mandated by policy makers 

who did not have any interaction with AmeriCorps volunteers (Carpenter, 2017). The 

logic model specifically required AmeriCorps volunteers to focus on facilitation of 

individual change to improve academics without exploration of the larger social problems 

(e.g., institutionalized racism, educational inequities) that also contributed to poor 

academics in the students they served (Carpenter, 2017). The macrosystem is the wider 

cultural environment that indirectly influences individuals on other levels of the bio-

ecological environment (Ongwuegbuzie et al., 2013). For example, funding cuts by the 

English government in the wake of the 2008 economic recession indirectly led to youth 

workers in England experiencing ethical dilemmas that pitted their values of youth-

centered practice against funded and proscribed practice models that were not tailored to 

unique adolescent needs (Pope, 2016). The youth workers had to set aside their ethical 

values regarding the need for youth-centered practice to keep their jobs (Pope, 2016). The 

chronosystem encompasses the impact of historical and social events on an individual’s 

development over time (e.g., systemic racism of institutions with which a youth worker 

 
2 Examples used in this chapter were used in Forrester, 2021. These examples have been paraphrased in this 

chapter unless otherwise noted.  
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interacts prevents access of services for Black teenagers within a community historically 

neglected by local government) (Forrester, 2021; Rosa & Tudge, 2013). 

 Social suffering and embodiment are anthropological theories that focus not only 

on social environments’ role in human development as in the bio-ecological framework, 

but also on power dynamics and social actions (Barnard, 2000). Social suffering is 

concerned with the subjective experiences of emotional or physical pain produced by 

social forces in the surrounding bio-ecological environment (e.g., psychic pain youth 

workers feel when intervening in and observing the lives of adolescents who live in 

poverty) (Forrester, 2021; Kleinman et al., 1997; Lee, 2012). Embodiment increases 

understanding of spoken or unspoken actions and states of being that characterize 

individuals and their relationships with other people and the wider society (Schepher-

Hughes, 2007). Intersectionality is a complementary theory to embodiment that defines 

how social identities and systems in the bio-ecological environment construct the 

embodiment of individuals (Godfrey & Burson, 2018). Embodiment, operationalized 

through a complementary intersectionality perspective, probes how youth workers view 

their development of relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults (Forrester, 

2021). This includes the ways that youth workers relate with program participants (e.g., 

affirming, leading, motivating, etc.) based on their self-reported or designated role in 

their work (e.g., advocate, mentor, expert, etc.) (Byczkowska, 2009; Forrester, 2021; 

Kennedy, 2018; Schepher-Hughes, 2007). Social suffering and embodiment will be 

discussed further to provide greater understanding of their applicability to exploration of 

youth worker perceptions of relationships with program participants in the bio-ecological 

environment (Forrester, 2021). 



26 
 

Social Suffering in the Bio-ecological Environment 

 Social suffering concerns itself with the social attributes of suffering or how 

individuals, communities, and societies experience suffering; how suffering is 

represented to the larger community and world; and the ways interventions are used to 

relieve suffering (Kleinman et al., 1997). Social suffering pertains to experiences of 

living within structures of oppression and domination that produce emotional or physical 

pain (Frost & Hoggett, 2008). Social or physical injuries may be inflicted on individuals 

or communities by economic (e.g., capitalism), institutional (e.g., government), and 

social powers (e.g., youth workers) (Forrester, 2021; Kleinman et al., 1997). Institutional 

powers shape the ways individuals, communities, and societies respond to social 

suffering (Kleinman et al., 1997). Social suffering can occur on any level of the bio-

ecological environment (Forrester, 2021).  

 Economic, institutional, and social powers provide visual or verbal 

representations of social suffering to the broader community to influence popular opinion 

or encourage collective action (e.g., motivate individuals to give donations to a youth 

center through brochures highlighting the traumatic experiences of adolescents) 

(Forrester, 2021; Kleinman et al., 1997). These social suffering representations can also 

lead to negative outcomes such as harmful perceptions of those who suffer (e.g., 

adolescents perceived as helpless due to government leaders’ speeches that highlight their 

lack of agency with little acknowledgement of individual strengths) (Forrester, 2021; 

Kleinman et al., 1997). Representations of social suffering can also be used to deny the 

social sources of suffering (e.g., repressive governments and economic structures) when 
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there is an over emphasis on the “victim” of suffering (Forrester, 2021; Kleinman et al., 

1997).  

 The following examples of social suffering are applied to youth workers within 

the microsystem, exosystem, and macrosystem, respectively (Forrester, 2021). Youth 

workers in a US community with limited access to financial resources, encountered 

adolescents experiencing community violence (Lardier et al., 2018). They responded to 

this social suffering in the microsystem by providing safe spaces for adolescents that 

were away from the “streets” (Lardier et al., 2018). Youth workers related that they were 

forced to be reactive to adolescents’ social suffering rather than proactive due to lack of 

funding in the exosystem (Lardier et al., 2018). Government disinvestment in community 

programs constrained youth workers in the actions they could take to address community 

violence in the macrosystem (Lardier et al., 2018).  

 Social suffering is emphasized in research on marginalized populations (Robbins, 

2013). This type of research tends to be less concerned with the unique cultures and 

worldviews of a particular marginalized group (Robbins, 2013). Instead, it focuses on the 

universal meanings of suffering experienced in common with people around the world 

(Robbins, 2013). Representing suffering as universal rather than distinct can minimize 

how social suffering is experienced or resolved from the perspective of those historically 

marginalized in society (Robbins, 2013; Todd, 2016). Thus, it is necessary to center the 

experiences of the marginalized within specific contexts from their perspective, rather 

than containing their experiences under the worldview of the more privileged in society 

(Heywood, 2017; Robbins, 2013; Todd, 2016). A possible way to do this is through 

exploring the “good” (how individuals or communities seek to attain what they deem as 
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positive for their lives), which can center individual and community strengths often 

hidden by a problem-oriented perspective (Robbins, 2013). Exploration of the “good” 

was beautifully illustrated in the relationship between a youth worker and adolescent in 

Chicago (Ralph, 2014). Amy,3 a teenage female living with Human Immunodeficiency 

Virus (HIV), recounted her life story at a community health event through the 

encouragement received from her youth worker (Ralph, 2014). Amy exhibited a resolve 

to heal amid the social suffering she experienced (e.g., illness, history of drug addiction, 

trauma) throughout her life (Ralph, 2014). Her ability to continue to seek the “good” for 

her life was represented to the wider community, modeling strengths that could be 

utilized to help manage other difficulties in life (Robbins, 2014). Social suffering 

representations presented by more privileged groups in society, such as males and adults 

like Amy’s youth worker, were set aside to center and learn from Amy’s representation 

of her illness and healing (Forrester, 2021).  

 Power dynamics are critical factors of interventions in social suffering (Forrester, 

2021). At the invitation of a youth worker and local high school, Black male adults talked 

about their professional careers (e.g., anthropologist, lawyer, probation officer) to gang-

involved adolescents (Ralph, 2014). The adult professionals perceived these adolescents 

as being “at risk” individuals who could overcome unemployment and school drop-out by 

emulating their lives (Ralph, 2014). This intervention did not account for exploitive and 

oppressive community institutions (e.g., educational system, criminal justice system) that 

also contributed to social suffering (Ralph, 2014). The anthropologist later reflected on 

what he could learn from these adolescents concerning social barriers to progress after 

 
3 Names were hidden in examples from Robbins (2013). 
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receiving a response of ridicule from some adolescents at the end of the intervention 

(Ralph, 2013). He became aware that this short-term intervention could not change the 

long-standing structures within the chronosystem and macrosystem that denied these 

adolescent males opportunities for legitimate work and equitable education (Ralph, 

2014). The Black male adult professionals were able to come to the adolescents’ 

community with authority because of their higher social status (due to class, education, 

profession) whereas the adolescents were limited in their ability to move into the more 

privileged existences of those who pointed them to a more positive life (Forrester, 2021; 

Ralph, 2014). Although well-intentioned, this intervention sustained social structures that 

perpetuated social suffering and characterized the adolescents as the only ones who 

needed to change to achieve life success (Forrester, 2021).  

 Power dynamics can also be a positive component of interventions for social 

suffering (Forrester, 2021). Youth workers sometimes develop a discourse with others 

that highlights positive assets of program participants to advocate for better opportunities 

and equalize power dynamics (Forrester, 2021). The following example is illustrative of 

this (Forrester, 2021). A probation officer, who was also a youth worker, built a 

relationship with an adolescent gang member named Danny in the microsystem (Ralph, 

2014). The youth worker provided a space for adolescents like Danny to develop 

advocacy skills to change circumstances that affected their peers in the court system 

(Ralph, 2014). Danny was eventually arrested for discharging a gun at police (Ralph, 

2014). The youth worker desired to represent Danny’s assets in a way that was de-

stigmatizing when he chose to be a character witness at Danny’s trial (Ralph, 2014). The 

youth worker planned to describe Danny as a young man with positive qualities 
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attempting to create a more positive life for himself (Ralph, 2014). Rather than remain in 

a position of privilege from a distance, the youth worker built and maintained a 

relationship with Danny that allowed him to see not only Danny’s problems, but also 

Danny’s assets that could be harnessed for positive life change (Forrester, 2021). The 

youth worker also used his power as a probation officer to advocate for Danny within the 

mesosystem (Forrester, 2021; Ralph, 2014).  

Embodiment in the Bio-ecological Environment 

 Embodiment is the subjective view of the human body on all levels of the bio-

ecological environment or how the body is understood biologically, how meaning is 

made of the body in relationships, and how the body is managed by government 

institutions (Scheper-Hughes & Lock, 1987). This is inclusive of the ways individuals 

make use of their bodies and how bodies are controlled or monitored in the bio-ecological 

environment (Schepher-Hughes, 2007; Schepher-Hughes & Lock, 1987). How the body 

is used and its expressions (e.g., emotions, impressions of other bodies, disease) are 

impacted by social, political, and cultural interactions with the body (Byczkowska, 2009; 

McLaren & Hawe, 2005; Schepher-Hughes, 2007). Social and political regulations 

manage bodies to maintain social order and to protect against outside threats to a society 

or group (e.g., social protest, “impurity”) (Schepher-Hughes & Lock, 1987).  

 Youth worker embodiment defines forms of engagement with adolescents and 

emerging adults as shown in the following examples (Forrester, 2021). Youth workers 

who embody identities as protectors and intermediaries lead to actions such as providing 

safe spaces for adolescents in the microsystem and linking emerging adults to necessary 

services by engaging the mesosystem to increase resources (Lardier et al., 2018). These 
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youth worker identities may lead to identification of adolescents or emerging adults as 

those who need help due to social suffering enacted in their lives (Forrester, 2021). Youth 

workers may also characterize adolescent and emerging adult bodies as sites of social 

control wherein they use their privileged bodies (due to age, class, education, race, etc.) 

to manage the social suffering of program participants through interventions initiated by 

them and other institutional powers (Kennedy, 2018; Schepher-Hughes & Locke, 1987). 

Embodiment of privileged identities may create youth worker perceptions of adolescents 

and emerging adults in marginalized communities as inferior to them with largely 

negative characteristics (e.g., ignorant, dysfunctional) (Maynard et al., 2015; Travis & 

Leech, 2014). This viewpoint can lead youth workers to represent program participants as 

lacking in agency who always need others to help them (due to their youth, inexperience, 

low social status, etc.) rather than being repositories of untapped resources (e.g., 

leadership) (Kennedy, 2018). Alternatively, youth workers may embody identities as 

activists empowering adolescents and emerging adults to create social change within the 

macrosystem (Rogers & Terriquez, 2013; Ventura, 2017). This form of embodiment 

levels power imbalances that can occur in relationships between youth workers and 

program participants by highlighting the capacities of adolescents and emerging adults in 

transforming their environment to support healthy development (Forrester, 2021). For 

example, former gang members physically paralyzed from gang violence in Chicago 

endeavored to prevent adolescent violence through anti-violence forums and personal 

testimonies of experiences with violence (Ralph, 2014). These youth worker activists 

modeled to adolescents how they too could move beyond the limits imposed on their 
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bodies, including societal and governmental powers that caused social suffering 

(Forrester, 2021; Ralph, 2014).  

 Intersectionality is a parallel theory to embodiment (Forrester, 2021). It contends 

that separate oppressions based on social identities (e.g., race, class, age) intersect and 

impact the lives of individuals (Collins, 2000). A core element of the theory is that being 

identified with multiple demographic categories sometimes has a stronger impact on 

individual lives than the effects of a single demographic category (Bright et al., 2016). 

Intersectionality challenges the idea that oppression can only occur based on a single 

social identity (e.g., sexism only affects White females; Black females only experience 

racism) and asserts that individuals can have both privileged and marginalized identities 

(Crenshaw, 1989; Forrester, 2021). Intersectionality is particularly useful when 

examining youth worker embodiment (Forrester, 2021). Youth workers make use of their 

bodies in different ways, responding to intersecting social identities in themselves and 

those they serve, and to the intersecting social systems of their bio-ecological 

environment (Froyum, 2013; Halpern et al., 2000). As such, youth workers embody 

various identities at the same time or in different contexts (Crenshaw, 1991; Hirsch et al., 

2011). Youth workers may embody social identities similar to program participants, 

permitting them to collaborate with adolescents and emerging adults in the attainment of 

positive life outcomes as the following illustrations show (Forrester, 2021). Youth worker 

social activists created safe and healing spaces for youth due to the necessity of these 

spaces in their own lives (Murray, 2017). Relationships and environments that were 

integral to their development over time (chronosystem) were called upon to help them 

create spaces for youth that promoted healthy development (e.g., providing spaces for 
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adolescents to develop their ideas on social issues) (Murray, 2017). Mentors who had 

similar learning disabilities to their mentees were supportive in training adolescents in 

necessary advocacy skills in ways that were empowering and validating of mentee 

strengths (O’Heaney, 2018).  

 Youth workers may also embody intersecting oppressions through the medium of 

social identities that can affect how they are able to interact with adolescents and 

emerging adults (Dolamore & Naylor, 2018). This was demonstrated in an organization 

headed by a male director who did not allow female youth workers to implement female 

focused activities (e.g., psychoeducational group for girls) (Hirsch et al., 2011). The male 

director supported female-focused activities only when suggested by his program’s 

regional headquarters and executed by outside staff (Hirsch et al., 2011). This 

mesosystem context constrained female youth workers from engaging in appropriate 

gender-specific activities organic to their work with vulnerable adolescent females 

(Forrester, 2021; Hirsch et al., 2011). The program director’s actions maintained unequal 

power dynamics between youth workers who embodied intersecting oppressions of being 

front-line staff and female and the more privileged groups (managerial staff, male) 

(Forrester, 2021). 

 Intersecting social systems (e.g., policies, programs) that are part of youth 

workers’ environments, can affect how youth workers embody their roles in relationships 

with adolescents and emerging adults (Forrester, 2021). Limited resources, often 

perpetuated by neo-liberal policies, rarely allow youth workers the freedom to provide 

the most appropriate care to adolescents and emerging adults (Baldrige, 2018). Neo-

liberalism is a philosophy which asserts that government should have little management 
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of services such as community-based programs, a part of the macrosystem that impacts 

the lives of people living in poverty around the world (Baer et al., 2013). Organizational 

policies can also limit youth worker bodies in providing sufficient care to adolescents and 

emerging adults (Forrester, 2021). Federally mandated logic models in the exosystem 

required AmeriCorps volunteers to facilitate individual change in the microsystem to 

improve student academics without examination of the larger social dilemmas (e.g., 

institutionalized racism, educational inequities) that also contributed to poor academics in 

the students they served (Carpenter, 2017). Within this environment, youth workers like 

other front-line workers in community-based programs, may become stymied and 

hindered in their work (Brodwin, 2013; Larson and Walker, 2010).  

Theoretical Frameworks Summary 

 The bio-ecological framework and anthropological theories of social suffering 

and embodiment were used to conceptualize youth worker perspectives on their work 

with older adolescents and emerging adults for this study. The bio-ecological framework 

is defined in this study as the environmental levels – microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, macrosystem, chronosystem - encompassing youth workers’ relationships 

with adolescents and emerging adults (Forrester, 2021; Rosa & Tudge, 2013). These 

environmental levels can impact or be impacted by youth workers (Forrester, 2021; Rosa 

& Tudge, 2013). The bio-ecological framework’s comprehensiveness accounts for 

complex human development processes relevant to social identities and environments 

(Forrester, 2021). This framework is useful in understanding broader contexts that can 

support or constrain youth worker relationships with program participants but does not 

provide adequate understanding of abstract relational processes (Forrester, 2021).  
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Anthropological theories of social suffering, and embodiment operationalized 

through a complementary intersectionality perspective were used to account for this 

limitation (Forrester, 2021). Social suffering in this study is defined as youth worker 

experiences of emotional or physical pain relevant to older adolescents and emerging 

adults generated by institutional, economic, and social powers (Forrester, 2021; 

Kleinman et al., 1997). This is inclusive of youth worker interventions to relieve the 

social suffering they encounter in interactions with older adolescents or emerging adults 

(Forrester, 2021; Kleinman et al., 1997). Embodiment operationalized through a 

complementary intersectionality perspective is defined in this study as the ways that 

social or structural processes form youth worker bodies (e.g., emotions, roles, behaviors) 

(Forrester, 2021; Schepher-Hughes, 2007; Schepher-Hughes & Lock, 1987). This 

includes how intersecting social systems (e.g., policies, programs) in the bio-ecological 

environment influence youth workers’ engagement with older adolescents and emerging 

adults (Forrester, 2021).  
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CHAPTER 3 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This dissertation study will provide greater understanding of how youth workers 

within the US build and maintain relationships with older adolescents and emerging 

adults. The following review will summarize the literature on youth workers, including 

their relationships with adolescents and emerging adults and environmental factors that 

impact their relations with adolescents and emerging adults.  

 To locate literature, I used the key words “youth worker”, “mentor”, or subject 

term “youth workers (social services)” in the following databases: ERIC, PsycInfo, 

SocIndex, and Scopus. Search terms included: “youth workers (social services)” in 

SocIndex; “youth workers*” in ERIC and PsycInfo; “mentors*” AND “youth 

development” in SocIndex, ERIC, and PsycInfo; and “youth worker” OR “youth 

workers” OR “youth work” AND “relationship” OR “trust” OR “youth-adult 

partnerships” OR “youth-adult relations” in Scopus; and “mentor” OR “mentors” OR 

“mentoring” AND “youth-adult partnerships” OR “youth-adult relations” OR “youth 

development” in Scopus. “Mentor”, “mentors”, and “mentoring” were used as search 

terms because they are common terms for adults who promote the positive development 

of adolescents and emerging adults through caring relationships (Higley et al., 2016; 

Keller & Pryce, 2010).  

Terminology 

 Multiple terms describe adults who promote the positive development of 

adolescents and emerging adults in different settings and countries. Terms for youth 

worker commonly found in the literature include child and youth care worker, outreach 
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youth worker, social worker, church youth worker, youth pastor or youth minister, and 

mentor (Barford & Whelton, 2010; Gane & Kijai, 2015; Heflin, 2011; Keller & Pryce, 

2010; Lo & Tam, 2018; Thompson & Ballantyne, 2017). Some of these terms will be 

used from the literature in addition to youth worker to refer to adults who support the 

development of positive outcomes in adolescents and emerging adults.  

Youth Workers in the Bio-ecological Environment 

 Youth workers conduct their work within a recursive bio-ecological environment 

(Suffrin et al., 2016). Based on Bronfrenbrenner’s (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994) bio-

ecological framework, the following sections will summarize an overview of the 

literature on youth workers and their relationships with adolescents and emerging adults 

within macro, exo, meso, and micro systems. Reference will also be made to individual 

youth worker characteristics (individual) and historical or societal events (chronosystem) 

that impact youth workers and their relationships with adolescents and emerging adults.  

Youth Workers in the Macrosystem 

 The macrosystem involves the larger environment that impacts other systems 

inhabited by youth workers such as political systems and cultural norms or ideologies 

(Hamilton et al., 2006). Two studies were found that illustrated the youth worker 

macrosystem. No studies were found emphasizing the youth worker macrosystem in the 

US. In the Netherlands, Zaal (2014) explored the cultural discourses of tolerance and 

Islamophobia that affect the lives of Dutch-born Muslim adolescents in Amsterdam 

participating in community programs providing educational support. It was found that 

anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant discourses framed the lived experiences of program 

participants, influencing even the practices and organizational procedures of community 
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programs (Zaal, 2014). The majority of program participants in this study expressed a 

feeling of acceptance of their religious beliefs by mentors and administrators in their 

programs, but female adolescents aged 14 to 17 expressed that they felt shame and 

anxiety due to being misunderstood for their religious practices at other public sites such 

as school (Zaal, 2014). This study showed the positive impact of mentors in affirming 

adolescents’ cultural identity in contrast to other contexts where the adolescents 

interacted with adults (Zaal, 2014). Zaal (2014) used different qualitative methods, 

including interviews and observation to increase validity of findings.  

 A qualitative study of English youth workers’ professional identities explored 

youth workers’ experiences of their jobs within an economic environment characterized 

by reduced government spending on services for adolescents (Pope, 2016). Youth 

workers expressed that decreased government funding was extensive, leading to closure 

of programs for adolescents and the sense from youth workers that adolescents were 

being abandoned (Pope, 2016). Youth workers also experienced ethical dilemmas arising 

from conflicts between their core values of serving adolescents based on their unique 

needs versus the need to abide by proscribed programs lacking such values to keep their 

job (Pope, 2016). The study conducted by Pope suffers from method bias in that only 

self-report methods were used (interviews, focus groups) limiting the trustworthiness of 

findings (Pope, 2016). Mentors and youth workers in the Netherlands and England were 

impacted negatively in their work with program participants through cultural, political, 

and economic forces within the macrosystem that prevented them from discussing issues 

relevant to the lives of program participants and sustaining engagement with program 

participants (Pope, 2016; Zaal, 2014).  
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Youth Workers in the Exosystem 

 Youth workers can be influenced by exosystem factors such as professional 

development competency frameworks and program logic models that prescribe best 

practices regarding how they work with adolescents and emerging adults (Hamilton et al., 

2006). Youth worker competency frameworks in the US are more likely to emphasize 

work with younger adolescents who are still in school and are less likely to focus on ways 

to support adolescents’ transition to adulthood (Allen et al., 2018; Vance, 2010). Vance et 

al. (2010) noted that youth worker competency frameworks for those serving school age 

children focused on a wide range of ages from 6-18 years. As such, the core 

competencies reflected common skills youth workers needed for this diverse age range, 

leaving out the particular skills needed for youth workers to support older adolescents 

who are transitioning to emerging adulthood. There was no literature available to me at 

the time of this writing that showed the reasons for a lack of focus on youth worker skills 

needed to specifically support adolescents’ transition to adulthood. Program logic models 

also enforce specific ways of relating with program participants that may discount certain 

levels of the bio-ecological environment (e.g., macrosystem) impacting their 

development (Carpenter, 2017).  

 The influence of the exosystem on youth workers was shown in a study that 

examined how government-mandated logic models generated by administrators defined 

the work of youth worker volunteers serving children and adolescents in a Midwestern 

US city (Carpenter, 2017). Youth worker volunteers were assigned to schools to provide 

academic assistance and out-of-school time activities to increase the educational 

achievement of students of color living in poverty (Carpenter, 2017). This study found 
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that the program logic model constrained youth workers to focus only on individual 

behavioral management in students and failed to address the need to confront the larger 

social inequalities of poverty and the segregated educational system that negatively 

impacted student academics (Carpenter, 2017). Moreover, it was found that the logic 

model partially influenced youth workers to embody identities as those with privilege 

who needed to serve families and students viewed as those who could not help 

themselves (Carpenter, 2017). This widened the dynamic between the youth worker and 

student as well as supported the sense that the student and family were the problem, not 

the social inequities that perpetuated the academic achievement gap (Carpenter, 2017). 

 This study only focused on one program in the Midwest that served a range of 

children in grades K-12 (Carpenter, 2017). Therefore, these results may not relate to other 

programs guided by government-mandated logic models in different communities of the 

US. The study also did not identify if there were any differences on how logic models 

might influence work with children versus adolescents (Carpenter, 2017; Curtis, 2015). 

Additional participant demographics were not described, so it is unknown if youth 

workers had unique characteristics that impacted their responses to the program logic 

model (Carpenter, 2017). The trustworthiness of study findings was not fully established 

due to the researcher not detailing data analysis procedures (Carpenter, 2017; Padgett, 

2017).  

Youth Workers in the Mesosystem 

 The mesosystem refers to the inter-relationships between microsystems of which 

youth workers are actively a part (e.g., interactions with co-workers, professional 

development trainings) (McLaren & Hawe, 2005; Neal & Neal, 2013). The majority of 
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studies that examined youth workers in the mesosystem explored the impact of 

professional development or university course training on youth workers’ professional 

knowledge and practice (Angbah, 2018; Brady & Redmond, 2017; Evans et al., 2009; 

Fischer et al., 2011; Hassab Errasoul et al., 2015; Heflin, 2011; Pryce et al., 2018; Ross et 

al., 2011; Ross, 2012; Shockley & Thompson, 2012). Hassab Errasoul et al. (2015) 

conducted a study in Ireland with the purpose of designing, implementing, and validating 

a curriculum for youth workers focused on early intervention for adolescents with 

psychosis. Brady and Redmond (2017) examined the benefits and challenges associated 

with the use of program manuals developed with input from program participants and 

youth workers in Ireland. In the US, there were 8 studies found to evaluate youth worker 

training programs (Evans et al., 2009; Fischer et al., 2011; Ross et al., 2011; Ross, 2012), 

explore the influence of university programs on youth ministry and youth worker 

students’ education (Heflin, 2011; Shockley & Thompson, 2012), and explore the impact 

of workplace-based training and supervision on the professional development of youth 

workers and volunteer mentors and mentoring staff (Angbah, 2018; Pryce et al., 2018).  

 The majority of these studies reported some positive impact of the various 

training interventions on youth workers’ practice, including ability to affirm adolescent 

strengths, build positive relations with adolescents, or have greater knowledge and ability 

to solve adolescent issues (Brady & Redmond, 2017; Evans et al., 2009; Fischer et al., 

2011; Hassab Errasoul et al., 2015; Heflin, 2011; Pryce et al., 2018; Ross et al., 2011; 

Ross, 2012; Shockley & Thompson, 2012). Evans et al. (2009), in a US cross-sectional 

study, reported that youth workers who were recognized or rewarded by their agencies 

for their professional development had higher reported competency scores than youth 
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workers from agencies that did not do this. Additional studies also found that connections 

with other youth workers in professional development initiatives or university courses led 

to greater ability to work with adolescents (Fischer et al., 2011; Ross et al., 2011; Ross, 

2012; Shockley & Thompson, 2012). Youth workers in these educational programs also 

gained support from others for their work and were affirmed in their practice knowledge 

(Fischer et al., 2011; Ross et al., 2011; Ross, 2012; Shockley & Thompson, 2012). A 

positive relationship between supervisors and youth workers was found to support youth 

worker learning (Heflin, 2011; Pryce et al., 2018).  

 Youth workers in Ireland felt that program manuals made their work easier as 

they could have access to research and program activities that were relevant to the 

specific needs of adolescents (Brady & Redmond, 2017). Use of manuals increased 

adolescent and emerging adult participation in youth development program activities, 

helped facilitate retention of older adolescents and added greater transparency to youth 

workers’ work than heretofore (Brady & Redmond, 2017). Despite the usefulness of 

program manuals for youth workers in this large Irish youth organization, the manuals 

were sometimes adapted by decreasing the program duration due to funding cuts that 

curtailed youth workers’ ability to deliver program activities in full (Brady & Redmond, 

2017).  

 Bowell (2015) uniquely explored partnerships between community arts projects 

and participating schools and youth centers and how these connections impacted learning 

at the participating schools and youth centers in New Zealand. They found that situated 

learning, community-based education, and teaching collaborations were important in 

promoting the professional development of teachers and youth workers (Bowell, 2015). It 
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is also important to note that program participants involved in these partnerships were 

able to learn together across a wide range of ages with a positive observation that the 

older teenagers were able to take on more responsibility and provide support to younger 

students, some of whom were children (Bowell, 2015).  

 Two studies conducted in the US found some weaknesses in professional 

development initiatives. Angbah (2018) found that supervisory support and on-the-job 

training was often presented without a strong knowledge of youth development 

competencies needed or a clear understanding of the order learning objectives needed to 

be presented for greater understanding and incorporation into practice. Fischer et al. 

(2011) also found that youth workers had difficulty applying knowledge learned about 

building relationships with adolescents and promoting adolescent empowerment in their 

respective practice environments.  

 There was only one study exploring the mesosystem that did not examine 

professional development in youth workers. Froyum (2013) engaged in qualitative 

analysis of emotional labor in a program serving low-income and middle-income 

minoritized children aged 6 to 12. Emotional labor was defined as the structuring of 

emotional states in others and the management of one’s own emotions for pay (Froyum, 

2013). Froyum (2013) found that Black workers exhibited competence in the 

organization, but this was done through fulfilling the emotional labor dictated to them by 

administrators that entailed making presentations at donor events emphasizing the 

“problems” and negative stereotypes of themselves and program participants. Workers 

also prioritized others’ needs over their own even when it created personal conflict 

(Froyum, 2013). Staff who engaged in emotional labor dictated by administrators did this 
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for the purpose of continuing to work with program participants and to have enough 

funding and volunteers that support the overall needs of program participants (Froyum, 

2013). Even though workers were frustrated and resentful of having to engage in this 

emotional labor due to it reinforcing stereotypes of Black dysfunction and White 

superiority and paternalism, they repressed their emotions by focusing on program 

participants’ needs (Froyum, 2013).  

 For study samples in which demographics were described, participants identified 

as primarily female (Evans et al., 2009; Fischer et al., 2011; Hassab Errasoul et al., 2015; 

Pryce et al., 2018; Ross et al., 2011) except for the only study on student youth ministers 

in which 85% of its participants were male (Heflin, 2011). Youth workers also tended to 

self-identify as White or African American with wide ranges of experience in youth work 

practice (0 – >20 years) (Angbah, 2018; Evans et al., 2009; Fischer et al., 2011; Froyum, 

2013; Pryce et al., 2018; Ross et al., 2011). The majority of samples included direct staff 

or managerial/supervisory staff in youth work, whereas only two studies included 

volunteer youth workers (Hassab Errasoul et al., 2015; Pryce et al., 2018). Bowell (2015) 

included multiple types of adult workers who engaged with adolescents that may not 

have captured differences between teachers, youth workers, and community artists due to 

lack of differentiation or comparison between each category of adult worker. Studies 

tended not to describe demographics of adolescents served, but those that did made no 

differentiation of workers based on the age group to whom they served, so it is unknown 

if there are differences between those who served older adolescents and those who served 

younger adolescents or children (Angbah, 2018; Bowell, 2015; Froyum, 2013). Some 

study findings are limited due to the use of only self-report methods such as interviews or 
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self-report surveys of youth workers that cannot be corroborated with objective measures 

such as training assessment and document review (Brady & Redmond, 2017; Evans et al., 

2009; Heflin, 2011; Shockley & Thompson, 2012). Other studies minimized this 

limitation by also including observation, document review, or reports from others who 

observed youth workers’ practice such as volunteers or instructors to increase the 

trustworthiness of findings (Angbah, 2018; Bowell, 2015; Fischer et al., 2011; Froyum, 

2013; Pryce et al., 2018; Ross et al., 2011; Ross, 2012).  

Youth Workers in the Microsystem 

 The microsystem constitutes the interactions, activities, and roles played by youth 

workers as they serve adolescents and emerging adults in their immediate environment 

(Hamilton et al., 2006). The majority of research on youth workers focuses on the micro-

system. Articles that examined this system in youth work explored relationships between 

youth workers and adolescents or emerging adults, most of which were conducted in 

countries outside the US (Body & Hogg, 2019; Coburn & Gormally, 2014; Choi et al., 

2015; Galipeau & Giles, 2014; Hart, 2017; Leung et al., 2017; Lim, 2017; Lo & Tam, 

2018; Ritchie & Ord, 2017; Stead et al., 2017; Thompson & Ballantyne, 2017; Veigel, 

2018). Researchers found common elements of positive relationships between 

adolescents or emerging adults and youth workers in studies: youth workers act as 

mentors or role models (Brown, 2017; Choi et al., 2015; Donlan et al., 2017; Galipeau & 

Giles, 2014; Hart, 2017; Horner, 2018; Jackson et al., 2014; Kazlauskaitea et al., 2020; 

Ritchie & Ord, 2017; Thompson & Ballantyne, 2017; Varga & Deutsch, 2016; Veigel, 

2018), youth workers provide opportunities to make decisions (Body & Hogg, 2019; 

Brown, 2017; Coburn & Gormally, 2014), youth workers affirm self-determination (Hart, 
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2017; Leung et al., 2017; Ritchie & Ord, 2017; Thompson & Ballantyne, 2017), youth 

workers build rapport and trust (Body & Hogg, 2019; Brown, 2017; Donlan et al., 2017; 

Griffith & Johnson, 2019; Jackson et al., 2014; Leung et al., 2017; Lim, 2017; Morales, 

2017; Ritchie & Ord, 2017; Rubin et al., 2021; Stead et al., 2017; Thompson & 

Ballantyne, 2017; Varga & Deutsch, 2016), youth workers exhibit vulnerability and 

empathy (Brown, 2017; Coburn & Gormally, 2014; Horner, 2018; Jackson et al., 2014; 

Kazlauskaitea et al., 2020; Morgan-Consoli et al., 2016; Varga & Deutsch, 2016), youth 

workers build relationships through engaging in fun or new activities (Body & Hogg, 

2019; Choi et al., 2015; Horner, 2018; Morgan-Consoli et al., 2016; Smith, 2015; Varga 

& Deutsch, 2016; Veigel, 2018).  

 Youth workers in Mid-western regions of the US (Chicago, Minneapolis, Central 

Illinois) also reported building positive relationships by being consistent (Griffith & 

Johnson, 2019). Consistency was defined by youth workers in this study as being reliable 

in their availability to program participants for support, and treating program participants 

equitably (Griffith & Johnson, 2019). These youth workers characterized adolescents as 

trusting them when they perceived adolescents as more vulnerable with them or more 

open to assisting with program activities (Griffith & Johnson, 2019). Other studies noted 

that it was important not to define adolescents and emerging adults with negative and 

stigmatizing labels to build positive relationships with those at high risk of 

disengagement from institutions such as school (McKamey, 2017; Spence et al., 2006). 

Youth workers’ encouragement of adolescent and emerging adult social activism or 

facilitation of positive adolescent peer relations in programs were found to be important 

elements of positive youth worker relations with program participants (Choi et al., 2015; 
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Coburn & Gormally, 2014; Horner, 2018; Ritchie & Ord, 2017; Ventura, 2017). 

Providing services within program participants’ communities (e.g., street-based outreach, 

program services where program participants live) was identified as beneficial in 

increasing youth worker understanding of adolescents and emerging adults, especially for 

those who are hard to engage due to risky behaviors such as sex work or drug use (Ezaki, 

2014; Leung et al., 2017; Lim, 2017; Lo & Tam, 2018; Thompson & Ballantyne, 2017).  

 Adolescents and emerging adults reported that positive relationships with youth 

workers made them feel more comfortable to share their problems with the youth worker 

and ask for support, and helped them feel safe and understood by the youth worker (Body 

& Hogg, 2019; Brown, 2017; Coburn & Gormally, 2014; Morales, 2017; Morgan-

Consoli et al., 2016; Ritchie & Ord, 2017; Stead et al., 2017). Adolescents and emerging 

adults in the US also felt safe in embodying their diverse social identities when their 

mentors collaborated with them in affirming and facilitating understanding of these 

identities (Rubin et al., 2021). Although most studies concerned general youth work 

practice, three studies focused on youth workers in specialty areas such as domestic 

violence, alcohol brief intervention, and STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, 

Math) (Coburn & Gormally, 2014; Smith, 2015; Stead et al., 2017).  

 Only a few studies reported on the use of online programs in building 

relationships between youth workers and adolescents or emerging adults. Youth workers 

who were referred adolescents and emerging adults (12-25 years old) by police, school, 

and rehabilitation centers in Singapore for deviant acts (e.g., drug abuse, physical assault) 

used Facebook to engage with program participants, build trust with program 

participants, and identify any issues of concern as they cared for and guided program 
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participants (Lim, 2017). Another youth work program in Hong Kong used social media 

sites to reach out to adolescents and emerging adults involved in drug use or the sex trade 

(Leung et al., 2017). Consistent cyberspace outreach facilitated social workers’ 

engagement with individuals who were hard to reach (Leung et al., 2017). Social workers 

were successful in building relationships when they showed program participants that 

they were real people who cared about their wellbeing and respected their self-

determination (Leung et al., 2017).  

 The majority of researchers described and defined positive relationships between 

youth workers and program participants (Body & Hogg, 2019; Brown, 2017; Coburn & 

Gormally, 2014; Choi et al., 2015; Donlan et al., 2017; Griffith & Johnson, 2019; Jackson 

et al., 2014; Kazlauskaitea et al., 2020; Leung et al., 2017; Lim, 2017; Morales, 2017; 

Morgan-Consoli et al., 2016; Ritchie & Ord, 2017; Rubin et al., 2021; Stead et al., 2017; 

Thompson & Ballantyne, 2017; Varga & Deutsch, 2016; Veigel, 2018). Some detailed 

how the adolescents and emerging adults developed confidence, self-control, positive 

relations with other people and communities, self-efficacy, integrity (Body & Hogg, 

2019; Choi et al., 2015; Jackson et al., 2014; Morales, 2017; Morgan-Consoli et al., 2016; 

Veigel, 2018).  

 Studies explored problematic issues that may arise in relationships between youth 

workers and program participants. Problems in relationship development included 

adolescent constraint in expressing themselves due to discomfort and confusion about 

program expectations (Morgan-Consoli et al., 2016) and adolescents not being open 

about their lives due to being viewed by the youth worker as one-dimensional (e.g., 

program participant only viewed by the youth worker as being unwilling to think 



49 
 

seriously about their lives rather than being open to the possibility that the program 

participant may sometimes think seriously about their future) (Hirsch et al., 2011). 

Adolescents and emerging adults in the US who related being less connected with their 

program mentor described their mentor as not affirming, lacking empathy, and being 

inauthentic (Kazlauskaite et al., 2020). Galipeau and Giles (2014), in a Canadian study, 

found that cross cultural mentoring relationships between youth workers and program 

participants could promote positive development; however, tensions tended to occur 

because of project irrelevance to program participants’ culture. Griffith and Johnson 

(2019) discovered that some youth workers in the US experienced difficulties in building 

trust due to adolescent characteristics such as style of engagement (e.g., reserved) or 

personality (e.g., quiet). Youth workers further noted that adolescents may not willingly 

trust them because of past relational difficulties or low program participation resulting 

from involvement in other activities (Griffith & Johnson, 2019). Body and Hogg (2019) 

found that emerging adults (21-26 years old) in England who had been involved in youth 

programs as adolescents reported not feeling supported in their transition out of the 

program, leading some to experience feelings of grief and loss when they were compelled 

to leave as emerging adults (Body & Hogg, 2019).  

 Only a few studies about the microsystem utilized samples of youth workers alone 

(Ezaki, 2014; Lim, 2017; Griffith & Johnson, 2019; Morales, 2017; Thompson & 

Ballantyne, 2017; Veigel, 2018). For the studies that described their sample participants, 

the majority of samples included both youth workers (mostly female in their 20’s) and 

children, adolescents, emerging adults (ranging from 10 to 26 years) (Brown, 2017; Choi 

et al., 2015; Coburn & Gormally, 2014; Donlan et al., 2017; Jackson et al., 2014; Leung 
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et al., 2017; Morgan-Consoli et al., 2016; Rubin et al., 2021; Stead et al., 2017; 

Thompson & Ballantyne, 2017; Varga & Deutsch, 2016) or only adolescents or emerging 

adults (Body & Hogg, 2019; Kazlauskaite, 2020; Ritchie & Ord, 2017). There was no 

differentiation between program participants based on age for studies where its sample 

was described, so it is unknown whether there were differences in youth worker 

relationships with adolescents at different developmental stages such as older adolescents 

(14-17 years old) or emerging adults (18-29 years old) (Body & Hogg, 2019; Brown, 

2017; Choi et al., 2015; Coburn & Gormally, 2014; Donlan et al., 2017; Ezaki, 2014; 

Griffith & Johnson, 2019; Jackson et al., 2014; Kazlauskaite, 2020; Leung et al., 2017; 

Lim, 2017; Morales, 2017; Morgan-Consoli et al., 2016; Ritchie & Ord, 2017; Rubin et 

al., 2021; Stead et al., 2017; Thompson & Ballantyne, 2017; Varga & Deutsch, 2016; 

Veigel, 2018). 

 Some studies used only data collection that involved self-report (e.g., focus 

groups, interviews, self-report surveys), limiting study validity (Body & Hogg, 2019; 

Donlan et al., 2017; Griffith & Johnson, 2019; Kazlauskaite et al., 2020; Morales, 2017; 

Ritchie & Ord, 2017; Rubin et al., 2021; Stead et al., 2017; Thompson & Ballantyne, 

2017; Varga & Deutsch, 2016; Veigel, 2018). One study’s findings were impacted by 

strong researcher bias in that researchers imparted some blame on social workers for the 

adolescents’ committal of murder limiting the validity of their findings that social 

workers’ interventions (youth development services such as life and career planning) 

were not appropriate (Lo & Tam, 2018). There were other studies that strengthened the 

validity of findings and lessened researcher bias through the use of multiple qualitative 

methods (document review, observation) that could corroborate the reports of participants 
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and findings reported by researchers (Brown, 2017; Choi et al., 2015; Coburn & 

Gormally, 2014; Galipeau & Giles, 2014; Hart, 2017; Horner, 2018; Jackson et al., 2014; 

Leung et al., 2017; Lim, 2017). 

Youth Workers in Multi-Systems 

 Youth workers conduct their work in a bio-ecological environment that is 

inclusive of multiple bio-ecological systems - individual, macro, exo, meso, micro, and 

chrono (Rosa & Tudge, 2013). As such, youth workers engage more than one system 

simultaneously as they occupy multiple systems of the bio-ecological environment 

represented in the youth worker literature (Burns et al., 2015; Suffrin et al., 2016). 

Studies commonly found that bio-ecological systems could hinder the development of 

meaningful relations with adolescents (Halpern et al., 2000; Hirsch et al., 2011; Moris & 

Loopman, 2018; Rana, 2009; Spence et al., 2006). A large ethnography of youth work 

practice in the United Kingdom (UK) found that youth workers worked in a policy 

environment that focused only on problem-centered interventions that could invalidate 

the important informal work (e.g., active listening, outreach) that youth workers often 

engaged in with adolescents to build effective relationships (Spence et al., 2006). The 

exosystem (international funders) impacted youth workers’ practice in Nepal in that 

workers were often more beholden to Western funders rather than responsive to the 

specific needs of adolescents or children who felt more accepted on the streets (Rana, 

2009). Funders also influenced workers’ disregard of the social and political sources of 

the problems confronted by children and adolescents on the street such as poverty and 

caste-based discrimination (Rana, 2009).  
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 Youth workers in Belgium helped develop social capital in adolescents to enhance 

their social activism skills (Moris & Loopman, 2018). They helped adolescents increase 

their self-esteem and ability to critique stigmatizing beliefs about adolescents being 

deviant and unwelcome in public spaces (Moris & Loopman, 2018). This work, however, 

was weakened when youth workers were subverted by institutional actors who limited 

their autonomy and activist work with adolescents when there were unresolved conflicts 

between adolescents and the surrounding community (Moris & Loopman, 2018). Hirsch 

et al. (2011) identified multiple mesosystem factors that hindered the work of youth 

workers at Boys and Girls clubs in the US: 1) lack of training, supervision and staff 

support made it difficult to build relationships with adolescents and to manage behaviors 

of concern; 2) program emphases on measures stymied youth workers from initiating 

relevant programming based on adolescent needs; and 3) a dysfunctional organizational 

culture characterized by high control of staff and adolescent behaviors caused adolescents 

to disengage from the program and led to high levels of staff conflict and turnover. 

Program conflicts largely stemmed from staff not having the freedom to create activities 

that met the needs of adolescents because of directives to focus on managing adolescent 

behavior that sometimes impeded their ability to get to know adolescents (Hirsch et al., 

2011).  

 At times, youth workers built positive relations with adolescents despite the 

influences that hinder them in their work with adolescents (Halpern et al., 2000; Hirsch et 

al., 2011). In a program serving Latino adolescents in a community with limited financial 

resources, disruptive adolescent behaviors, gang activity, and lack of time and staff 

prevented youth workers from sometimes effectively supporting adolescents (Halpern et 
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al., 2000). Building trusting relationships within the structured program environment 

promoted positive relationships and outcomes despite these constraints (Halpern et al., 

2000). Youth workers at Boys and Girls clubs in the US sometimes reported that 

adolescents were hard to get to know due to their resistance to engagement, emotional 

trauma, or defiant behavior; these same adolescents however described staff who showed 

care or concern for them as making them feel understood and loved (Hirsch et al., 2011).  

 Sometimes, studies found that bio-ecological systems were supportive of youth 

workers’ relations with program participants. Relationships with systems characterized 

by support, communication, and mutual regard were identified by youth workers as 

helpful (Smith, 2015). In an observational cross-sectional study, researchers found that 

youth workers’ ability to develop positive relationships with program participants, make 

job-related decisions and develop professional efficacy were all associated with youth 

workers’ promotion of youth voice (ability of program participants to make decisions and 

express their views) (Maletsky & Evans, 2017).  

 Baldridge (2014) explored the work of youth workers who were members of the 

community and had extensive knowledge of the current educational system and its 

influence on adolescent opportunities and life outcomes. Due to their knowledge of the 

macro and meso systems impacting program participants, youth workers were able to 

connect adolescents with needed community resources to promote educational success 

(Baldridge, 2014). Staff at another program reported that an organizational environment 

that promoted staff professional development and wellbeing created a culture in which 

program participants could be supported in learning skills and developing relationships 

within the program and wider community (McDonough et al., 2018). Ventura (2017) 
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identified the importance of youth workers who support program participants’ connection 

with their cultural identity while engaging in the wider society.  

 There were also studies that examined how the individual youth worker was 

impacted by the bio-ecological environment or influenced the bio-ecological 

environment. Participation in counseling services gave youth workers in a para-counselor 

training course in Singapore greater insight into the role of counselors, the processes used 

in counseling, and the experiences that program participants may have when receiving 

counseling services (Kit & Tang, 2018). The study participants identified skills utilized 

during counseling that they could use in their work such as the need to build rapport and 

safety before asking about sensitive topics, the importance of demonstrating empathy and 

respecting self-determination which are all elements of positive relationships (Kit & 

Tang, 2018). Youth workers engaging in sociopolitical youth development (process by 

which program participants grow in leadership and critical thinking to engage in activism 

that promotes positive social change) felt that their work with adolescents was not only 

supportive of adolescents but healing for themselves (Murray, 2017). Some youth 

workers were negatively impacted by multiple systems in their environment. Kim (2018) 

found that conflict with church leaders (e.g., pastors), the hierarchical structure for 

leaders based on Korean cultural practices, disconnect between Korean speaking ministry 

staff and English-speaking ministry staff, low pay, lack of supervision and mentorship, 

heavy workloads, spiritual depletion, and family issues all led to burnout in Korean 

(American) church youth workers. Some church youth workers also became burned out 

when they had conflict with adolescents or their parents (Kim, 2018).  
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 Life experiences of youth workers were also drawn upon to influence their 

relations with adolescents and other systems in their environment. Some youth workers at 

Boys and Girls clubs in the US drew upon similar life experiences to adolescents in order 

to counsel them on ways to succeed in life and school (Hirsch et al., 2011). Youth worker 

social activists created safe and healing spaces for youth due to the necessity of these 

spaces in their own lives (Murray, 2017). Relationships and environments integral to their 

own development over time were utilized to create spaces for youth that promoted 

healthy development (e.g., providing spaces for adolescents to develop their ideas on 

social issues) (Murray, 2017). Mentors who had similar learning disabilities to their 

mentees were supportive in training adolescents in necessary advocacy skills in ways that 

were empowering and validating of mentee strengths (O’Heaney, 2018). 

 Relationships with adolescents or emerging adults could also be influenced by the 

individual youth worker’s conceptions of their relations with program participants. Three 

major discourses of mentors were described by McKamey (2017) that affected the ways 

in which mentors built relationships with adolescents attending schools in communities 

with limited financial resources. The caring towards discourse connoted relationships in 

which the mentor built relationships with mentees from their perspective with the 

tendency of embodying an identity of competency while regarding the young person as 

deficient (McKamey, 2017). Caring with discourse described relationships in which the 

mentor and young person collaborated with one another, giving more opportunities for 

the mentor to recognize differences in perspectives from the adolescent (McKamey, 

2017). These relationships tended to be centered on the individual concerns and problems 

of the adolescent rather than the bio-ecological environment (McKamey, 2017). Mentors 
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were less likely to express the caring within discourse characterized as relationships in 

which the worker was self-aware of how their beliefs or actions could be oppressive of 

adolescents from marginalized populations (McKamey, 2017). Another study found that 

formerly homeless direct service workers at a program serving homeless adolescents and 

emerging adults had difficulty maintaining healthy boundaries with program participants 

at times due to their closeness in age, life experience, and personal relationships they may 

have with program participants (Dolamore & Naylor, 2018). The workers often needed to 

establish boundaries around conversations, language used with program participants, and 

determine how they would engage with program participants in the community outside 

the program (Dolamore & Naylor, 2018). Despite this, program participants and workers 

related that it was important for programs serving the homeless to hire emerging adults 

with similar life experiences to program participants as peer workers, so program 

participants felt a sense of belonging in the program (Dolamore & Naylor, 2018). 

Literature Review Summary 

 Youth workers are important in building and maintaining relationships with 

adolescents and emerging adults. Multiple bio-ecological system factors (e.g., social 

identities, political institutions, life experiences, funding, organizational culture, 

adolescents and emerging adults, co-workers, professional development initiatives) have 

an influence on youth workers’ engagement with adolescents or emerging adults and their 

own personhood. Youth workers also impact the bio-ecological environment through 

activism, their engagement with adolescents and emerging adults, and in their reactions to 

the bio-ecological environment that can counter environmental influences.  
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 The literature suggests that macro (e.g., culture, political systems), exo (e.g., 

competency frameworks), and meso (e.g., organizational structures) systems tend to 

constrain youth workers’ development of relationships with adolescents and emerging 

adults that are sustainable and promotive of healthy development. Some studies 

particularly noted that youth workers worked in environments with limited financial 

resources that made it difficult for them to provide adequate support that took account of 

the unique needs of program participants (Brown, 2017; Carpenter, 2017; Dolamore & 

Naylor, 2018; Froyum, 2013; Halpern et al., 2000; Lardier et al., 2018; McKamey, 2017; 

Morgan-Consoli et al., 2016; Pope, 2016; Rana, 2012). Meso (e.g., professional 

development initiatives; organizational support) and individual (e.g., similar life 

experiences to program participants) systems were found to be supportive of youth 

workers’ development of positive relationships with adolescents and emerging adults.  

 More needs to be known about the characteristics of relationships between youth 

workers and older adolescents or emerging adults to support these groups in program 

engagement and positive development (Barcelona & Quinn, 2011; Cleveland & 

Goldstein, 2019; Saito & Sullivan, 2011). Few researchers have engaged in an in-depth 

study of youth worker perspectives on building relationships with individuals during 

adolescence or emerging adulthood in the US that can aid in implementation of services 

for these specific developmental periods (Barcelona & Quinn, 2011; Hadley et al., 2010). 

Multiple methods are needed in studies of youth workers to increase the trustworthiness 

of findings (Padgett, 2017).  

 This dissertation study will fill research gaps about youth workers through 

exploration of youth worker relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults at 
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community-based programs within Strongport. Strongport is a US city with many 

strengths, including local government health initiatives to promote community wellbeing, 

and local community members and community organizations that work together to 

promote the positive development of children, adolescents, and families. As with all 

cities, Strongport also has challenges. Strongport is impacted by stressful conditions such 

as poverty, unemployment, environmental hazards, and community violence. This study 

particularly focused on multiple systems of the bio-ecological environment that framed 

youth workers and their building of relationships with program participants. This builds 

upon previous research exploring youth worker relationships with adolescents and 

emerging adults largely conducted in Western nations outside the US. Though youth 

workers in community-based programs serve individuals of various ages into emerging 

adulthood, I focused my qualitative exploration on youth workers who served older 

adolescents and emerging adults because there is a paucity of research exploring youth 

workers’ experiences specific to promoting the positive development of older adolescents 

and emerging adults (Barcelona & Quinn, 2011; Cleveland & Goldstein, 2019; Hadley et 

al., 2010). Older adolescents and emerging adults require developmentally specific 

services that can support their engagement in community-based programs and their 

transition to adulthood (Cleveland & Goldstein, 2019; Hadley et al., 2010; Saito & 

Sullivan, 2011). 

 The constructivist paradigm guided my use of qualitative methods to explore 

youth worker perspectives on relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults. 

Qualitative methods are appropriate for studies that seek to explore unique subjective 

experiences of individuals such as youth worker perspectives on how they build and 
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maintain relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults in Strongport (Padgett, 

2017; Patton, 2002). The use of different qualitative methods (interviews, researcher 

journal notes, member-checking, document review) allowed me to obtain multiple 

subjective youth worker experiences of relationships with older adolescents and emerging 

adults (Crotty, 1998; Guba, 1990). Multiple qualitative methods also help to increase 

validity of findings (Padgett, 2017). 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODS 

Overview 

 Qualitative studies use inductive methods (e.g., interviews, document review) to 

understand the subjective experiences of individuals and their environment (Padgett, 

2017). This study uses multiple qualitative methods to answer research questions that 

provides information on youth worker perspectives of how they build and maintain 

relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults in Strongport. Qualitative 

methods are appropriate when exploring phenomena for which there is little information 

from the perspective of those involved such as youth worker perspectives on their 

relationships with program participants in the US (Hammarberg et al., 2016; Patton, 

2002).  

 The central research question of this study asks: How do youth workers in 

community-based programs develop and maintain relationships with older adolescents 

and emerging adults in Strongport? Secondary research questions provide greater 

understanding of contextual factors that frame youth workers’ perspectives on 

relationship building with older adolescents and emerging adults: What constrains youth 

workers in community-based programs in developing and maintaining relationships with 

older adolescents and emerging adults in Strongport? and What supports youth workers 

in community-based programs in developing and maintaining relationships with older 

adolescents and emerging adults in Strongport?  

 Interviews and researcher journal notes were used to answer all three research 

questions to obtain different perspectives of individual youth workers and my perspective 

of youth workers and the research topic. Review of publicly available program 
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documents (e.g., program information on Internet) was used to provide additional 

information to answer all research questions and to corroborate findings from interviews. 

Demographic surveys were used to collect information on youth workers’ social 

identities and employment contexts. Surveys provided greater information on how 

demographics may have influenced youth worker relations with older adolescents and 

emerging adults. Member checking was used to insure the validity of study results 

obtained from other study methods. 

Study Design 

 This study utilized a multi-method qualitative design (Patton, 2002). Multiple 

methods (interviews, surveys, researcher journal notes, document review) were used to 

understand a variety of youth worker experiences of relationships with program 

participants in Strongport. Multi-method qualitative designs are especially useful to 

increase research rigor through validity checks across data obtained via different methods 

(Johnson et al., 2017; Patton, 2002). This study design also provides opportunities to 

explore complementary information collected through different methods for greater 

insight into complex phenomena (Patton, 2002).  

 A multi-method qualitative study was used for several reasons. The use of 

multiple methods employed within qualitative studies helps to triangulate research 

findings to increase validity (Padgett, 2017). Due to my constructivist epistemology, it 

was also important for me to explore the subjective experiences of youth workers using 

different methods, including interviews, document review, surveys, and researcher 

journal notes. Multiple qualitative methods obtain varied views of youth worker 

perspectives on their relationships with program participants (Padgett, 2017; Patton, 
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2002). This study was also guided by a bio-ecological framework which assumes that the 

environmental context is highly important to the phenomena of interest (Bronfrenbrenner 

& Ceci, 1994). Therefore, I also used multiple methods to understand diverse impressions 

regarding youth workers’ different contexts (e.g., places of employment, communities 

where they work) and their influence on youth worker relations with program 

participants. There is a paucity of peer-reviewed research exploring youth worker 

perspectives on developing relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults, 

especially in US communities impacted by stressful conditions (e.g., poverty) (Barcelona 

& Quinn, 2011; Cleveland & Goldstein, 2019; Dyminicki et al., 2016). This study helps 

to fill this gap in the literature by exploring individual youth worker experiences of 

serving older adolescents and emerging adults at a variety of community-based programs 

in Strongport. Purposeful sampling obtained 13 youth workers who work at community-

based programs serving older adolescents or emerging adults in Strongport and a key 

stakeholder (former executive director of a local organization serving older adolescents 

and emerging adults in Strongport).  

Field and Data Collection Procedures 

Qualitative Researcher as the Instrument  

 The researcher is considered the instrument of data collection in qualitative 

research, so it is necessary to be aware of one’s positionality. Positionality is the 

researcher’s assessment of how one is situated in the study and how one’s position in the 

study may influence study procedures, analysis, or interpretation (Bourke, 2014; 

Hopkins, 2007). Reflexivity, the process of researcher self-evaluation (e.g., social 

identities, environment, roles) informs one’s positionality (Holmes, 2020; Patton, 2002). 
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The constructivist paradigm influenced me in choosing multiple theoretical perspectives 

to frame this study and in using multiple qualitative methods that could explore how 

youth workers perceive their work experiences.  

 The bio-ecological framework informed the questions created for the study and 

the exploration of environmental factors of the youth worker (Erikson et al., 2018). The 

bio-ecological framework also informed my belief that youth workers’ demographics, 

personal life histories, and social environments are important to their perspectives on 

relationship building with older adolescents and emerging adults. I was also guided by 

social suffering and embodiment. I believe interventions into social suffering are 

important to the practice experiences of youth workers. It is also important to understand 

how youth workers perceive and use their bodies in the world, integral to the process of 

building relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults.  

 I believe some of my social identities (Black female born in the US to Jamaican 

immigrant parents) also influenced my interactions with youth workers in this study. I 

noticed sometimes that youth workers who identified with a minoritized racial or ethnic 

group felt more comfortable talking with me about issues of race, ethnicity or 

immigration that impacted themselves and their work, if they perceived that I was Black 

or had prior knowledge of my immigrant background. Youth workers would also assume 

sometimes that I understood intuitively what they were sharing about racial and ethnic 

issues or cultural factors related to their work with older adolescents or emerging adults 

which was sometimes accurate. I also felt more comfortable talking with some of the 

youth workers who identified with minoritized racial or ethnic groups about issues related 
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to race or ethnicity in work with children or adolescents due to our shared social 

identities and common interest in these topics.  

 My personal experiences of witnessing the impact of race, ethnicity, and 

immigration status on individual lives that can lead to negative (e.g., inability to complete 

education due to illegal immigration status) and positive (e.g., positive worth gained 

through strong affiliation with cultural identity) consequences also informed my interest 

in exploring intersecting social identities influencing youth workers’ relations with 

program participants. None of the study participants self-identified with genders other 

than male or female. My gender identity as a female may have allowed me to gain more 

information about youth work from the perspective of female youth workers, including 

issues of gender discrimination or negative relationships among females in the 

workplace, because of our shared gender identity. However, my gender identity may have 

also caused youth workers who identified as male to not be as open with me about 

problematic gender issues related to the study topic due to me being an outsider to their 

experiences related to gender.  

 I sensed that some youth workers perceived me as an expert who was very 

knowledgeable on issues related to the study topic, leading them to sometimes assume 

that I was aware of certain terms or information related to youth development. I also 

think that some youth workers identified me as an outsider due to my current status as a 

student in an academic program far removed from the work of community-based 

programs and sought to increase my understanding through sharing their opinions 

extensively on the topic. I perceived other youth workers to be somewhat resistant to my 

questions or to the research process. As I reflected later in my journal notes, I mused that 
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these youth workers expected me to make assumptions about their experience as a youth 

worker. They may have also believed that I had an ulterior agenda about what I wanted 

them to share rather than that I wanted to understand their subjective experiences 

regarding their process in developing relationships with program participants. They may 

have also thought that I would use information from the study to focus only on problems 

rather than strengths associated with their work and the community-based programs they 

represented. These youth workers may have had negative experiences with other 

researchers who did not want to hear their subjective experiences or who made 

assumptions about their identities or work. One youth worker noted during member 

checking that he is generally frustrated with research projects because they are not 

organic or grounded in real life but was happy to have participated in this study because 

he felt the process was more “humanized.”  

 With individuals that I felt expressed some resistance, I would affirm that they 

could answer in any way that fit with their perspective and would sometimes allow them 

to take the interview in other directions not planned to allow for even greater agency 

(e.g., allow them to talk about prior experiences building relationships with children). I 

also engaged in this flexible form of interviewing at times with other youth workers in 

the study as needed so that they felt more comfortable sharing their opinions rather than 

fitting into my ideas of what they needed to answer.  

Enhanced Reflexivity    

 During the research process, I became more aware of my experiences as a former 

youth worker and as a social worker who sometimes provides services to emerging adults 

and adolescents in the present. After interviews with study participants, both positive and 
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painful memories of my time as a youth worker came flooding forth out of my mind into 

my researcher journal notes. Positive memories of youth work included the delight I had 

engaging with program participants with whom I deeply connected with over time, 

especially those who experienced multiple life challenges, and who I still remember at 

times to this day. I also cherished the interactions I had with adolescents or emerging 

adults engaging in art-based activities and learning about their interests in activities such 

as singing. Other memories of youth work that came up for me during interviews were 

not as positive. I remembered feeling overwhelmed at times due to a lack of adequate 

support in promoting healthy relationships with program participants. I also struggled 

with understanding how to set appropriate boundaries for those who were close in age to 

me at the time while maintaining positive bonds. 

I shared my prior work experiences with youth workers if it related to what youth 

workers were talking about. At times, I felt the need to let youth workers know after or 

during interviews my former roles in working with adolescents or emerging adults to 

better identify with them. Mostly, interviewees’ experiences led me to reflect on the 

differences and similarities to my previous work with adolescents and emerging adults, 

and even made me think about what I would have done differently based on participants’ 

experiences and the greater knowledge I have today.  

 To provide greater self-awareness of my youth worker identity and how that 

informed my positionality in the study, I decided to record myself asking and answering 

the same overarching interview questions asked of study participants using WebEx © 

from Cisco, a video conferencing system. Interviews were later transcribed. I also 

journaled my thoughts and feelings about the process of interviewing myself and its 
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relevance to the study topic or methods. These interviews also helped me to deeply 

acknowledge my biases and perspectives on the research topic. This made my worldview 

regarding building relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults more 

transparent, an important element of reflexivity (Holmes, 2020).      

Youth Worker Identity 

 I formerly worked with older adolescents and emerging adults in a community 

mental health agency and a church youth program. I initially assumed that youth workers 

in the study may have similar experiences to mine, including viewing program 

participants as capable of creating the “good” in their lives with support and experiencing 

high levels of work-related stress. However, I also expected that youth workers in this 

study may have different experiences to my own in working with older adolescents and 

emerging adults due to different backgrounds, experiences, social identities, and program 

settings.  

 I noted several aspects of how I built relationships with older adolescents and 

emerging adults, including being authentic, vulnerable, and consistent in my engagement 

with program participants, establishing boundaries (particularly in the community mental 

health setting), meeting one on one or in small groups, learning about program 

participants (e.g., interests, skills), mentoring, listening, developing and promoting 

program participants as leaders, supporting their agency in decision-making, facilitating 

activities relevant to program participants, showing empathy, attempting to resolve any 

conflicts I had with program participants, providing a safe environment for program 

participants, and exhibiting patience and flexibility. I tended to feel more connected with 

study participants that expressed similar ways of building relationships with older 



68 
 

adolescents and emerging adults as I was more easily able to understand their 

perspectives.  

 There were also factors that supported or constrained my development of 

relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults. Supportive factors included my 

provision of parenting support or engagement with the parents of older adolescents, my 

previous volunteer and work experience with children and adolescents, my interest in 

adolescent related issues and in working with adolescents, support and guidance from my 

supervisors, structured programs that helped with setting boundaries, my commonalities 

with program participants (e.g., similar personalities, cultural background, close in age), 

professional development and consultation with other youth workers on topics related to 

work with adolescents or emerging adults. Furthermore, my self-awareness was 

important in building relationships as it allowed me to ascertain the health of the 

relationship and myself so that healthy boundaries were maintained. Self-care practices 

also promoted my wellbeing so that I would be able to present a healthy self to the 

program participant which supported more positive relationship engagement. 

 Constraining factors included program participants disengaging from me or the 

program (due to their involvement in other activities, resistance to the relationship 

process, life crises) or a loosely structured program that made it more difficult for me to 

clearly set boundaries. I was able to identify with youth workers in this study who 

experienced similar supportive or constraining factors to my own, sometimes leading me 

to share anecdotes from my own youth worker experiences that related to the experiences 

they were sharing with me. Often, my sharing would lead to youth workers sharing more 

deeply their thoughts of that experience or other relevant information.  
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 My training in therapeutic services, including at the community mental health 

program, also informed the way I conducted interviews with study participants. I 

employed therapeutic skills such as active listening, silence, and reflection of thoughts 

and feelings shared during the interviews. I believe that this provided a safe space for 

study participants to share their perspectives on the study topic. Some participants shared 

personal or traumatic experiences that informed their path to becoming a youth worker 

that I don’t believe they would have shared if they did not feel safe. I also would 

summarize youth workers’ responses to questions sometimes to ascertain if I accurately 

understood. I believe this also allowed for greater sharing of experiences from youth 

workers. Even participants who appeared resistant to the research process shared 

extensively on personal and often traumatic experiences when these therapeutic skills 

were employed.  

Credentials of the Researcher  

 I acquired skills for conducting this qualitative research study through course 

work and training, and exploration of qualitative research texts and articles. I completed 

courses at the PhD level in research methods that taught me how to critically assess 

research procedures and findings. I also completed two theory courses that informed my 

knowledge of the importance of positive relationships to human development and 

introduced me to concepts of social suffering and embodiment. I gained skill in using 

qualitative data analysis programs, including Dedoose, to manage and analyze qualitative 

data. I consulted with qualitative research experts on my dissertation committee to 

continue building relevant research skills for this project. I also received further training 
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in qualitative research methods and analysis and read qualitative texts to improve my 

qualitative research skills. 

Sample 

 I engaged in homogenous purposive sampling - the selection of a small sample 

who have similar characteristics (e.g., similar occupation) (Patton, 2002). Homogenous 

purposive sampling is useful when one wants to understand the particular experiences of 

a sub-group of people such as youth workers in community-based programs located in 

the US (Palinkas et al., 2015; Patton, 2002). Eligibility criteria for participation in the 

study included the following: 18 years or older, currently employed as a youth worker in 

a community-based program in Strongport serving older adolescents (14-17 years old) or 

emerging adults (18-29 years old). I sent flyers via email to individuals in the youth work 

field or connected to people in the youth work field who could further distribute flyers to 

other youth workers or community organizations for study recruitment. Flyers were 

further distributed to professional networks via electronic formats such as email, social 

media, electronic newsletters; word of mouth or print newsletters. The flyers provided a 

summary of the study and my contact information. The flyer also asked potential 

participants to e-mail or call me directly if they wanted to participate in the study within 

two weeks. I also asked individuals in the youth worker field or connected to people in 

the youth worker field for recommendations of other youth workers I could contact to 

recruit into the study.  

 Thirteen youth workers who serve older adolescents or emerging adults in 

community-based programs in Strongport were enrolled in this study. One youth worker 

later withdrew from the study and did not participate in any study procedures. One key 
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stakeholder, a former executive director of a local Strongport youth organization, also 

was enrolled in the study. The key stakeholder was an expert in the field who provided 

information on the study topic in preparation for conducting study procedures with youth 

workers currently serving older adolescents or emerging adults.   

Protections for Study Participants  

 To meet ethical guidelines, I maintained my required training for human research 

subjects at my school. I also submitted an application to the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) at my school to obtain approval for the study’s procedures. After this study was 

approved by the IRB, I met with prospective participants via telephone to review study 

information and informed consent. Prospective participants then provided verbal consent 

if they wished to be in the study. I asked for verbal consent rather than written consent to 

better protect the privacy of participants by having no signed forms that could identify 

them. I informed participants who consented to be in the study that they could leave the 

study at any time if they no longer wanted to participate and that their participation in the 

study would not affect their employment status. I also provided participants with a list of 

state and national organizations that support the wellbeing of adults and their families 

after they verbally consented to be in the study. I always had access to this list of 

supportive services to be provided to participants who experienced any psychological 

discomfort. Pseudonyms were assigned for each study participant. The programs where 

participants are employed remain anonymous to protect their privacy. Data was de-

identified after data collection and stored in a password protected database only 

accessible to me and my dissertation chair, a member of the research team.  
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Data Collection 

 Qualitative methods were primarily used to collect data, including interviews, 

photo-elicitation, document review, researcher journal notes, and member-checking. In 

addition, a survey was used to collect demographic data of participants. Throughout the 

research process, I journaled my thoughts, feelings, and biases. This allowed me to 

critically examine the research process and explore my perspective on how youth workers 

built and maintained relationships with program participants (Ortlipp, 2008). I used 

multiple methods in this study to triangulate findings, increasing trustworthiness (Padgett, 

2017). 

 Interviews are conversations between the researcher and study participant 

facilitated by the researcher and are a useful way to obtain multiple perspectives on a 

topic of interest (Padgett, 2017; Stake, 1995). I collected interview data for this study 

between August 2020 and February 2021. I conducted semi-structured interviews (See 

Appendices A & B for interview guides) with youth workers via phone or WebEx © 

from Cisco, a video conferencing platform, to obtain their varied perspectives on how to 

build relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults. I used WebEx © from 

Cisco to record and transcribe all interviews. Interviews were semi-structured to allow for 

flexibility and adaptation of questions based on the perspectives of youth workers. I 

conducted an initial interview with each youth worker who participated in this study 

(n=12) and the key stakeholder that lasted between 1 hour and 2 hours. I also conducted a 

follow-up interview with 11 of the youth worker participants and the key stakeholder that 

provided more information on the study topic to give adequate evidence in answering 

research questions (Padgett, 2017). One youth worker participant did not schedule a 
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follow-up interview with me. The follow-up interviews lasted between 4 minutes and 21 

minutes. I provided e-gift cards as compensation for time and effort for each interview 

completed by study participants. Study participants received a $25 e-gift card for 

completion of the first interview and a $10 e-gift card for completion of the second 

interview.  

 Survey questions were asked at the start of the initial interview to collect 

demographic data, including age, gender, race or ethnicity, years of experience working 

or volunteering with adolescents or emerging adults, years working at program, highest 

level of education, role, employment status, certification, licensure, prior field(s) of work, 

type of program service, frequency of staff meetings and meetings with supervisors, 

topics of discussion in meetings with other program staff and supervisors, and languages 

spoken. The initial interview also obtained youth worker experiences of working with 

older adolescents and emerging adults. This interview gathered in-depth information on 

youth worker experiences of building relationships with older adolescents and emerging 

adults on all levels of the bio-ecological environment: chronosystem, macrosystem, 

exosystem, mesosystem, and microsystem. Unique characteristics of the youth worker 

were explored as it related to youth worker relationships with older adolescents and 

emerging adults, to examine the individual domain of the bio-ecological environment. I 

also inquired about youth worker experiences relevant to social suffering and 

embodiment in their work with older adolescents and emerging adults.  

 Photo-elicitation was employed in the follow-up interview. Photo-elicitation is a 

creative method in which participants respond to photographs that can elicit memories 

and emotions for which traditional interviews often cannot account (Padgett, 2017). The 
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interview conversation is elicited and guided by the photograph (Richard & Lahman, 

2015). Initially, I asked participants to take two pictures with a camera that represented 

their perspectives on relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults. After the 

first few participants expressed some resistance to taking pictures with a camera, I 

amended this directive to also allow study participants to provide two pictures from the 

Internet of non-human subjects representing their perspectives on relationships with older 

adolescents and emerging adults if preferred. Participants were also told to not provide 

pictures of agency landmarks that could identify their organization or pictures from the 

Internet that were copyrighted. I asked participants to talk about their pictures and its 

relevance to their relationships with program participants during their follow-up 

interview. Participant-generated pictures were used for this method to promote 

participant agency and interest in the research process (Richard & Lahman, 2015). One 

participant who took part in the follow-up interview did not provide pictures. This 

participant shared thoughts on photographs he would have provided if they were 

available.  

 After completion of interviews, I met with interested study participants in April 

2020 to engage in member checking, a process by which study participants can provide 

feedback on results to insure its trustworthiness (Reilly, 2013). Six of the youth workers 

who participated in the study took part in member checking meetings. Feedback from 

study participants in member-checking meetings helped to ascertain if the collected data 

fully explained how youth workers in this study developed relationships with older 

adolescents and emerging adults (Saunders et al., 2018). Study participants were also able 

to add information on the study topic that they had not previously shared.  
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 To provide further context, I reviewed publicly available documents that spanned 

the time frame when interviews were conducted: August 2020 – February 2021. 

Documents detailed information on the programs where study participants were 

employed, including activities, staff roles, and program history. I retrieved documents 

from social media sites, program websites, and online news sites and reviewed them in 

May 2020. Review of program documents can corroborate, complement, or disprove data 

obtained from other methods (Bowen, 2009; Patton, 2002).  

Historical Context 

 International and national events occurred during data collection that had an 

impact on the research process, including the COVID-19 pandemic, social unrest and 

violence related to the 2020 US presidential election and racial injustices. Cases of what 

later came to be known as COVID-19 were first reported by Chinese health officials in 

December 2019 (WHO, 2020). The first established case of COVID-19 in the US was 

reported on January 21, 2020 (WHO, 2020). In March 2020, the WHO declared COVID-

19 a pandemic due to its rapid spread that extended to every part of the world, its 

severity, and lack of appropriate actions to prevent further spread (WHO, 2020). Partly as 

a result of the pandemic, all interviews in this study were conducted via video 

conferencing or telephone rather than in person.  

 Campaigning for the US presidential election of 2020 was already underway at 

the time data collection started. When President Biden and Vice President Harris won the 

election in November 2020, some supporters of former President Trump protested with a 

significant event taking place on January 6, 2021 in which a violent mob breached the 

Capitol (Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs & Committee on 
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Rules and Administration, 2021). Protests also arose for justice and police accountability 

due to high profile cases in which Black individuals were killed after use of force by 

police (e.g., George Floyd, Breonna Taylor) or private citizens (e.g., Ahmad Arbury) 

(Brown, 2020; Nickeas, 2021). Much of the study data alludes to issues related to the 

social unrest occurring in the US and the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Data Analysis 

 I approached data analysis from a bio-ecological framework to examine how 

youth workers’ relationships with program participants were shaped by bi-directional 

interactions between themselves and different environmental contexts. Study data 

included: 25 interview transcripts, 22 pictures, and documents from six news article sites, 

11 program websites, nine social media sites. I also journaled my thoughts and feelings 

regarding the research process after interviews or member checking meetings which 

yielded 32 research journal entries. I reviewed transcriptions of youth worker interviews 

generated by WebEx © from Cisco and edited transcriptions as needed for accuracy. 

After transcription review, de-identified interviews, research journal notes, and pictures 

were stored in Dedoose version 9.0.17 (Dedoose, 2021), a qualitative data analysis 

program. I stored document excerpts on a password-protected computer file only 

accessible to me or my research team. Documentation of my analysis procedures through 

journaling about the research process, compiling transcriptions of individual interviews, 

and filing document excerpts and pictures also helped to increase trustworthiness of 

findings (Padgett, 2017). 

 Coding organizes data into smaller units that are relevant to analysis (Padgett, 

2017). I coded de-identified study data in Dedoose version 9.0.17 (Dedoose, 2021) (for 
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pictures, interviews, journal notes) and in a Microsoft Word file for document excerpts. 

First, I engaged in eclectic coding, employing a variety of coding methods such as 

descriptive, in vivo, subcode, and simultaneous coding (Saldaña, 2013). With descriptive 

coding, I assigned a word or phrase that summarized the main idea of the data excerpt 

relevant to this study’s research questions (Saldaña, 2013). I specifically noted data 

excerpts that provided understanding of how youth workers talked about developing 

relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults. In vivo coding refers to using 

words found in the data as codes (Saldaña, 2013). In vivo coding helped to center and 

understand the perspectives of youth workers by utilizing their words as codes. 

Descriptive and in vivo coding also helped to guard against my biases strongly informing 

the analysis by allowing me to familiarize myself with youth worker perspectives in this 

study that may not reflect the study’s theoretical frameworks (Padgett, 2017). Subcodes 

were used as needed to further detail and organize descriptive and in vivo codes (Saldaña, 

2013). I also used simultaneous coding, noting two or more in vivo or descriptive codes, 

when a data excerpt referred to multiple topics (Saldaña, 2013).  

I coded the data again using structural coding (Saldaña, 2013), explicitly using 

this study’s theoretical frameworks as a foundation for coding study data. For structural 

coding, I used memo notes to identify any levels of the bio-ecological environment 

relevant to youth worker relationships with program participants within the data. I also 

noted on memos any experiences of social suffering and embodiment illustrated in the 

data. I coded any new data excerpts that emerged to answer research questions during 

structural coding using descriptive codes or in vivo codes. After engaging in the above 

coding strategies, 497 codes were elicited.  
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I reviewed and condensed the data further two more times through continued 

eclectic coding (descriptive, in vivo, subcode, simultaneous, structural) (Saldaña, 2013). I 

merged synonymous codes and removed codes that were not relevant to research 

questions during this process. This condensation process left 92 codes remaining. I 

utilized code mapping to organize the remaining 92 codes into separate categories in 

preparation for synthesis of codes into themes, phrases or sentences that organize 

repeating ideas and define the data (Saldaña, 2013; Vasimoradi et al., 2016). The data 

analysis process is summarized in a matrix below (See Table 1).  

 

 

 

Specifically, I grouped codes together that referred to a similar topic under an 

overarching category (See Table 2 on the next page). These categories were further 

divided into subcategories (See Table 2). I created themes from looking at connections 
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between categories and sub-categories that helped to provide greater meaning of the data 

and answer research questions. Thirteen themes emerged from categories. These themes 

will be discussed in the following section to answer research questions.  
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CHAPTER 5 

RESULTS 

 This chapter presents findings from my exploration of youth worker perspectives 

on building and maintaining relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults in 

Strongport. Saturation, the point at which there is no new information shared about a 

phenomenon of interest in qualitative research (Saunders et al., 2018), was achieved after 

interviewing the first 12 participants in the study. First, I provide an overview of the 

demographics of youth workers who participated in this study derived from survey 

questions. This is followed by key themes extracted from qualitative analysis of study 

data (interviews, pictures, researcher journal notes, program documents, member 

checking).  

Sample Demographics 

 Twelve youth workers and one key stakeholder participated in this study. 

Participants were associated with 10 community-based programs in Strongport. The 

identity of the participants in this study and the community-based programs where they 

work is confidential. The following demographic information (See also Table 3 on the 

next page) at times is purposefully vague or general to protect the identities of 

participants and maintain the anonymity of programs they represent. There was a close to 

equal number of participants who identified as Black or African American (n = 6) or 

White or Caucasian (n = 5). Two participants identified as Other race or ethnicity. One 

participant identified as Bi-racial and another participant identified herself based on her 

national origin (African nation). One participant who identified as African American also  
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identified as Caribbean. A participant who stated that she would be identified by others as 

White identified also with a European ethnicity. All participants in this study reported 

speaking English. Five participants related speaking to varying degrees other languages, 

including French, Arabic, German, and Spanish.  
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The majority of participants (n=9) reported working full-time at their current (for 

youth workers) or previous (for key stakeholder) place of employment serving 

adolescents or emerging adults. Three participants reported working part-time and one 

participant related that he was self-employed. Participants had worked at their places of 

employment between 1 and 22 years with a mean of 5.46 years. Their places of 

employment each provided several services for adolescents or emerging adults such as 

workforce development (n=10), educational enrichment (n=5), creative arts (n=6), 

community organizing (n=5), leadership development (n=1), mentoring (n=4), mental 

health (n=4), family assistance (n=2), sports/recreation (n=2), nutrition and wellness 

(n=1).  

 Nine participants reported having program staff meetings at least once a week. 

Other participants reported meeting with staff two or three times a week, bi-weekly, or 

monthly. Topics discussed at staff meetings included program planning, program 

updates, continuing education, program finances, staff support, progress of program 

participants, challenges or needs, problem solving, social issues, and trainings that 

developed skills relevant to their work with program participants. All participants 

reported that staff meetings were helpful in supporting their work with program 

participants. Study participants reported meeting with supervisors at varied times ranging 

from daily meetings to meetings once every couple months. Most (n=9) met either bi-

weekly (n=5) or weekly (n=4) with supervisors. Topics discussed with supervisors were 

similar to staff meetings. Participants also reported discussing recruitment of program 

participants, staff hiring, their performance review, or technical assistance with 

supervisors. Ten study participants reported that their meetings with supervisors were 
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supportive of their work with program participants. Two youth workers reported that 

their meetings with supervisors were not helpful to them in their work due to lack of clear 

guidance or support. One of these youth workers noted being able to get more supportive 

supervision from another helping professional outside of her organization.  

 Participants’ employment experiences working with adolescents ranged widely 

from 2 to 24 years. The mean years of employment experience with adolescents was 

11.54 years. Their employment experience working with emerging adults also had a wide 

range of 3 to 22 years. One participant noted having no employment experience working 

with emerging adults. The mean years of employment experience working with emerging 

adults was 8.23 years. It should be noted also that one participant considered her previous 

management of a program for adolescents and emerging adults an employed work 

experience although she did not get paid. Seven participants had a range of 1 to 15 years 

of experience volunteering4 with adolescents. Three participants had no volunteer 

experience with adolescents and three other participants reported volunteering with 

adolescents either at one-day events (n=1) or intermittently as needed (n=2). Five 

participants reported volunteering with emerging adults with a range of 4 to 10 years of 

experience. Six participants reported no volunteer experience with emerging adults and 

one reported volunteering with emerging adults intermittently as needed. Participants had 

prior experience in diverse employment fields such as education, retail, social services, 

hospitality, property management, childcare, engineering, community organizing, policy, 

graphic design, medical services, law, and administrative assistance. Similarly, 

 
4 Several participants did not report discrete numbers for the years of experience they had volunteering with 

adolescents or emerging adults. Rather, they shared qualitative responses summarized here as volunteering 

intermittently or at one day events. Due to this, mean was not calculated for this demographic variable.  
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participants had a variety of educational backgrounds in fields of study related to social 

work, speech and language pathology, engineering, education, management, business, 

fine art, Information Technology, and social science. Two participants had licenses, one 

in social work and one in speech and language pathology. Nine participants related 

having certification in topics relating to physical and mental health, CPR/First Aid, health 

education, juvenile criminal behavior, mediation, sports coaching, bus driving, or 

performance evaluation.  

Study Themes 

 Thirteen themes emerged after coding and categorizing the data, each aligned 

with a specific category. They are presented in the table on the following page (See Table 

4).  

Building Relationships with Youth 

Building relationships with youth category encapsulated how youth workers 

described building relationships with older adolescents or emerging adults in general. A 

common theme that emerged from the data was that youth workers employ eclectic 

relationship styles with older adolescents and emerging adults that are rooted in 

affirmation and trust. Two pictures5 provided by Sara and Steve exemplify some of the 

relationship styles used by youth workers to build relationships. Sara related that she 

writes program participants a “note at the start of each semester that just says.. I'm so 

glad you're here… [in this program]…we’re gonna have a great year… I think little  

 
5 Several participants provided Internet photos as part of photo-elicitation procedures. I was unable to 

ascertain if these images were subject to copyright or not. Some of the internet images were noted online as 

possibly being subject to copyright. Other study participants took photos that were original to them but 

included unique items that could possibly identify them or a program participant. As such, I have described 

rather than presented photos as needed to prevent violations of privacy, confidentiality, or copyright.  
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things like that do go a long way in helping [program participants] then realize that I care 

about them and I know them as an individual….” Sara’s photo of blank cards (See Figure 

2) also illustrates her relationship style of care with program participants. Youth workers’ 

expressions of care for program participants also included giving care packages to 

program participants or showing a personal interest in program participants.  

Figure 2 

Care Relationship Style 

 

Twelve participants in this study described experiences in which they engaged in 

mentoring of program participants to build relationships. Utilizing this relationship style, 

they acted as a guide for program participants in reaching life goals. Steve’s picture 

showed a group of people assisting other people behind them up a mountain. Steve said 

this about his photo as it relates to mentoring emerging adults:  

…once they graduate from high school….my connection with them is still a 

strong one, but I'm not seeing them every week…they're out in the real world 

making life decisions. And they more so rely on me for those connections that 

could put them in a place to succeed. So, I would think the…photo kind of 
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represents that relationship a little more - just trying to help pull them up so that 

they can become successful young [adults].  

Youth workers exhibited different personalities and styles of engagement in their 

relationships with program participants, but uniformly reported building and maintaining 

relationships that incorporated positive affirmation or cultivation of trust with program 

participants. Crystal affirmed program participants by identifying positive aspects of their 

character while encouraging them to engage in more pro-social behavior:  

…so, even if [program participants] are shooting down everybody's idea… they're 

being detached and they’re being strong… like willing to stand on their own.... a 

lack of mindfulness… you could look at it that way, but…[youth worker talking 

to program participant]: I appreciate your sense of detachment because there's 

times in life when you need that and it's a balance or that can be a gift but right 

now I need you to activate your sense of friendliness and the agreements that 

we've made…  

Crystal continued to engage with program participants despite their behaviors that were 

not appropriate to the program space. Crystal also modeled to program participants 

positive ways of communicating with others. Affirmation of healthy relationships 

between program participants as described by Crystal could also support program 

participants’ engagement with youth workers. In some program documents and study 

interviews, program participants and youth workers described the importance of positive 

relationships between program participants or personal connections amongst program 

participants (e.g., friends, acquaintances) in program participant engagement with youth 

workers. Gretel and Jenee reported that these relationships with other program 
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participants made program participants feel accepted or comfortable in the program, thus 

motivating them to stay connected to the program and youth workers.  

Similar also to Crystal, youth workers in this study shared experiences of being 

open to engagement with program participants even when program participants engaged 

in actions with which they disagreed or that may lead to negative outcomes (e.g., 

incarceration, unhealthy relationships). Youth workers’ enduring openness to 

relationships with program participants who engaged in unhealthy or negative actions 

were affirming, showing that program participants are “just as worthy of success, just as 

worthy of holistic happiness, just as worthy of self-actualization as a person who might 

have…did all the right things or…gone through all the right processes or jumped through 

all the right hoops” (Alan).  

Youth workers also affirmed program participants for their positive actions, 

successes, or talents such as celebrating program participants’ successful completion of 

high school and acceptance to college. Anthony shared the impact he got from being 

affirmed by a youth worker for his creative art when he was a program participant at the 

program where he now works: “…[youth workers] also pointed other things out like this 

was good.. you should have more confidence when you do this again. So I felt seen…” 

Youth workers highlighted the positive aspects of Anthony’s creative art and encouraged 

him to also affirm himself as he continued to grow in this area. Jenee noted the 

importance of conversations with older adolescents that affirm their worth through a story 

of an older adolescent female at an alternative school sent to the principal’s office for 

instigating a fight:  
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After two and a half hour conversation with me [Jenee] explaining to this young 

lady the importance of her worth …just unearthing a lot of those things that 

people sort out in their mind.. it got to a point of her shedding tears… being clear 

that she was still grieving, trying to console herself…and after that day… Miss 

[Jenee], what you doin’? I'm coming in there with you for lunch.  

This adolescent female was open to connecting more with Jenee after experiencing 

affirmation of herself and her feelings of loss from Jenee. Gretel also affirmed a teenage 

female who reached out to her for some last-minute coaching at a sports match. Gretel 

shared the following about that experience: 

[teenager] said… my [sport move] are really good… I said, alright, this is what 

we're going to focus on… and she took that game to [high level of sport 

match]…She lost but she had no business not losing in [lower level of the sport 

match]. I mean this other player was so much stronger and experienced a player. 

But she just focused on doing these 2 or 3 things… I said… just do [those 2 or 3 

sport moves]… She was so excited and she did really well, but she did it for 

herself. And I said, you know, I didn't have anything to do with that. That was all 

you… 

Gretel affirmed this teenager by focusing on her strengths that could support her in 

playing the sport. Gretel continued to affirm the teenager even though she ultimately lost 

the game, focusing on her ability to persevere in the game to a high level.  

 Another way youth workers affirmed program participants was by promoting 

them as leaders and decision-makers. Some programs affirmed the leadership of program 
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participants through having program participants advise youth workers or other 

community stakeholders, make program decisions, facilitate program activities, or even 

manage a program. Programs also sometimes prepared and trained interested program 

participants to be future youth workers of their programs. Affirming program participants 

as leaders could also build stronger relationships between youth workers and program 

participants. Ann related that she built a small leadership group that allowed her to build 

deeper relationships with program participants: 

…allowing the young people to decide...what community initiative do you want 

to focus on… So I know one group really wanted to focus on [childhood disease] 

… we created a… toy drive - on Christmas. So, working with them around how 

do you structure a meeting and flyers and get people engaged? And so that really 

helped me to build relationships with…. I think it was eight of us. And so, we 

went shopping together …we did the drop off, pickups together, delivered them 

together…pile everybody in my car and let's go  

As Ann trained program participants in leadership, she acted in the role of an 

empowering adult who gave program participants power to make decisions that could 

positively impact children who had serious medical conditions.  

 Trust was an important factor in relationships between program participants and 

youth workers. This trust could be built through youth workers acting in roles outside of 

traditional institutions (e.g., schools) or social actors (e.g., parents) in program 

participants’ lives. Lotus worked in a school setting, and he noted that adolescents often 

felt they could engage with him due to him not being a part of the wider school structure: 
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Generally students they knew this is a space they could go to…. This is a person 

who isn’t necessarily working for the school but he’s here… That also helped 

build some trust too… Other staff directly connected to administration and their 

punitive system… I’m actively trying not to route students down that track… 

Lotus played an activist role that engaged with program participants outside of the school 

structures that were viewed by him and some students as punitive. This outsider activist 

role made it easier for adolescents to trust him as he sought to positively support them 

within the school. It was also noted by youth workers that long-term supportive 

relationships with younger adolescents (11-13 years old) or older adolescents (14-17 

years old) before they became emerging adults helped to build trust and maintain 

relationships as the following quote from Steve shows: 

But because we're able to build relationships with [program participants] early on 

in life at that 7th grade level…. by the time they become a college student, or in 

the workforce, they're really…I wouldn't say fully dependent on us, but they 

know that they can trust our program because we've been there for them since 

they were young 

Building positive relationships with adolescents over time led older adolescents and 

emerging adults to continue to engage with the program or youth workers. Other ways to 

build trust in relationships were through youth workers committing to follow through on 

what they communicated to program participants and by being consistent in their actions 

towards program participants. Susan and Alan elaborated on this, saying the following: 
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…always stay to your word because  that's what [program participants are] going 

to look at as trust. If you say I'm going to call you, I'm going to meet you, I'm 

going to do whatever and then you don't do it they're just going to take that as oh, 

yeah, she doesn't actually follow through. So, that's really important to me is the 

follow through and if for some reason something changes, I'm always reaching 

out to the students, like, oh, I'm so sorry I have to change this or I have to do this 

or that, or I got pulled into this. I apologize. Let's re-schedule…. (Susan) 

 …consistency is what builds trust when you don't have a personal relationship 

 with someone. I trust… a sibling of mine because I have a personal 

 relationship with them. However, friends who I didn’t grow up with, they trust 

 me, I trust them because my word is good enough and I’m consistent. So, 

 sometimes that's what you have to kind of pull from. So….me showing up every 

 day on time or me showing up 5 minutes early, me showing up 15 minutes early 

 and having conversations with [program participants] about personal stuff. 

 (Alan) 

It was also important for youth workers to build trusting relationships through treating all 

program participants similarly and checking in with program participants about life 

experiences they shared. Miles said: 

…If I'm gonna harass [program participant] about doing X, Y, and Z, I'm gonna 

make sure I'm doing it to all of [the program participants]. Or if I'm gonna listen 

to [program participant] about what's going on at home, I gotta make sure I 

remember that, - to check in next time we chat, like, hey, how is that? That thing.. 

that issue... 
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Some youth workers noted the importance of continuing to remain available to program 

participants and check in with program participants during crises such as the COVID-19 

pandemic to maintain trusting relationships. 

Youth workers talked about being authentic in their relations with program 

participants that could promote trust and lead to affirmation of program participants. 

Crystal, a Black youth worker, was authentic in sharing her personal interests in 

interactions with program participants. She reported utilizing creative art forms rooted in 

Black culture that interested her, in creative art workshops with program participants. 

Anthony related that he appreciated his youth workers being authentic. He explained: 

“…they lived in their truth….they did what they said they were gonna do…” He also 

liked that youth workers who mentored him were not always “perfect” but that they lived 

authentically before him. Alan shared a previous experience he had as a volunteer youth 

worker that exemplified being authentic and informs how he relates with program 

participants in the present. He related a conversation with his former mentee: 

[mentee said]: there was just something about you [Alan] that made me feel 

comfortable in being myself…there's something about you [Alan] that made me 

feel comfortable enough to open up… [Alan]: he was 15 when we first met. I was 

22. And it wasn't anything astonishing that I did, it was just the way I showed up. 

I'm a person who's not afraid to be wrong. I'm not afraid to show and be…Oh, I 

don't know what I'm doing, but I'm working on it…I think to him because other 

people were so polished and had themselves, at least on the surface, figured out, it 

made him a little self-conscious about the fact that he didn't and he wasn't that 
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way. So, I guess when he saw me kind of stumbling through certain things, it 

made him feel more comfortable… 

Some other youth workers shared Anthony’s and Alan’s experiences, stating that 

being authentic, inclusive of their imperfections (e.g., having to research a topic due to 

lack of knowledge, having to pay a fine for speeding tickets), could communicate to 

program participants that they could still succeed in life despite their imperfections which 

all people have. Being authentic was also inclusive of youth workers being honest with 

program participants about their behaviors such as in the following example from Jenee 

about a program participant expressing anger in unhealthy ways: 

[Jenee says]: we all get upset, but do you [program participant] need to be labeled 

as that, do you need to get put out of school… what’s your next step… at home 

expulsion for the next 2 quarters. For what? You might as well drop out now. 

[program participant says]: I ain’ droppin out. [Jenee says]: Well, you bout to if 

they suspend you again because it’s your fourth one in two quarters. What are we 

doing? 

Melissa explained the necessity of being honest about program participants’ negative 

behaviors: 

I let [program participants] know that everything that I do is out of love and if I 

don't correct you with love… the world is a harsher teacher than I am. So I'd 

rather tell you to let you be aware of certain things than for you to go by thinking 

that your way of responding and reacting to situations is the best way. 
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Melissa’s authenticity in giving program participants’ her honest assessment of their 

behaviors was one way she showed care and love for program participants. It also was a 

form of mentoring, teaching them the appropriate behaviors that would support them for 

a positive future.  

Alan also related that sharing one’s struggles as a youth worker could prevent 

program participants from giving up on themselves in the future when they experienced 

life challenges. He said the following: 

I think that although it may be bitter sweet for young folks to see a person who 

they might look up to because they like them or admire them struggling with 

something, it also presents a very honest perspective of some of the things that 

they may come up against later on in life, not to paint life as some dreary, scary 

thing, but just to be honest because we have a lot of folks who are given a very 

idealized view of the world as a means of motivating them and then when that 

ideal world doesn't show up… their first semester of college and they do the 

Icarus thing where they fly too close to the sun and things just fall apart from 

there. So, I think that one of the ways that we can avoid that is just by showing up 

authentically. 

Youth workers did sometimes share about their own lives with program 

participants, including challenges, to validate program participants’ experiences. This 

could lead to program participants feeling more comfortable in connecting with the youth 

worker. Gretel had worked with program participants at her program for several years as 

a volunteer and later as an employed worker. She shared one of the ways she affirmed 

program participants’ challenges was through remembering where she came from and 
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being honest with program participants about her previous life challenges within 

boundaries as needed. Gretel further explained this by describing a program exercise with 

high schoolers in which program participants or Gretel stepped forward as a sign of 

affirmation to questions asked of them about different life experiences or interests.  

 … and when I went how many of you have been homeless or housing 

 insecure? And I went into the circle, and they were all looking at me 

 like…What?... 3 people then joined me and said I've never told anyone this… I 

 said, yeah, you know, we all got stuff. How many of you your favorite food is 

 chocolate… from silly to serious and they realize again, you're just a person… it's 

 about life experiences and they've got to see that…. that life experience happens 

 for everybody at every age. 

Gretel was vulnerable with program participants, creating space that allowed them to be 

vulnerable too. Due to her authentic sharing, program participants who had a similar 

experience felt safe to share their experiences. They could also identify more with Gretel.  

 An important aspect of building relationships with program participants was 

communication. Youth workers use non-verbal and verbal methods of communication 

with older adolescents and emerging adults. Verbal forms of communication included 

verbal acknowledgement of program participants and getting verbal updates from 

program participants about their lives. The following quotes show how youth workers 

engaged in these verbal forms of communication. Susan shared: 

…I just try to say hey, how are you and if I know anything has happened.… 

recently had exams last week so I'm reaching out to students… how did your 
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exams go… If I know they just got a new job…how did the first day go or did you 

get paid yet or how does your mom think about…. 

Susan intentionally checked in with program participants about the specific details of 

their lives. Jane related that she thought program participants felt more comfortable when 

she verbally acknowledged them, so she always has “a mental check to make sure that 

I've greeted everybody.” Melissa also emphasized the importance of being aware of one’s 

tone of voice and manner of speaking in communicating with program participants, such 

as those impacted by trauma or who have an intellectual disability. She noted the 

importance of understanding “that these youth…they're coming from traumatic 

backgrounds” and that “a lot of youth may have special needs…so understanding the 

differences with them and trying to just break stuff down” when communicating verbally. 

 Youth workers also shared experiences of communicating non-verbally with 

program participants. Verbal modes of communication were sometimes paired with these 

non-verbal forms of communication. Steve shared how he verbally and non-verbally 

communicated as he engaged in recruitment of program participants before the COVID-

19 pandemic, saying:  

It all starts from the admission process from the time I show up at a [program 

participant’s] school, and then I shake [program participant’s] hand and I 

introduce myself and I ask pertinent questions about who that [program 

participant] is, [program participant] goals, where [program participant] sees 

[self] in high school, where [program participant] sees [self] past high school…… 
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Steve’s handshake paired with talking about himself and learning more about the 

program participant showed an openness to relate and communicate. Some youth 

workers’ use of eye contact, and other actions or words communicated to program 

participants that they were seen. It illustrated a willingness to acknowledge or connect 

with an older adolescent or emerging adult. Jenee stated: “so the visual of being there 

physically, the visual of we make eye contact, head nod…” Crystal added: 

so seeing them is a big deal… how young people exist out in the world even if 

you don't know them well.. even if you've never seen them before and they're 

riding by on a bike, there's something that you can say to them that shows that 

you see them, and sometimes it’s hey, don’t be messin’ up cause I can see you… 

or it’s…you just are a person. And so acknowledging who they are .. 

Susan shared an Internet image that further illustrated youth workers’ non-verbal forms 

of communication with program participants. In the image, two heads in proximity are 

facing one another. To me, this image reflects youth workers acknowledging the presence 

of a program participant through directly facing a program participant in a relational 

interaction. The image has the interior of one head holding a light bulb and the interior of 

the other head holding a plant. Susan related the following about this: “I feel like 

[program participants] are in a constant growth process and it's my job to feed and 

nurture that through building a positive relationship and trust. Also providing them 

enlightening ideas, knowledge and self-confidence/empowerment.” 

Youth workers mentioned the use of technology to communicate, particularly 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Technology was also helpful for communication due to 

many program participants utilizing it heavily. Miles shared that “technology has been 
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huge. So, now that everybody has cellphones… Unless service gets shut off, which 

happens, or numbers change which happens a lot, you've got a pretty quick lifeline to a 

young man, or to youth in general.” Technology was also a necessary element of 

programming for older adolescents and emerging adults during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Programs often engaged in virtual programming via video conferencing platforms or 

other online platforms. Susan related that program participants sometimes did not connect 

with her well on video conferencing platforms. A reason for why some program 

participants did not connect well on virtual platforms was shared by Jenee. Jenee reported 

that some program participants experienced discomfort about their home environment 

being seen. Susan “found ways around” difficulties in connecting with program 

participants on virtual platforms. She said that “…youth are on their phones all the time. 

So you kind of have to just… meet them where they're at.” Susan communicated with 

program participants in ways that acknowledged how they preferred to communicate to 

maintain relationships.  

Some youth workers also mentioned difficulties in verbal communication with 

program participants who had different personalities or communication styles to them 

(e.g., reserved program participant, open youth worker). Therefore, some of these youth 

workers would also find other ways to communicate that were preferred by program 

participants. Ann stated that it could be more difficult for her to build relationships with 

program participants that were very quiet, reserved, or with whom she had little in 

common. She still maintained communication with these program participants through 

methods that these program participants preferred to use such as texting, saying:  
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I think with…young people like that, I would… if they’re texters - most of them 

were  - just, hey, how are you?… just sending a quick [text]…oh, how's work 

going… or trying to get them one on one trying to figure out how do you get them 

to open up? What's their best mode of communication? 

To have effective communication with program participants, all youth workers 

related that it was essential to be an active listener. Gretel shared various reasons for how 

active listening was an integral part of communication with older adolescents or 

emerging adults: 

….there's nothing you can do if you don't understand what [program participants] 

think... what [program participants] feel... how [program participants] feel... what 

[program participants’] dreams are…Listen more instead of lecturing direct... If 

you don't listen you’re just another talking head in their life. Because they have a 

lot of em right? Mom... Dad...teachers... If you want to work with youth, you've 

got to be willing to be patient and listen and you would think that would be hard 

for me because I'm a big talker and yes it is hard. But it's so easy when I see the 

results of listening...makes it easier every time. 

Even though Gretel liked to talk more than listen, she learned that it was very important 

in communication with program participants. Listening allowed her to understand the 

program participant better to provide relevant interventions. Miles provided an Internet 

image that illustrated the importance of listening for him in his work with program 

participants. He described the picture as “…two people on the park bench…both being 

present, both being in the moment, and giving each other full attention… they don't have 

eyes, but you can imagine their heads are turned towards each other…[having] eye 
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contact.” Miles believed that this illustration of listening could promote more equalized 

power dynamics in relationships with program participants. He said: “…you're not seeing 

a principal across the desk talking to a student in this small chair or anything like 

that…we're on a somewhat level playing field and we can both benefit from each other's 

perspective…Listening to one another…” Youth workers in a creative arts program also 

realized after listening that program participants wanted to engage in more projects to 

promote community change. Therefore, youth workers with program support adapted the 

program intervention to meet the program participants’ desire to be a part of positive 

community change. Listening led to a program participant responding to Crystal and 

engaging in program activities after initial resistance. Crystal relates: 

… he saw that I was serious about listening. He starts talking about having to 

watch his cousin…watching the murder of his cousin and how that affected him. 

And so he wrote this …well, we wrote… a powerful thing together, and it was 

part of like a group piece.. 

Listening to the program participant allowed him to feel comfortable in connecting with 

Crystal. Crystal was also able to better understand the program participant, including the 

trauma he was experiencing. She further connected with the program participant by 

joining with him in program activities that gave a positive outlet for his traumatic 

feelings, meeting some of his emotional needs that could promote positive development. 

Steve also related that it was important to not act in the role of an authority figure while 

listening to allow for better communication with program participants. He said the 

following:  
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…really just trying to let [program participants] do the brunt of the work in 

conversations that we might have so that I'm more listening and not tryin to be 

like an authoritative figure in their life …so I think when I'm able to come at them 

in a way that isn't like an authority figure, I think they see a lot more benefit and 

are willing to listen a little more. 

Some youth workers believed that it was also important for them to be open in sharing 

about themselves (e.g., general facts about who they are) in conversations with program 

participants. Susan said: “I understand if [program participants] need to share things with 

me then it's important for me to share things with them.” She felt that her openness to 

sharing about herself within boundaries supported her development of relationships with 

program participants.  

 Youth workers create space that is safe and relevant to the experiences or needs 

of older adolescents and emerging adults. Setting boundaries to structure healthy 

relations between youth workers and program participants, or between program 

participants, was a key action alluded to by all youth workers. Crystal related: “so I want 

to also say agreements… very important to building community as well so that there's 

some purpose and certain shared structure and boundaries when we come together...” 

Crystal collaborated with other staff and program participants so that everyone could 

participate in creating a space that promoted community. Boundaries that other youth 

workers discussed included no substance use in the program space or no bullying or 

verbal aggression towards others. Melissa gave specific guidance around what 

information could be kept confidential in interactions with program participants: “I 

always establish that whatever they say to me is confidential unless they share that they 
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are going to… or thinking about harming themselves, or maybe in danger.” Melissa also 

talked about the importance of making sure that youth workers set defined relationships 

with program participants that are safe and appropriate: 

…making sure that there are no inappropriate relationships…you know, how 

sometimes the youth may have a crush on you or something like that…be 

professional at all times, and never set yourself in a  compromising situation with 

a young person…let people know what you're doing, or when you're doing 

things… have like a buddy type system so you're not alone with the opposite sex 

or even the same sex... 

Melissa’s boundaries emphasized youth workers taking the initiative in maintaining 

appropriate relationships with program participants regardless of the program 

participants’ actions or intentions.  

Youth workers also reported that it was important to have boundaries that did not 

allow them to interfere with the program participant’s growth. Anthony used the 

metaphor of “crown shyness” when describing this form of boundary setting. Anthony 

related that “crown shyness” refers to plants or trees not overlapping or touching the 

leaves of other trees or plants so “they don't interfere with each other's growth.” The 

picture on the next page (Figure 3) illustrates this concept further. In the picture, the 

plants start to slant away from each other to prevent them from being a barrier to growth.  
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Figure 3 

Boundaries 

 

Youth workers shared that this was especially important for those transitioning into 

adulthood such as older adolescents or emerging adults. Jane shared that, “I learned to not 

distance my caring or my love, but I've learned to distance myself a little bit to give 

people more room…giving young adults the room they need.” Emerging adults who are 

growing more independent were acknowledged by Jane to need less of an active role 

from her in their lives. Crystal further noted that older adolescents and emerging adults 

“…are very developed as a person …as their identity…who they want to be… their 

friends…your ability to curate and redefine them is not… that's not your job…” Youth 

workers from Crystal’s perspective did not need to act as a change agent who sought to 

remold program participants. As such, it was important “to take space and know that 
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things aren’t going to work out exactly how you want it… Kids work on their own 

time….” (Lotus). Acting as a supportive presence rather than a change agent means that 

program participants are allowed to develop without youth workers controlling their 

lives. This could cause some youth workers to become frustrated at decisions program 

participants made that they felt did not prepare them for a successful future (e.g., refusing 

gainful employment). 

 Creating safe spaces for program participants to engage and discuss relevant 

issues impacting their lives was also an important way to build relationships between 

youth workers and program participants. Safe spaces were defined by youth workers as 

space where program participants feel safe emotionally or physically. Melissa, Alan, and 

Anthony related ways they intentionally created space that was safe for program 

participants: “I create or try to provide a safe space….if there are issues or concerns… 

they can come to me…” (Melissa), “…being very intentional about making sure spaces 

are non-toxic and they're healing for everyone who is going to be there” (Alan), and “I'm 

very protective of who we bring into the classroom or into the space and just protective of 

their thoughts, their feelings, their dreams and their goals” (Anthony). One youth worker 

expounded on the way he creates safe space for program participants through a photo 

where he visualized program participants as valuable individuals symbolized by money 

and himself as protector symbolized as a crab (See Figure 4 on the next page). He said 

the following about his photo:  

…the crab is protecting…the money… protecting the treasure and that right there 

is really how I see at least in that image my relationship with the students that I 

support not just in [his current youth organization] but I think in any space that I 
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Figure 4 

Protector 

 

work with young people. 

Youth workers acted as protectors who sought to create safe spaces in which program 

participants could have comfort in reaching out to youth workers with concerns or be 

assured of being in a program that would not harm them. A creative arts program 

provided safe spaces for program participants to explore their identities through creative 

expression. Another program provided safe spaces for self-reflection and healing that 

could form the basis for advocacy efforts in the community. Some youth workers like 

Jane related that they made sure conversational spaces with program participants were 

safe by not being invasive and following the program participant’s lead in conversations 
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about personal issues. Jane related, “…. take people's lead… questions that could be seen 

as sensitive that you might not think were sensitive.”  

 Some other programs or youth workers related that they intentionally created the 

program space to be like a home for program participants. Some of these youth workers 

or programs characterized themselves as a “family”, providing consistent care and 

support to program participants. A few program participants in program documents 

related that they felt that the program space and youth workers were like a family or a 

“second home” for them, inclusive of caring and supportive youth workers and healthy 

bonds with other program participants.  

 Youth workers intentionally created space for program participants to discuss or 

process national and local issues or events such as police brutality and social protests. 

Steve, a Black male who grew up in Strongport, allowed his personal experiences to be 

shared in conversations about national events. This opened up space for program 

participants to talk such as in the following: 

and so anytime there's a situation, a big situation, or event that happens in social 

media, [youth workers and program participants] talk about it. We [youth 

workers] see how they [program participants] feel. I [Steve] share my personal 

feelings and experiences in hopes that they never have to experience some of 

those things. And I think it's created a safe space for our [program participants] to 

express themselves… 

Sara put aside regularly scheduled program activities to have focused discussion on 

protests happening against police brutality: 
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 when protests were happening over the summer… knowing that I had to as the 

 teacher educator mentor in that space create space for them, and even if it's virtual 

 on Zoom to talk about those things and to sort of put the lesson plan aside for a 

 day or a week…. 

It was important for youth workers to acknowledge social issues occurring in the 

community or society that had an impact on the lives of themselves or program 

participants. In creating space, youth workers could learn more about program 

participants, including their concerns and experiences. After Ann created space for 

program participants to talk about a high-profile police brutality case in Strongport, she 

and other youth workers learned the following: 

 …when we created space…what we kept hearing was we [program participants] 

 just want to be seen and heard as contributing, like good young people who are 

 contributing to our society. Not like the news is making us out to be the worst 

 people in the world. 

The media represented the adolescents in Strongport as engaging in lawless acts in 

response to police brutality in their community. However, program participants had not 

participated in destructive acts, asserting that they wanted to be represented in the wider 

society as seeking to contribute positively to their community despite the social injustices 

and inequities around them.  

 Another way of creating space was through meeting with program participants 

one on one or in smaller groups which could lead to deeper relationships. Ann recalled:  
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but I would also try and create small groups. So I created [a leadership program]  

…So, a collective of maybe ten young people that we could work together and so 

that helps me to build deeper relationships with young people... 

Susan shared how meeting separately with a program participant could build 

relationships: 

So I think [program participants] appreciate the one on one. I really find that I 

form a bond by having that one on one with them. And then they see that I 

actually really care about them and that's kind of why they'll answer me later 

when I'm asking about… whatever. 

One on one meetings and small groups with program participants could also provide 

space for discussion of boundary issues or other issues of concern. Alan recounted 

meetings with program participants to set boundaries: 

 I held back the two people who were making fun of her. I talked to them both 

 collectively and then when the young man left, I talked to the young lady who 

 was kind of being baited into helping him make fun of her. And I told her you're 

 better than this. Don't let someone else lead you down the wrong path. You are a 

 leader, you determine your own destiny. 

Alan was setting boundaries for both program participants to let them know that bullying 

was unacceptable in the program space. He also met one on one with the female program 

participant who was bullying to help her set boundaries for herself as well. Alan affirmed 

her capacity to not follow others in relating negatively with others.  
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 Relationships between youth workers and older adolescents or emerging adults 

can be constrained due to trauma or personal challenges experienced by the youth 

worker, program participant, or in the relationship between the youth worker and 

program participant. Adolescents were noted by Susan to be “at that age where they have 

a lot of their own personal things going on they don't want to talk about…” Susan related 

that this could be challenging for her in building relationships with program participants. 

Other youth workers talked about how difficulties could arise in relationships when older 

adolescents or emerging adults were survivors of trauma or experienced other life 

challenges. Melissa said:  

 because if there's a barrier or a wall…it's difficult to make those connections… 

 it’s difficult to cause them to trust and….sometimes the youth may have been hurt 

 or been let down by other mentors or other caring adults in their lives or they may 

 not have had caring adults 

Steve remarked: 

  that's challenging when you dealing with kids who experience certain types of 

 trauma or come from specific backgrounds at home…. challenges at home, it's  

 kinda tough to break those barriers where they feel like they need to take your 

 advice because they're dealing with real life issues as a youth. 

The lack of positive adults, trauma, or challenges at home outside the program made it 

difficult for program participants to be open to engaging with or listening to youth 

workers. Some youth workers also shared that crises impacting their lives such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic, social unrest, and personal trauma from their past could also make 



111 
 

it hard for them to be present to program participants or to relate in healthy ways with 

program participants (e.g., difficulty setting healthy boundaries). Steve also mentioned 

sometimes having fears regarding the futures of program participant lives that could be 

challenging for him as he sought to build relationships with program participants. The 

large swaths of darkness in the Internet image he provided evoked for me some of the 

emotion of fear. He described his picture as “…a person standing…in a dark space with 

the stream of light kinda shining on em… [with the following words on one side of the 

picture] your choice light or darkness.” When asked about his fears in his work with 

program participants at a member checking meeting, Steve replied that his biggest fear 

was that program participants would succumb to some of the problematic issues in 

Strongport such as gun violence or drugs. He also feared losing the trust of program 

participants as he felt this was hard to regain when lost. 

 Youth workers sometimes reported having difficulty relating with program 

participants with different personalities or engagement styles to them. Ann stated that 

relating with “…the young people who are quiet or not as open…” was more difficult for 

her because she is “definitely more of an extrovert… more open…” Jane said that she 

struggles with “young people mean to other young people.” She added: “It's hard for me 

to have a relationship with them… I sometimes understand where that's coming from, but 

I have a hard time accepting that.” Differences between program participants and youth 

workers in personalities or engagement styles could make it challenging for youth 

workers to build and maintain relationships. Some youth workers mentioned that 

relationships could become difficult to maintain due to program participants 

disconnecting from them or not responding to their acts of engagement. For example, 
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Crystal related that a program participant did not respond to her attempts to clear up a 

misunderstanding they had in their relationship, and Ann reported that a program 

participant disengaged from her because he was not ready to obtain treatment for his 

worsening mental illness that was interfering with their relationship.  

 Some youth workers also shared struggles in maintaining boundaries with 

program participants. Anthony, a 25-year-old youth worker, reported that he was 

challenged in setting boundaries with program participants due to fears that it might be 

negatively received by the program participant or the wider program. He said the 

following regarding a program participant who did not meet expectations for consistent 

program attendance: 

…I [Anthony] understand…but you need to show up…and then they're [program 

participant] like, well, y'all need to find a new day because I can't show up on 

[day of week] because I work and I'm like how are you going to be in the 

program… what does it look like to your peers if you're not showing up… it 

means that they might potentially feel like… if so and so can miss a few days I 

can miss a few days too… For me what's difficult is…those accountability 

conversations... But I don't know where I can…the boundaries I guess of like I 

want to call you out how I really want to call you out but I don't know how then 

that might be taken from the youth or from the organization. 

Anthony wanted to set boundaries that could model to others in the program the 

importance of regular attendance. However, he was constrained in this due to reticence 

on how to do this in a professional manner to which the program participant would 

respond. Susan reported sometimes feeling tension between trying to maintain 
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professional boundaries with a program participant and feeling “pressure” from the 

program participant to play a more personal role in her life such as a “mother figure.” 

 Social identities could have an influence in how youth workers engaged with 

program participants. Sometimes these social identities could contribute to challenging 

situations for youth workers in building relationships with program participants. Susan, 

an English speaker, related that different languages other than English spoken by 

program participants posed a challenge for her in developing relationships:  

language barrier has been an issue for me for some students because there is such 

a huge population of immigrants in the area that I'm working….I feel like when 

you don't speak the same language and you're using a translator, you can't get as 

personal… or as friendly I guess I should say cause you have to be very to the 

point. 

Alan experienced stress related to managing a conflict regarding two program 

participants, one of whom identified as “gay”, bullying another program participant. Alan 

shared: 

We have a young man who is in a lot of ways not quite clear on his identity. A 

young lady who is equally not clear, but she's also very impressionable. And then 

another young lady who struggles with other issues outside of personal identity, 

gender identity, et cetera that is teetering on this place of potentially harming 

herself…and there's all these different kind of political…. to what comes to each 

of those things. There was…this kind of fear…that this gentleman, him 
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identifying as gay, this may be taken as us kind of bullying and beating up on him 

if we were to turn this into a conflict resolution situation. 

Alan felt constrained in dealing with the conflict between program participants because 

he felt that his attempt to set appropriate boundaries for the bully who identified as “gay” 

would be perceived as discriminatory. Some youth workers reported that exhibiting a 

paternalistic White social identity could also interfere with promotion of culturally 

relevant interventions in relationships with minoritized program participants. This social 

identity could lead to assumptions that White youth workers had the best and appropriate 

solutions for program participants. Sara, a White youth worker, added that she is “trying 

to balance the feeling of white saviorism…of like now that I know that this person has 

this issue I have to be the one to…fix it all… and knowing that it's just more complicated 

than that.” 

Beyond the Program 

 Youth workers build and maintain relationships by engaging older adolescents 

and emerging adults outside of the structured program. Youth workers like Sara sought 

to start relationships with prospective program participants through recruiting them at 

locations outside the program. Sara introduced herself and the program to prospective 

program participants in the community and provided her contact information to them if 

they expressed interest to follow up. A creative arts program recruited program 

participants through a partnership with a local funder of child and youth programs who 

shared information about the program with parents and prospective program participants 

in the community. Youth workers’ programs also advertised their programming activities 
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on their Facebook pages or websites to recruit program participants or promote 

engagement between youth workers and adolescents or emerging adults.  

Other youth workers engaged in activities outside the program with program 

participants that built and maintained relationships. Anthony reflected on how his 

relationship with a youth worker when he was a program participant deepened outside of 

the program. 

… I've been on [trips to present creative art] with this [youth worker]...as a 

youth…and then he was like the chaperone. So, I had those really cool 

experiences knowing [youth worker] outside of even Strongport…So, I got to 

really see all different sides of [youth worker] and have personal conversation 

with him… experiences… 

Learning more about the youth worker outside of the program as they engaged in various 

activities allowed Anthony’s relationship with the youth worker to grow. Miles reported 

that engaging with an older adolescent who had become involved with a gang, outside of 

the program space, allowed them to have an honest conversation that was integral to 

maintenance of the relationship. Miles said: 

… I remember a couple of times in his sophomore year, we would get together 

and… we'd go grab dinner or lunch. It was just kinda the two of us - neutral 

territory. You know, we weren't going to the school where he had to see his old 

teachers, and we could just connect. 

Meeting on “neutral territory” allowed the teenager to feel more comfortable to share his 

feelings and thoughts about his life with Miles. Miles also expressed creating a safe space 
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for the teenager where he did not express judgment and listened to understand the reasons 

for the teenager’s involvement in the gang. Miles additionally talked about the 

importance of taking time to understand the lives of program participants outside of the 

program. He said the following: 

...so if you're always harping on the kids about filling out this paperwork, or doing 

this assignment, you miss the opportunity to get deeper than just work…take 

advantage of learning about the family or the individual outside of just the 

school…What are their other likes and interests and aspirations - so go deeper 

than just the job if you want to be successful and have meaningful long term 

relationships 

Miles believed that expressing interest in program participants’ lives outside of structured 

programs or institutions like school was an important component of building and 

maintaining positive relationships.  

Youth workers also talked about supporting program participants in their lives 

outside of the program space which helped to build or maintain relationships. Sara shared 

a picture of an item that she purchased from a program participant’s company as she 

talked with me about the importance of supporting program participants beyond the 

program. Sara related the following during the photo-elicitation interview: 

…go to different events that students might have, especially at their schools or 

with other things that they're involved in…I wanted to support [program 

participant] and her company, so ordered that little [item] and we had a kind of a 

back and forth conversation about what [type] I wanted the [item] to be and if I 
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wanted it to be gold or silver, so I like being involved in stuff that students are 

doing outside of [program]. 

Sara affirmed the program participant’s positive actions she was engaged in outside of 

their program. Ann added: “…as you get to know kids… teaching them how to 

drive…taking them to get their driver's license…you literally develop relationships with 

them…going to college graduations…” Relationships developed even more as youth 

workers engaged with program participants in important moments of their lives outside 

the program. Ann related that building relationships with program participants could also 

extend beyond the program, impacting generations in the future. Ann explained, using a 

picture of the ripple effect of a droplet hitting water that she provided at the photo-

elicitation interview:  

…one person you reach also hits another person and another person. And so, the 

droplet is… just that ripple effect of… each one reach one…And so, if you can 

just do at least one, you don't know how it's going to trickle down to other people 

and other generations. 

From Ann’s perspective, positive relationship building with program participants 

reverberated beyond the program into generations of lives. In program documents, some 

current or former emerging adult program participants affirmed Ann’s belief. They 

shared experiences of having a vision or plan to engage in positive change that could 

impact their community or other people. Some program participants noted that 

mentorship received from youth workers had given them the vision to share what they 

received with others. Some former program participants became youth workers at the 
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programs where they once were served. They were promoting the positive development 

of adolescents and emerging adults like youth workers once had done with them.  

 Youth workers build and maintain relationships with older adolescents and 

emerging adults through supporting and receiving support from the communities where 

program participants live. Some youth workers and their programs found it necessary to 

engage the community in order to effectively build relationships with program 

participants. Many of the programs represented in this study recruited youth workers 

from the Strongport community. Jenee’s program ensured that a majority of its youth 

workers were members of the Strongport community. Jenee and other youth workers at 

her program noted that promotion of positive community development through 

community advocacy, community empowerment, promotion of community sustainability, 

were important ingredients in the process of youth workers supporting positive 

adolescent or emerging adult development. Healthy communities more effectively 

supported the positive development of program participants in tandem with youth 

workers’ positive engagement with program participants. Youth worker programs’ 

engagement with the community also allowed youth workers to meet other prospective 

program participants in the community.  

Youth workers could also gain support from the community to build relationships 

with program participants. Jane, a 57-year-old youth worker who identified as White, 

noted that “there are people in the community that I feel accountable to… teach me… I 

look for advice from them... because they get it. I don't get it… in the same….” way. Jane 

sought to learn from community members to support her in the development of 

relationships with program participants. This proved useful to youth workers like her who 
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had not grown up in Strongport or identified with a different racial or ethnic identity to 

program participants. Living in the community of Strongport, having a history of growing 

up in Strongport, or being of a similar racial or ethnic identity to program participants 

could support relationship development due to commonalities of experiences and 

identification with program participants.  

Some youth workers related that community members supported them in 

engaging program participants when they saw that youth workers were positively 

supporting program participants. Susan stated: “they’d [community members] see me a 

couple times and they knew I was there to help the student and so they’d be like, hey, he's 

over there….” Jenee also found that community members helped her to connect with 

program participants with whom she had difficulty locating. She said the following:  

I've gone into some neighborhoods in Strongport and they be like, Oh, yo, Miss 

[Jenee], what you doing around here?....[Jenee says]um… looking for 

somebody… [community member says]who you looking for, we got you..oh, they 

grandmother live…there… it’s the red door…they took the numbers off the door 

cause… the eviction people was out last week and they was trying to get 

around… go head, we got you... yo, she good, let her in… and I'm like, let me in 

where…where am I getting let into. And those relationships have saved me over 

the years or made me feel comfortable or confident in my work. 

Community members affirmed Jenee’s work with program participants and facilitated her 

engagement with program participants. The “kids” in the community with whom she had 

built positive relationships also gave her the “green light” for other community members, 
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including prospective program participants and their parents, to “confide” in her and “ask 

for resources.” 

 Youth workers build and maintain relationships with older adolescents and 

emerging adults through supporting and receiving support from the families of program 

participants. Some youth workers shared experiences of their interactions with parents as 

they developed their relationships with program participants. Sara noted the importance 

of engaging with parents while sharing her picture of an item purchased from a program 

participant’s company. She related that supporting program participants in “all of the 

things they do beyond [youth organization]” such as events at their schools, allowed her 

to get to know parents. Sara said the following: 

[at program participant events outside program] …I get to meet [program 

participants’] parents, get to know them a little bit more and form more of a 

relationship, and I think it's helpful for parents too to know that I'm not just there 

for students when it comes to [youth organization], that I am there to support 

them and cheer them on in everything. 

 Youth workers were able to more easily build or maintain relationships with emerging 

adults or older adolescents when they engaged with family members of program 

participants. Steve related: 

…creating opportunities for events to engage parents…. and even some of the 

programming, especially this fall, is going to be geared towards parents as well.… 

not only just providing resources for the [program participants], but for their 

parents as well.…. if you can get to know a family… I think that's only going to 

benefit what you're doing.. 
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Relationship building with program participants could be enhanced through providing 

support or resources for parents and engaging with parents. Families of program 

participants could also facilitate relational engagement between program participants and 

youth workers. Miles was able to maintain a long-term relationship with a young man, 

partly because of his relationship with the young man’s mom and sister. Miles shared the 

following:  

I think I formed a good bond with his mom….even his younger sister...I think 

early on in my career…I was always working with the young men…I didn't invest 

as much as I could have with the families, but I've learned that over the years if 

you want to have success, you've gotta be able to do both… you need the parent 

or the sibling… because numbers change… guys get funky….so you need to 

sometimes go around them to stay in touch. So, I don't know if it was the mom or 

the sister or what, but somehow I got an address and we wrote some letters here 

and there [during the young man’s incarceration] 

Even though the young man had previously tried to distance himself from Miles and 

engaged in activities that resulted in incarceration, Miles continued to engage the young 

man and was supported in this relationship by the young man’s family.  

 Lack of support from families for youth worker relationships with program 

participants, constrains youth worker relationships with older adolescents or emerging 

adults. Some youth workers related that families’ resistance to older adolescents’ 

engagement with youth workers or the program could make relationship building 

difficult. Melissa stated that some Caucasian parents did not allow their children to 
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associate with her and other youth workers at her program due to their minoritized racial 

identity. She shared the following experience: 

…parents that are Caucasian have not wanted to send their children to the 

program because of the staff and myself particularly being African American… 

talking on the phone, they'll be excited about the program and then when they 

come and meet me their tunes change and we don't hear from them anymore… 

they stop returning the calls and things of that nature. 

Parents prevented relationships from developing with youth workers at Melissa’s 

program when there were perceived differences in youth worker and prospective program 

participant racial identities. Melissa also related that sometimes White program 

participants said “degrading and insulting things” to African Americans such as herself 

due to being taught prejudice through the influence of their racist or prejudiced families, 

constraining relationship development. Melissa noted that parents could end relationships 

between youth workers and older adolescents if they disagreed with a youth workers’ 

assessment of their child. She stated: 

I've had parents cuss me out and everything for me really telling the truth about 

their child or what I've seen…so their refusal to see or think that their child is 

anything but perfect has caused challenges where… [parent says]: okay, well, I'm 

not going to send my child back because I don't agree with how you view things. 

Conflict between youth workers and parents could lead to program participants being 

removed by a parent from a program and disconnecting from the youth worker. Parents 
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also may not be totally committed to the program which could constrain engagement 

between youth workers and adolescents. Steve expounded on this, saying: 

…it takes the buy in from parents… they have to physically get our [program 

participants] to the program if they're not independent enough to catch the bus or 

get themselves there…it's a partnership that we’re trying to create between a 

[program participant] and his family to see him through. So, if there's some type 

of circumstances that prevents a parent from buying in, that can be a challenge as 

well. 

Parents with no strong commitment to the program did not support youth workers’ 

engagement with program participants.  

Program 

 Programs that are perceived by youth workers to be supportive of them in their 

job role or relevant to the experiences or needs of program participants, support 

relationship development between youth workers and older adolescents or emerging 

adults. All programs made requests for resources on websites or other online platforms, 

or through personal contacts with community stakeholders to support youth worker 

engagement with program participants. Resources could include materials for program 

activities, monetary funds, or information about community resources that could meet 

program participant needs. Monetary resources from funders could support programs in 

expanding recruitment of program participants with whom youth workers could engage. 

Ann related that more funding opportunities became available after the high-profile death 

of a local Black man in police custody. She said that: 
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…we served about five hundred kids in one summer…and then we were able to 

get some additional funding for our core program to serve more young people. So, 

I think those historical institutions kind of trickled down, or what happened there 

trickled down to us. So, it helped us if anything to expand our work. 

Some funders supported programs during times of need such as during the COVID-19 

pandemic, providing resources that helped programs and their workers to continue 

engaging with program participants. Resources included monetary funds or access to 

virtual programming platforms.  

Program partners (e.g., government, foundations, businesses, schools, other 

community-based programs) also supported youth worker engagement with program 

participants. Partners could support youth worker implementation of interventions (e.g., 

behavioral modification, workforce development) and provision of resources (e.g., school 

supplies, internships, food) that could facilitate youth worker engagement with program 

participants. Sometimes, partners provided human resources such as professional 

networks that provided information about life skills or interns who could support youth 

workers in further development of program interventions. These resources and 

interventions could also support program participants in the development of life skills, 

and career, academic, physical, or socio-emotional development. Some youth workers 

related that partners provided program space for them to engage in program activities 

with older adolescents or emerging adults. Jane’s program partnered with local programs 

serving adolescents or emerging adults to support them in accessing resources to develop 

or implement their program. These partnerships allowed her to build relationships with 

older adolescents or emerging adults who were leaders of these partner organizations. 
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She related the following: “I've had more relationships with some other young people that 

have been connected through the…network [of community organizations serving youth] 

or through other community groups… I've maintained some relationships...” 

Partners also facilitated recruitment of program participants for youth workers. 

Ann related being supported in program recruitment by teachers at local schools. She 

shared the following: 

I feel like in Strongport I could walk into a school and… we’re running 

[workforce development] program. Do you want some kids in it? They’d be like 

Yeah, that's great. Come back on Friday and we'll talk to the principal... 

Sometimes programs presented the benefits of being in a partnership with community 

institutions to facilitate their access to prospective program participants. Crystal reported 

sharing the benefits of being in a partnership with her program to be able to engage with 

students in the school setting. She said the following: 

…schools…it's a building full of people that care about young people and in that 

way, we have the same mission…I know all the principals and teachers have a 

heavy load that they're trying to deal with and so we try to present… what part of 

that can we help solve or move forward when we're talking about our 

programming…including that it helps the school have a good reputation because 

the young people then sometimes go on to do all these different interesting things. 

Like Crystal, some other youth workers related that they focused on the common goal 

that their programs and their partners had of “trying to support young people” even if 

partners were doing this from “a different angle.” Youth workers could act as another 

support for older adolescents and emerging adults, adding to the work that adults in 
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partner organizations such as schools were doing to promote adolescent or emerging 

adult development.  

 A local policy supported program participants in engaging with youth workers at 

one youth worker’s program. Jenee noted that policies regarding age of consent for 

services allowed adolescents 16 years or older to engage in mental health services at her 

program even if their parents do not support them in receiving this service. She said: 

“They [parents] think that [program participants 16 years or older] just coming to an 

after-school program. And these kids are clear – “No, I'm talking to my therapist and I'm 

good.” 

The program structure itself could support relationship building between youth 

workers and program participants. Ann related that she maintained relationships “with the 

program. We would see them once or twice a week anyway.” Some programs promoted 

themselves as being flexible to meet the varied needs of program participants, even 

during times of crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Jenee added that her program’s 

flexibility supported program participants’ engagement with youth workers, saying “so 

[program participants] do know that [program] ala carte too which helps drastically. It 

doesn't have to be all.. it could be some… a little bit.. none..or come back when you feel 

like it.” A program participant at another program expressed appreciation of the 

program’s flexibility, stating in a program document that they liked being able to have a 

choice of other program activities they could engage in beyond the main program 

intervention. Youth workers also shared experiences in which specific program 

interventions (e.g., nature activities [See Figure 5 on the next page], creative art, sports,  
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Figure 5 

Program Activities 

 

Note. Picture from youth worker reflecting “interesting” nature activity engaged in with 

program participants where they saw “mushrooms growing through the mulch.” 

 

field trips, community activism, youth leadership, community service, discussions about 

topics of interest, mental health support) relevant to program participants helped to 

facilitate their relationships with emerging adults or older adolescents. Some youth 

workers stated that it was important for programs to provide interventions that reflected 

the cultural backgrounds of program participants. Crystal said that she tries to “find 

things that reflect whoever I'm teaching.”  

Youth workers provided career and academic support that could aid program 

participants’ transition from adolescence to adulthood.  
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Ann reported specific workforce development activities that allowed her to 

interact with older adolescents or emerging adults:  

coming in every day to facilitate…soft skills training. So this is anything from 

computer etiquette, professional communication, ethics in the workplace…to  

working one on one with young people on maybe their resumes or their post high 

school check in… 

Youth workers at Steve’s program visited program participants’ schools which provided 

opportunities for them to interact with the program participant and school officials to 

support academic success. He stated: 

our parents sign waivers that enable us to be able to go into our [program 

participants’] school and interact with their counselors, their teachers, coaches and 

so that's exactly what we do on a weekly basis. We go into schools and we have 

access to our [program participants] to be able to pull them out and talk about 

everything that's going on… are they in good academic standing, any issues that 

they might have at school…so making sure that they're getting the correct 

accommodations.. making sure that any outside resources that they might need we 

can help provide that as needed. 

Checking in with program participants at their school allowed Steve to obtain information 

about their academic life to better assess their needs and advocate as needed for 

promotion of academic achievement. Both Ann and Steve related that their programs 

continued to provide academic or career support services after high school which 

supported them in maintaining relationships into emerging adulthood.  
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 Youth workers also mentioned that connection of program participants to 

necessary resources (e.g., school supplies, scholarships, medical services, food) as part of 

the program could also build relationships. Susan related the following experience in 

which she linked a program participant to medical treatment: 

It was a simple abscess, which had been left untreated. So it's pretty bad at this 

point… needed to be treated and then she got treatment. And everything was 

great, and I think in general that bonded us a little bit more too, because I was 

involved in a situation in her life 

At Crystal’s photo-elicitation interview, she talked about connecting program participants 

interested in community activism to more experienced community organizers. In 

response to my follow-up questions about one of Crystal’s pictures of graffiti on a sign 

saying, “Defund the [police],” she talked about program participants organizing a march 

over the summer to protest police brutality. In preparation for the march, Crystal said that 

she “connected [program participants] with…people who organize…so I was connecting 

them with individuals who was gonna keep them safe and from their mission being co-

opted.” Crystal reported that program participants were ultimately able to get thousands 

of people to march with them to protest police brutality (e.g., police killings of unarmed 

Black individuals) incidents occurring that year. Some youth workers continued to 

connect program participants to resources as needed into program participants’ emerging 

adulthood or after program participants officially ended their time with the program. 

Steve maintained relationships with program participants after they finished high school 

through linking program participants with resources that supported them in academics or 

career. He said the following: “…. helping them with the financial aid… the FAFSA side 
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of things and most importantly, internships so that when they get out of college, they 

have a job lined up, so, really just making sure that we stay connected.”  

Program incentives (e.g., stipend, gift raffle) encouraged program participants’ 

engagement with the program and youth workers. Ann noted that program participants 

could earn a gift (e.g., headphones) purchased through a program fund for attendance, 

saying: “…kids would get an attendance ticket. If you had certain number of attendance 

[tickets]…your name would be picked out of a hat and… you could pick something.” 

Ann’s program provided funds to support youth workers in engaging with program 

participants perceived to be struggling with an issue during program activities as detailed 

in the following quote:  

…we would get a certain amount of money to take [program participants] out to 

lunch. You see… [program participant] …. something's off - they'll [youth 

workers] take [program participant] to lunch - I would take a young person to 

lunch – [youth workers] shouldn't have to pay for that out of their own pocket… 

Steve related enjoyable activities such as sports were like an incentive that supported 

relationships with program participants. He stated the following: 

sports aspect of [program] really helps and it's really a carrot to bring in [program 

participants] because we know all of life lessons that sports can provide but it also 

provides this level playing ground that we can kind of meet [program participants] 

at too, knowing that if I support [program participants] and their dreams of 

becoming an athlete, it’s gonna make that relationship a little easier to build over 

time knowing that we have this connection to sports. 
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Activities (e.g., hiking, sports, hanging out with other program participants) that were of 

interest to program participants could provide a point of connection with youth workers 

that could be the basis of building relationships.  

Programs that provided interventions that tangibly met program participants’ 

needs in multiple areas (e.g., academics, recreation, socio-emotional functioning, career) 

also promoted engagement of program participants with youth workers. Steve explained: 

So with the youth these days you got to be able to bring something to the table 

and they can see these tangible things that's happening for them in their lives or 

else like anybody else they'll look at you like, why do I need you? Why do I need 

to maintain a relationship with you? 

He further noted that his program was comprehensive in its approach to working with 

program participants to tangibly meet their needs: “I think because we really gear our 

program towards their specific needs in many different areas. They see the benefits of 

what we do and are always willing to maintain that relationship that we have.”  

 Youth workers also noted the importance of a diverse group of program staff 

(e.g., different personalities, backgrounds, perspectives, genders, professions, roles) who 

could support one another in building and maintaining relationships with program 

participants. Ann emphasized:  

your colleague may have a strong relationship with someone on your caseload 

who can kinda help with the challenge or just the ability to kinda group think 

through how to support a young person that may be having some challenges or 

how do we uplift our young people who are doing well. 
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Other youth workers mentioned the support they received from staff and supervisors in 

developing relationships or resolving relationship challenges with program participants. 

Jenee reported that the program staff that she managed often had engaged earlier with 

program participants, so they could support her in starting to engage with a program 

participant. She said “normally my staff come in as the support because the rapport is 

there with them. [staff says]: Oh, this is [Jenee]. You know, when we did the thing last 

week… she's the lady that put that together.” Susan reported experiences where support 

from a supervisor supported her in relationships with program participants. Susan related: 

“having a support (supervisor) to reach out to immediately. Like, am I doing the right 

thing? Or what's the next step? What is the end goal of this conversation [with program 

participant]? So I think that is really helpful.”  

Program leaders supported youth workers in building relationships with program 

participants through actions that showed the importance of youth workers’ role in the 

program. This program asked program participants to nominate youth workers for awards 

that celebrated the positive work they engaged in with program participants. This 

affirmed and reinforced the importance of youth workers’ positive relations with program 

participants. During the COVID-19 pandemic, executive staff at this program also took 

on the task of teaching a class for program participants that was normally facilitated by 

youth workers so that youth workers had more time to meet one on one with program 

participants.  

 Programs that are perceived by youth workers to not be supportive of them in 

their job role or irrelevant to the experiences or needs of program participants, constrain 

relationship development between youth workers and older adolescents or emerging 
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adults. Several youth workers noted that funders and policies could negatively affect 

youth workers’ development of relationships with program participants. Jenee related that 

a funder proposed to pay for programming activities, but not for youth workers. Without 

pay, youth workers would not be supported in maintaining their relationships with 

program participants. Alan further noted that youth workers are not a part of the 

conversation when program policies or funding requirements are created but are expected 

to disseminate and translate this to program participants who may see no relevance to 

their lives. He also reported that youth workers may not even understand these policies or 

requirements themselves and see no relevance to their relationships with program 

participants. Alan believed that the irrelevancy of these policies or funding requirements 

to program participants’ lives could constrain relationship development and lead youth 

workers and program participants to not “buy in” to the program. Lotus affirmed Alan’s 

assertion, stating that funders make relationship building between youth workers and 

program participants “inorganic…They try to force some kind of weird thing that's very 

clear to us and the kids… like why are we doing this?... It’s a requirement rather than 

something that anybody really needs or wants.”  

Funding requirements or policies could also prevent youth workers from engaging 

with program participants in ways that were relevant to program participants’ experiences 

or culture. Jenee contended: 

Black people use food, entertainment, and sports to bring people in… those are 

the 3 things you go to to create community and when you tell me that I cannot use 

those to bring young people in off the streets to keep them safe through your 
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funding… you've now destroyed how I built my community….learn from what 

I'm doing and then write your policy based off of what you see from a metric. 

Lotus added that policies are often not congruent with the community where the youth 

worker is engaging with program participants leading to culture clashes between social 

systems and youth workers or program participants. Lotus explained that youth workers 

who build relationships well are often confronted with policies that do not hold space for 

the authenticity that the youth worker exhibits with the program participant. Alan 

expressed this difficulty in trying to maintain authentic relationships with program 

participants, saying: 

But there is a broader social policy that mandates that you can't do certain things 

unless the overarching white structure checks off on it, so that's a difficult thing to 

navigate because as I'm doing this, as I'm working with young folks, it's tough to 

navigate these things honestly and genuinely… 

Funders and policy makers were perceived by youth workers to not make program 

requirements or validate program structures that were grounded in the experiences and 

cultures of the program participants youth workers served. This could lead to tensions 

within youth workers as they sought to build authentic relationships with program 

participants.  

A national immigration policy also impacted one program’s ability to engage with 

immigrant Hispanic program participants. National immigration policy changes during 

former President Trump’s term in office prevented Jenee’s program from continuing to 

engage with Hispanic program participants. She related:  
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For a while we were working with the Hispanic population, and then that kind of 

became a little challenging during Trump coming into office, and it being changes 

to immigration… resources kind of started to trickle… dry up a bit. People 

became a little bit more leery of community based services… 

The changes in immigration policy did not support engagement of immigrant Hispanic 

program participants with youth workers in community-based programs that could 

promote positive outcomes.  

 Youth workers reported that inadequate program structures could constrain the 

development of relationships with program participants. Some youth workers reported 

that programs that did not allow for safe or adequate spaces could make it more difficult 

for relationship engagement with program participants. For example, Susan related: “I 

had an office that was shared which made it a little challenging because one on one 

meetings [with program participants] should be confidential.” Jenee also related that a 

program she formerly worked at serving young males was “located in an unsafe area of 

Strongport which was a barrier to services...”  

Other youth workers found that some programs were irrelevant to the needs or 

experiences of program participants, contributing to youth worker difficulties in building 

relationships with program participants. Jenee related that she formerly worked at a 

program serving young males in Strongport. She described this program as a “trick bag” 

because it was a 4-week program that was too brief to develop rapport with young men 

impacted by multiple traumas. The program intervention was not sustainable to promote 

relationships that could effectively assist young survivors of trauma. Alan related that 

program participants whose cultural identity was not validated or accepted by the 
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program could become less open to relating with youth workers. He related that one 

could not expect these program participants to then “be good at relationships when they 

had to damage one with themselves… to be part of that.” Some youth workers also felt 

constrained in acknowledging their cultural background in programs, which could make 

them feel constrained in being authentic in relationships with program participants. Alan 

felt constrained in coming to the program space with his fully authentic self that included 

traditional African American modes of relating with others (e.g., youth-eldership 

dynamic). He believed that the wider program did not allow for these culturally informed 

ways of engaging in relationships. Alan gave an example of how this feeling of constraint 

was shown in an interaction he had with program participants who were bullying another 

program participant: 

And this challenge of not being able to really just get black, authentically, 

purposefully black in an instant…it troubles me because in this moment [of 

program participants bullying another program participant], I should have been 

able to jump in and be like, Yo. I see what's going on. Stop making fun of her. 

Stop playing with her. It's not funny…Whatever issues that you've got with 

yourself that make you feel like you have to down someone else. Hey, we can 

work on that on another time and in another way, but this ain’t it. So, there was 

this kind of overarching culture [in the program] of kids will be kids. Certain 

things are good for them. Just as far as…growing pains for lack of a better term. 

Alan perceived that the overarching program culture made it easier for negative behaviors 

such as bullying to be glanced at, whereas Alan felt that it was important to have high 

expectations of program participants to engage well with others. He did not feel 
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comfortable in being able to set boundaries with program participants in ways that were 

more congruent with his and program participants’ shared backgrounds.  

Two youth workers expressed some difficulty in knowing how to support 

program participants in crisis due to a lack of program policies or procedures that could 

clearly guide them during these situations. Sara said:  

I don't feel that we necessarily have a set process or procedure for supporting 

students in terms of housing, food. You know, if stuff gets bad with school, if 

they were not going to school. And if they have interactions with police…those 

sort of situations and the mental health piece…as well... And if they're not getting 

that at school. If they're sort of just…lost in the crowd at school, they come to 

[program] and they are in this space where we are giving them more attention and 

those things come up, how do we support them in that? 

Anthony reported that his supervisor did not provide clear information on 

program operations that could facilitate communication with program participants. Based 

on the information he received, he started sharing wrong information to program 

participants regarding the program which was corrected by the supervisor in the moment. 

He felt that this made him look “incompetent” in front of the program participants with 

whom he was going to engage. He said he did not want the program participants to feel 

like “it doesn't seem like this program has it together or it doesn't seem like things are 

really clear… I never want that for the youth.”  

Some youth workers mentioned that lack of adequate pay or benefits constrained 

youth workers in sustaining relationships with older adolescents or emerging adults in 

programs. Ann related:  
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I can't build a relationship with a young person if I'm worried about my bills... So, 

how are you [program] also supporting them [youth workers] in their professional 

journey and supporting them with giving them… the proper benefits, proper pay – 

According to Ann and some other youth workers in this study, youth workers with low 

pay and benefits could become concerned about their finances, constraining them from 

building sustainable relationships with program participants.   

Knowledge 

Informal and formal knowledge that is perceived by youth workers to be relevant 

to their work or the experiences of program participants, supports the development of 

relationships between youth workers and older adolescents or emerging adults. Youth 

workers related the importance of gaining formal knowledge about issues that impact 

program participants, including trauma, substance use, workforce development. Some 

youth workers believed that it was necessary to gain knowledge of the cultural 

backgrounds of program participants being served, including cultural histories and 

differences. This knowledge could inform culturally relevant interventions and youth 

worker interactions that affirm program participants’ backgrounds. Miles noted that this 

was especially important for those who identify as White serving “students of color” 

because “they're gonna struggle to form connections” without that knowledge. Youth 

workers also noted that formal training in interventions to support program participants 

impacted by life crises, in working with different personalities, or in working with 

families or program participants to meet their needs, could also be helpful in their 

relationships with program participants. Specific training topics mentioned as being 

helpful for youth workers in relationship building with program participants were youth 
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development principles, anger management, mental health first aid, trauma informed 

care, peer leadership, health education, college application process, and working with 

families. Jenee mentioned the usefulness of trainings on virtual learning, particularly 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, to support youth workers in continuing to engage 

program participants. She related:  

the more you can learn…how to utilize Zoom… do breakout rooms, find other 

online activities that would give you the same feel as if it were in the classroom, 

build your resource library. You should be able to have something new and 

engaging that these kids can partake on…. 

Miles also related that informal knowledge of the local Strongport community 

helped him to connect better with families of program participants. He shared that having 

knowledge of Strongport allowed him to “talk about the different parts of the city” and 

“show up to a family’s home.” As stated in an earlier section, positive relationships with 

families could support youth workers’ relationships with program participants.  

Other youth workers reflected on previous work experiences that they had or that 

co-workers had, which contributed to their knowledge for relationship building with 

program participants. Sara had previous experience working with several youth 

organizations prior to working at the current program. She gained experience and training 

in learning how to engage with students and structure the program space for students. 

Sara related that she “leaned on” this prior knowledge when working with program 

participants at her current job. A workforce development program highlighted the 

previous experience in classroom education that most of its youth workers had that gave 

them some ability to engage in positive relationships with program participants. Another 
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program also reported the career experience youth workers had in the creative art forms 

they would be presenting to students, which could aid in youth workers’ facilitation of art 

classes with program participants.  

Some youth workers acknowledged that they often received the best training from 

gaining experience on the job. Susan defined on the job training in this way: “every job 

you start…the students are new and you're new and the information you have to get out 

of them is new and it's kind of like a learn as you go and everyone does it in their own 

way.” On the job training helped some youth workers in being better able to understand 

how to relate with program participants in ways that were relevant to their experiences. 

Anthony, a 25 year old youth worker, related that drawing on the wisdom of youth 

workers in his program with more years of experience in the field was helpful in his 

relationships with program participants. He reported that he finds the more experienced 

youth workers’ feedback supportive of him in navigating “concerns” in relationships with 

program participants, such as how to deal with program participants not meeting program 

expectations. Lotus, another youth worker in his 20’s, utilized guidance from his mentor 

that informed how he interacted with program participants. His mentor advised him to 

model to program participants what he was trying to guide them in doing, a practice that 

was supportive in building relationships that promoted positive program participant 

outcomes (e.g., positive relations with others). A White male youth worker reflected that 

he valued the knowledge he gained from the experiences of his male counterparts who 

were “people of color” and had “similar…backgrounds to the students we serve.” He 

related that these youth workers have “taken me if you will under their wing and 

educated me and taught me a lot.” Miles learned from youth workers who had similar 
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backgrounds to program participants to help support him in building positive 

relationships with program participants. 

 Some youth workers also shared personal experiences they had when they were 

adolescents that provided supportive knowledge for relating with program participants. 

Sara reported that she was motivated in sharing creative art experiences with program 

participants due to having “a pretty seminal experience as a high school student in using 

[creative art] to create a campaign within” her “school community.” Lotus also was able 

to empathize and be sensitive to the desires of a program participant to do other creative 

art forms because of a similar experience he had when he was younger. Lotus shared that 

“I had a similar experience… in the same way…I would just show my poetry to my 

brother… was encouraged to rap… I could hear that in [program participant] and that 

desire to write something else and rap to a beat.” Lotus was able to encourage the 

program participant in his interests after drawing upon knowledge he had from his 

personal experience. Anthony’s personal experience engaging in a creative art form with 

which program participants also had interest, made it easier for him to engage with 

students and provide them information about this art form.  

 Youth workers also talked about gaining informal knowledge about program 

participants through the relationship building process. This knowledge could help them to 

continue building and maintaining relationships with program participants. Some youth 

workers reported that they sought to learn about program participant interests or skills 

throughout the relationship building process. Susan shared a picture that exemplified this 

form of knowledge. The picture was a drawing of a portion of a person’s face with the 

eye prominently displayed. Susan further described the picture, saying:  
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The…picture is actual artwork from one of my students!! It shows the hidden 

potential, creativity and individuality each student has that has to be uncovered. I 

also love that it's an eye, since that represents intelligence, moral conscience and 

truth. The reflection [in the eye] represents [students] looking into their futures 

and all the possibilities it can hold. 

Susan reported that it was important to gain understanding of the program participants to 

also support them in better understanding themselves and their strengths. She said the 

following about this:   

So there's a lot of hidden potential in students that aren't necessarily art related 

[like the student who drew the picture of an eye], but you don't uncover until you 

really get to know them and [students] don't sometimes know that..is a skill or a 

talent or something unique to them. They might just think it’s normal or 

average… ordinary. And so it's kind of helping them uncover that in themselves 

Some youth workers shared that it was important to understand how program participants 

engaged with others. Sara learned from observation of and interaction with a program 

participant that the program participant was “quiet at first, but then really opens up.” This 

knowledge supported Sara in engaging the program participant in ways that gave the 

program participant time and space to become more open with her. Youth workers also 

stated that listening and understanding program participants’ perspectives on what 

motivated them to engage in certain actions supported relationship development. Steve 

stated it was important to “understand the whole of the situation and…the reason why a 

particular [program participant] might feel like they need to do what they do.” After 

doing that, Steve felt that “… the conversation” with the program participant “goes a lot 
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smoother.” Youth workers utilized knowledge gained from their personal or practice 

experiences, experiences of co-workers, and experiences with program participants to 

support positive relationships with program participants.  

Programs sometimes provided youth workers formal knowledge from their 

evaluation of interventions to improve youth worker engagement with program 

participants. Program participants in one program evaluation expressed a need for greater 

connections with others during the COVID-19 pandemic. Based upon this knowledge, 

youth workers intentionally created virtual spaces that could promote greater connections 

amongst peers in the program. As stated in the Building Relationships with Youth section, 

program participants’ positive connections with other peers in the program could promote 

their engagement with youth workers. Youth workers also used knowledge from this 

program’s evaluation to identify program participants most at risk of disengaging from 

work or school after high school. Youth workers were then able to proactively engage 

with these program participants to support their transition out of high school.  

Although many youth workers in this study focused on the supportive aspects of 

knowledge, there were two youth workers who shared some important views regarding 

how knowledge could not be as useful to their work with program participants. Alan, a 

31-year-old Black male who grew up in Strongport, stated that there was no “traditional 

professional development seminar or workshop that really impacted me in a way where I 

felt like I could take it directly to my work.” Rather, Alan found that knowledge gained 

from personal experience or practice experiences where he could engage with other youth 

workers provided relevant knowledge for relational work with program participants. Jane 

added that “most professional development trainings…will be forced on you by funders 
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and those are never helpful.” Jane related that trainings about issues that she and the 

program participants, managers of her program, “chose to get together” were most 

helpful.  

Youth Worker Self 

 Youth workers’ personal backgrounds and motivations that influence them to 

work with older adolescents or emerging adults support them in building and 

maintaining relationships with program participants. Some youth workers shared that 

providing opportunities (e.g., safe space for emotional expression or engagement in 

positive activities) that they did not have as an adolescent or emerging adult was an 

important motivator for building and maintaining relationships with older adolescents or 

emerging adults. Steve appreciated that he and others in his program could create safe 

space for adolescent males to express themselves amongst one another, something that he 

did not always experience as an adolescent growing up in Strongport. Alan added that 

individuals such as youth workers “who've been through hardships in the past” get “joy” 

from “being able to… put someone else in the situation where they don't have to go 

through that.”  

Often, youth workers related that their enjoyment of working with adolescents or 

emerging adults supported them in intentionally building and maintaining relationships 

with program participants. Susan said the following about her enjoyment of work: “I 

really enjoy spending time with [program participants]… working with [program 

participants]… learning more about [program participants].” Some youth workers noted 

that having a passion for working with adolescents or emerging adults was an important 

base from which to interact with program participants. Steve believed that program 
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participants could sense when a youth worker was interested in them and in working with 

them. Delight in working with older adolescents or emerging adults could also be utilized 

in building relationships. Crystal related that  

by demonstrating  [what youth worker is offering to program participants] fully 

and presenting it fully and with the same passion that draws you to what you're 

doing or the same purpose. I feel like this is really important for [program 

participants] to know… like being able to communicate that fully…this is great… 

this is important what we're gonna do together.  

A youth worker at a creative arts program noted that showing delight in what she 

presented to students during virtual sessions led to a program participant thanking her for 

presenting the material with such passion. The youth worker’s enjoyment in what she was 

sharing with students helped to foster program participant engagement with her and the 

material being presented.  

Some youth workers shared a transcendent sense of being called to build and 

maintain relationships with older adolescents or emerging adults because of their life 

purpose or spiritual beliefs. Lotus related that remembering his life purpose was to 

engage with program participants supported him in continuing to reach out to and interact 

with program participants despite stressors (school administration being difficult, school 

leaving program space messy) at the school in which his program was situated. Another 

youth worker expressed similar beliefs to Lotus in program documents, stating that 

sharing creative art techniques with program participants was a part of her life’s purpose. 

Others had a sense of calling based in their religiosity or spirituality. Alan related that he 

was Muslim. He felt compelled to structure safe spaces for program participants because 
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he was “given charge of these young folks…not just as a person, as a professional… but 

in the religious sense.” Ann shared a picture of verdant hills underneath an expansive sky 

that reflected her sense of calling from God. She related that God was calling her to 

engagement with program participants, saying she was “working on behalf of the God 

who created the sky and the earth and sun.” She added that her calling gives her hope 

despite challenges that may arise in her work due to knowing that she has “…that 

backing...” from God. Ann stated that the picture was also chosen because it shows 

what we're trying to achieve with young people… for them to see the world and to 

see all the possibilities… this is what we're trying to show young people - the 

beauty of life and purpose and that you have this whole world for you and now 

you can go in and fill the pieces… 

Ann’s picture not only reflected her own transcendent sense of being called to work with 

older adolescents and emerging adults, but also symbolized her work in motivating 

program participants in their transcendent callings based in life purpose. 

Authenticity was an important part of building relationships that could cultivate 

trust and lead to affirmation of program participants, so it was extremely important for 

youth workers to be self-aware. According to some youth workers, it was especially 

helpful to be aware of one’s background (e.g., personality, life experiences) and 

motivations (e.g., reason for working with older adolescents) related to their work with 

program participants. Ann said: “…to build relationships with people you first need to 

know yourself - who you are, what your strengths are…” Ann suggested that 

organizations could support relationship building between youth workers and program 

participants by intentionally providing opportunities for youth workers to develop greater 
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self-awareness. One program supported some of its youth workers in self-awareness 

through connecting them with professional development activities that provided space for 

them to examine themselves and their programs regarding race and equity issues. Youth 

workers were then expected to create a plan for program practices, including in their 

relations with program participants, that were anti-racist.  

   Youth worker methods of taking care of themselves support their ability to 

maintain relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults. To maintain 

relationships with program participants despite constraints to relationship building, some 

youth workers discussed engaging in self-care practices. Youth worker self-reflection 

could support greater awareness of what forms of self-care worked best for a youth 

worker. For example, Lotus became aware that creative image making was a useful form 

of self-care for him that could also support him in his interactions with program 

participants. Youth workers also talked about taking “mental breaks”, “taking a breath”, 

engaging in “meditations” or creative art forms of interest to them for self-care. Some 

youth workers mentioned that they were supported in self-care practices by their program 

or co-workers. For example, Steve related that his program has “built in hiatuses that we 

kind of have… just time away as a program.” Lotus found that modeling self-care 

practices for program participants allowed them to engage in self-care as well, which 

could promote increased ability of program participants to manage impulses and maintain 

emotional stability. Utilization of self-care practices that were particularly helpful to him 

also made it easier for Lotus to present these practices to program participants with whom 

he interacted.  
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Youth workers also mentioned maintaining their own boundaries to support 

maintenance of relationships with program participants. Youth workers related the 

importance of acknowledging that their role was not one of controlling program 

participants’ actions. Ann said that youth workers need to “kind of step back and remind 

yourself that it's not about you. Everyone has to go through life and make their decisions 

on their own.” She also emphasized that it was not a youth worker’s responsibility to 

control program participants’ outcomes. From Ann’s perspective, youth workers needed 

to be open to the possibility that a program participant may not be ready to engage in 

actions that may support their positive development. Ann said the following to further her 

point: 

…some kids are ready… they're open. They want to give you everything and so 

recognizing that … it's not about you or your feelings… you're here just to 

support them wherever they are… in their journey... Just realizing that… you're 

just here to meet people where they are - maybe this young person you're 

just…planting seeds about their future… helping support them and recognizing 

that everyone has to come to their own place of how they take advice and such… 

 Youth workers’ self-awareness and self-care practices supported their abilities to 

both build authentic relationships with program participants and maintain these 

relationships over time.  

Results Summary 

 In this section, I summarize findings as it relates to this study’s theoretical 

frameworks. This will help to further understand research findings within the context of 
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this study’s theoretical frameworks. I also share some of my own youth worker 

experiences that I wrote about in my research journal after interviews with study 

participants that validate youth worker perspectives on their relationships with program 

participants.  

Building Relationships with Youth 

To build relationships with program participants, youth workers embodied the 

role of affirming adults who centered and celebrated the lives of older adolescents and 

emerging adults. Some affirmed the successes, talents, leadership, and power of program 

participants. Youth workers sometimes continued to embody the role of an affirming 

adult even when program participants did not engage in positive actions or made 

decisions with which the youth worker did not agree. Youth workers did this by 

continuing to remain open to engagement with these program participants despite their 

actions. Youth workers also affirmed healthy relationships amongst program participants 

in the microsystem, which led some program participants to also become more engaged 

with youth workers. Trust was built between youth workers and program participants in 

the microsystem through youth workers acting in consistent ways towards program 

participants, such as regular check-ins or maintenance of relationships with program 

participants over many years. Trust could also be built through youth workers’ 

embodiment of a role that was outside of traditional structures (e.g., school) and social 

actors (e.g., parents) in program participants’ lives.  

Youth workers built relationships with program participants in authentic ways that 

embodied their cultural backgrounds, interests, life experiences, or imperfections. Youth 

worker embodiment of authenticity could promote greater trust with program participants 
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or affirmation of program participants. I also engaged with older adolescents or emerging 

adults in authentic ways when I was a youth worker. I have a love of creative art and 

engage in creative art forms such as music and creative writing for fun in my personal 

life. I embodied a love for creativity when engaging with program participants who were 

open or interested in using creative art forms as an intervention to promote their 

wellbeing. This sometimes deepened the relationship as program participants shared 

thoughts or feelings related to the creative art they were exploring during our time 

together. These creative art interventions also allowed for affirmation of the program 

participant’s cultural background, life experiences, or interests. 

Youth workers engaged in verbal (e.g., saying hi, verbal check-ins) and non-

verbal (e.g., handshake, eye contact) forms of communication with program participants 

in the microsystem to build relationships. Youth workers used these methods of 

communication to embody an openness to engage with program participants and to 

acknowledge program participants’ presence. Technology (e.g., cellphones, virtual 

learning platforms) was an important tool used by youth workers for communication in 

the microsystem, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. Communication problems 

with program participants were resolved through youth workers’ embodiment of 

flexibility whereby they sought to communicate in different ways preferred by program 

participants (e.g., meeting one-on-one, texts). Embodying a stance of listening actively to 

program participants was essential for youth workers in communication with program 

participants in the microsystem. Miles emphasized that being on a “level playing” field 

with program participants when listening to them, having a physical stance where one is 

not standing or sitting above the program participant, can also support more equalized 
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power dynamics in the relational interaction. Active listening helped youth workers in 

understanding the program participant to better develop relationships or interventions that 

met program participant needs. I also utilized active listening as a youth worker to 

facilitate and develop activities relevant to the needs and interests of program participants 

in the church youth program. I set up regular times to listen to feedback from program 

participants in the microsystem about the church youth program. These sessions informed 

program planning and activities.  

Creating space for relationship engagement was used by youth workers to build 

relationships with program participants. Some youth workers created space that 

embodied traditional relational connections such as family or community. Youth workers 

embodied protective roles in these microsystem spaces through setting boundaries that 

could support program participants’ emotional and physical safety. One youth worker 

noted the importance of being accountable to other program workers in the mesosystem 

regarding relational boundaries with program participants in the microsystem to maintain 

the safety of program participants. Youth workers also related that acknowledgement of 

developmental changes occurring in the chronosystem during adolescence and emerging 

adulthood was necessary in their creation of space with program participants. Youth 

workers talked about their need to embody a more supportive role that allowed older 

adolescents or emerging adults the space to grow, make their own decisions, and live 

their own lives even when the outcome was not what they might have wanted for the 

program participant.  

Small groups or one-on-one meetings with program participants in the 

microsystem were also used to develop deeper relationships. These smaller meetings in 
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the microsystem could be used by the youth worker to talk about serious issues occurring 

with the program participant, such as boundary setting in response to program 

participants’ negative behaviors (e.g., bullying). Spaces were also created by youth 

workers in the microsystem with program participants to discuss social suffering (e.g., 

police brutality) occurring in the macrosystem. This allowed youth workers to better 

understand program participants’ experiences and perspectives of social suffering.  

Youth workers encountered several challenges as they sought to build 

relationships with program participants in the microsystem. Some youth workers’ 

embodiment of a particular personality or relationship style that differed from the 

program participant made it difficult for youth workers to relate with program 

participants in the microsystem. It was also noted that relationship building with program 

participants could be constrained because of program participants’ embodiment of a 

closed stance at their developmental stage. Other youth workers mentioned social 

suffering experiences (e.g., trauma, history of no positive adult figures) of the program 

participant in the exosystem could also contribute to constraints in relationship building. 

Some of these youth workers talked about being challenged in building relationships with 

program participants impacted by social suffering due to perceiving the program 

participant as embodying a closed stance was a barrier to relationship development. One 

youth worker characterized her macrosystem as having a large immigrant population. Her 

inability to communicate in the microsystem with some program participants from this 

community in their native language made it more difficult for deeper relationships to be 

built. Instead, she had to rely on a translator in the mesosystem to facilitate conversations 

with immigrant students who spoke a language other than English.  
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Some youth workers related that program participants sometimes disengaged 

from the relationship that was being built or that had been built in the microsystem. Some 

of these disconnections were due to social suffering experienced by the program 

participant outside of the relationship with the youth worker. Other youth workers felt 

constrained in embodying a boundary setting role authentic to themselves in the 

microsystem due to fears of how program participants or other workers in the 

mesosystem would respond to their enactment of this role. One of these youth workers 

particularly feared being perceived as enacting social suffering (e.g., discrimination) on a 

program participant who embodied a homosexual identity if he were to intentionally 

resolve the bullying conflict initiated by this program participant. Similarly, I struggled 

with enacting a boundary setting role in the church youth program due to my 

inexperience in setting boundaries with those close in age to myself and a lack of clear 

program guidelines or policies to support me in boundary setting. Forms of embodiment 

resulting from social suffering (e.g., COVID-19, personal trauma) could also make it 

difficult for youth workers to be actively attuned to program participants or engage in 

healthy relations with program participants in the microsystem. Importantly, some youth 

workers suggested that embodiment of a white paternalistic identity could center White 

youth workers’ ideas and views of how to work with older adolescents or emerging adults 

that may not be relevant for program participants.  

Beyond the Program 

Youth workers and their programs initiated or facilitated the development of 

relationships with older adolescents or emerging adults through outreach efforts in the 

macrosystem. Program partners in the mesosystem such as schools sometimes supported 
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youth workers’ outreach, facilitating youth workers’ ability to engage with prospective 

program participants. Youth workers created microsystems with program participants in 

the macrosystem (community outside program) that could build deeper or long-lasting 

relationships. One youth worker created a microsystem in the community that was safe 

for an older adolescent to talk for further understanding of the program participants’ 

social suffering experiences. Some youth workers supported program participants’ 

achievements in the exosystem through affirming acts such as buying items from a 

program participant’s business. Learning about the program participant’s life in the 

macrosystem could allow for the development of positive relationships over time in the 

chronosystem. These positive relationships could extend beyond the relationships being 

built in the microsystem to positively impact the lives of others that the program 

participant might relate with in future.  

Youth workers and their programs were often supported by the macrosystem (e.g., 

community outside program) in building relationships with program participants in the 

microsystem. The macrosystem provided support in initiating engagement with program 

participants, affirmed the positive work of youth workers, and showed youth workers 

how to develop relationships with program participants. Youth workers embodied a 

willingness to work with and learn from communities in the macrosystem as part of their 

relationship building process with program participants. Some youth workers also 

supported the positive development of the Strongport community in the macrosystem. 

This could enhance the positive developmental outcomes that may result from positive 

relationships between youth workers and program participants. Youth workers’ positive 

relationships with program participants’ parents in the microsystem also supported 
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positive relationships with program participants. Attempting to create relationships with 

parents in the microsystem to support relationship development with program participants 

could be constrained when parents did not “buy in” to the program. Conflicts between 

parents and youth workers in the microsystem could also lead to parents’ initiating a 

disruption of the relationship being built between youth workers and program 

participants. Melissa also shared that youth workers at her program who embodied 

different social identities (e.g., minoritized racial identity) to parents and their children 

(e.g., White) resulted in some of these parents avoiding continued contact with youth 

workers, not allowing for their children’s engagement with youth workers.  

Program 

Youth workers provided relevant program interventions (e.g., career support, 

nature activities, sports) to program participants and connected program participants to 

resources (e.g., medical care, college financial aid) to facilitate and maintain relationships 

with program participants. Many programs engaged the mesosystem and macrosystem to 

obtain resources (e.g., interns, food, information, virtual programming, money) that 

would support youth workers in starting or maintaining relationships with older 

adolescents or emerging adults. Some programs embodied flexibility in their service 

provision (e.g., program participants had choice in their level of engagement with 

services) which helped support youth worker maintenance of relationships with program 

participants. Program partners and funders in the mesosystem or macrosystem facilitated 

youth workers’ access to prospective program participants or provided resources that 

supported them in their work with older adolescents or emerging adults (e.g., program 

space to meet with program participants). Sometimes, events in the macrosystem, such as 
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police brutality, prompted greater generosity on the part of funders to provide resources 

to programs which created opportunities for youth workers to engage with more youth in 

the microsystem. A policy (e.g., individuals 16 years or older can consent to mental 

health treatment) in the macrosystem also allowed one youth worker’s program to be able 

to provide mental health services to interested program participants even if their 

caregivers did not “buy in” to that service.  

Youth workers used their relationships with co-workers and supervisors to gain 

support for their development of relationships with program participants. Youth workers 

got advice, feedback, or resources from co-workers or supervisors to help them engage or 

resolve issues with program participants in the microsystem. I also value the support I 

received in my church youth program from a more experienced youth worker on the 

program team. I received guidance around setting boundaries in healthy ways with 

program participants and learned new ways to implement fun activities with program 

participants that could promote their wellbeing. At the mental health program, I received 

ongoing support from more experienced clinical supervisors in learning or implementing 

clinical skills to build positive relationships with older adolescents or emerging adults. It 

was noted by some youth workers in the current study that program participants may 

relate more with certain youth workers because of the youth worker’s embodiment of a 

particular identity, relationship style, or personality with which a program participant 

more readily connected. Therefore, it was important for programs to have diverse teams 

of youth workers (e.g., diverse personalities, backgrounds, social identities).  

The macrosystem (e.g., lack of safety in community where a program was 

located, policy change that decreased resources for immigrants) could also constrain 
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programs from providing services that would allow youth workers to maintain 

relationships with program participants. Programs in the mesosystem sometimes 

constrained relationship development between youth workers and program participants in 

the microsystem through provision of temporary services that did not adequately meet the 

needs of program participants impacted by social suffering (e.g., trauma). Other programs 

did not provide adequate guidance through supervision or program procedures to guide 

youth workers in embodying a role that could meet the needs of program participants in 

the microsystem. Some youth workers related that programs or funders in the 

mesosystem or exosystem did not acknowledge or allow for program participants’ 

cultural backgrounds to be accounted for in programs, making it difficult for authentic 

relationships with youth workers to be built in the microsystem. A few youth workers 

also felt that their cultural background was not acknowledged or accepted by programs in 

the mesosystem, which made them feel constrained in fully embodying their cultural 

identity and relating authentically with program participants. As funding requirements or 

policies impacting programs were made in the exosystem without youth workers’ input, 

youth workers expressed that this could lead to irrelevant or faulty program policies and 

funding requirements. Some youth workers believed that these policies would cause 

program participants and youth workers to not subscribe to the program due to its 

irrelevance. Some youth workers also mentioned that lack of proper pay or benefits due 

to program or funding policies could also prevent relationships from being sustained 

between program participants and youth workers.  
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Knowledge  

Formal (e.g., professional development trainings) and informal (e.g., on the job 

training) knowledge that was relevant to the needs and experiences of youth workers or 

program participants facilitated relationships between program participants and youth 

workers. Professional development trainings for youth workers in the mesosystem were 

most helpful when topics concerned the social suffering experiences of program 

participants or provided information that supported facilitation of relationships with 

program participants in the microsystem. Virtual engagement trainings were especially 

helpful for some youth workers relating with program participants during the COVID-19 

pandemic. I also engaged in professional development trainings and webinars on relevant 

issues I encountered when I was a youth worker (e.g., trauma, child protection) that 

supported me in relating with program participants in ways that were healing and 

protective. Professional development trainings that were not easily translatable to the 

microsystem or were forced on youth workers by institutional actors (e.g., funders) with 

no acknowledgement of youth worker training needs or desires were described as not 

helpful by two youth workers in this study. Instead, they valued formal or informal 

knowledge that was relevant to their work or of interest to them.  

Youth workers also learned from their colleagues in the mesosystem about how to 

build or maintain relationships with program participants. One White youth worker 

particularly noted that his colleagues who embodied social identities (e.g., minoritized 

racial identity) similar to the program participants, provided helpful knowledge to him of 

how to relate with program participants. He also noted that youth workers who embodied 
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White racial identities needed to understand the cultural histories or differences of 

program participants who did not embody White racial identities.  

Youth workers embodied relational styles that had been formed through previous 

work or personal experiences. This was a foundation of knowledge from which they 

could build relationships with older adolescents or emerging adults in the microsystem. 

Youth workers’ embodiment of a stance of openness to learning about the program 

participant, could allow for useful information to be gained about program participants 

through observation of them in the microsystem. This information could inform and 

facilitate the development of relationships. My knowledge gained from therapy 

experiences at the mental health agency supported me in my relationship development 

with program participants at the church youth program. Those therapeutic experiences 

helped me in being able to build rapport with program participants, engage program 

participants in activities, and support program participants confronting grief and loss in 

the church youth program setting.  

Youth Worker Self 

Youth workers described that they embodied a sense of enjoyment in relating with 

older adolescents or emerging adults that was important to building positive relationships 

with program participants. Some also embodied a desire to provide a supportive presence 

or intervention to program participants that they did not receive when they were younger. 

It was important for youth workers to understand their embodiment of social identities, 

relationship styles, and other personal characteristics that impacted their work with 

program participants to be able to develop relationships. Embodiment of a supportive role 

for program participants rather than an agent of control supported youth workers in 
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maintaining healthy boundaries for themselves as they sought to develop or maintain 

relationships with program participants in the microsystem. Self-care practices also 

supported youth workers in maintaining relationships with program participants in the 

microsystem. Embodiment of a reflective stance with program participants and 

embodiment of an attitude that valued self-care could lead to youth worker actions (e.g., 

taking a break, self-reflection on work with program participants) that contributed to 

sustainable relationships with program participants.  

There were also aspects of the youth worker self that were not contained in the 

study’s theoretical frameworks. Some youth workers talked about being compelled to 

engage with program participants through transcendent experiences or beliefs based in 

their life purpose, religion, or spirituality. These were ethereal experiences unbound by 

environmental structures or social identities as described by youth workers. I also was 

motivated to engage in building relationships with adolescents and emerging adults based 

in my spiritual beliefs. Despite challenges I faced sometimes as a youth worker, I felt that 

this Light – God, my faith in Jesus - was propelling me forward and guiding me in my 

work amid uncertainty and struggle. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

 This dissertation explored youth worker perspectives of their development and 

maintenance of relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults living in a large 

US city, referred to as Strongport in this dissertation. I specifically examined how youth 

workers in this study built and maintained relationships with program participants, and 

what factors supported or constrained their development or maintenance of relationships 

with program participants. This chapter will discuss study results within the context of 

this study’s theoretical frameworks and previous research. After discussion of primary 

study findings, I will present strengths and limitations of this study. Implications of this 

study’s results for research, practice, and policy will also be considered.  

Primary Study Findings 

 Youth workers shared how they built relationships with older adolescents and 

emerging adults in Strongport, a large city in the US. They also discussed aspects of their 

environments or themselves that supported or constrained relationships with older 

adolescents or emerging adults. Primary study findings were derived from the 

perspectives of individuals who participated in this study and information from their 

programs’ publicly available documents, and from my perspective of study participant 

experiences. Though findings may ascribe study participant actions or experiences to 

outcomes, this was not measured for this study. 
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How Do Youth Workers in Community Based Programs Develop and Maintain 

Relationships with Older Adolescents and Emerging Adults in Strongport? 

There was no one way to build relationships with older adolescents or emerging 

adults. Youth workers described building relationships with program participants based 

on their embodied relational style. All youth workers noted the importance of embodying 

a role that affirmed program participants and that cultivated trust with program 

participants. To build relationships with program participants, youth workers embodied 

the role of affirming adults who centered and celebrated the lives of older adolescents and 

emerging adults. Some affirmed the successes, talents, leadership, and power of program 

participants. Youth workers sometimes continued to embody the role of an affirming 

adult even when program participants did not engage in positive actions or made 

decisions with which the youth worker did not agree. Youth workers did this by 

continuing to remain open to engagement with these program participants despite their 

actions. Affirmation of program participants, including their identities, experiences, and 

self-determination, has also been described in other research studies as an important 

element of positive relationships between youth workers and program participants (Cahill 

et al., 2020; Hart, 2017; Leung et al., 2017; Ritchie & Ord, 2017; Rubin et al., 2021; 

Thompson & Ballantyne, 2017). Youth workers in the current study also affirmed healthy 

relationships amongst program participants in the microsystem, which led some program 

participants to also become more engaged with the program and youth workers. This 

finding was also reported by Coburn and Gormally (2014), Rictchie and Ord (2017), and 

Horner (2018).  
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Trust was built between youth workers and program participants in the 

microsystem through youth workers acting in consistent ways towards program 

participants, such as regular check-ins or maintenance of relationships with program 

participants over many years. Previous research notes the importance of youth workers 

building trust for positive relationship development with program participants (Body & 

Hogg, 2019; Brown, 2017; Griffith & Johnson, 2019; Leung et al., 2017; Radlick et al., 

2020; Rubin et al., 2021). Griffith and Johnson (2019) also found in their qualitative 

study exploring the development of trust between youth workers and high schoolers that 

youth workers built trust by “being consistent” (p. 444). Consistency was defined by 

youth workers as being reliable in their availability to program participants for support 

and treating program participants equitably (Griffith & Johnson, 2019). Youth workers in 

the current study defined consistency in the same way. Trust could also be built through 

youth workers’ embodiment of a role that was outside of traditional structures (e.g., 

school) and social actors (e.g., parents) in program participants’ lives. Rather than trust 

being built with adolescents through youth workers’ enactment of a role outside of 

traditional structures or social actors, Zaal (2014) found that Dutch-born Muslim female 

adolescents felt affirmed and accepted by their mentors who worked in community-based 

programs outside of school. These female adolescents often felt shamed by teachers at 

schools for their religious beliefs (Zaal, 2014). 

Youth workers built relationships with program participants in authentic ways that 

embodied their cultural backgrounds, interests, life experiences, or imperfections. Youth 

worker embodiment of authenticity could promote greater trust with program participants 

or affirmation of program participants. I also engaged with older adolescents or emerging 
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adults in authentic ways when I was a youth worker. I have a love of creative art and 

engage in creative art forms in my personal life. I embodied a love for creativity when 

engaging with program participants who were open or interested in using creative art 

forms as an intervention to promote their wellbeing. This sometimes deepened the 

relationship as program participants shared thoughts or feelings related to the creative art 

they were exploring during our time together. These creative art interventions also 

allowed for affirmation of the program participant’s cultural background, life 

experiences, or interests. Youth workers who embodied authenticity were open about 

their imperfections and life challenges within professional boundaries and provided 

honest feedback to program participants about their behaviors. Several studies have also 

noted youth workers exhibiting vulnerability, including acknowledgement of their 

imperfections or honest thoughts and feelings, as a component of positive relationships 

with program participants (Brown, 2017; Donlan et al., 2017; Horner, 2018; Jackson et 

al., 2014; Kazlauskaitea et al., 2020; Morgan-Consoli et al., 2016).  

Communication was an important means of building relationships between youth 

workers and program participants in the microsystem. Youth workers engaged in verbal 

(e.g., saying hi, verbal check-ins) and non-verbal (e.g., handshake, eye contact) forms of 

communication with program participants in the microsystem to build relationships. 

Youth workers used these methods of communication to embody an openness to engage 

with program participants and to acknowledge program participants’ presence. Youth 

workers in another study reported that they also utilized communication that embodied 

safety and affirmation to build trust with program participants (Cahill et al., 2020). 

Technology (e.g., cellphones, virtual learning platforms) was an important tool used by 
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youth workers in the current study for communication in the microsystem, especially 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. Other studies have reported that online communication 

facilitates follow-up with program participants on tasks that support program participant 

goals or youth worker engagement with program participants (Leung et al., 2017; Lim, 

2017; Radlick et al., 2020). Radlick et al. (2020) reported that some youth workers in 

Norway had concerns about communication with program participants online, including 

possible violation of program participant boundaries by intruding into program 

participants’ private online spaces, and violation of their own boundaries through over 

availability to program participants that could make them feel overburdened. They 

believed that online communication should not take the place of in-person 

communication, but rather should be used to enhance in-person communication (Radlick 

et al., 2020). Some youth workers in the current study also noted difficulties in online 

communication with program participants. One youth worker related that some program 

participants had reticence about their home environments being seen by youth workers 

contributing to difficulties in online communication. Communication problems with 

program participants were resolved through youth workers’ embodiment of flexibility 

whereby they sought to communicate in different ways preferred by program participants 

(e.g., meeting one-on-one, texts). Susan was able to maintain communication with 

program participants despite difficulties in connecting with program participants on 

virtual platforms by utilizing communication methods that program participants preferred 

to use such as cellphones.  

Embodying a stance of listening actively to program participants was essential for 

youth workers in communication with program participants in the microsystem. Active 
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listening supported youth workers in understanding the program participant to better 

develop relationships or interventions that met program participant needs. I also 

facilitated and developed activities relevant to the needs and interests of program 

participants after listening to feedback from program participants in the microsystem 

regarding their needs in the church youth program. A large ethnography of youth worker 

practice in several nations of the United Kingdom and a grounded theory study of the 

relational process between mentors and adolescents also found that active listening was 

necessary for youth workers in effectively building relationships with program 

participants relevant to their needs or experiences (Donlan et al., 2017; Spence et al., 

2006).  

Youth workers created spaces for relationship engagement to build relationships 

with program participants. Some youth workers created program spaces that embodied 

traditional relational connections such as family or community. Two studies also found 

that youth workers created a sense of family or community as part of their relationship 

development with program participants. Female adolescent program participants 

expressed appreciation for the family-type feeling they experienced in an out-of-school 

time STEM program (Price et al., 2019). This sense of family feeling in the STEM 

program contributed to some adolescents’ continued engagement to the program and to 

youth workers (Price et al., 2019). In England, a program that sought to prevent 

adolescent misuse of alcohol created a space that evoked community (Haglund & Hayter, 

2019). Their community space was characterized as being accepting of program 

participants, having activities relevant to adolescents, and being a safe place that did not 

support risky behaviors (e.g., misuse of alcohol) (Haglund & Hayter, 2019). Some of the 
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adolescents in this program reported enjoying the sense of belonging and community in 

the program (Price et al., 2019). Program participants within community programs 

represented in the current study also described the people within their programs as a 

family or their program space as being like a second home in program documents. They 

expressed that they felt accepted and were able to form positive relationships with others.  

Youth workers sought to maintain program participants’ emotional or physical 

safety in these microsystem spaces through setting boundaries (e.g., no substance use in 

the program space, no bullying). One youth worker in the current study also noted the 

importance of being accountable to other program workers in the mesosystem regarding 

relational boundaries with program participants in the microsystem to maintain the safety 

of program participants. Haglund and Hayter (2019) also found that youth workers in 

England reported that they ensured a safe program space for program participants through 

rules regarding appropriate behavior (e.g., no alcohol or drug use in program; program 

participants not allowed to be in program space if noticeably under influence of alcohol 

or drugs). However, these rules sometimes created a barrier for program participants at 

risk of danger, due to being under the influence of substances, from accessing youth 

workers who could support them in healthy development (e.g., sobriety) or from being in 

a space that ensured their safety (Haglund & Hayter, 2019). Unlike the youth workers 

studied by Haglund and Hayter (2019), some of the youth workers in this study created 

microsystem spaces for engagement with older adolescents or emerging adults outside of 

the structured program space, even if older adolescents or emerging adults were involved 

in activities with which they did not agree (e.g., gang involvement).  
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Small groups or one-on-one meetings with program participants in the 

microsystem were also used to develop deeper relationships. These smaller meetings in 

the microsystem could be used by the youth worker to talk about serious issues occurring 

with the program participant, such as setting boundaries in response to program 

participants’ negative behaviors (e.g., bullying). Sonneveld et al. (2020) also learned that 

Dutch youth workers discussed program participants’ work or school difficulties in one-

on-one meetings with program participants (children, adolescents, or emerging adults), to 

support them in positive outcomes (e.g., academic and work success). Some youth 

workers in the current study also assessed program participants’ academic or career 

progress in one-on-one meetings to promote positive outcomes (e.g., academic and career 

success). Spaces were created by youth workers in the microsystem with program 

participants to discuss social suffering (e.g., police brutality) occurring in the 

macrosystem. This allowed youth workers to better understand program participants’ 

experiences and perspectives of social suffering. Sara put aside regularly scheduled 

program activities to have focused discussion on protests happening against police 

brutality. Discussions about police brutality occurring in Strongport allowed Ann and 

other workers to learn more about the concerns and experiences of program participants 

regarding their portrayal in the media and how they wanted to be viewed by the wider 

society. Youth workers engaging in sociopolitical youth development (process by which 

program participants grow in leadership and critical thinking to engage in activism that 

promotes positive social change) also created spaces for adolescents to discuss social 

issues and felt that this was supportive of adolescent development (e.g., critical thinking 

skills) (Murray, 2017).  
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Youth workers in the current study related that acknowledgement of 

developmental changes occurring in the chronosystem during adolescence and emerging 

adulthood was necessary in their creation of space with program participants. Youth 

workers talked about their need to embody a more supportive role that allowed older 

adolescents or emerging adults the space to grow, make their own decisions, and live 

their own lives even when the outcome was not what they might have wanted for the 

program participant (e.g., unhealthy relationships, gang involvement). There is evidence 

from past studies that adolescents’ ability to make decisions on their own can support 

positive wellbeing (e.g., self-efficacy, increased self-esteem); however, increased 

independent decision making without adult support can be harmful for adolescents when 

they make unhealthy or risky decisions that can lead to poor outcomes (e.g., low self-

esteem, poor academics, substance use) (Davis & McQuillen, 2021). Both adolescent 

connections with positive adults (e.g., youth workers) and adolescent autonomy in 

making choices can lead to increased adolescent mental functioning and pro-social 

behavior (Davis & McQuillen, 2021).  

What Supports Youth Workers in Community Based Programs in Developing and 

Maintaining Relationships with Older Adolescents and Emerging Adults in 

Strongport? 

 Building relationships with older adolescents or emerging adults beyond the 

program space supported relationship development between youth workers and program 

participants. Youth workers and their programs initiated or facilitated the development of 

relationships with older adolescents or emerging adults through outreach efforts in the 

macrosystem. Outreach to prospective or current program participants outside of a 
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physical program space (e.g., virtual outreach, street-based outreach) has also been 

described by youth workers in other studies as an intervention to support initial 

engagement and development of relationships (Ezaki, 2014; Leung et al., 2017; Lim, 

2017; Thompson & Ballantyne, 2017). Youth workers in the current study like Sara 

similarly sought to start relationships with prospective program participants through 

recruiting them at locations outside the program. Sara introduced herself and the program 

to prospective program participants in the community and provided her contact 

information to them if they expressed interest to follow up.  

Youth workers’ program structures could also support the development of 

relationships with program participants. Programs were supported by the macrosystem 

(e.g., government, local mental health policy) or mesosystem (e.g., schools, other 

community programs) in facilitating youth worker relationships with program 

participants. Program partners in the mesosystem (e.g., schools) facilitated youth 

workers’ outreach to prospective program participants in the current study through 

connecting older adolescents or emerging adults to youth workers and their programs. 

Lim (2017) and Rogers et al. (2020) similarly reported that the macrosystem (e.g., city 

government employment program) in addition to the mesosystem (e.g., schools, 

rehabilitation centers, police) linked older adolescents or emerging adults to youth 

workers’ programs in their studies.  

Sometimes, events in the macrosystem, such as police brutality, prompted greater 

generosity on the part of funders to provide resources to programs which created 

opportunities for youth workers to engage with more program participants in the 

microsystem. A policy in the macrosystem also allowed one youth worker’s program to 
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be able to provide mental health services to interested program participants even if their 

caregivers did not “buy in” to that service. Previous literature in contrast has reported 

youth workers’ feelings of constraint in sustaining relationships with adolescents due to 

economic, political, or cultural forces in the macrosystem impacting their programs. 

Mentors and youth workers in the Netherlands and England were impacted negatively in 

their work with program participants through cultural, political, and economic forces 

within the macrosystem that prevented them from discussing issues relevant to the lives 

of program participants and sustaining engagement with program participants (Pope, 

2016; Zaal, 2014).  

Other youth workers or supervisors within study participants’ programs supported 

their development of relationships with program participants. Executive staff at a 

community program represented in the current study facilitated youth workers’ 

relationship development with program participants during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

They took on the task of teaching a class for program participants that was normally 

facilitated by youth workers so that youth workers had more time to meet one on one 

with program participants. McDonough et al. (2018) also found that receiving positive 

support from program administrators motivated youth workers to develop caring relations 

with program participants. Youth workers in the current study additionally received 

advice, feedback, or resources from co-workers or supervisors to help them engage 

program participants or resolve issues with program participants in the microsystem. 

Similarly, I received guidance around setting boundaries in healthy ways with program 

participants from a more experienced youth worker on the church youth program team. 

This team member also showed me ways to implement fun activities with program 
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participants that could promote their wellbeing. Youth workers in the current study also 

received knowledge from their colleagues in the mesosystem about how to build or 

maintain relationships with program participants. One White youth worker particularly 

noted that his colleagues who embodied social identities (e.g., minoritized racial identity) 

similar to the program participants, provided helpful knowledge to him of how to relate 

with program participants.  

Formal (e.g., professional development trainings) and informal (e.g., learning 

from work experiences or personal experiences) knowledge that was relevant to the needs 

and experiences of youth workers or program participants further facilitated relationships 

between program participants and youth workers. Professional development trainings for 

youth workers in the mesosystem were most helpful when topics concerned the social 

suffering experiences (e.g., trauma) of program participants or provided information that 

could support facilitation of relationships with program participants in the microsystem. 

Virtual engagement trainings were especially helpful for some youth workers relating 

with program participants during the COVID-19 pandemic. I also engaged in professional 

development trainings and webinars on relevant issues I encountered in my work (e.g., 

trauma, child protection) that supported me in relating with program participants in ways 

that were healing and protective. Prior studies have also reported positive impacts of 

relevant professional development trainings on youth workers’ practice, including ability 

to affirm adolescent strengths, build positive relations with adolescents, have greater 

knowledge and ability to solve adolescent issues, and exhibit cultural sensitivity and 

awareness (Brady & Redmond, 2017; Hassab Errasoul et al., 2015; Pryce et al., 2018; 

Shockley & Thompson, 2012; Smith & Soule, 2016; Stelter et al., 2021). 
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Youth workers embodied relational styles that had been formed through previous 

work or personal experiences. This was a foundation of knowledge from which they 

could build relationships with older adolescents or emerging adults in the microsystem. 

Two qualitative studies examined youth workers’ use of informal knowledge they 

obtained through personal experiences growing up in similar communities to program 

participants, and prior work experience in youth programs (Harris, 2020; Ross, 2013). 

This informal knowledge supported the youth workers in counseling or engaging with 

adolescents at risk of being involved in violence (Harris, 2020; Ross, 2013). Youth 

workers’ use of this knowledge in the Ross (2013) study supported the maintenance of 

connections with program participants and allowed for the acknowledgement of 

adolescents’ experiences while maintaining program safety (Ross, 2013). My knowledge 

gained from prior work experiences at the mental health agency also supported me in my 

relationship development with program participants at the church youth program. Those 

therapeutic work experiences helped me in being able to build rapport with program 

participants, engage program participants in activities, and support program participants 

confronting grief and loss in the church youth program. Some youth workers in the 

current study also related that on-the-job training, inclusive of a willingness to learn 

about program participants, facilitated their ability to engage program participants in 

ways that best meet their needs. Mentor volunteers similarly sought to learn about 

commonalities and differences to juvenile justice involved mentees which supported 

them in tailoring how they related with program participants (Duron et al., 2020). This 

included engagement with program participants based on their commonalities or focus on 

a common goal when there were differences in their experiences or backgrounds to the 
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mentee (Duron et al., 2020). Youth workers’ embodiment of a stance of openness to 

learning about the program participant in the current study also supported them in gaining 

useful information that informed their engagement with program participants. Sara 

learned from observation of and interaction with a program participant that she needed to 

engage this “quiet” program participant in ways that gave the program participant time 

and space to become more open with her. 

Many programs engaged the mesosystem and macrosystem to obtain resources 

(e.g., interns, food, information, access to virtual programming, money) that would 

support youth workers to start or maintain relationships with older adolescents or 

emerging adults. Partners and funders in youth workers’ mesosystem or macrosystem 

supported youth worker relationships with program participants through providing 

resources that supported them in their work with older adolescents or emerging adults 

(e.g., program space to meet with program participants). One program in England was 

able to obtain food at low prices or for free through their partnership with local 

supermarkets to provide food for program participants experiencing food insecurity (Ord 

& Marks, 2021). Youth workers cooking or eating food together with program 

participants were program activities that helped to maintain relationships between youth 

workers and program participants (Ord & Marks, 2021). In the current study, youth 

workers were also supported by partners (e.g., funders) during the COVID-19 pandemic 

in maintaining relationships with program participants. Funders provided resources that 

helped programs and their workers to continue engaging with program participants, 

including monetary funds or access to virtual programming platforms.  
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Youth workers were often supported by the macrosystem (e.g., program 

participants’ community) in building relationships with program participants in the 

microsystem. The macrosystem facilitated engagement with program participants, 

affirmed the positive work of youth workers, and provided guidance for youth workers 

about how to develop relationships with program participants. There was no existing 

research found by the researcher that focused on program participants’ communities’ 

active support of youth worker relationships with program participants. There is research 

noting how communities can constrain relationships between program participants and 

youth workers. Conflict between adolescents and the community contributed to 

institutional actors’ constraints on youth workers’ activist work with adolescents in 

Belgium (Morris & Loopman, 2018). Research has also described youth workers who 

counter constraints (e.g., gang activity, lack of government funding for programs) in the 

macrosystem through building trusting relationships with program participants in a 

structured environment (Halpern et al., 2000) or creating a safe program space for 

adolescents to shield them from community violence (Lardier et al., 2018).  

Youth workers created microsystems with program participants in the 

macrosystem (community outside program) that supported the development of deeper or 

long-lasting relationships. Learning about the program participant’s life in the 

macrosystem could also allow for the development of positive relationships between 

program participants and the youth worker over time in the chronosystem. Sonneveld et 

al. (2020) found that Dutch youth workers who learned about program participants’ lives 

outside the program were able to better understand program participant needs so that they 

could intervene to promote positive youth development (e.g., academic success, healthy 
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wellbeing). Some youth workers in the current study also supported program participants’ 

positive achievements outside the program in the exosystem through affirming acts such 

as buying items from a program participant’s business. In the current study, one youth 

worker additionally reported that understanding program participants’ lives outside the 

program created deeper and long-lasting relationships. This youth worker created a 

microsystem within the macrosystem that was safe for an older adolescent to talk with 

him for greater understanding of the program participant’ social suffering experiences 

(e.g., reasons for becoming involved with a gang). The youth worker’s action supported 

the maintenance of the relationship with the program participant even when the program 

participant was no longer in the Strongport community.  

Youth workers’ positive relationships with program participants’ families in the 

microsystem also supported positive relationships with program participants. Past 

research has found that youth worker engagement with families can support program 

participants in being more open to connecting with the youth worker (Donlan et al., 2017) 

and can facilitate the work youth workers do in promoting positive outcomes in program 

participants (e.g., academic success, positive relations with others) (Cahill et al., 2002). 

Spencer et al. (2011) found that parents who had positive connections with their child’s 

mentor supported and facilitated mentor relationships with their children. Miles, a youth 

worker in the current study, related a significant instance of being supported in 

relationship development by a family with whom he had “created a bond.” Even though 

the young man in the family had previously tried to distance himself from Miles and 

engaged in activities that resulted in incarceration, Miles continued to engage the young 

man and was supported in this relationship by the young man’s family. Alternatively, 
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some parents in the study conducted by Spencer et al. (2011) who expressed feeling more 

distant in their relationship to their child’s mentor reported less satisfaction with the 

mentor’s relationship with their child (Spencer et al., 2011).  

Youth workers described that embodying enjoyment in relating with older 

adolescents or emerging adults was an important motivator for them in building positive 

relationships with program participants. Two studies of out of school time workers and 

volunteer mentors also reported that study participants largely expressed having a desire 

to work with program participants and support program participants or their families 

(Hall et al., 2020; Shirer et al., 2020). Youth workers in the current study added that their 

enjoyment of working with adolescents or emerging adults supported them in 

intentionally building and maintaining relationships with program participants. Some 

youth workers in the current study also desired to work with older adolescents or 

emerging adults to provide a supportive presence or intervention that they did not receive 

when they were younger. Steve appreciated that he and others in his program could 

provide space for adolescent males to express themselves amongst one another, 

something that he did not always experience as an adolescent growing up in Strongport. 

Alan added that individuals such as youth workers “who've been through hardships in the 

past” get “joy” from “being able to… put someone else in the situation where they don't 

have to go through that.” As opposed to Steve and Alan, mentor volunteers in one study 

reported having a desire to mentor program participants because they wanted to provide 

the same support they received when they were younger (Shier et al., 2020). Sara, a youth 

worker in the current study, similarly was motivated in providing creative experiences for 
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program participants due to having a “seminal experience” with creative art in high 

school.  

There were also aspects of the youth worker self not contained in the study’s 

theoretical frameworks that motivated them in their development of relationships. Some 

youth workers reported that they were compelled to engage with program participants 

through transcendent experiences or beliefs based in their life purpose, religion, or 

spirituality. These were ethereal experiences unbound by environmental structures or 

social identities as described by youth workers. I was also motivated to engage in 

building relationships with adolescents and emerging adults based in my spirituality. 

Despite challenges I faced sometimes as a youth worker, I felt that this Light – God, my 

faith in Jesus - was propelling me forward and guiding me in my work amid uncertainty 

and struggle. 

Like youth workers in the current study, another study found that social service 

providers serving Latinos in a large US city described having a sense of being “called” to 

work with their clients (Negi et al.,2019). This finding was more likely to be reported by 

social service workers who also identified as Latino (Negi et al., 2019). All the youth 

workers in the current study who identified having a “calling” grounded in their life 

purpose or spirituality also identified with similar minoritized racial or ethnic groups to 

program participants. Youth workers in England who engaged in outreach youth work in 

the community similarly expressed that they were driven to develop positive relationships 

with youth because of their Christian faith that valued love and care for others such as 

adolescents (Thompson & Ballantyne, 2017). Some also shared that they explicitly 

sought direction from God through prayer and spiritual promptings that facilitated their 
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engagement with youth in the community (Thompson & Ballantyne, 2017). Unlike 

Thompson and Ballantyne (2017), youth workers in the current study who expressed 

spiritual or religious motivations for their work, did not explicitly discuss behaviors that 

they engaged in such as prayer that guided them in how they related with program 

participants.  

 It was particularly important for youth workers to understand the social identities, 

relational styles, and personalities they embodied to support their development of 

relationships with program participants. Self-awareness of youth workers’ embodied 

identities and personal characteristics was an important ingredient in being able to build 

authentic and healthy relationships with program participants. Trainings that include 

times for self-awareness, including cultural assumptions and behaviors, has been found to 

be an important component for mentors in building positive relationships with program 

participants from different cultures to themselves (Smith & Soule, 2016). One program 

represented in this study similarly supported some of its youth workers in racial self-

awareness. The program connected youth workers with professional development 

training that provided space for them to examine themselves and their programs 

regarding issues related to race and equity. Youth workers were then expected to create a 

plan for program practices, including in their relations with program participants, that 

were anti-racist. According to some youth workers in the current study, it was also 

helpful to be aware of one’s motivations (e.g., reason for working with older adolescents) 

in addition to different background characteristics (e.g., personality, life experiences, 

culture) related to their work with program participants.  
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Self-care practices also supported youth workers in maintaining relationships with 

program participants in the microsystem. Embodying a reflective stance with program 

participants and embodying an attitude that valued self-care could lead to youth worker 

actions (e.g., taking a break, self-reflection on work with program participants) that 

contributed to sustainable relationships with program participants. Embodiment of a 

supportive role for program participants rather than an agent of control also supported 

youth workers in maintaining healthy boundaries for themselves as they sought to 

develop or maintain relationships with program participants in the microsystem. Youth 

workers and youth ministry students in other studies have also noted that the ability to 

have personal boundaries and engage in self-care practices was important for them in 

being able to work with program participants (Hall et al., 2020; Heflin, 2011). 

What Constrains Youth Workers in Community Based Programs in Developing and 

Maintaining Relationships with Older Adolescents and Emerging Adults in 

Strongport? 

 There were several factors that could constrain relationships between youth 

workers and older adolescents or emerging adults. Some youth workers’ embodiment of a 

particular personality or relationship style that differed from the program participant 

made it difficult for youth workers to relate with program participants in the 

microsystem. Ann reported difficulties in building relationships with program 

participants who were reserved or quiet as she was more of an extrovert. Griffith and 

Johnson (2019) additionally discovered that some youth workers in the US experienced 

difficulties in building trust due to adolescent characteristics such as style of engagement 

(e.g., reserved) or personality (e.g., quiet). Ann still maintained her connection to 
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program participants with different styles of engagement or personalities to her by 

communicating with them in ways that were preferred (e.g., texts, meeting one-on-one). 

In addition to youth workers, research has also found that program participants have 

reported difficulties relating to youth workers who embody personalities or relational 

styles that are not engaging to them (Kazlauskaite et al., 2020). Findings from a study of 

program participant experiences in a mentoring program, showed that adolescents and 

emerging adults who felt less connected to program mentors described mentors as being 

not empathetic, not affirming, and inauthentic (Kazlauskaite et al., 2020). Youth workers 

in the current study also noted the importance of being authentic and affirming of 

program participants to build positive relationships with program participants.  

 Some youth workers also reported that it could be difficult to build relationships 

with program participants who were perceived by them to embody a closed relational 

style because of their stage of development or experiences of social suffering (e.g., no 

experience of positive adult figure, trauma). Two youth workers in this study noted that 

some program participants disengaged from them due to unwillingness to resolve issues 

(e.g., mental illness) that interfered with their relationship. Previous research also notes 

constraints in relationships with youth workers due to program participants being 

reserved or not open to expressing themselves with youth workers (Griffith & Johnson, 

2019; Hirsch et al., 2011; Morgan-Consoli et al., 2016). Morgan-Consoli et al. (2016) and 

Hirsch et al. (2011) reported that some adolescents were not open with youth workers 

because program participants were perceived by youth workers as one-dimensional (e.g., 

youth worker only perceives the adolescent as not being serious about life rather than 

being open to the possibility that the adolescent thinks deeply about future life goals) or 
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program participants experienced discomfort and confusion about program expectations. 

Griffith and Johnson (2019) also related that youth workers believed that adolescents may 

not be open to trusting them because of negative experiences they have had in past 

relationships or because they are not highly engaged with the program. Like Griffith and 

Johnson (2019), youth workers in the current study reported that the lack of positive 

adults, trauma, or challenges at home outside the program made it difficult for program 

participants to be open to engaging with or listening to them. Larson and Walker (2010) 

also described challenges at home that prevented program participants from being 

engaged with the program and youth workers. Larson and Walker (2010) reported that 

program participants stopped attending programs facilitated by youth workers due to not 

having transportation money to get to the program or having to work to contribute to their 

family’s limited incomes. The current study found that not only program participants’ 

social suffering experiences impacted relationships, but also youth workers’ social 

suffering experiences could constrain positive relationships with program participants. 

Some youth workers shared that crises impacting their lives such as the COVID-19 

pandemic, social unrest, and personal trauma from their past could make it hard for them 

to be present to program participants or to relate in healthy ways with program 

participants (e.g., difficulty setting healthy boundaries).  

Families who did not support relationships between youth workers and program 

participants in the current study or who did not “buy in” to the youth workers’ program 

could also constrain or disrupt relationships. Conflicts between parents and youth 

workers in the microsystem could lead to parents’ initiating a disruption of the 

relationship being built between youth workers and program participants. Kim (2018) 
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also found that conflict with parents could constrain relationships between adolescents 

and church -based youth workers. Melissa, a youth worker in the current study, reported 

that she and other youth workers at her program who embodied different social identities 

(e.g., minoritized racial identity) to parents and their children (e.g., White) led to some of 

these parents avoiding continued contact with youth workers, not allowing for their 

children’s engagement with youth workers. Other studies have also found that 

relationships between youth workers and program participants can end when parents are 

not supportive of the relationship or the program participants’ engagement in the program 

(Erdem et al., 2016; Larson & Walker, 2010; Steyn et al., 2012). Spencer et al. (2011) 

further found that some parents who expressed feeling more distant in their relationship 

to their child’s mentor reported less satisfaction with the mentor’s relationship with their 

child (Spencer et al., 2011).  

Some youth workers mentioned experiences in which embodiment of particular 

social identities based on race, sexual orientation, or language contributed to constraints 

in building relationships with program participants who embodied different social 

identities to them. This contrasts with a finding in a literature review of studies on 

cultural competence and youth program volunteers. The literature review reported a study 

finding that having similar or differing racialized identities in a mentoring relationship 

has no impact on the preservation of these relationships when matches were based on 

similar interests, geographic closeness, or program participant and parent preferences to 

be matched with a mentor of the same race (Smith & Soule, 2016).  

Importantly, some youth workers suggested that embodiment of a white 

paternalistic identity could center White youth workers’ ideas and views of how to work 
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with older adolescents or emerging adults that may not be relevant to program 

participants. Other research has illustrated unequal power dynamics that are present in 

relationships between adults with privileged social identities and adolescents with 

marginalized social identities (Kennedy, 2018; McKamey, 2017; Ralph, 2014). Black 

male adult professionals had the privilege of being able to come to gang involved 

adolescents’ community with authority to guide the adolescents in appropriate ways to 

achieve life success because of their higher social status (due to class, education, 

profession) (Ralph, 2014). The adolescents, though, were limited in their ability to move 

into the more privileged existences of those who pointed them to a more positive life 

(Forrester, 2021; Ralph, 2014).  

Research has also presented ways that youth workers have balanced power 

dynamics that occur in their relationships with program participants to empower or affirm 

program participants. Duron et al. (2020) found that mentors who embodied privileged 

identities such as middle class or a White racial identity, became aware of the systemic 

inequalities that perpetuated social suffering in program participants’ lives after deeper 

relationships with mentees were developed. Sara, a White youth worker in the current 

study with several years of experience building relationships with program participants, 

also reported becoming aware that she needed to “balance” her “feeling of white 

saviorism” and acknowledged that she does not always need to be the one to intervene. 

The awareness of systemic inequalities shared by some mentors with privileged identities 

in the study conducted by Duron et al. (2020) also led them to critique their own ideas of 

the interventions needed to respond to program participants’ delinquent behavior. It also 

influenced them to build authentic, affirming, and equitable relationships with program 
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participants with marginalized social identities (Duron et al., 2020), necessary relational 

qualities also mentioned by youth workers in the current study.  

Some youth workers in the current study also believed that funders in the 

exosystem or programs in the mesosystem did not always allow for the embodiment of 

minoritized program participants’ and minoritized youth workers’ cultural backgrounds. 

This constrained youth workers in building authentic relationships with program 

participants. Alan and Jenee particularly related that funding requirements or policies that 

did not allow for culturally relevant interventions for program participants could pose 

problems in engaging minoritized program participants (e.g., Black program 

participants). A review of research concerning cultural competence and mentoring also 

presented studies reporting that programs tailored for those of a European American 

cultural background have not been able to engage minoritized program participants 

(Smith & Soule, 2016), curbing the possibility of youth worker engagement with 

minoritized program participants. Smith and Soule (2016) also presented study findings 

showing that minoritized program participants often experienced racism in these 

Eurocentric programs.  

As funding requirements or policies impacting programs in the current study were 

reported by youth workers to be made in the exosystem without youth workers’ input, it 

was noted by youth workers that this could often lead to irrelevant or faulty program 

policies and funding requirements. Carpenter (2017) also noted that federally mandated 

government logic models that were not informed by youth worker perspectives, did not 

support youth workers in meeting all the relevant needs of students. Rather, these logic 

models constrained youth workers to focus only on individual behavioral management in 
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students (Carpenter, 2017). The logic models also failed to address the larger social 

inequalities of poverty and the segregated educational system that negatively impacted 

student academics (Carpenter, 2017). Some youth workers in the current study believed 

that irrelevant funding requirements or policies such as the program logic models 

described by Carpenter (2017) would cause program participants and youth workers to 

not subscribe to the program due to their irrelevance. One youth worker mentioned that 

funding policies unsupportive of youth workers’ livelihood (e.g., not providing pay to 

youth workers facilitating a funded intervention) did not promote sustainable 

relationships between youth workers and program participants. A recent observational 

study of out-of-school time workers’ perceptions of characteristics of the out-of-school-

time field, added that adequate pay and benefits were not broadly obtainable for workers 

(Hall et al., 2020). This was a perception particularly held by out-of-school time workers 

who had at least a Bachelor’s degree or for those who were front-line staff (Hall et al., 

2020). Out-of-school time workers expressed a desire for greater benefits and pay for 

their financial security, and noted that lack of adequate pay and benefits influenced 

workers in looking for jobs outside of the out-of-school time field (Hall et al., 2020). 

Ann, a participant in the current study, also highlighted the difficulties in youth workers 

sustaining their work with program participants due to low pay or benefits. She reported 

that youth workers couldn’t be expected to build a relationship with program participants 

when they were “worried… about… bills...” Despite the lack of adequate pay overall, 

out-of-school time workers in the Hall et al. (2020) study had a passion for working with 

program participants, that helped to sustain them in their jobs.  
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The macrosystem (e.g., lack of safety in community where program located, 

current policy change that decreased resources for immigrants) could also constrain 

programs from providing services that would allow youth workers to maintain 

relationships with program participants. Programs in the mesosystem sometimes 

constrained relationship development between youth workers and program participants in 

the microsystem through provision of temporary services that did not adequately meet the 

needs of program participants impacted by social suffering (e.g., trauma). Emslie (2019) 

also found that the macrosystem (e.g., neo-liberal policies) constrained youth workers in 

Australia from relating with program participants in ways that best meet their needs. 

Instead, youth workers often engaged with program participants in ways that were more 

responsive to the interests of governments or neoliberal policies than to program 

participants (Emslie, 2019). Some youth workers in the current study also added that their 

programs in the mesosystem, rather than governments or neo-liberal policies, constrained 

their relations with program participants. Three youth workers reported that they did not 

receive adequate guidance through supervision or program policies and procedures in 

meeting the needs of program participants in the microsystem.  

Strengths and Limitations 

 This section provides an overview of the strengths and limitations of this study 

regarding its methodology and paradigms.  

Strengths 

 There are some important strengths of this study. This study is one of the few 

studies that focuses on youth worker perspectives of their relationships with older 

adolescents or emerging adults in the US. Previous research conducted on programs 
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targeting adolescents and emerging adults based in the US predominantly involve 

researchers observing youth worker practices from a distance rather than direct 

exploration of youth workers’ perspectives on their practice as was done in the current 

study (Larson et al., 2011). This study’s focus on youth worker’s subjective work 

experiences provides greater knowledge of the unique perspectives of youth workers on 

their development of relationships with program participants. The knowledge gained 

from this study can give program staff, funders, and policy makers insight into what 

hinders or facilitates positive relationships with adolescents and emerging adults from the 

vantage point of those who are directly involved in working with program participants 

(Barcelona & Quinn, 2011; Forrester, 2021; Lerner & Lerner, 2013). Knowledge 

presented in this study is also relevant for relationship building with program participants 

at specific developmental stages – older adolescents and emerging adults – who have 

been noted to be more likely to disengage from programs in previous research (Saito & 

Sullivan, 2011). There is a paucity of research exploring youth workers’ experiences 

specific to supporting the positive development of older adolescents and emerging adults 

who require developmentally specific services that can support their engagement in 

community-based programs and their transition to adulthood (Barcelona & Quinn, 2011; 

Cleveland & Goldstein, 2019; Hadley et al., 2010; Saito & Sullivan, 2011).  

The constructivist paradigm on which this study was grounded, and the study 

methodology were also strengths of this study meant to increase validity. The 

constructivist paradigm considers multiple subjective understandings of experiences to 

gain greater insight into phenomena (Crotty, 1998). As such, I was led to utilize several 

theoretical frameworks that could provide varied perspectives to more fully understand 
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how youth workers perceive their relationships with older adolescents and emerging 

adults in specific environments. Theoretical frameworks also provided a broad rationale 

for research decisions and helped to process research data (Forrester, 2021). This study 

utilized a multi-method qualitative design (Patton, 2002). Multiple methods (interviews, 

researcher journal notes, document review) were used to understand a variety of youth 

worker experiences of relationships with program participants. Demographic surveys 

were also used to provide information on youth workers’ self-reported social identities 

and organizational contexts that can also influence their perceptions of how they build 

and maintain relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults (Crotty, 1998; 

Rosa & Tudge, 2013; Suffrin et al., 2016). The study design increased research rigor 

through validity checks across data obtained via different methods (Johnson et al., 2017; 

Patton, 2002). It also provided opportunities to explore complementary information 

collected through different methods for greater insight into the study topic (Patton, 2002).  

The use of homogenous purposive sampling was also useful in understanding the 

experiences of youth workers in community-based programs located in the US (Palinkas 

et al., 2015; Patton, 2002). Study participants represented a variety of community-based 

programs which allowed me to understand the experiences of youth workers from 

different work settings. Study participants included youth workers at early, mid, and late 

career stages that allowed for exploration of perspectives from youth workers newer to 

the field as well as those who had more years of experience. Saturation, the point at 

which there is no new information shared about a phenomenon of interest in qualitative 

research (Saunders et al., 2018), was achieved after interviewing the first 12 study 

participants. Previous research notes that saturation usually comes about after 
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interviewing at least 12 participants for more homogenous samples (Guest et al., 2006). 

Member checking insured the validity of study results obtained from other study 

methods. The use of multiple methods also helped to triangulate research findings to 

increase validity (Padgett, 2017).  

Anonymity of the community-based programs study participants represented, and 

the protection of study participants’ confidentiality and privacy also was a strength of this 

study. These protections provided study participants’ greater freedom to be honest in 

sharing their perspectives about the topic, including constraining factors in relationships 

with program participants. The transparent presentation of this study’s theoretical 

frameworks and the study methodology increased the validity of findings elicited. 

Documentation of my analysis procedures through journaling about the research process, 

compiling transcriptions of individual interviews, and filing document excerpts and 

pictures also helped to increase trustworthiness of findings (Padgett, 2017). Transparency 

of the research process allows readers of this study to be aware of how research findings 

were obtained and to critically examine the research process. Other researchers who want 

to explore this topic further or related topics can disprove or expand this study’s 

frameworks, creating new knowledge (Collins & Stockton, 2018). 

Limitations 

 This study also has some limitations. Although this study’s theoretical 

frameworks provided varied perspectives to gain insight into the study topic, they do not 

account for all perspectives on this topic. As discussed in the Results section summary, 

there were some results that did not fit neatly into the study’s theoretical frameworks. 

Motivations to work with program participants grounded in life purpose, religiosity, and 
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spirituality were characterized as transcendent concepts not fully accounted for in the 

study’s theoretical frameworks. Despite this limitation, the flexible use of theoretical 

frameworks allowed for the emergence of findings that did not fully align with theoretical 

frameworks. My perspectives and interpretations of youth worker perspectives also may 

not account for all of youth workers’ true feelings and thoughts of the topic. As reported 

in my reflexivity section of the Methods chapter, some youth workers appeared to be 

resistant to the research process, so may not have felt as open to share all their true 

perspectives on the research topic. The perspectives I brought to my interpretation of 

research findings may also be influenced by my previous experiences as a youth worker 

and my social identities. The presentation of youth workers’ own words transcribed from 

recordings and their pictures when possible helps to offset this limitation by centering 

their perspectives amid my subjective interpretation of the data.  

 This study only included youth workers who represented community-based 

programs in one city of the US. Community-based programs providing other services 

other than workforce development, educational enrichment, creative arts, community 

organizing, leadership development, mentoring, mental health, family assistance, 

sports/recreation, nutrition and wellness were not represented in this sample. Researchers 

should include youth workers in their samples representing other types of community-

based programs such as faith-based or medical programs. Youth workers in this study 

only identified with a male or female gender, so their perspectives did not account for 

youth workers who may identify with genders other than female or male. Researchers 

should also seek to include youth workers who identify with other genders other than 

male or female when possible. Youth workers in the current study tended to be mid-
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career in leadership or managerial job positions. Future study samples should also include 

more youth workers at early and late stages of their career, or that are in frontline 

positions.  

Racial or ethnic groups other than Black, White, Bi-racial (racial identities), 

African nation, European ethnicity, Caribbean (ethnic identities) were not represented in 

this study’s sample. The conflation of race and ethnicity on the demographic survey did 

not allow for possible distinctions to be expressed regarding these social identities. In 

future, questions regarding study participants’ ethnicity and race should be asked 

separately to allow for greater understanding of how these complex social identities may 

influence youth work. The perspectives of older adolescents, emerging adults, and other 

staff members other than youth workers at community-based programs, was not explored 

in this study. These other perspectives could provide a greater understanding of how 

youth workers are perceived by those directly impacted in the relationships they build 

(e.g., older adolescents or emerging adults) or by other staff (e.g., accounting, office 

secretary) who observe youth workers. Their perspectives could also be compared to 

youth worker perspectives on building relationships with program participants.  

 The anonymity of the community-based programs and the city where they were 

located did not allow the researcher to adequately describe the environmental context of 

youth workers. More detailed descriptions of the Strongport community and the 

community-based programs youth workers represented would have allowed the reader to 

gain greater understanding of specific community and organizational factors that 

contributed to youth worker development of relationships with program participants. This 

could have provided information to policy makers or individuals in the youth work field 
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of how results could be possibly applied to programs in contexts like community-based 

programs represented in this study. However, anonymity ultimately gave a greater 

opportunity to understand youth workers’ honest beliefs about the development of 

relationships with older adolescents or emerging adults.  

Implications 

 This study provided greater understanding of contributors to youth workers’ 

perceived development of relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults. It 

also highlighted transcendent motivations for some youth workers in their development 

of relationships with older adolescents and emerging adults. Youth workers in this study 

provided a deeper understanding of the relationship building process with program 

participants that is flexible, nuanced, and complex. Implications of study findings for 

practice, policy, and research will be discussed below. I will also weave in the 

perspectives of study participants and myself that reflect on the implications of this study 

for practice, policy, or research. 

Implications for Practice 

Professional Development for Youth Workers in Community-based Programs 

Targeting Older Adolescents or Emerging Adults 

The study results suggest that youth workers may benefit from professional 

development initiatives that are relevant to their subjective work experiences, or to the 

needs and experiences of program participants. Youth workers in the current study 

related that study information could be useful in trainings or workshops for those who are 

new to the field of youth work and those already in the youth work field. Knowledge 

about building relationships with program participants can aid both new and seasoned 
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youth workers in promoting positive social outcomes (e.g., school engagement, pro-social 

behavior) and in reducing negative social outcomes (e.g., substance use, delinquency) 

through the positive relationships they form with older adolescents or emerging adults 

(Bonnell et al., 2016; Borden et al., 2011; Bowers et al., 2015; Maynard et al., 2015; 

Travis & Leech, 2014). This knowledge can also inform youth worker practices that 

decrease stigmatization of adolescents and emerging adults (Lerner, 2018; Sullivan & 

Larson, 2010; Travis, 2010).  

Professional development topics that may be particularly useful for youth workers 

are boundary setting, mental health (e.g., trauma), family engagement, crisis 

management, cultural awareness and sensitivity, social equity, as youth workers 

expressed some difficulties that could occur in relationships with program participants 

related to these issues. Youth workers also related how the community often supported 

them in their relationships with program participants, so professional development 

regarding community engagement may be beneficial as well. Self-care practices (e.g., 

breathing exercises) also sustained youth workers in the current study in their 

relationships with program participants. Professional development initiatives could also 

focus on providing resources and strategies to youth workers for incorporating useful 

self-care activities into their lives. Professional knowledge should be flexible to allow for 

authentic interactions between youth workers and program participants. Susan, a youth 

worker in the current study, shared that "it's nice to know the steps… what you should be 

saying and doing” to build relationships with program participants but cautioned that this 

knowledge should not “be too restrictive… because… that's going to hinder the natural 

interaction… Students are going to sniff out if you're being genuine or not.”  
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Youth workers in the current study also valued informal means of professional 

development, particularly gaining knowledge from co-workers or supervisors to support 

their relationship development with program participants. Some also expressed in 

member checking meetings their desire to interact with others in the field to learn more 

about building relationships with program participants. Miles related that he wanted to 

see how others worked with program participants so he could think about his practice and 

consider if he could do some new things in his work with program participants. Sara was 

also interested in learning about how other youth workers overcame constraints to their 

development of relationships with program participants. Miles and Sara’s comments 

reveal the importance of an association of youth workers who can learn and share best 

practices with one another. Youth workers and youth program directors from 8 US 

communities in a 2005 survey also expressed a need for greater support in their jobs 

through improved peer associations and appropriate supervisory feedback (Yohalem & 

Pittman, 2006). Previous research has also noted positive benefits from youth worker 

associations for professional development. Connections with other youth workers in 

professional development initiatives or university courses have led to greater ability to 

work with adolescents (Fischer et al., 2011; Ross et al., 2011; Ross, 2012; Shockley & 

Thompson, 2012). Youth workers in these educational programs also gained support 

from others for their work and were affirmed in their practice knowledge (Fischer et al., 

2011; Ross et al., 2011; Ross, 2012; Shockley & Thompson, 2012). Previous studies have 

also found that a positive relationship between supervisors and youth workers was found 

to support youth worker learning (Heflin, 2011; Pryce et al., 2018).  
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Organizational Practices for Community-based Programs Targeting Older Adolescents 

and Emerging Adults 

Study findings have implications for organizations’ recruitment of youth workers 

and organization level initiatives to support youth workers in building and sustaining 

relationships with program participants. Study results imply the importance of a diverse 

team of youth workers (e.g., different personalities, cultures, roles, etc.) who can provide 

support and knowledge for building relationships with program participants. Youth 

workers having a similar background to program participants was also a factor that could 

facilitate relationships with program participants. Steve particularly noted that having 

workers or volunteers who were Black at his program was necessary as he believed that 

the program would not go very far without having workers who looked like the program 

participants or had similar life experiences. Therefore, it is suggested that organizations 

targeting older adolescents or emerging adults intentionally hire youth workers that 

reflect a diversity of relational styles, personalities, backgrounds, and other relevant 

social identities. It is also important that organizations seek out youth workers with 

similar life experiences or social identities to program participants to recruit into their 

programs. In addition, the current study found that having enjoyment in working with 

older adolescents or emerging adults motivated and supported youth workers in building 

and maintaining relationships with program participants. Some youth workers related that 

they also enjoyed being able to provide experiences or resources that they never received 

when they were younger. Organizations should seek to recruit youth workers who have 

an interest in working with older adolescents or emerging adults as evidenced in their 

academic, personal, or work history, to support more sustainable relationships. Youth 
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workers in a study conducted by Hall et al. (2020) expressed having great passion in 

working with program participants that sustained them in their careers despite work 

difficulties.  

Organizations serving older adolescents or emerging adults may benefit from 

learning from youth workers about how they build relationships with program 

participants. Youth workers in the current study noted that programs that were irrelevant 

to the needs or experiences of themselves or program participants did not support their 

development of relationships with program participants. Knowledge gained from 

understanding youth worker perspectives of relationship development, can inform the 

creation of organizational structures that are supportive of authentic youth worker 

relationships with program participants. Alan, a youth worker in the current study, also 

reported that it was important for programs to “root” their program structures in the 

“cultural paradigms” of those being served (e.g., African Americans) as it affirms 

program participants, a component of healthy relationship development shared by youth 

workers. It is recommended that administrators of organizations serving older adolescents 

and emerging adults ensure that program activities and procedures are culturally relevant 

and that they adequately support the needs of program participants. 

Self-care practices supported youth workers in maintaining relationships with 

program participants in the current study. Anthony suggested that having extended “time 

to engage with… [the youth workers] we work with… in a social setting that has nothing 

to do with the work that we do” is also important in being able to maintain relationships 

with program participants “because…. sometimes self-care is needed that just looks like 

spending time with each other….” To support youth workers in maintaining relationships 
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with program participants, organizations may consider creating time and space for youth 

worker engagement in self-care practices such as peer engagement outside of the work 

setting, or other self-care practices expressed by youth workers as beneficial. Steve also 

noted that his program had “hiatuses” for youth workers to take a break. When possible, 

organizations should set aside time(s) for youth workers to have a break, such as a break 

in major program activities, shortened work hours or weeks, or other ideas for “hiatuses” 

suggested by youth workers.  

Youth worker self-awareness was found to be important in building authentic 

relationships. It may be useful for organizations to facilitate space that is safe and 

comfortable for youth workers to process their work experiences (e.g., fears regarding the 

futures of program participants) and relevant aspects of their identities that impact work 

with program participants. This could also be a time for youth workers to reflect on their 

level of interest in their work. This could promote greater self-awareness of personal 

factors that can support their development and maintenance of authentic relationships 

with program participants. As Ann said in the current study, youth workers could not 

really build relationships with others if they did not have an awareness of themselves. I 

also found that my reflections on my own youth worker experiences in this study and in 

meetings with supervisors during my time as a youth worker, allowed me to become 

more aware of how I built relationships with older adolescents or emerging adults and 

what constrained or supported relationship development. This helped me to think about 

what I might do differently to build positive relationships with program participants.  
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Implications for Policy 

 Some youth workers in the current study talked about policies and funding 

requirements (e.g., no payment for youth workers facilitating a funded intervention) that 

constrained their relationships with program participants. Policies and funding 

requirements that were constraining did not support sustainable relationships between 

program participants and youth workers. Some youth workers expressed the importance 

of proper pay and benefits to allow youth workers greater ability to sustain relationships 

with program participants. As noted in a recent observational study of out-of-school time 

workers’ perceptions of characteristics of the out-of-school-time field, workers expressed 

a desire for greater benefits and pay for financial security (Hall et al., 2020). Out-of-

school time workers reported that lack of adequate pay and benefits often influenced 

workers in looking for jobs outside of the out-of-school time field (Hall et al., 2020). 

Funders and policy makers at the local, state, or national level should promote policies 

and funding requirements that explicitly provide for livable wages and benefits for youth 

workers. Administrators of community-based programs should also advocate for 

adequate benefits and pay for youth workers as needed to support youth worker 

maintenance of relationships with program participants.  

According to Jenee, policy makers with no current personal experience of the 

youth worker field created policies (e.g., not allowing youth workers to utilize 

interventions culturally relevant to program participants like entertainment or food) that 

were unsupportive of youth workers building relationships with program participants. It 

is recommended that policy makers and funders listen to feedback from those impacted 

by their policies or funding requirements. It would be beneficial for funders and policy 
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makers to learn directly from youth workers and program participants about ways they 

can support positive program participant outcomes that are culturally relevant. Learning 

about the constraining or supportive factors in building relationships with program 

participants can inform culturally responsive policies that promote sustainable 

relationships between program participants and youth workers. It is also important for 

policy makers and funders to assess the impact of their policies and funding requirements 

on the work of youth workers and the program participants they serve, so that it is 

ensured that these requirements or policies are truly supporting relationships between 

youth workers and program participants that can lead to healthy development. Funders or 

policy makers could also consider collaborating with researchers outside of their 

institutions to evaluate the impact of their policies or funding requirements on programs 

serving older adolescents or emerging adults.  

Youth workers in the current study expressed that knowledge that was relevant to 

the experiences and needs of program participants or themselves, was supportive of 

relationship development with program participants. Jane, a youth worker in the current 

study, emphasized that “most professional development trainings…will be forced on you 

by funders and those are never helpful.” She found that trainings that she and program 

participants, who were managers of her program, “chose to get together,” were the most 

supportive of their work. Therefore, it is important for funders to learn directly from 

youth workers and program participants about their interests or needs regarding 

professional development. After listening to these key stakeholders, funders could 

specifically find out from youth workers what trainings or workshops for professional 

development would be most desirable for them concerning their work-related needs or 



201 
 

experiences. More funding is needed to provide monetary resources for programs to give 

youth workers greater ability and incentive to attend trainings or workshops that can 

support their work with program participants. Steve, a youth worker in the current study, 

reported in his member-checking meeting that non-profit programs like his often did not 

have a large budget for professional development.  

Results from this study may be useful as a resource for youth workers and 

program administrators to advocate for better policies and funding requirements. This 

advocacy can promote policies and funding requirements for professional development, 

salaries, and program interventions, that support sustainable relationships with program 

participants. Crystal highlighted the necessity of advocacy in maintaining space for 

program participants and youth workers to relate authentically with one another. She 

advocated to keep the authentic relationships being built in the program space from being 

constrained by “stakeholders” and “gatekeepers” by 

…touting some of the things that for [program] are on the side but for 

[gatekeeper and stakeholders] it's more a main reason why we're there… so it's 

holding space for [authentic relationships with program participants in the 

program] and communicating… translating what [program] doing to [stakeholders 

and gatekeeper] so that [program] can keep doing it. 

Implications for Research 

 There are future directions for research to build upon the findings elicited from 

this study. More research needs to be conducted on youth workers in the US to provide 

greater understanding of their roles, needs, and strengths to support the work they do in 

promoting positive youth development. This is needed because there are fewer studies 
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that have specifically explored youth workers’ relationships with adolescents and 

emerging adults in the US, an important factor that can support or impede positive 

outcomes (Barcelona & Quinn, 2011; Larson et al., 2015; Vasudevan, 2017). Increased 

knowledge of how youth workers in the US perceive their work experiences can give 

program staff, funders, and policy makers insight into what hinders or facilitates positive 

relationships with adolescents and emerging adults (Barcelona & Quinn, 2011; Forrester, 

2021; Lerner & Lerner, 2013). This knowledge can assist program staff, funders, and 

policy makers in promoting positive social outcomes (e.g., school engagement, pro-social 

behavior) and in reducing negative social outcomes (e.g., substance use, delinquency) 

through support of positive relationships between program participants and youth 

workers (Bonnell et al., 2016; Bowers et al., 2015).  

It is also important for this research to consider the perspectives of youth workers 

so that information is contextualized and relevant to the experiences of youth workers. 

Alan, a youth worker in the current study, noted during member checking that he is 

generally frustrated with research projects because they are not organic or grounded in 

real life. He was glad that he participated in this study because he felt the process was 

more “humanized.” Jenee and Alan shared that research grounded within the lived 

experiences of youth workers is necessary to understand what is really happening in the 

youth work field. Not considering youth worker perspectives can marginalize their 

voices. Jenee further explained that youth worker voices are often marginalized due to 

serving youth who are viewed through a negative and disempowering lens. Exploration 

of youth worker perspectives on their relationships with adolescents and emerging adults 

can also deepen the understanding of how youth workers create affirming and caring 
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relationships with individuals vulnerable to involvement in the criminal justice system, 

dropping out of school, or being negatively stereotyped (e.g., viewed as delinquent, 

unintelligent, dysfunctional) (Borden et al., 2011; Maynard et al., 2015; Travis & Leech, 

2014).  

It may be also useful for researchers to consider partnering with interested 

community programs serving adolescents or emerging adults to understand youth 

workers’ lived experiences serving program participants. If agreed to or requested by the 

program or youth workers, researchers can provide knowledge from the research to 

inform the development or maintenance of relationships with program participants. 

Researchers can also use this knowledge in collaboration with the program or youth 

workers to advocate for better policies and funding requirements that promote the 

development of positive relationships between youth workers and program participants. 

Researchers can train interested youth program staff, administrators, or program 

participants in evaluation of their programs to inform the promotion of positive relational 

development between youth workers and program participants. This indigenous practice 

knowledge could produce information that is truly relevant to the needs or experiences of 

youth workers and program participants. Zeller-Berkman et al. (2015) examined how 

youth programs integrated youth as leaders with them in program evaluation to positively 

engage youth and enhance program services. They found that despite the challenges (e.g., 

time constraints due to other program work), the inclusion of youth as evaluators 

promoted positive youth development (e.g., increased leadership skills) (Zeller-Berkman 

et al., 2015). The process of engaging in program evaluation also allowed for deeper 

connections to be built between youth workers and program participants and increased 
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study validity due to having those most involved in the youth program (youth workers, 

program participants) be a part of research design, methods, analysis, and interpretation 

of results (Zeller-Berkman et al., 2015).  

Community was an important supportive factor for youth workers in this study for 

building relationships with program participants. Yet, there was no peer-reviewed 

research available to me at the time of this study that focused on supportive aspects of the 

community in youth worker relationships with program participants. Previous research 

also notes limited research on the community as it relates to positive youth development 

(Barcelona & Quinn, 2011). Future research concerning youth workers, particularly their 

work with adolescents or emerging adults, should examine how the surrounding 

community supports or constrains youth workers in the promotion of positive youth 

development. This is important to research as program participants’ positive connections 

with others, including community, is an element of positive youth development (Lerner 

& Lerner, 2013). The positive youth development framework assumes that positive assets 

exist within program participant communities that can produce positive developmental 

trajectories into adulthood (Lerner, 2005). Youth workers in community-based programs 

also seek to integrate community and adolescent or emerging adult assets to support the 

development of healthy relationships, skill-building, leadership, and positive community 

engagement (Borden et al., 2011). 

Youth workers in the current study discussed that building relationships with 

program participants outside the program supported maintenance of relationships. 

Researchers could explore this aspect of relationship building further. Lotus reflected on 

the depth of connection needed with a prospective program participant before the 
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adolescent or emerging adult could even enter the program space. Future research could 

examine what facilitates prospective program participants in coming to structured 

program spaces, including youth worker practices outside the program that may facilitate 

this. In the current study, providing outreach to prospective program participants in the 

community was a factor that could promote the development or initiation of relationships 

between program participants and youth workers. Future research could explore how 

youth workers build relationships with adolescents or emerging adults beyond program 

spaces in the community.  

Future research should also explore how the various embodied social identities of 

youth workers influence the relationships between youth workers and program 

participants. Some study participants revealed that they were either from the Strongport 

community or not originally from the Strongport community. Others did not reveal 

whether they were from the Strongport community or not. This study also did not ask 

study participants to identify their place of origin. As community was found to be such a 

supportive element in building relationships with program participants, it would be 

important to understand how not being a member or being a member of the community 

impacts youth workers’ relational development with program participants. Factors that 

support these two groups of youth workers in sustaining relationships with program 

participants should also be explored.  

Current study findings noted the importance of similar social identities between 

program participants and youth workers. One youth worker noted families constraining 

relationships between youth workers and program participants due to different racial 

identities. Susan, a youth worker in the current study, wondered how program 
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participants felt about the social identities of the youth workers who interacted with them. 

She particularly wondered if program participants wanted to have relationships with 

youth workers who had more similar identities (e.g., racial identity) to them or if that was 

irrelevant. Previous research notes mixed findings regarding the importance or 

irrelevancy of similar social identities between youth workers and program participants in 

the development of relationships (Duron et al., 2020; Smith & Soule, 2016). Researchers 

should explore the perspectives of program participants and their families, and youth 

workers regarding the importance of different social identities (e.g., gender, race, 

ethnicity, age, etc.) in the development of relationships between program participants and 

youth workers.  

Life purpose, and religiosity or spirituality were found to be important motivators 

for some youth workers in being able to initiate and sustain their relationships with 

program participants. Lotus related that remembering his life purpose was to engage with 

program participants supported him in continuing to reach out to and interact with 

program participants despite stressors (school administration being difficult, school 

leaving program space messy) at the school in which his program was situated. Alan who 

is a Muslim, felt compelled to structure safe spaces for program participants because he 

was “given charge of these young folks…not just as a person, as a professional… but in 

the religious sense.” Research should explore transcendent aspects of youth workers’ 

lives that influence their relationship development with program participants. It would be 

important to consider if there are any differences in relational development between 

youth workers who are motivated by these more ethereal motivations and youth workers 

who are not motivated by this. Related to this, it would be useful to understand how 
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youth workers in programs whose mission is grounded in religiosity or spirituality (e.g., 

church youth programs, Islamic youth centers, interfaith programs) develop relationships 

with program participants. Barcelona et al. (2011) reported that faith-based programs for 

youth are severely understudied in the literature. Youth workers in program settings that 

are based in religiosity or spirituality are also important to explore as character, including 

morality, is an element of positive youth development (Lerner & Lerner, 2013). Religion 

or spirituality often provide guidelines for morality in older adolescents and emerging 

adults (Hardy et al., 2019; Herzog & Beadle, 2018). 

Conclusion 

 Youth workers in the US embody roles integral to the promotion of positive 

adolescent and emerging adult development. The positive relationships they form with 

older adolescents and emerging adults can lead to positive outcomes such as healthy 

relations with others and high self-esteem. Youth workers in this study build relationships 

with program participants in various ways that fit with their embodied social identities or 

relational style. All youth workers grounded their relationships with program participants 

on affirmation and trust. Furthermore, youth workers embodied authenticity during the 

relationship process that contributed to deeper relationship development with program 

participants. Youth workers used nonverbal and verbal methods to communicate with 

program participants in the process of relationship development. They also created space 

for program participants to feel safe and comfortable in discussing serious issues or 

concerns.  

This study found that the macrosystem (e.g., community of program participants), 

mesosystem (e.g., workforce development program activities), chronosystem (e.g., police 
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brutality events provoke increased funding that facilitates relational engagement), and the 

individual youth worker (e.g., similar background to program participant) were largely 

supportive of youth worker relationships with program participants because of their 

relevancy to the experiences or needs of program participants or youth workers. Youth 

workers also engaged the macrosystem (e.g., community), exosystem (e.g., program 

participants’ business outside of the program) and microsystem (e.g., family members of 

program participant) to facilitate their development of relationships with program 

participants. 

 The macrosystem (e.g., changes in immigration policy), exosystem (e.g., 

program participant job that prevents their attendance at program facilitated by youth 

worker), and mesosystem (e.g., program of short duration that does not meet program 

participant needs) also constrained relationships between youth workers and program 

participants. These constraints either did not account for the needs or experiences of 

program participants or youth workers, or were constraining factors outside of the youth 

workers’ purview that posed difficulties for maintenance of relationships. Social 

suffering experiences (e.g., trauma) of program participants or youth workers also 

contributed to constraints in relationship development. Youth worker embodiment of 

different identities or relational styles to participants contributed to constraints in 

relationships or disruptions to relationships as well. Youth workers sometimes responded 

to these difficulties within the environment or themselves through embodying a flexible, 

authentic, or affirming role that could counteract these constraints and maintain 

relationships. 
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It is necessary to affirm the important role youth workers play in the lives of older 

adolescents and emerging adults and enhance their ability to create positive relationships 

with program participants. Funders, policy makers, and program administrators should 

consider providing greater environmental supports that promote youth workers in their 

relationship development with program participants. Youth workers may also consider 

using findings from this research as a resource for further reflection on their practice, and 

for guidance on strategies in building relationships with older adolescents or emerging 

adults. Researchers should also engage in future research on this study topic and related 

topics to advocate for better environmental conditions for youth workers that can 

facilitate their development of relationships with program participants. Readers of this 

study can share insights gained from study findings to others to support positive 

relationships between youth workers and program participants. The above suggested 

actions may positively impact future generations of older adolescents and emerging 

adults.  
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Appendix A 

Interview Guide - Developing Relationships with Adolescents and Emerging Adults 

TURN ON TAPE [Informed consent is complete and signed. Permission to digitally 

record the interview has been granted. Thank the participant for their willingness to 

participate in an interview about how workers build and maintain relationships with their 

clients in community-based programs]  

Let’s start with your work in the program  

1) How did you come to work with this program?  

Probe – What did you do prior to working in this program? Life experiences that led to 

working in the program? 

 

Probe – Have you worked with children, adolescents, emerging adults in previous jobs? 

Tell me what led you to work with children, adolescents, emerging adults? Life 

experiences that led to working with children, adolescents, emerging adults? 

 

Probe – Areas of interest related to program or adolescents/emerging adults? 

 

Probe – Are there any unique features of this program in comparison to similar 

programs? 

Probe – What are characteristics of population served in program? - Presenting issues, 

needs, strengths, demographics 

 

 

2) Tell me what a typical workday is like for you. 

Probe - Are there any differences between the work you do and the work of others who 

relate with adolescents or emerging adults outside of programs like yours? (e.g. criminal 

justice, child welfare, school)? 

Probe - How do program services support clients? Any changes needed to improve 

services? 

Probe – Describe what your program looks like in your own words. Any sights, sounds, 

smells, etc. that paint a picture of what it is like to be in your program space? 
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3) I would like to get your perspective on developing relationships with clients.  

Probe – Tell me of a memorable experience of getting to know a client. How do you start 

to get to know clients? 

Probe – How do you build and maintain relationships with clients? Share memorable 

examples of building and maintaining relationships with clients in your work.  

Probe - Facial expressions, gestures, speech, actions, etc. that you use to build or 

maintain relationships with clients? 

Probe – Anything that makes it easier for you in building and maintaining relationships 

with clients? If so, tell me more about this.  

Probe - Anything that makes it difficult to build and maintain relationships with clients? 

If so, tell me more about this. 

Probe – What motivates you to work with adolescents, emerging adults? 

 

4)  Reflect on experiences of engaging with community(ies) during the course of your 

work that were particularly memorable.  

Probe – Tell me about the community(ies) where you work. 

Probe – Any strengths of the community(ies) where you work? Any challenges in the 

community(ies) where you work? 

Probe – Do the strengths or challenges of the community(ies) where you work affect your 

relationships with clients? If so, share a particularly memorable example of this. 

Probe – Historical or current events impacting communities? Do any of these events 

affect your relationships with clients? If so, share a particularly memorable example of 

this. 

 

5)  Reflect on experiences with institutions (government, hospitals, schools, other social 

systems) during the course of your work that were particularly memorable.  

Probe – Tell me about these institutions. 

Probe – Any strengths of the institutions? Any challenges with the institutions? 

Probe – Do any institutions affect your work with clients? If so, share a particularly 

memorable example of this. 

Probe – Historical or current events impacting institutions? Do any of these events affect 

your relationships with clients? If so, share a particularly memorable example of this.  
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6) Tell me about any social settings relevant to the clients in your program with which 

you do not actively engage. (client peer groups, national youth foundations, federal 

agency supporting youth programs)  

Probe – Any strengths of these social settings? 

Probe – Any challenges with these social settings? 

Probe – Do any of these social settings affect your work with clients? If so, share a 

particularly memorable example of this.  

 

7)  Reflect on experiences of working with co-workers or others who are involved in your 

work with clients that were particularly memorable.  

 Probe – Tell me about memorable experiences with co-workers and others involved in 

your work with clients.  

Probe – How helpful are staff meetings? How helpful are meetings with supervisors? 

How helpful are meetings with others involved in your work with clients (other 

organizations, volunteers)? 

Probe – Any benefits of work with co-workers or others involved in your work with 

clients? Do you feel supported by peers in workplace? Share any memorable experiences 

of being supported by peers. 

Probe – Any challenges of work with co-workers or others involved in your work with 

clients? Share any memorable experiences of challenges with peers in the workplace.  

Probe – Does work with co-workers or others involved in your work with clients affect 

your relationships with clients? If so, share a particularly memorable example of this.  

Probe – Are there any professional development opportunities, trainings or professional 

organizations that support you in your work with clients? Are these opportunities helpful 

in your work with clients?  

Probe – Any transitions in your work environment or historical events in your 

organization that affect relationships with clients? If so, share a particularly memorable 

example of this. 

 

8) Reflect on a particularly stressful work experience. 

Probe – Tell me about any experiences of work-related stress.  

Probe – Reflect on a particularly challenging experience of building and maintaining a 

relationship with a client. Tell me what was challenging about this experience for you.  
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Probe - Is there anything in your environment that makes it difficult to manage work-

related stress? Is there anything in your environment that makes it easier for you in 

managing work-related stress? 

 

9) Reflect on a client who was particularly challenged by life stressors (e.g. poverty, 

violence, low academics, family dysfunction).  

Probe – Tell me about any memorable experiences in working with this client 

Probe – Did any challenges faced by client affect your relationship with the client? 

Probe – Was client experiencing any life transitions? Historical events impacting client? 

Societal events impacting client? 

Probe – Did the client have any strengths? 

Probe – Did the client’s strengths affect your relationship with the client? 

Probe – How did you support this client? 

Probe – What was the client outcome? 

 

10) Reflect on a particularly memorable experience in which social identity (culture, race, 

gender, age, education, etc.) had an impact on your work.  

Probe – Tell me of any memorable experiences in which your social identity 

(race/ethnicity, gender, age, etc.) impacted your interactions with clients. 

Probe - Tell me of any memorable experiences in which your social identity 

(race/ethnicity, gender, age, etc.) impacted your interactions with co-workers or others 

involved in your work with clients. 

Probe – Tell me of any experiences of social injustice during the course of your work. 

Reflect on a particularly memorable experience of social injustice encountered during 

the course of your work.  

 

11). What recommendations do you have for program administrators to put in place to 

support workers’ ability to develop relationships with adolescents and emerging adults?  

Probe - If respondent is currently a workplace supervisor say:  

i. What do you currently do for your supervisees to support them in 

building relationships with clients? 

ii. What plans are you working on for the future to support workers in 

building relationships with clients? 
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iii. What would you like to do but cannot?  

 

12). What advice do you have for workers in community-based programs to develop 

relationships with adolescents? 

13). What advice do you have for workers in community-based programs to develop 

relationships with emerging adults? 

14)  Are there any final comments you would like to make?  

15) Thank you so much for your perspectives on this topic. Do you still agree to have a 

short follow-up interview to discuss this topic further?  

If no, skip to 16). 

If yes, schedule a follow-up interview. Tell them that photo-elicitation will be used in the 

next interview. Say that photo-elicitation is a creative method in which people respond to 

pictures about a topic of interest.  

Provide participants with a written prompt telling them what pictures to provide for 

discussion at the next interview. Provide them with a disposable camera to take pictures 

if they do not have a camera of their own. 

Ask participants to take two pictures of something that makes them think of their 

relationship(s) with clients. Inform them that they must not take pictures of other people 

or themselves to protect the privacy of individuals. 

Schedule a time for the participant to send pictures to the interviewer and/or give the 

camera provided back to the interviewer who will develop pictures. [Confirm best way to 

reach the participant (phone/e-mail).] 

Inform participants that pictures will not be returned to them after interviews. 

16) Thank you for taking the time to share your experiences and perspectives. If any 

more information comes to mind after we have completed the interview, please follow up 

with me. Also contact me if you have any questions about your participation in this 

project.  

[Check on availability for member checking meeting once analysis has been completed 

for those participants who do not agree to a second interview. If participant is available 

and interested in member checking meeting, confirm best way to reach the participant 

(phone/email)]. 

  

[TURN OFF TAPE] 
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Appendix B 

Interview Guide – Photo Elicitation 

TURN ON TAPE [Informed consent is complete and signed. Permission to digitally 

record the interview has been granted. Thank the participant for their willingness to 

participate in an interview about how workers build and maintain relationships with their 

clients in community-based programs]  

 

I want to thank you for making yourself available today to talk with me.  

 

1) Ask respondent to talk about pictures told to produce at last interview. 

Probe – What does this picture show about your relationship(s) with your clients – 

emerging adults (ages 18 to 29) and/or older adolescents (ages 14 to 17)? 

 

Thank you for taking the time to share your experiences and perspectives. If any more 

information comes to mind after we have completed the interview, please follow up with 

me. Also contact me if you have any questions about your participation in this project.  

[Check on availability for member checking meeting once analysis has been completed. 

If participant is available and interested in member checking meeting, confirm best way 

to reach the participant (phone/email)]. 

 

 

[TURN OFF TAPE] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



216 
 

References 

Aber, L., Morris, P., & Raver, C. (2012). Social policy report. Children, families and poverty: 

Definitions, trends, emerging science and implications for policy. Society for Research in 

Child Development, 26(3), 1-29. 

Afterschool Alliance. (2013a). Preventing dropouts: The important role of afterschool. (Issue 

Brief No. 60). 

http://afterschoolalliance.org//documents/issue_briefs/issue_preventing_dropouts_60.pdf 

Afterschool Alliance. (2013b). The importance of afterschool and summer learning programs in 

African-American and Latino communities. (Issue Brief No. 59). 

http://afterschoolalliance.org//documents/issue_briefs/issue_African-American-Latino-

Communities_59.pdf 

Afterschool Alliance. (2014a). America after 3 pm: Afterschool programs in demand. 

http://afterschoolalliance.org/documents/AA3pm-2014/AA3PM_National_Report.pdf 

Afterschool Alliance. (2014b). Keeping kids safe and supported in the hours after school. (Issue 

Brief No. 65). 

http://afterschoolalliance.org//documents/issue_briefs/issue_KeepingKidsSafe_65.pdf 

Afterschool Alliance. (2016). America after 3 pm special report: Afterschool in communities of 

concentrated poverty. 

http://www.afterschoolalliance.org/AA3PM/Concentrated_Poverty.pdf 

Allen, L. R., Garst, B. A., Bowers, E. P., & Onyiko, K. K. (2018). Using core competency 

frameworks to explore the needs of Kenyan youth workers. Child & Youth Services, 

39(2–3), 158–179. doi: 10.1080/0145935X.2018.1481742 

Angbah, E. (2018) Bringing youth development full circle: Exploring limited educational and 

work-based learning opportunities for youth development professionals. [Doctoral 

http://afterschoolalliance.org/documents/issue_briefs/issue_African-American-Latino-Communities_59.pdf
http://afterschoolalliance.org/documents/issue_briefs/issue_African-American-Latino-Communities_59.pdf
http://afterschoolalliance.org/documents/AA3pm-2014/AA3PM_National_Report.pdf
http://afterschoolalliance.org/documents/issue_briefs/issue_KeepingKidsSafe_65.pdf


217 
 

Dissertation, University of Southern California]. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses 

Global. https://search-proquest-com.proxyhs.researchport.umd.edu/docview/2062994374 

Annie E. Casey Foundation (ACEF). (2003). The unsolved challenge of system reform: The 

condition of the frontline human services workforce. 

https://folio.iupui.edu/bitstream/handle/10244/90/the%20unsolved%20challenge.pdf?seq

uence=1 

Arnett, J.J. (2000). Emerging adulthood. American Psychologist, 55(5), 469-480. doi: 

10.1037/0003-066X.55.5.469 

Arnett, J.J., Žukauskienė, R., & Sugimura, K. (2014). The new life stage of emerging adulthood 

at ages 18–29 years: Implications for mental health. The Lancet Psychiatry, 1(7), 569–

576. doi: 10.1016/S2215-0366(14)00080-7 

Baer, H. A., Singer, M., & Susser, I. (2013). Medical anthropology and the world system: 

Critical perspectives. Praeger. 

Baldridge, B. J. (2014). Relocating the deficit: Reimagining Black youth in neoliberal times. 

American Educational Research Journal, 51(3), 440-472. 

Barad, A. & Vaughan, D. (2014). High school disconnection: Insights from the inside. Tulane 

University Cowen Institute for Educational Initiatives. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED588460.pdf 

Barcelona, R.J. & Quinn, W. (2011). Trends in youth development research topics: An 

integrative review of Positive Youth Development research published in selected journals 

between 2001-2010. Journal of Youth Development, 6(3), 18-37. doi: 

10.5195/jyd.2011.173 

https://search-proquest-com.proxyhs.researchport.umd.edu/docview/2062994374


218 
 

Barford, S. W., & Whelton, W. J. (2010). Understanding burnout in child and youth care 

workers. Child & Youth Care Forum, 39(4), 271–287. doi: 10.1007/s10566-010-9104-8 

Barnard, A. (2000). History and theory in anthropology. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press. 

Black, M. M., Hager, E. R., Le, K., Anliker, J., Arteaga, S. S., DiClemente, C., … Wang, Y. 

(2010). Challenge! Health promotion/obesity prevention mentorship model among urban, 

Black adolescents. Pediatrics, 126(2), 280–288.  

Blanchet-Cohen, N., & Brunson, L. (2014). Creating settings for youth empowerment and 

leadership: An ecological perspective. Child & Youth Services, 35(3), 216-236. 

Blum, R.W. (2016). Ages and stages of adolescence [Power Point Slides].  

Body, A., & Hogg, E. (2019). What mattered ten years on? Young people’s reflections on their 

involvement with a charitable youth participation project. Journal of Youth Studies, 

22(2), 171–186. doi: 10.1080/13676261.2018.1492101 

Bonell, C., Hinds, K., Dickson, K., Thomas, J., Fletcher, A., Murphy, S., ... & Campbell, R. 

(2015). What is positive youth development and how might it reduce substance use and 

violence? A systematic review and synthesis of theoretical literature. BMC Public Health, 

16(1), 135-147. 

Borden, L. M., Schlomer, G. L., & Wiggs, C. B. (2011). The evolving role of youth workers. 

Journal of Youth Development, 6(3), 124–136. 

Bourke, B. (2014). Positionality: Reflecting on the research process. The Qualitative 

Report, 19(33), 1-9. 

Bowell, I. (2015). Beyond the gate: Community arts participation enhances teaching and 

learning. Curriculum Matters, 11, 31–51. doi: 10.18296/cm.0003 



219 
 

Bowen, G. A. (2009). Document analysis as a qualitative research method. Qualitative Research 

Journal, 9(2), 27-40. 

Bowers, E. P., Johnson, S. K., Warren, D. J. A., Tirrell, J. M., & Lerner, J. V. (2015). Youth–

adult relationships and Positive Youth Development. In E. P. Bowers, G. J. Geldhof, S. 

K. Johnson, L. J. Hilliard, R. M. Hershberg, J. V. Lerner, & R. M. Lerner (Eds.), 

Promoting Positive Youth Development (pp. 97–120). Cham, Switzerland: Springer.  

Bowie, L. & Bronte-Tinkew, J. (2006). The importance of professional development for youth 

workers. (Publication #2006-17). Child Trends. https://www.childtrends.org/wp-

content/uploads/2006/12/child_trends-2007_06_15_rb_prodevel.pdf 

Brady, B., & Redmond, S. (2017). Connecting research and practice: Perspectives on the role of 

manualized programs in youth work. Child & Youth Services, 38(3), 252–268. doi: 

10.1080/0145935X.2017.1326306 

Bright, L. K., Malinsky, D., & Thompson, M. (2016). Causally interpreting intersectionality 

theory. Philosophy of Science, 83(1), 60-81. 

Brodwin, P. (2013). Everyday ethics: Voices from the front line of community psychiatry. 

Oakland, CA: University of California Press. 

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Ceci, S. J. (1994). Nature-nurture reconceptualized in developmental 

perspective: A bioecological model. Psychological Review, 101(4), 568 – 586. 

Brookman, R.R. (1995). The age of “adolescence.” Journal of Adolescent Health, 16(5), 339-

340. 

Brown, D. L. (2020, June 3). It was a modern-day lynching’: Violent deaths reflect a brutal 

American legacy. National Geographic. 

https://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2006/12/child_trends-2007_06_15_rb_prodevel.pdf
https://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2006/12/child_trends-2007_06_15_rb_prodevel.pdf


220 
 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/history-of-lynching-violent-deaths-

reflect-brutal-american-legacy  

Brown, K. D. (2017). Promoting positive social development among African American boys 

[Doctoral Dissertation, University of Illinois at Chicago]. ProQuest Dissertations and 

Theses Global. 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/1940351531/abstract/FD511E0C17AE4A60PQ/1 

Buka, S. L., Stichick, T. L., Birdthistle, I., & Earls, F. J. (2001). Youth exposure to violence: 

Prevalence, risks, and consequences. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 71(3), 298–

310. doi: 10.1037/0002-9432.71.3.298 

Burns, M. K., Warmbold-Brann, K., & Zaslofsky, A. F. (2015). Ecological systems theory in 

school psychology review. School Psychology Review, 44(3), 249-261. 

Busso, D. S. (2014). Neurobiological processes of risk and resilience in adolescence: 

Implications for policy and prevention science. Mind, Brain, and Education, 8(1), 34–43. 

Butts, J. A., Bazemore, G., & Meroe, A. S. (2010). Positive Youth Justice: Framing justice 

interventions using the concepts of Positive Youth Development. Coalition for Juvenile 

Justice. 

https://dyrs.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dyrs/publication/attachments/PYJ%20Final

%20-%20Butts.pdf 

Byczkowska, D. (2009). What do we study studying body? Researcher’s attempts to embodiment 

research. Qualitative Sociology Review, 5(3), 100-112.  

Cahill, S. R., Geffen, S. R., Fontenot, H. B., Wang, T. M., Viox, M. H., Fordyce, E., ... & 

Dunville, R. (2020). Youth-serving professionals’ perspectives on HIV prevention tools 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/history-of-lynching-violent-deaths-reflect-brutal-american-legacy
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/history-of-lynching-violent-deaths-reflect-brutal-american-legacy


221 
 

and strategies appropriate for adolescent gay and bisexual males and transgender youth. 

Journal of Pediatric Health Care, 34(2), e1-e11 

Carpenter, S. (2017). ‘Modeling’ youth work: Logic models, neoliberalism, and community 

praxis. International Studies in Sociology of Education, 26(2), 105–120. doi: 

10.1080/09620214.2016.1191963 

Carpiano, R. M., & Daley, D. M. (2006). A guide and glossary on postpositivist theory building 

for population health. Journal of Epidemiology & Community Health, 60(7), 564-570. 

Casey, B.J., Jones, R. M., & Hare, T. A. (2008). The adolescent brain. Annals of the New York 

Academy of Sciences, 1124(1), 111–126. doi: 10.1196/annals.1440.010 

Catalano, R. F., Berglund, M. L., Ryan, J. A. M., Lonczak, H. S., & Hawkins, J. D. (2002). 

Positive Youth Development in the United States: Research findings on evaluations of 

Positive Youth Development programs. Prevention & Treatment, 5(1). doi: 

10.1037/1522-3736.5.1.515a 

Catalano, R. F., Berglund, M. L., Ryan, J. A. M., Lonczak, H. S., & Hawkins, J. D. (2004). 

Positive Youth Development in the United States: Research findings on evaluations of 

Positive Youth Development programs. The ANNALS of the American Academy of 

Political and Social Science, 591(1), 98–124. doi: 10.1177/0002716203260102 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). (2018). Youth risk behavior surveillance 

system (YRBSS) overview. https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/overview.htm 

Choi, E., Park, J. J., Jo, K., & Lee, O. (2015). The influence of a sports mentoring program on 

children's life skills development. Journal of Physical Education and Sport, 15(2), 264-

271. 

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/overview.htm


222 
 

Christie, D., & Viner, R. (2005). Adolescent development. BMJ, 330(7486), 301–304. doi: 

10.1136/bmj.330.7486.301 

Cleveland, M. J., & Goldstein, A. L. (2019). Opportunities and challenges for prevention and 

intervention in emerging adulthood: Introduction to the special issue. Prevention Science, 

20(3), 301–304. doi: 10.1007/s11121-019-0976-z 

Coburn, A., & Gormally, S. (2014). ‘They know what you are going through’: A service 

response to young people who have experienced the impact of domestic abuse. Journal of 

Youth Studies, 17(5), 642–663. doi: 10.1080/13676261.2013.844779 

Collins, C. S., & Stockton, C. M. (2018). The central role of theory in qualitative 

research. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 17(1), 1-10.  

Collins, K., Connors, K., Davis, S., Donohue, A., Gardner, S., Goldblatt, E., & Thompson, E. 

(2010). Understanding the impact of trauma and urban poverty on family systems: Risks, 

resilience, and interventions. Baltimore, MD: Family Informed Trauma Treatment 

Center. https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/resource-

guide/understanding_impact_trauma_urban_poverty_family_systems.pdf 

Collins, P. H. (2000). Gender, Black feminism, and Black political economy. The Annals of the 

American Academy of Political and Social Science, 568, 41–53. 

Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs & Committee on Rules and 

Administration. (2021). Examining the U.S. Capitol attack: A review of the security, 

planning, and response failures on January 6. (Staff Report). United States Senate. 

https://www.hsgac.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/HSGAC&RulesFullReport_ExaminingU.S.

CapitolAttack.pdf 

https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/resource-guide/understanding_impact_trauma_urban_poverty_family_systems.pdf
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/resource-guide/understanding_impact_trauma_urban_poverty_family_systems.pdf


223 
 

Copeland-Linder, N., Lambert, S. F., Yi-Fu Chen, & Ialongo, N. S. (2011). Contextual stress and 

health risk behaviors among African American adolescents. Journal of Youth & 

Adolescence, 40(2), 158–173. doi: 10.1007/s10964-010-9520-y 

Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A Black feminist critique 

of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics. University of 

Chicago Legal Forum, 1989, 139-168. 

Crenshaw, K. (1991). Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity politics, and violence 

against women of color. Stanford Law Review, 43(6), 1241-1299. 

Crotty, M. (1998). The foundations of social research: Meaning and perspective in the research 

process. London: SAGE Publications Inc. 

Curran, T. & Wexler, L. (2017). School‐based Positive Youth Development: A systematic 

review of the literature. Journal of School Health, 87(1), 71-80. doi: 10.1111/josh.12467 

Curtis, A. C. (2015). Defining adolescence. Journal of Adolescent and Family Health, 7(2), 1-39. 

Davis, L.P. & Museus, L.D. (2019, July 19). Identifying and disrupting deficit thinking. Spark: 

Elevating Scholarship on Social Issues, The Online Magazine of the National Center for 

Institutional Diversity. https://medium.com/national-center-for-institutional-

diversity/identifying-and-disrupting-deficit-thinking-cbc6da326995 

Davis, A. L., & McQuillin, S. D. (2021). Supporting autonomy in youth mentoring relationships. 

Journal of Community Psychology, 1-19. doi: 10.1002/jcop.22567 

Davis, T., Ammons, C., Dahl, A., & Kliewer, W. (2015). Community violence exposure and 

callous–unemotional traits in adolescents: Testing parental support as a promotive versus 

protective factor. Personality and Individual Differences, 77, 7–12. doi: 

10.1016/j.paid.2014.12.024 

https://medium.com/national-center-for-institutional-diversity/identifying-and-disrupting-deficit-thinking-cbc6da326995
https://medium.com/national-center-for-institutional-diversity/identifying-and-disrupting-deficit-thinking-cbc6da326995


224 
 

Dedoose (Version 9.0.17) [Computer software]. (2021). Los Angeles, CA: SocioCultural 

Research Consultants, LLC. Available from www.dedoose.com. 

De Sanctis, V., Soliman, A. T., Fiscina, B., Elsedfy, H., Elalaily, R., Yassin, M., & El Kholy, M. 

(2014). A practical approach to adolescent health care: a brief overview. Rivista Italiana 

di Medicina dell’Adolescenza-Volume, 12(1), 1-10 

Dolamore, S., & Naylor, L. A. (2018). Providing solutions to LGBT homeless youth: Lessons 

from Baltimore’s Youth Empowered Society. Public Integrity, 20(6), 595–610. doi: 

10.1080/10999922.2017.1333943 

Donlan, A. E., McDermott, E. R., & Zaff, J. F. (2017). Building relationships between mentors 

and youth: Development of the TRICS model. Children and Youth Services Review, 79, 

385–398. doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.06.044 

DuBois, D. L., & Keller, T. E. (2017). Investigation of the integration of supports for youth 

thriving into a community-based mentoring program. Child Development, 88(5), 1480–

1491. doi: 10.1111/cdev.12887 

DuBois, D. L., Portillo, N., Rhodes, J. E., Silverthorn, N., & Valentine, J. C. (2011). How 

effective are mentoring programs for youth? A systematic assessment of the evidence. 

Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 12(2), 57–91. doi: 

10.1177/1529100611414806 

Dunne, A., Ulicna, D., Murphy, I., & Golubeva, M. (2014). Working with young people: The 

value of youth work in the European Union. European Commission. 

http://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/youth/library/study/youth-work-report_en.pdf 

http://www.dedoose.com/
http://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/youth/library/study/youth-work-report_en.pdf


225 
 

Duron, J. F., Williams‐Butler, A., Schmidt, A. T., & Colon, L. (2020). Mentors' experiences of 

mentoring justice‐involved adolescents: A narrative of developing cultural consciousness 

through connection. Journal of Community Psychology, 48(7), 2309-2325. 

Dymnicki, A. B., Le Menestrel, S., Boyd, M. J., Lauxman, L., Oberlander, S. E., & Osher, D. M. 

(2016). Developing a federal research agenda for Positive Youth Development: 

Identifying gaps in the field and an effective consensus building approach. Journal of 

Youth Development, 11(1), 5-19. 

Emslie, M. (2019). Using allegory to think about youth work in rich countries that fail some 

young people. Journal of Youth Studies, 22(3), 363-379 

Erdem, G., DuBois, D. L., Larose, S., De Wit, D., & Lipman, E. L. (2016). Mentoring 

relationships, positive development, youth emotional and behavioral problems: 

Investigation of a mediational model. Journal of Community Psychology, 44(4), 464-483. 

Eriksson, M., Ghazinour, M., & Hammarström, A. (2018). Different uses of Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological theory in public mental health research: What is their value for guiding public 

mental health policy and practice? Social Theory & Health, 16(4), 414–433. doi: 

10.1057/s41285-018-0065-6 

Ernst, M., Pine, D. S., & Hardin, M. (2006). Triadic model of the neurobiology of motivated 

behavior in adolescence. Psychological Medicine, 36(3), 299–312. doi: 

10.1017/S0033291705005891 

European Union (2015). Council conclusions on reinforcing youth work to ensure cohesive 

societies. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52015XG0523(01)&from=EN 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52015XG0523(01)&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52015XG0523(01)&from=EN


226 
 

Evans, W. P., Sicafuse, L. L., Killian, E. S., Davidson, L. A., & Loesch-Griffin, D. (2009). 

Youth worker professional development participation, preferences, and agency support. 

Child & Youth Services, 31(1–2), 35–52. doi: 10.1080/01459350903505579 

Ezaki, J. M. (2014). Expert urban youth workers and the stories they tell: A narrative of lived 

experience [Doctoral Dissertation, University of Minnesota]. ProQuest Dissertations and 

Theses Global. 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/1642052597/abstract/986B01E41BF64F68PQ/1 

Fernandes-Alcantara, A. L. (2019). Vulnerable youth: Federal mentoring programs and issues. 

Congressional Research Service. https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL34306.pdf 

Fischer, R. L., Craven, M. A. G., & Heilbron, P. (2011). Putting youth development into 

practice: Learning from an innovative fellowship program. New Directions for Youth 

Development, 2011(S1), 77–105. doi: 10.1002/yd.420 

Forrester, P. (2021). Development of a Theoretical Framework for Examining Youth Worker 

Perspectives on their Relationships with Adolescents and Emerging Adults in the United 

States. Qualitative Social Work, 20(6), 1426-1440. doi: 10.1177/14733250211039513 

Frost, L., & Hoggett, P. (2008). Human agency and social suffering. Critical Social Policy, 

28(4), 438–460. doi: 10.1177/0261018308095279 

Froyum, C. (2013). ‘For the betterment of kids who look like me’: Professional emotional labour 

as a racial project. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 36(6), 1070–1089. doi: 

10.1080/01419870.2011.644309 

Galipeau, M., & Giles, A. R. (2014). An examination of cross-cultural mentorship in Alberta’s 

Future Leaders Program. In Sport, Social Development and Peace (pp. 147-170). 

Emerald Group Publishing Limited. 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL34306.pdf


227 
 

Gane, B., & Kijai, J. (2015). The relationships between youth ministry and at-risk behavior in 

youth. Journal of Youth Ministry, 13(2), 5–19. 

Galvani, S. (2017). Social work and substance use: Ecological perspectives on workforce 

development. Drugs: Education, Prevention and Policy, 24(6), 469-476. 

Giedd, J. N. (2015). The amazing teen brain. Scientific American, 312(6), 32–37. doi: 

10.1038/scientificamerican0615-32 

Godfrey, E. B., & Burson, E. (2018). Interrogating the intersections: How intersectional 

perspectives can inform developmental scholarship on critical consciousness. New 

Directions for Child and Adolescent Development, 2018(161), 17–38. doi: 

10.1002/cad.20246 

Goodman, R. (2017). Trauma theory and trauma-informed care in substance use disorders: A 

conceptual model for integrating coping and resilience. Advances in Social Work, 18(1), 

186–201. doi:  10.18060/21312 

Greene, K., Lee, B., Constance, N., & Hynes, K. (2013). Examining youth and program 

predictors of engagement in out-of-school time programs. Journal of Youth & 

Adolescence, 42(10), 1557–1572. doi: 10.1007/s10964-012-9814-3 

Griffith, A. N., & Johnson, H. E. (2019). Building trust: Reflections of adults working with high-

school-age youth in project-based programs. Children and Youth Services Review, 96, 

439-450. 

Guba, E. G. (1990). The paradigm dialog. In Alternative Paradigms Conference, Mar, 1989, 

Indiana U, School of Education, San Francisco, CA, US. London: Sage Publications, Inc. 

Guest, G., Bunce, A., & Johnson, L. (2006). How many interviews are enough? An experiment 

with data saturation and variability. Field Methods, 18(1), 59-82. 



228 
 

Hadley, A. M., Mbwana, K., & Hair, E. C. (2010). What works for older youth during the 

transition to adulthood: Lessons from experimental evaluations of programs and 

interventions (Publication #2010-05). Child Trends. https://www.childtrends.org/wp-

content/uploads/2013/03/Child_Trends-2010_03_09_FS_WWOlderYouth.pdf 

Haglund, K., & Hayter, M. (2019). Exploring the trajectory and prevention of alcohol use among 

young people from the perspective of professional youth workers. Journal of Addictions 

Nursing, 30(2), 94-100 

Hall, G. S., DeSouza, L., Starr, E., Wheeler, K., & Schleyer, K. (2020). Sustaining passion: 

Findings from an exploratory study of the OST program workforce. Journal of Youth 

Development, 15(1), 9-23 

Halpern, R., Barker, G., & Mollard, W. (2000). Youth programs as alternative spaces to be: A 

study of neighborhood youth programs in Chicago's West Town. Youth & Society, 31(4), 

469-506. 

Hamilton, S. F., Agnes Hamilton, M., Hirsch, B. J., Hughes, J., King, J., & Maton, K. (2006). 

Community contexts for mentoring. Journal of Community Psychology, 34(6), 727–746. 

doi: 10.1002/jcop.20126 

Hammarberg, K., Kirkman, M., & de Lacey, S. (2016). Qualitative research methods: When to 

use them and how to judge them. Human Reproduction, 31(3), 498-501. 

Hardin, A. P. & Hackell, J. M. (2017). Age limit of pediatrics. Pediatrics, 140(3), 1-3. doi: 

10.1542/peds.2017-2151 

Hardy, S. A., Nelson, J. M., Moore, J. P., & King, P. E. (2019). Processes of religious and 

spiritual influence in adolescence: A systematic review of 30 years of research. Journal 

of Research on Adolescence, 29(2), 254-275. 

https://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/Child_Trends-2010_03_09_FS_WWOlderYouth.pdf
https://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/Child_Trends-2010_03_09_FS_WWOlderYouth.pdf


229 
 

Harris, P. (2020). ‘Just give up the ball’: In search of a third space in relationships between male 

youth workers and young men involved in violence. Criminology & Criminal Justice 

00(0), 1-16. doi:10.1177/1748895820933929 

Hart, P. (2017). The reality of relationships with young people in caring professions: A 

qualitative approach to professional boundaries rooted in virtue ethics. Children and 

Youth Services Review, 83, 248–254. doi: 10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.11.006 

Hartje, J., Evans, W., Killian, E., & Brown, R. (2008). Youth worker characteristics and self-

reported competency as predictors of intent to continue working with youth. Child & 

Youth Care Forum, 37(1), 27–41. doi: 10.1007/s10566-007-9048-9 

Hassab Errasoul, A., Sutton, M., Doran, C., Robertson, G., Fenlon, N. P., Turner, N., & Clarke, 

M. (2015). Creating a curriculum on psychosis: A pilot training programme with youth 

workers. Early Intervention in Psychiatry, 9(5), 412–421. doi: 10.1111/eip.12158 

Heflin, H. (2011). Supervision and success in youth ministry education internships. Journal of 

Youth Ministry, 9(2), 35–48. 

Herzog, P. S., & Beadle, D. A. T. (2018). Emerging adult religiosity and spirituality: Linking 

beliefs, values, and ethical decision-making. Religions, 9(3), 84. 

Heywood, P. (2017). The ontological turn. In: Stein F, Lazar S, Candea M, Diemberger H, 

Robbins J, Sanchez A, & Stasch R. (Eds.), The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Anthropology 

[Online dictionary]. http://doi.org/10.29164/17ontology 

Higley, E., Walker, S. C., Bishop, A. S., & Fritz, C. (2016). Achieving high quality and long-

lasting matches in youth mentoring programmes: A case study of 4Results mentoring. 

Child & Family Social Work, 21(2), 240–248. doi: 10.1111/cfs.12141 



230 
 

Hirsch, B. J., Deutsch, N. L., & DuBois, D. L. (2011). After-school centers and youth 

development: Case studies of success and failure. New York, NY: Cambridge University 

Press. 

Holmes, A. G. D. (2020). Researcher positionality--A consideration of its influence and place in 

qualitative research--A new researcher guide. Shanlax International Journal of 

Education, 8(4), 1-10. 

Hopkins, P. E. (2007). Positionalities and knowledge: Negotiating ethics in practice. ACME: An 

International Journal for Critical Geographies, 6(3), 386-394. 

Horner, J. (2017). Digital storytelling as self-advocacy: Exploring African-American adolescent 

women’s life stories as pathways to positive development [Doctoral Dissertation, Tulane 

University]. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global. 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/2117217497/abstract/6C71A5F663724E5FPQ/1 

HumanServicesEdu.org. (n.d.). Education to become a youth worker. 

https://www.humanservicesedu.org/youth-worker.html 

Jackson, I., Sealey-Ruiz, Y., & Watson, W. (2014). Reciprocal love: Mentoring Black and Latino 

males through an ethos of care. Urban Education, 49(4), 394–417. doi: 

10.1177/0042085913519336 

Johnson, M., O’Hara, R., Hirst, E., Weyman, A., Turner, J., Mason, S., ... & Siriwardena, A. N. 

(2017). Multiple triangulation and collaborative research using qualitative methods to 

explore decision making in pre-hospital emergency care. BMC Medical Research 

Methodology, 17(1), 1-11. 

https://www.humanservicesedu.org/youth-worker.html


231 
 

Jones, J. N., & Deutsch, N. L. (2011). Relational strategies in after-school settings: How staff–

youth relationships support positive development. Youth & Society, 43(4), 1381–1406. 

doi:10.1177/0044118X10386077 

Kazlauskaite, V., Braughton, J. E., Weiler, L. M., Haddock, S., Henry, K. L., & Lucas-

Thompson, R. (2020). Adolescents’ experiences of mentor alliance and sense of 

belonging in a site-based mentoring intervention. Children and Youth Services 

Review, 114, N.PAG. doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105040 

Keller, T. E., & Pryce, J. M. (2010). Mutual but unequal: Mentoring as a hybrid of familiar 

relationship roles. New Directions for Youth Development, 2010(126), 33–50. doi: 

10.1002/yd.348 

Kennedy, H. (2018). How adults change from facilitating youth participatory action research: 

Process and outcomes. Children and Youth Services Review, 94, 298–305. doi: 

10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.10.010 

Kim, Y. (2018). The causes, symptoms, and management of burnout among youth workers in 

Korean immigrant churches in California [Doctoral Dissertation, Biola University]. 

ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global. 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/2154847134/abstract/E50F34AE03E148EEPQ/1 

Kit, P. L., & Tang, P. (2018). Strengthening support for children and youth in Singapore: A 

personal therapy approach to training paraprofessional counsellors. Asia Pacific Journal 

of Counselling and Psychotherapy, 9(1), 107–122. doi: 10.1080/21507686.2017.1397035 

Kleinman, A., & Kleinman, J. (1997). Introduction. In Kleinman, A., Das, V., Lock, M., & Lock, 

M. M. (Eds.), Social Suffering (pp. ix -23). University of California Press. 



232 
 

Lardier Jr., D. T., Herr, K. G., Garcia-Reid, P., & Reid, R. J. (2018). Adult youth workers’ 

conceptions of their work in an under-resourced community in the United States. Journal 

of Youth Studies, 21(8), 1029–1044. doi: 10.1080/13676261.2018.1442563 

Laroche, H., & Klein, J. D. (2008). Lessons from the front lines: Factors that contribute to 

turnover among youth development workers. Journal of Youth Development, 2(3), 31–42. 

doi: 10.5195/JYD.2008.331 

Larson, R. W., Kang, H., Perry, S. C., & Walker, K. C. (2011). New horizons: Understanding the 

processes and practices of youth development. Journal of Youth Development, 6(3), 153–

164. doi: 10.5195/JYD.2011.181 

Larson, R. W., & Walker, K. C. (2010). Dilemmas of practice: Challenges to program quality 

encountered by youth program leaders. American Journal of Community Psychology, 

45(3/4), 338–349. doi: 10.1007/s10464-010-9307-z 

Laski, L. (2015). Realising the health and wellbeing of adolescents. BMJ, 351, 15-18. doi: 

10.1136/bmj.h4119 

Lee, L. M. (2012). Youths navigating social networks and social support systems in settings of 

chronic crisis: The case of youth-headed households in Rwanda. African Journal of AIDS 

Research (AJAR), 11(3), 165–175. doi: 10.2989/16085906.2012.734976 

Lerner, R. M. (2005). Promoting Positive Youth Development: Theoretical and empirical bases. 

[White Paper]. Institute for Applied Research in Youth Development, Tufts University. 

https://lifehouseduluth.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Positive-Youth-

Development1.pdf 

Lerner, R. M. (2018). Character development among youth: Linking lives in time and place. 

International Journal of Behavioral Development, 42(2), 267-277. 



233 
 

Lerner, R. M., & Lerner, J. V. (2013). The positive development of youth: Comprehensive 

findings from the 4-H study of Positive Youth Development. Institute for Applied 

Research in Youth Development, Tufts University. https://4-h.org/wp-

content/uploads/2016/02/4-H-Study-of-Positive-Youth-Development-Full-Report.pdf 

Leung, Z. C., Wong, S. S., Lit, S., Chan, C., Cheung, F., & Wong, P. (2017). Cyber youth work 

in Hong Kong: Specific and yet the same. International Social Work, 60(5), 1286–1300. 

doi: 10.1177/0020872815603784 

Lim, S. S. (2017). Youth workers’ use of Facebook for mediated pastoralism with juvenile 

delinquents and youths-at-risk. Children and Youth Services Review, 81, 139–147. doi: 

10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.08.004 

Lo, T. W., & Tam, H. L. (2018). Working with Chinese triad youth gangs: Correct diagnosis and 

strategic intervention. International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative 

Criminology, 62(12), 3708–3726. doi: 10.1177/0306624X18755482 

Maletsky, L. D., & Evans, W. P. (2017). Organizational factors that contribute to youth workers’ 

promotion of youth voice. Child & Youth Services, 38(1), 53–68. doi: 

10.1080/0145935X.2016.1204538 

Maynard, B. R., Salas-Wright, C. P., & Vaughn, M. G. (2015). High school dropouts in 

emerging adulthood: Substance use, mental health problems, and crime. Community 

Mental Health Journal, 51(3), 289–299. doi: 10.1007/s10597-014-9760-5 

McDonough, M. H., Ullrich-French, S., & McDavid, M. L. (2018). Helping kids connect: 

Participant and staff perspectives on facilitating social relationships in a physical activity-

based Positive Youth Development program for youth from low-income families. Sport, 

Exercise, and Performance Psychology, 7(1), 13–29. doi: 10.1037/spy0000109 



234 
 

McGregor, G. (2017). Counter-narratives that challenge neo-liberal discourses of schooling 

‘disengagement’: Youth professionals informing the work of teachers. British Journal of 

Sociology of Education, 38(4), 551–565. doi: 10.1080/01425692.2015.1113859 

McKamey, C. (2017). Learning and teaching to care for young people. Child & Youth Services, 

38(3), 209–230. doi: 10.1080/0145935X.2017.1297226 

McLaren, L. & Hawe, P. (2005). Ecological perspectives in health research. Journal of 

Epidemiology & Community Health, 59(1), 6–14. doi: 10.1136/jech.2003.018044 

Meade, E. E. (2014). Overview of community characteristics in areas with concentrated poverty. 

US Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for 

Planning and Evaluation. https://aspe.hhs.gov/report/overview-community-

characteristics-areas-concentrated-poverty 

Morales, M. D. (2017). Small group leaders and youth ministry in the Christian church: A 

narrative inquiry study [Doctoral Dissertation, University of Phoenix]. ProQuest 

Dissertations and Theses Global. 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/2013135545/abstract/9031A74E15C7450EPQ/1 

Morgan-Consoli, M. L., Stevenson, B. J., Pigg, E. N., Morrison, W. E., Hershman, K., & Roman, 

C. (2016). A social-justice informed evaluation of a mentorship-based program pairing 

at-risk youth and Holocaust survivors. Journal for Social Action in Counseling & 

Psychology, 8(2), 49–69. 

Moris, M., & Loopman, M. (2019). De-marginalizing youngsters in public space: critical youth 

workers and local municipalities in the struggle over public space in Belgium. Journal of 

Youth Studies, 22(5), 694-710.  



235 
 

Mosatche, H. S., Matloff-Nieves, S., Kekelis, L., & Lawner, E. K. (2013). Effective STEM 

programs for adolescent girls: Three approaches and many lessons learned. Afterschool 

Matters, 17, 17-25. 

Murray, D.W. & Rosanbalm, K. (2017). Promoting self-regulation in adolescents and young 

adults: A young adults: A practice brief. (OPRE Report #2015-82). Office of Planning, 

Research, and Evaluation, Administration for Children and Families, US Department of 

Health and Human Services. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED594226.pdf 

Murray, I. E. (2017). Eco-transactional influences on sociopolitical youth development work. 

Equity & Excellence in Education, 50(2), 155–169. doi:10.1080/10665684.2017.1301230 

National Afterschool Association (NAA). (2006). Understanding the afterschool workforce: 

Opportunities and challenges for an emerging profession. Cornerstones for Kids. 

National Association of Social Workers (NASW). (2021). Code of ethics of the National 

Association of Social Workers. https://www.socialworkers.org/About/Ethics/Code-of-

Ethics/Code-of-Ethics-English 

National Institute on Out-of-School Time (NIOST). (2018, June 27). NIOST recognized for its 

research & evaluation influence. https://www.niost.org/NIOST-News/niost-is-named-

one-of-the-most-influential-in-research-and-evaluation-2018-by-the-naa 

National Youth Agency (NYA). (n.d.). ETS England. https://nya.org.uk/youth-work/ets/ 

Neal, J. W., & Neal, Z. P. (2013). Nested or networked? Future directions for ecological systems 

theory. Social Development, 22(4), 722-737. 

Negi, N. J., Forrester, P., Calderon, M., Esser, K., & Parrish, D. (2019). “We are at full 

capacity”: Social care workers persisting through work‐related stress in a new immigrant 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED594226.pdf


236 
 

settlement context in the United States. Health & Social Care in the Community, 27(5), 

e793-e801. 

Nickeas, P. (2021, March 7). Why sweeping police reform over the last year has largely been 

elusive. CNN. https://www.cnn.com/2021/03/07/us/police-reform-george-floyd-breonna-

taylor/index.html 

Nugent, B. (2015). Reaching the ‘hardest to reach.’ Youth Justice, 15(3), 271–285. doi: 

10.1177/1473225414560276 

O’Heaney, E. (2018). Developing grit: A case study of a summer camp, which empowers 

students with learning disabilities through the use of social-emotional learning [Doctoral 

Dissertation, Northeastern University]. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global. 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/2043362057/abstract/3319C1B6ABBF415FPQ/1 

Onwuegbuzie, A. J., Collins, K. M., & Frels, R. K. (2013). Foreword: Using Bronfenbrenner’s 

ecological systems theory to frame quantitative, qualitative, and mixed research. 

International Journal of Multiple Research Approaches, 7(1), 2-8. 

Ord, J., & Monks, A. (2021). Food poverty and youth work–A community response. Critical 

Social Policy, 1-21, doi: 10.1177/0261018321996534 

Ortlipp, M. (2008). Keeping and using reflective journals in the qualitative research process. The 

Qualitative Report, 13(4), 695-705. 

Osgood, D. W., Foster, E. M., & Courtney, M. E. (2010). Vulnerable populations and the 

transition to adulthood. The Future of Children, 20(1), 209–229.  

Padgett, D. K. (2017). Qualitative methods in social work research (5th ed.). Sage Publications. 

Palinkas, L. A., Horwitz, S. M., Green, C. A., Wisdom, J. P., Duan, N., & Hoagwood, K. (2015). 

Purposeful sampling for qualitative data collection and analysis in mixed method 

https://www.cnn.com/2021/03/07/us/police-reform-george-floyd-breonna-taylor/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2021/03/07/us/police-reform-george-floyd-breonna-taylor/index.html
http://search.proquest.com/docview/2043362057/abstract/3319C1B6ABBF415FPQ/1


237 
 

implementation research. Administration and Policy in Mental Health and Mental Health 

Services Research, 42(5), 533-544. 

Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research & evaluation methods (3rd ed.). Sage Publications. 

Peake, K., Gaffney, S., & Surko, M. (2006). Capacity-building for youth workers through 

community-based partnerships. Journal of Public Health Management and Practice, 12, 

S65-S71. 

Pope, P. (2016). ‘“Handing over our ethics?” Youth work conversations in times of austerity.’ 

Ethics & Social Welfare, 10(4), 369–377. doi: 10.1080/17496535.2016.1185795 

Price, C. A., Kares, F., Segovia, G., & Loyd, A. B. (2019). Staff matter: Gender differences in 

science, technology, engineering or math (STEM) career interest development in 

adolescent youth. Applied Developmental Science, 23(3), 239-254 

Pryce, J. M., Gilkerson, L., & Barry, J. E. (2018). The Mentoring FAN: A promising approach to 

enhancing attunement within the mentoring system. Journal of Social Service Research, 

44(3), 350–364. doi: 10.1080/01488376.2018.1472174 

Radlick, R. L., Mirkovic, J., Przedpelska, S., Brendmo, E. H., & Gammon, D. (2020). 

Experiences and needs of multicultural youth and their mentors, and implications for 

digital mentoring platforms: Qualitative exploratory study. JMIR Formative Research, 

4(2), 1-13. 

Ralph, Laurence. (2014). Renegade dreams: Living through injury in gangland. University of 

Chicago Press.  

Rana, S. (2012). Frontline youth work with street children and youth in Nepal: Edge work, 

boundary work, hard work [Doctoral Dissertation, University of Minnesota]. 



238 
 

Dissertations and Theses Global. 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/1283379289/abstract/5C7F4D5F8C5541CDPQ/1 

Reilly, R. C. (2013). Found poems, member checking and crises of representation. The 

Qualitative Report, 18(15), 1-18. 

Rhodes, J. E. (2004). The critical ingredient: Caring youth‐staff relationships in after‐school 

settings. New Directions for Youth Development, 2004(101), 145-161. 

Richard, V. M., & Lahman, M. K. (2015). Photo-elicitation: Reflexivity on method, analysis, and 

graphic portraits. International Journal of Research & Method in Education, 38(1), 3-22. 

Ritchie, D., & Ord, J. (2017). The experience of open access youth work: The voice of young 

people. Journal of Youth Studies, 20(3), 269–282. doi: 10.1080/13676261.2016.1212162 

Robbins, J. (2013). Beyond the suffering subject: toward an anthropology of the good. Journal of 

the Royal Anthropological Institute, 19(3), 447-462. 

Rogers, M., Livstrom, I., Roiger, B., & Smith, A. (2020). Growing North Minneapolis: 

Connecting youth and community through garden-based experiential 

learning. HortTechnology, 30(1), 25-30. 

Rogers, J., & Terriquez, V. (2013). Learning to lead: The impact of youth organizing on the 

educational and civic trajectories of low-income youth. Institute for Democracy, 

Education, and Access. https://idea.gseis.ucla.edu/projects/learning-to-

lead/LearningToLead.pdf 

Rosa, E. M., & Tudge, J. (2013). Urie Bronfenbrenner’s theory of human development: Its 

evolution from ecology to bioecology. Journal of Family Theory & Review, 5(4), 243–

258. doi: 10.1111/jftr.12022 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/1283379289/abstract/5C7F4D5F8C5541CDPQ/1
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2016.1212162


239 
 

Ross, L., Buglione, S., & Safford-Farquharson, J. (2011). Training the “wizards”: A model for 

building self-efficacy and peer networks among urban youth workers. Child & Youth 

Services, 32(3), 200–223. doi: 10.1080/0145935X.2011.605310 

Ross, L. (2012). Disrupting borders: A case study in engaged pedagogy. Michigan Journal of 

Community Service Learning, 19(1), 58-69. 

Ross, L. (2013). Urban youth workers' use of “personal knowledge” in resolving complex 

dilemmas of practice. Child & Youth Services, 34(3), 267-289. 

Roth, J.L. & Brooks-Gunn, J. (2003). What exactly is a youth development program? Answers 

from research and practice. Applied Developmental Science, 7(2), 94-111. doi: 

10.1207/S1532480XADS0702_6 

Roth, J.L., Malone, L. M., & Brooks-Gunn, J. (2010). Does the amount of participation in 

afterschool programs relate to developmental outcomes? A review of the literature. 

American Journal of Community Psychology, 45(3/4), 310–324. doi:10.1007/s10464-

010-9303-3 

Rubin, J. D., Scanlon, M., Cechony, A., & Chen, K. (2021). “Here I can just be myself”: How 

youth and adults collaboratively develop an identity‐safe community across 

difference. Journal of Community Psychology, 49(5), 1024-1043.  

Saito, R.N. & Sullivan, T.K. (2011). The many faces, features and outcomes of youth 

engagement. Journal of Youth Development, 6(3), 107-123. doi: 10.5195/jyd.2011.178 

Saldaña, J. M. (2013). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (2nd ed.). Sage 

Publications. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-010-9303-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10464-010-9303-3


240 
 

Saunders, B., Sim, J., Kingstone, T., Baker, S., Waterfield, J., Bartlam, B., ... & Jinks, C. (2018). 

Saturation in qualitative research: Exploring its conceptualization and operationalization. 

Quality & Quantity, 52(4), 1893-1907. 

Scheper-Hughes, N. (2007). Nervoso. Beyond body proper: Reading the anthropology of 

material life. Duke University Press. 

Scheper‐Hughes, N., & Lock, M. M. (1987). The mindful body: A prolegomenon to future work 

in medical anthropology. Medical Anthropology Quarterly, 1(1), 6-41. 

Schwartz, S. J., & Petrova, M. (2019). Prevention science in emerging adulthood: A field coming 

of age. Prevention Science, 20(3), 305–309. doi: 10.1007/s11121-019-0975-0 

Shier, M. L., Larsen-Halikowski, J., & Gouthro, S. (2020). Characteristics of volunteer 

motivation to mentor youth. Children and Youth Services Review, 111, N. PAG. doi: 

10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.104885 

Shockley, C., & Thompson, A. (2012). Youth workers in college: A replicable model for 

professional development. Children and Youth Services Review, 34(4), 735–739. doi: 

10.1016/j.childyouth.2011.12.019 

Smith, C. (2015). Beyond the school day: Identifying key elements of effective out-of-school time 

STEM instruction [Doctoral Dissertation, Fordham University]. ProQuest Dissertations 

and Theses Global. 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/1710737608/abstract/E215495385724B92PQ/1 

Smith, J., & Soule, K. E. (2016). Incorporating cultural competence & youth program volunteers: 

A literature review. Journal of Youth Development, 11(1), 20-34. 

Sonneveld, J., Rijnders, J., Metz, J., Van Regenmortel, T., & Schalk, R. (2020). The contribution 

of professional youth work to the development of socially vulnerable youngsters: A 

http://search.proquest.com/docview/1710737608/abstract/E215495385724B92PQ/1


241 
 

multiple case study. Children and Youth Services Review, 118, N.PAG. doi: 

10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.105476105476. 

Spence, J., Devanney, C.A., & Noonan, K. (2006). Youth work: Voices of practice. Leicester: 

National Youth Agency. http://dro.dur.ac.uk/2436/1/2436.pdf?DDD34+dss0js1+dul0jk 

Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. Sage Publications. 

Stead, M., Parkes, T., Nicoll, A., Wilson, S., Burgess, C., Eadie, D., … Bauld, L. (2017). 

Delivery of alcohol brief interventions in community-based youth work settings: 

Exploring feasibility and acceptability in a qualitative study. BMC Public Health, 17(1). 

doi: 10.1186/s12889-017-4256-1 

Stelter, R. L., Kupersmidt, J. B., & Stump, K. N. (2021). Establishing effective STEM mentoring 

relationships through mentor training. Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences, 

1483(1), 224-243 

Steyn, F., Louw, D., & Van Rensburg, D. (2012). Mentoring children guilty of minor first-time 

crimes: Methods, strengths and limitations. Acta Academica, 44(4), 106-133. 

Suffrin, R. L., Todd, N. R., & Sánchez, B. (2016). An ecological perspective of mentor 

satisfaction with their youth mentoring relationships. Journal of Community Psychology, 

44(5), 553–568. doi: 10.1002/jcop.21785 

Sullivan, P. J., & Larson, R. W. (2010). Connecting youth to high-resource adults: Lessons from 

effective youth programs. Journal of Adolescent Research, 25(1), 99–123. doi: 

10.1177/0743558409350505 

Taber-Thomas, B., & Pérez-Edgar, K. (2015). Emerging adulthood brain development. In J.J. 

Arnett (Ed.)., The Oxford handbook of emerging adulthood (pp. 126-141). Oxford 

University Press. doi:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199795574.013.15. Oxford Handbooks 

http://dro.dur.ac.uk/2436/1/2436.pdf?DDD34+dss0js1+dul0jk


242 
 

Online.https://static1.squarespace.com/static/52812781e4b0bfa86bc3c12f/t/545a31fbe4b

08462a1c1f52b/1415197179257/Taber-Thomas+%26+Perez-Edgar.pdf 

Thompson, N., & Ballantyne, J. (2017). ‘Being church’: The social and spiritual purposes and 

impacts of Christian detached youth work. Journal of Youth and Theology, 16(2), 89–

116. doi: 10.1163/24055093-01602002 

Todd, Z (2016). ‘An indigenous feminist's take on the ontological turn: ‘ontology’ is just another 

word for colonialism.’ Journal of Historical Sociology, 29(1): 4 – 22.  

Travis, R. (2010). What they think: Attributions made by youth workers about youth 

circumstances and the implications for service-delivery in out-of-school time programs. 

Child & Youth Care Forum, 39(6), 443–464. 

Travis, R., & Leech, T. G. J. (2014). Empowerment-based Positive Youth Development: A new 

understanding of healthy development for African American youth. Journal of Research 

on Adolescence, 24(1), 93–116. doi: 10.1111/jora.12062 

Ungar, M. (2013). The impact of youth-adult relationships on resilience. International Journal of 

Child, Youth and Family Studies, 4(3), 328–336. doi: 10.18357/ijcyfs43201312431 

Vance, F. (2010). A comparative analysis of competency frameworks for youth workers in the 

out-of-school time field. Child & Youth Care Forum, 39(6), 421–441. doi: 

10.1007/s10566-010-9116-4 

Varga, S. M., & Deutsch, N. L. (2016). Revealing both sides of the story: A comparative analysis 

of mentors and protégés relational perspectives. The Journal of Primary Prevention, 

37(5), 449–465. doi: 10.1007/s10935-016-0443-6 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/52812781e4b0bfa86bc3c12f/t/545a31fbe4b08462a1c1f52b/1415197179257/Taber-Thomas+%26+Perez-Edgar.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/52812781e4b0bfa86bc3c12f/t/545a31fbe4b08462a1c1f52b/1415197179257/Taber-Thomas+%26+Perez-Edgar.pdf


243 
 

Vaismoradi, M., Jones, J., Turunen, H., & Snelgrove, S. (2016). Theme development in 

qualitative content analysis and thematic analysis. Journal of Nursing Education and 

Practice 6(5), 100-110. 

Vasudevan, D. S. (2017). The occupational culture and identity of youth workers: A review of 

the literature [Doctoral dissertation, Harvard University]. ProQuest Dissertations and 

Theses Global. https://www-proquest-com.proxy-

hs.researchport.umd.edu/pqdtglobal/docview/2498601530/4305DC7E81DD4B8CPQ/1?a

ccountid=28672 

Veigel, M. (2018). Youth workers’ roles and practices in non-formal learning. Proceedings of 

the Multidisciplinary Academic Conference, 169–176. 

Ventura, J. (2017). “We created that space with everybody:” Constructing a community-based 

space of belonging and familia in a Latina/o youth group. Association of Mexican 

American Educators Journal, 11(1), 23. doi: 10.24974/amae.11.326 

Wade, R., Shea, J. A., Rubin, D., & Wood, J. (2014). Adverse childhood experiences of low-

income urban youth. Pediatrics, 134(1), e13–e20. doi: 10.1542/peds.2013-2475 

Weybright, E. H., Trauntvein, N., & Deen, M. K. (2017). “It was like we were all equal”: 

Maximizing youth development using youth-adult partnerships. Journal of Park & 

Recreation Administration, 35(1), 5–19. doi: 10.18666/JPRA-2017-V35-I1-7246 

World Health Organization (WHO). (2015). Core competencies in adolescent health and 

development for primary care providers: Including a tool to assess the adolescent health 

and development component in pre-service education of health-care providers. 

https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/148354/9789241508315_eng.pdf;jsessio

nid=F836DA53396F042B3828BAD845BFBAFB?sequence=1 

https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/148354/9789241508315_eng.pdf;jsessionid=F836DA53396F042B3828BAD845BFBAFB?sequence=1
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/148354/9789241508315_eng.pdf;jsessionid=F836DA53396F042B3828BAD845BFBAFB?sequence=1


244 
 

World Health Organization (WHO). (2020). Listings of WHO’s response to COVID-19. 

https://www.who.int/news/item/29-06-2020-covidtimeline 

Yohalem, N. & Pittman, K. (2006). Putting youth work on the map: Key findings and 

implications from two major workforce studies. Forum for Youth Investment. 

Yohalem, N., Pittman, K., & Edwards, S. L. (2010). Strengthening the youth development/after-

school workforce. Forum for Youth Investment & Cornerstones for Kids. 

https://youtheconomicopportunities.org/sites/default/files/uploads/resource/Strengthening

_the_YD-AS_Workforce.pdf 

Yu, M. V. B., Deutsch, N. L., Ehrlich, V. A. F., Arbeit, M. R., Johnson, H. E., & Melton, T. N. 

(2019). “It’s like all of his attention is on you”: A mixed methods examination of 

attachment, supportive nonparental youth–adult relationships, and self-esteem during 

adolescence. Journal of Community Psychology, 47(2), 414-434. doi: 10.1002/jcop.22129 

Zaal, M. (2014). In the shadow of tolerance: The discursive context of Dutch-born Muslim 

youth. Policy Futures in Education, 12(1), 111–123. doi: 10.2304/pfie.2014.12.1.111. 

 

 


