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Introduction
The ACT Youth Work Code of Ethical Practice (the Code) provides a 
framework for safe, ethical, and professional youth work practice. It 
articulates the principles and values that underpin youth work practice; 
the elements that characterise and distinguish youth work from other 
professions; and the responsibility of youth workers to maintain a high level 
of professionalism.

Young people are a distinct, but not homogenous, population group. Their specific interests 
and needs are frequently overlooked, and many experience disadvantage, discrimination, 
and unequal access to valued resources. This means that there is a clear need for specific 
services to be delivered by professionals who are both knowledgeable and skilled in working 
with young people. Youth work is the only profession dedicated to young people that is 
defined by relational practice, voluntary engagement, and a focus on acting in the best 
interests of young people utilising distinct values, knowledge, and skills.

The core of youth work practice lies in the relationship with the young person as the 
primary client, expressed through a commitment to advocacy and healing in their work 
with the young person and the wider society. Young people are important contributors to 
the economic, social and political life of Australia and have a right to be recognised and 
included as such. Youth work is founded in a particular type of professional relationship 
with a young person, guided by ethical practice, rather than just a particular skill set or 
activity type. The following Code of Ethical Practice Statements are informed by this core 
position.

About this document
A code of ethical practice is a set of guiding principles that help professionals work with 
honesty and integrity. It is developed by a body of practitioners and outlines an agreed 
set of values and frameworks in which to make decisions. The ACT Youth Work Code of 
Ethical Practice underpins and informs youth work practice and conduct. It supports, but 
does not replace, a youth worker’s legal obligations. Ethical practice is essential because 
youth workers often work with some of the most marginalised and vulnerable people in our 
community. Any person, group or organisation that works with young people can choose 
to use this Code. 

Youth Workers have a responsibility to be aware of the spirit and contents of this Code 
and apply these principles even if a specific scenario or action is not outlined in the Code. 
Individual organisations may have their own specific code of conduct policies that more 
clearly define how their employees or volunteers should act in a specific situation. However, 
an individual organisation’s code of conduct should not conflict with the overarching Code 
of Ethical Practice that guides the professionalism of their Youth Worker employees or 
volunteers. 

This version of the ACT Youth Work Code of Ethical Practice has been developed for, by 
and with the ACT Youth Sector. It revises and builds upon the previous work done by the 
sector over 15 years ago to develop the first ACT Youth Work Code of Ethics, as well as 
work done across Australia and New Zealand to further embed professional and ethical 
youth work practice across the youth sector. 

This document is divided in two sections:
1. Ethical Practice Statements: these twelve statements provide the ethical framework 

in which youth workers operate in the ACT.
2. Commentary on each Statement: this section includes an expanded commentary 

which provides further context and understanding of each Ethical Practice Statement. 
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Additional Resources
This document is the core document for the Code of Ethical Practice.

To assist youth workers and organisations to embed ethical practice into their work, a 
range of additional resources are available in the ACT Youth Work Code of Ethical Practice 
Toolkit.  The Toolkit includes:

•	 Supporting Ethical Youth Work in the ACT: A guide for organisations to implement 
the ACT Youth Work Code of Ethical Practice. This includes a series of info sheets 
for employers, including:

o How organisations can commit to the Code
o How to embed the Code into recruitment, induction, supervision, and MOU 

and contracting arrangements with other organisations and businesses
o How to challenge unethical behaviour
o How to make the Code relevant to Young People 

•	 Ethical Youth Work in Action: Case studies to support youth workers to implement 
the ACT Youth Work Code of Ethical Practice. Examples are provided which highlight 
good practice in relation to a range of different scenarios that youth workers 
may encounter. Questions for reflection provide a starting point for discussion on 
how individual youth workers and teams can embed ethical youth work into their 
practice

•	 Display Poster – highlighting the Code for Young People and for Youth Workers

Training on how to use the Code and embed the principles into practice is also provided to 
the Youth Sector through the Youth Coalition of the ACT, the peak body for young people 
and the Youth Sector in the ACT.  Visit www.youthcoalition.net/ethics for more information.

http://www.youthcoalition.net/ethics
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Definitions
Young People 
Historically, services which have been funded to provide support to young people have been 
focused on the age of 12 - 25 years. However, many youth services are now expanding the 
age demographic to which they offer their services, for a number of reasons. Biological 
and socio-cultural perspectives encourage us to expand our definition and understanding 
of ‘youth’. With the emergence of earlier onset of puberty, our deeper understanding of 
developmental neuroscience, and an extended period of development lasting into the last 
20’s due to socio-economic factors, we have seen the development of youth programs 
and services engaging with those in the ‘middle years’ (age 8 - 11), as well as ‘emerging 
adulthood’ (age 18 - late 20s). 

The unique relationship that youth workers develop with young people may mean that 
they are best placed to support young people as they transition from childhood to youth, 
and from youth to adulthood, through services that are targeted to their specific stage 
of development. 

Youth Work
A youth worker is someone who is committed to the profession and ethics of youth work. 
Within Australia, youth work is defined as follows:

Youth work is a practice that places young people and their interests 
first. Youth work is a relational practice, where the youth worker 

operates alongside the young person in their context. Youth work is 
an empowering practice that advocates for and facilitates a young 
person’s independence, participation in society, connectedness and 
realisation of their rights.” Australian Youth Affairs Coalition National 

Definition of Youth Work, 2013

Youth work, by its nature, must be relational. It is characterised by the development of 
a professional relationship through which the youth worker is able to engage with the 
young person, providing support as they navigate the complexity of their internal and 
external worlds. Many young people have experienced harm through relationships - with 
family, community, and systems - and youth work provides an opportunity to heal through 
relationship. 

Youth workers practice in a range of settings, including community services, government 
services, and schools. Primarily, youth workers are in frontline roles, directly providing 
support to young people. Where a youth worker transitions out of relational work with 
young people, into roles such as management, advocacy or policy, they must carry the 
principles and ethics of youth work into their roles if they wish to continue to identify as 
a youth worker.

Key practices that define youth work are: 
1. a focus on acting in the best interests of the young person, framed by ethical youth 

work practices
2. the development of trust, rapport, and understanding between the youth worker and 

a young person as a foundation from which to address the young person’s needs
3. the voluntary nature of the professional relationship 

In the ACT, the Youth Work Code of Ethical Practice provides the foundation for youth work. 
People who operate outside of these practices may still be part of the youth sector, but 
are not identified as a ‘youth worker’. Those who support young people in other sectors or 
ways are encouraged to consider how they can embed these ethical youth work practices 
into their own area of work.
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ACT Youth Sector
The ACT Youth Sector encompasses a broad group of people who are committed to 
supporting young people and connecting them with the resources, community support, 
and empowerment they need to achieve success. The ACT Youth Sector is comprised of 
people from a wide range of backgrounds and qualifications, who work in a range of roles 
and contexts, with a diverse clientele. The varied nature of youth work means that the 
sector operates across a range of institutions, including government and community sector 
organisations, schools, recreation groups, and faith-based organisations. Volunteers also 
form part of the youth sector, as unpaid workers, or as part of youth-led organisations. 

It is important to note that while many people who work with and support young people 
identify as being part of the youth sector, not everyone who works in the youth sector 
is a youth worker. This can include the broad range of roles that support youth work, for 
example administrative and human resources support, managers, and those from other 
professions who work alongside young people - such as health professionals or teachers. 
Youth sector workers may also operate in an environment where they are committed to 
the core principles of youth work, but are not able to work under the complete definition 
of youth work.  
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Fair and Inclusive 
All young people have the right to be treated in a fair and appropriate 
manner. Youth workers will respond in a manner that acknowledges 
and respects individuals’ identity, culture, beliefs, attitudes, 
behaviours, and customs. 

Capability Approach  & Empowerment
Youth workers recognise that young people need opportunities 
that enable them to thrive, in order to increase their capability 
for social, economic and political participation and facilitate their 
agency. Youth workers presume that young people have knowledge 
to assess their circumstances, and provide access to resources and 
opportunities that enable them to make decisions that are in their 
best interests.  

Duty of Care and Dignity of Risk 
Youth workers avoid exposing young people, colleagues, the 
community, and themselves to the likelihood of further harm or injury. 
However, youth workers respect the right that young people have to 
make choices and take risks in order to learn and grow.   

Conditions of Existence
Youth workers recognise the impact of social, cultural and structural 
factors that affect young people. Their work is not limited to 
facilitating change within the individual young person, but extends 
to the context in which the young person lives. 

Primary Client 
The primary client of the youth worker is the young person with whom 
they engage. This means that a youth worker’s key responsibility 
is to the young person they are working with, while maintaining 
consideration of the people and systems that the young person is 
also engaging with.

Acknowledgement, Recognition and Respect 
of First Nations People
Youth workers respect the strength and culture of First Nations 
people, and recognise that connection to culture, land, and 
community is a right of First Nations young people. Youth workers 
have a responsibility to develop and uphold cultural safety in their 
individual practice, and within all programs and services. 

Ethical Practice Statements
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Professional Competence 
Youth workers have a responsibility to keep up to date with the 
information, resources, knowledge, connections and practices 
needed to meet their obligations to young people. They are 
committed to continual learning, reflective practice, and the ongoing 
professional development of their knowledge and skills.    

Self-awareness 
Youth Workers are committed to ongoing reflection of their own 
values, traits, personal history, behaviours and feelings, and how 
they impact young people, their employment, their own lives, and 
the profession of youth work.  

Self Care 
Ethical youth work practice is consistent with preserving the physical 
and mental health of youth workers. Self-care is the responsibility of 
both youth workers and employers, and should be embedded into 
professional practice. 

Boundaries 
The youth work relationship is a professional relationship, intentionally 
defined with clear boundaries to protect the young person and 
youth worker. The relationship between a young person and youth 
worker is an important source of support for that young person. 
Youth workers are responsible for maintaining the integrity of the 
professional boundaries within that relationship.  

Confidentiality & Consent 
Information provided by young people will not be used against them, 
nor will it be shared with others who may use it against them. Young 
people should be made aware of the limits to confidentiality, and 
that informed, ongoing consent or assent can be withdrawn at any 
time.  

Integrity, Accountability and Transparency 
Youth workers hold themselves accountable to the values and ethics 
of Youth Work, and will not bring the practice and professionalism 
of youth work into disrepute. Youth workers will be open, honest, 
and clear about what young people can expect from them and their 
services.  
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Supporting Information for Ethical 
Practice Statements

Youth workers respect the strength and culture of First Nations people, and 

recognise that connection to culture, land, and community is a right of First 

Nations young people. Youth workers have a responsibility to develop and uphold 

cultural safety in their individual practice, and within all programs and services. 

Commentary
Youth workers recognise and respect First Nations people & culture, and the importance 
of cultural connection to First Nations young people’s sense of identity and self-esteem. 
We acknowledge that we live on the traditional land and waters of First Nations people, 
and have a responsibility to cultivate a deeper understanding of and respect for First 
Nations culture in our workplaces and the broader community. 

Cultural knowledge comes from First Nations families, and needs to remain in the control 
of First Nations people, to ensure their cultural needs are met both now and for future 
generations. First Nations culture is diverse, and unique to each family, community, and 
region. Youth workers have a responsibility to learn about the diversity of culture that 
exists in the families and young people they support. Working with a First Nations young 
person also means learning from and working with their family, and the networks and 
people they have a connection with. Family is community. 

Developing cultural awareness and understanding is only the first step for youth workers 
and youth services. We work towards developing cultural safety, in our individual practice 
and in our organisations. This includes learning about cultural protocols and embedding 
them into our policies and procedures. This will ensure young people and their families and 
communities feel that their culture and identity are respected. Youth workers actively 
build positive working relationships with First Nations agencies and youth workers.  

Youth workers acknowledge the history of unsafe cultural practice in youth and family 
work, which was developed in a system of colonisation, white privilege, and racism. Youth 
workers have an obligation to know and understand history, both nationwide and in the 
local context in which we work. These things continue to have an impact on the way First 
Nations young people experience growing up today, even where policy and practice has 
improved. Youth workers recognise past and ongoing trauma that has come from racist 
policies, and their ongoing impact.

Youth workers actively seek opportunities to celebrate the strength and culture of First 
Nations people. We ensure that all First Nations young people that engage with us feel 
supported, are safe, and can express their culture, identity, and needs. We listen to their 
stories and try to see the work we do through their eyes, and the eyes of their family and 
community. We continue to support them, connecting with First Nations youth workers, 
community groups, community leaders and elders for information and support where 
needed – learning from them while respecting their ownership of cultural knowledge. 
Youth workers share what we have learned with young people, and encourage them to 
also respect and celebrate the culture of First Nations people.

1. Acknowledgement, Recognition and 
Respect of First Nations People

The following section provides an expanded commentary for each 
ethical statement, as well as case studies and questions for reflection.
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The primary client of the youth worker is the young person with whom they engage. 

This means that a youth worker’s key responsibility is to the young person they 

are working with, while maintaining consideration of the people and systems that 

the young person is also engaging with. 

Commentary
Youth workers answer to a range of people: funding bodies, peers, management 
committees, parents, communities. This clause, which is at the core of the youth work 
relationship, keeps youth workers mindful of who they are there for. 

Achieving positive outcomes for young people usually involves working closely with a range 
of people such as family or guardians, teachers, the young person’s friends, or workers 
with other services. Having young people as the primary consideration does not mean 
that youth workers should not be working with these other people, it just means that the 
key concern of a youth worker is achieving positive outcomes for the young person they 
are supporting.

Ethical youth work means that the needs of the young person are the primary consideration 
in any shared support or collaboration between services. This also applies to working with 
groups of young people. Where conflict exists between obligations to multiple young 
people it is resolved in ways that reduce harm, supporting the person or people with the 
least advantage in the situation. 

Many people working in the related fields do not recognise the young person as their 
primary client, but see them as one of many stakeholders. That is okay: it just means they 
are not a youth worker. But young people need to know that there is at least one person 
that they can rely on to uphold their interests.

2. Primary Client
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Youth workers recognise the impact of social, cultural and structural factors that 

affect young people. Their work is not limited to facilitating change within the 

individual young person, but extends to the context in which the young person 

lives.

Commentary

Youth workers are agents of change in a variety of contexts and conditions, both with 
individual young people, but also with the societal systems that can cause the problems 
in the first instance. Youth workers need to be very clear that they do not support young 
people in isolation. 

Young people are part of communities and broader social contexts. Like all of us, young 
people are impacted by factors that are external to their own lives and decisions. Their 
families, community, and the broader social context in which they live influence, shape, and 
to some extent control their lives. This cannot be denied in the youth worker’s approach 
to working with young people, so the context in which they live needs to be taken into 
consideration in the support that youth workers offer. It would be short sighted to think 
that young people can be dealt with in isolation, ignoring the complex myriad of influences 
all around them.

Youth workers are often in a position where they see the impact of decisions made which 
are outside of the young person’s direct control - legislation, policy, funding, media rhetoric 
and community concern all impact young people. Youth workers have a role in recognising 
these structural factors, helping young people navigate them, and using their collective 
knowledge to effect change where possible. 

Additionally, working within the context of a young person often requires collaborating 
with others who have a shared concern or responsibility for them. Many young people 
will require support from a range of youth workers, services, or specialists. Some may be 
focused on a particular area of need, or only connect with a young person in a particular 
setting. Not all will understand the conditions or specific needs of young people. Ensuring 
the needs of the young person are at the forefront can require collaboration between a 
number of youth workers and support services. Effective collaborative practice requires 
communication, coordination, mutual respect, and accountability. It can take more time 
and resources than working alone with the young person, but if it is in the best interest of 
that young person, it is worth the effort. 

3. Conditions of Existence
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All young people have the right to be treated in a fair and appropriate manner. 

Youth workers will respond in a manner that acknowledges and respects individuals’ 

identity, culture, beliefs, attitudes, behaviours, and customs.

Commentary
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity legislation enshrines the right for all young people 
to be treated in a fair and appropriate manner, regardless of culture, ethnicity, religion, 
ability, class, gender or sexual orientation. However, many young people have experienced 
discrimination in a range of contexts, based on their age as well as the above factors. This 
impacts directly on the youth worker’s approach to young people. Youth workers will, in all 
situations, treat young people with respect, equity, and fairness.

Regardless of a youth worker’s personal beliefs, a young person has the right to be treated 
fairly and responded to on the basis of their need. If a youth worker is unable to detach 
their personal beliefs from the situation, and act in the best interests of the young person, 
they have the responsibility to ensure the young person is referred to someone who is able 
to deal with their needs in a non-discriminatory, supportive and sensitive manner. In this 
situation, where a youth worker is not able to put aside their prejudices or personal beliefs 
in order to fulfill their professional ethical obligations, they should consider if youth work is 
the right profession for them. 

Many services operate within particular inclusion and/or exclusion criteria - not all services 
are available or appropriate for all young people.  Where young people are referred to or 
directly contact a service, but they do not meet the criteria of that service, they should 
be supported to make contact with a service provider who is able to support them. Where 
a youth worker is required to exclude a young person from their service, they should clearly 
communicate what their criteria is.

4. Fair and Inclusive
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Youth workers recognise that young people need opportunities that enable them 
to thrive, in order to increase their capability for social, economic and political 
participation and facilitate their agency. Youth workers presume that young 
people have knowledge to assess their circumstances, and provide access to 
resources and opportunities that enable them to make decisions that are in their 
best interests.

Commentary
Youth workers adopt a capability approach to supporting young people - not only giving 
them effective access to resources and opportunities, but also ensuring they have the 
capability to utilise and enjoy them.  Young people have a range of internal and external 
capabilities, and through a capability approach youth workers help them access the 
conditions they need to be successful, teach them the skills they need, and give them the 
opportunity to develop a sense of mastery so they can achieve their goals.

This principle tries to clarify what empowerment might mean in ethical terms, and what 
it means for youth workers. The youth worker seeks to enhance the power of the young 
person by making power relations open and clear, holding power-holders accountable, and 
by supporting the young person in the pursuit of their rights and claims. Youth workers 
encourage the independence and growth of young people by facilitating their transition 
away from dependence on the youth work relationship. 

In this context, ‘empowerment’ also refers to young people’s ethical and responsible 
action. Youth workers presume that young people have varying degrees of competency 
in assessing and acting on their interests. They may be experiencing a range of factors 
that can impact their judgement. A youth worker may find out more as they assess the 
situation, and then work to build the young person’s capability to address their needs. 

5. Capability Approach and Empowerment
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Youth workers avoid exposing young people, colleagues, the community, and 
themselves to the likelihood of further harm or injury. However, youth workers 
respect the right that young people have to make choices and take risks in order 
to learn and grow.

Commentary
Youth workers seek to minimise physical, psychological and emotional harm or injury, and 
recognise that risk comes in many different forms. Alongside avoiding physical risk when 
engaging in activities, youth workers have a duty of care to protect young people from the 
impact of cultural abuse, racism, ageism, and vicarious trauma. 

‘Duty of Care’ recognises that sometimes people can do more harm than good by intervening 
in a situation and that intervention carries some risk with it. However, we also acknowledge 
that many young people do need youth services to step in and support them. It is a youth 
workers role to find and negotiate the balance between duty of care and dignity of risk. 

Youth Workers are motivated to help young people, utilising their passion, skills, and the 
resources at their disposal to bring about change, but what the youth worker wants 
may not always be the best thing for the young person at that time. When running an 
activity, making a referral, or engaging a young person in a program, youth workers have 
a responsibility to make sure that the activity, referral, or program is safe in general and 
for this particular young person, and there will not be further harm that results from their 
involvement. Youth workers also need to be aware of the potential long-term impact of 
involving young people in media reports about youth issues, or their service/program. 

Risk assessment and management needs to be thorough and ongoing. Youth workers will 
assess risk and manage safety, while also encouraging young people to safely participate 
in challenging activities. Equipment needs to be well maintained, and staff need to be 
properly trained and supported.

Duty of care to young people means that organisations must exercise care in the employment 
of staff - whether paid or voluntary. Abuse of young people is not rare, and youth workers 
are careful about who has access to the young people they work with. Proper investigation 
needs to be made of people’s work and criminal histories, even if they are volunteers.

Youth workers have a duty of care to colleagues and themselves, as well as the young 
people and families they support.  Vicarious trauma can impact on the ability to support 
young people, as well as have an impact on the youth workers personal life, and physical 
and mental wellbeing. Youth workers have a duty of care to themselves and their colleagues 
to understand and recognise vicarious trauma and its impact, to take time out to reflect 
on their practice, learn from others, and receive support when needed. Youth workers 
must also recognise situations where they may be at risk from a young person, and put 
appropriate measures in place to mitigate risk of physical or psychological harm. 

‘Dignity of Risk’ refers to the concept of affording a person the right to take reasonable 
risks, and that impeding this right, by being overly cautious of a duty of care, can suffocate 
personal growth, self-esteem, and overall quality of life. A dignity of risk framework provides 
balance to the youth workers duty of care to young people. It can help ensure that youth 
workers respect the autonomy of young people, and recognises that their role is to assist 
them to live the best life possible. A dignity of risk approach means that youth workers 
support young people to navigate decision making processes and safely take risks where 
appropriate. Harm reduction principles can provide balance between Duty of Care and 
Dignity of Risk.

6. Duty of Care and Dignity of Risk
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Youth workers hold themselves accountable to the values and ethics of Youth 

Work, and will not bring the practice and professionalism of youth work into 

disrepute. Youth workers will be open, honest, and clear about what young people 

can expect from them and their services.

Commentary
Youth workers are loyal to the practice of youth work. This means they are self-aware of 
their own role and the expectations that are placed on them by themselves, young people, 
and other stakeholders.  Youth workers should be held accountable to the values and 
ethics of youth work, and adhere to the principles of this ethical framework. Acting with 
integrity means that youth workers are trustworthy, reliable and honest. The professional 
relationship between youth workers and young people is built on a foundation of trust, and 
the youth worker will be honest with young people, enabling them to access information 
and always working in their best interest. 

Whilst undertaking a role that may be different from others, youth workers will value and 
respect difference in other approaches. Through continuing to portray youth work in a 
professional manner, youth workers will be mindful to not act in a way that can bring their 
role into disrepute.

The contract established between a youth worker and young person, and the resulting 
relationship, will be open and truthful. Youth workers and youth agencies will not advance 
themselves or other stakeholders at the expense of young people. They will be clear and 
honest about the support they are able to offer, and the limits to that support. 

Youth workers do not deceive young people, either by saying things that are untrue or 
by withholding information. This applies to various areas of practice, agency policy and 
law.  In some situations, youth workers will have a role in explaining the nature of other 
stakeholders’ relationships to them, and the expectations this may place on them. In 
situations where things are going on behind the scenes that cannot be disclosed to the 
young person, transparency is balanced by integrity and working in the best interest of 
the young person. 

If a youth worker makes a mistake, or does not fulfil their commitments to a young person 
they are supporting, they will acknowledge this to the relevant people - this could be their 
manager, the young person, or other stakeholders.  

Whilst being open and truthful, workers should be mindful of issues of confidentiality, 
disclosure, health and safety, who the youth worker is employed by, and what the agency 
is funded or contracted to provide. 

7. Integrity, Accountability, and Transparency
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Information provided by young people will not be used against them, nor will it be 

shared with others who may use it against them. Young people should be made 

aware of the limits to confidentiality, and that informed, ongoing consent or 

assent can be withdrawn at any time.

Commentary
Youth work relationships are founded in trust. Sometimes it is in the best interest to share 
information about the young person, but permission must be sought for disclosure. Until 
this happens, the presumption of confidentiality must apply. Privacy implications may not 
always be clear, and youth workers are encouraged to assist young people to fully consider 
the current and potential future implications of giving consent. Informed, ongoing consent 
can be revoked by the young person at any time. 

Youth workers are to avoid any undue invasion of privacy when collecting or sharing 
information about a young person. They should consider the full extent of privacy 
implications of activities that a young person may engage in, in the immediate future and 
long term. 

In accordance with National Privacy Principles, youth workers presume that young people 
expect their information to be kept confidential. Perfect confidentiality is of course not 
possible or even desirable: there are always limits. Youth workers need to know what 
these limits are, and communicate and clarify them to young people at the onset of the 
relationship, keeping in mind that the best interests of the young person are paramount. 

Young people should be made aware of why a youth worker may need to give private 
information to others, and provide consent. Youth workers do not provide names or other 
details about young people to schools, other government or community services, police, 
other young people or anyone else without consent, even where a youth worker thinks it 
might achieve good outcomes, unless failure to disclose information would contravene 
legal obligations. 

Wherever possible, if a youth worker is required by law or policy to disclose information, 
they should inform the young person what information has been shared, and who has 
received that information. Where possible, young people should be involved in sharing 
this information if they choose to – for example, if a youth worker is required to make a 
mandatory report, they can do that with the young person or have the young person read 
the written report. 

In some situations, young people are not able to legally consent to the support that is 
being offered to them, and require consent from a parent or legal guardian. Within the 
context of youth work, and the young person being the primary client, in these situations 
it is important that youth workers also gain the informed assent (agreement) of the young 
person, alongside the parental consent.

Youth workers should be aware of any safety concerns or implications that may arise 
when sharing sensitive information to a third party. These should be discussed with the 
young person, and where required, youth workers should seek further advice from their 
employer or a legal service, keeping in mind the best interest of the young person. 

8. Confidentiality and Consent
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Youth workers have a responsibility to keep up to date with the information, 

resources, knowledge and practices needed to meet their obligations to young 

people. They are committed to continual learning, reflective practice, and the 

ongoing professional development of their knowledge and skills.

Commentary
Youth workers have a responsibility to maintain a high level of competence. An ongoing 
commitment to being aware and skilled in relation to evidence informed, best practice 
youth work is essential. This is a standard requirement of most professions. Youth workers 
and their employers are responsible for ensuring they keep up to date in the knowledge, 
skills, and resources required for their role. This includes recognising when new skills and 
knowledge are required, and seeking relevant education and training as well as feedback 
from service users and colleagues on the quality of their work. This also requires engaging 
in opportunities to reflect on practice. 

Youth workers will only undertake work or take on responsibilities for which they have the 
necessary skills, knowledge, training and support. They have a responsibility to undertake 
appropriate training in relation to the specific service they provide, as well training regarding 
diversity, inclusion, and cross-cultural training. Youth workers have a responsibility for their 
personal growth, learning through listening, reading, observation, discussion, and engaging 
with leaders and members of the communities they support. 

Maintaining records is an integral part of practice for youth workers. Record keeping 
practices have an impact on client outcomes, as well as providing a reliable and objective 
record of work carried out by the youth worker. Information about clients and programs 
should be recorded impartially, accurately, and include essential and relevant details. Case 
notes, client records, and/or program records must be maintained and stored in line with 
the applicable legal frameworks and organisation policies. 

Youth workers should be committed to reflective practice, engaging in a process of 
continuous learning through reflection on their own actions. This can include seeking 
opportunities for feedback from colleagues and other youth work professionals, being 
willing to take on criticism, engaging in formal reflective practice supervision, and learning 
from the experience and practice wisdom of other youth workers.

Youth workers have a commitment to the sharing of knowledge and skills with other 
youth workers. Through connection, sharing of information, and building the collective 
knowledge of the youth sector, youth workers contribute to the further development of 
the profession of youth work. 

9. Professional Competence
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Youth Workers are committed to ongoing reflection of their own values, traits, 

personal history, behaviours and feelings, and how they impact young people, 

their employment, their own lives, and the profession of youth work.

Commentary
Youth workers are conscious of their own values and interests, and approach differences 
in those with whom they work with respect. This means that youth workers will take into 
account the diversity of values and interests that young people may present with, and 
recognise their own may be different in comparison. Respect and dignity are crucial to 
being able to accept these differences between self and the young person, whilst also 
recognising that universally accepted concepts of human rights cannot be compromised 
in doing so. 

At times young people may not like or connect with their youth worker, and that is ok. Youth 
workers respect the choice and values of young people, and do not take it personally if 
they are unable to establish the trust and connection that a young person requires to 
receive support.

Self-awareness requires an ongoing and continuous process of reflection and action. 
Within youth work, it is not possible, nor healthy, to separate your work and personal life 
completely - each has an impact on the other. Youth workers acknowledge the impact of 
the intersection of their work and personal life. 

Youth workers are aware that both current and historical situations can have an impact on 
their work, personal life, and relationships. Self-awareness allows the youth worker to be 
aware of and acknowledge triggers that may impact their mental and emotional wellbeing, 
and their capacity to respond to others – both at work, and outside of work. While youth 
workers operate in an environment of optimism and hope, they do not emotionally over-
invest. They recognise the reality of the context in which they work. 

Professional supervision is a tool that youth workers should access to engage in self-
awareness and reflection, as well as to develop their professional practice. 

10. Self-awareness
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The youth work relationship is a professional relationship, intentionally defined with 

clear boundaries to protect the young person and youth worker. The relationship 

between a young person and youth worker is an important source of support for 

that young person. Youth workers are responsible for maintaining the integrity of 

the professional boundaries within that relationship.

Commentary
Maintaining professional boundaries means that youth workers will recognise that the 
relationship between themselves and a young person is a contracted relationship. It is 
non-exploitative, non-sexual, and limited. This ensures the relationship and subsequent 
support or intervention is not compromised, a consideration that is particularly important 
in work with young people who have less access to knowledge, resources, and skills than 
the youth worker does.

There is a broad range of areas that fall within the scope of boundaries that youth workers 
need to be aware of and maintain. This includes being aware of the power imbalance 
and ensuring the young person is not exploited, sexualised, or used to promote the youth 
worker’s career. It is the youth workers responsibility to set, communicate and maintain 
clear and appropriate boundaries, in regard to all types of engagement and communication 
- including face to face, written, phone, and online. 

Youth workers must actively work to maintain the balance between genuine care and 
professional boundaries. Maintaining boundaries does not mean being detached. Youth 
workers are not friends with the young people they support - they are friendly, caring, 
and acknowledge that they are often a significant adult in that young person’s life at 
a particular point in time. The youth worker / young person relationship is important for 
modelling positive attachment and interactions, and may be a primary example of a caring 
relationship for a young person.  

When the young person is transitioning away from support, care should be taken to model 
healthy boundaries within the context of the relationship ending. The boundaries of the 
professional relationship between young person and youth worker extend beyond the 
timeframe in which the young person is receiving support. Future interactions with a young 
person who has been a client should be limited by these professional boundaries. 

Boundaries are also important in areas where there may be an intersection between work 
and life outside of work.  Cultural responsibilities, involvement with communities (such 
as arts, sporting or religious communities), and volunteer roles in other organisations 
may involve interactions or a relationship that sits outside the professional setting. At 
times this can cause tension for the youth worker and/or the young person. When these 
tensions arise, it is the youth workers responsibility to be open about the situation with 
their employer and/or supervisor, disclosing potential conflicts. They should develop and 
use clear strategies and communication with their communities and young people to 
make these boundaries clear, in a way that respects both the youth worker’s and young 
person’s integrity and autonomy. Clear communication should be used to ensure young 
people are aware of the boundaries of the relationship, and are supported to respect 
those boundaries.

11. Boundaries
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Ethical youth work practice is consistent with preserving the physical and mental 

health of youth workers. Self-care is the responsibility of both youth workers and 

employers, and should be embedded into professional practice.

Commentary
Self-care is essential to youth work, as a means to assure longevity of career, and to 
continually provide high quality support to young people. Youth work often involves working 
through challenging situations with young people with care and compassion, which can 
impact on stress levels, or lead to vicarious trauma for youth workers. 

Effective self-care is a preventative measure which helps to ensure youth workers are 
not negatively impacted by the stress and trauma they may witness or experience in 
their professional lives. Self-care refers to activities and practices that youth workers 
can engage in on a regular basis to reduce stress and maintain and enhance their short- 
and longer-term health and well-being. Self-care is necessary for the youth workers’ 
effectiveness and success in honouring their professional and personal commitments.

Ongoing, embedded self-care practices help youth workers maintain boundaries and 
professionalism. They enable youth workers to reflect on their practice, and the impact 
that their work has on both the young people, their colleagues, and themselves. 

Embedding self-care into practice is a shared responsibility between the workplace and 
the individual youth worker. Youth workers should have a self-care plan that incorporates 
practices in both their workplace and personal life, and covers both physical and 
psychological health. It should also cover professional practices including supervision, 
reflective practice, debriefing, access to learning opportunities, developing and maintaining 
professional connections with other youth workers, and maintaining boundaries. 

11. Self-care
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Supporting resources are available at youthcoalition.net


