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Abstract 

This thesis argues that professional youth work in Northern Ireland has a distinctive 

knowledge culture, shaped by context, history, policy and local priorities. When discussing 

knowledge culture, the study uses the theoretical concept of epistemic culture proposed by 

Knorr Cetina (1998, 1999). Epistemic culture is seen as the specific knowledge practices 

which influence how a specific discipline or profession relates to knowledge. Jensen, Lahn, 

Nerland et al (2012) extended the study of epistemic culture to other professions in Nordic 

countries. These studies focused on four essential elements: these are histories, priorities, 

orientation, and preferences. This study extends this approach to an investigation of the 

epistemic culture of professional youth workers in Northern Ireland. Therefore, it is a study 

of how professional youth workers access, use, generate and mediate knowledge. The study 

seeks to analyse these characteristics in the current policy context. The study is conducted 

in a policy environment where Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) is the principal influence on 

youth work. In this context, planning, management information systems, performance and 

evidence of outcomes are emphasised. Therefore, the study examines how the epistemic 

culture of professional youth workers might be in flux in light of these new priorities. 

The study makes use of a qualitative approach and is located in the social constructivist 

perspective. Due to the importance of context, the data collection used in the study is the 

episodic interview technique (Flick 1997, 2000) which is sensitive to small changes in 

context which accumulate over time. The study uses grounded theory to code and analyse 

data in an emergent framework approach (Charmaz 2016) in order to generate theory.  

The study therefore provides a rich description of the histories, priorities, orientation and 

preferences of professional youth workers’ epistemic culture. In addition, in considering the 

contemporary context, the study proposes an emergent theory of ‘circumventing strategies’ 

to explain the ways in which professional youth workers experience and mediate 

professional knowledge in the current policy context where a managerialist and 

performative culture dominate. The four approaches outlined in the theory of 

circumventing strategies outline both the epistemic strategies and the emotional labour 

that professional youth workers expend to work within a culture that is alien to their own 

profession’s development. The emergent theory provides valuable insight into how the 

experience of the focus on outcomes and performance is not monolithic within the sector 
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but is rather informed by the experience of the practitioner, organisational setting and 

structures within the youth service itself. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction  

1.1 Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis is presented to provide evidence of scholarship, to demonstrate clarity and 

adhere to the standards of academic rigour expected for this level of study. There are three 

sections to the study: 1. The literature review; 2. The research methodology; 3. The findings, 

discussion, analysis and conclusions. Each section comprises several chapters pertaining to 

that section. The outline of the content of the study is as follows.  

1.2 Section One: The Literature Review 

Section One is divided into four chapters. The purpose of these chapters is to scaffold the 

study within the framework of the relevant academic knowledge base. The literature review 

will use a narrative review format (Bryman 2016:91) as this was deemed most appropriate 

for the broad range of literature used in the review. A systematic literature review (Fink 

2010) was considered, but this was rejected on the grounds that the literature base it would 

generate would be too narrow, coupled with the marginal representations of the profession 

of community youth work in academic journals and indexing databases. In addition, youth 

work in Northern Ireland is documented within a range of grey literature: by this I mean 

information that is produced outside of traditional publishing and national and international 

distribution channels.  

Chapter One introduces the study. Chapter Two considers the youth work context in 

Northern Ireland in which the study is based. Chapter Three provides a primary theoretical 

frame for the study examining the concepts of epistemic culture proposed by Knorr Cetina 

(1998, 1999) and the extension of this frame to other professions by Jensen, Lahn, Nerland 

et al (2012). Chapter Four considers the nature of evidence and how knowledge is used in 

human enquiry and by extension in management and quality assurance. Having established 

the theoretical frame for the study, the next section examines the methodology used.  

1.3 Section Two: The Methodology  

The methodology section is the shortest section of the study; however, it is important in 

that it provides a clear explication of the research design, decisions, and challenges of the 

study. It frames the study within the appropriate philosophical paradigms. This chapter 

locates the study within the qualitative and social constructivist paradigm. The chapter then 
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goes on to discusses the application of the chosen data collection methods and examines 

data management and the procedures used for data analysis and theory building.  

1.4 Section Three: The Findings, Discussion, Analysis and Conclusions  

Chapters Six through Nine present the findings of the study, developing the themes that 

emerge from the data and discussing these themes in relation to the literature review. In 

these chapters the characteristics of professional youth workers’ epistemic culture is 

discussed in detail. Chapter Ten harnesses the themes discussed in the preceding chapters 

to propose an emergent theory of ‘circumventing strategies’ that professional youth 

workers use to avoid, hide from, negotiate, challenge and resist the increasing prevalence of 

managerial direction, product orientated practice and performative expectations.  

Finally, chapter 11 concludes the study with a consideration of the contribution the study 

has made to the knowledge base. This concluding chapter also provides a critical review of 

the study, discusses the implications of the study for policy and practice, and suggests 

potential future research before ending with some personal reflections.  

1.7 The Rationale for the Study  

Arguably one of the most pressing imperatives in the youth work sector in the UK and 

Ireland has been the call for ‘evidence’ and the need to substantiate youth work. (Bamber 

2011, Bamber et al 2012, Devlin & Gunning 2009, McGinley & Mackie 2012, Fusco & 

Baizerman 2019, Ord 2012, Ord 2016). Devlin and Gunning 2009: 26 highlight that “A key 

issue for youth workers, and increasingly so in the current policy environment, is the need to 

be able to make reliable judgements about the quality and effectiveness of their work, and 

to communicate this to their peers and to external interests.” In 2013 the new youth sector 

policy in Northern Ireland, ‘Priorities for Youth,’ made clear that youth work had to 

“demonstrate effectively its contribution to improved outcomes…and more specifically the 

coherence, progression, and outcomes in young people’s learning” (DE 2013). Although this 

call for evidence is not new, it arguably has taken on more urgency in a climate of austerity, 

economic uncertainty and public health priorities.  

Policy makers in the public sector are evidently users of evidence and expect to have access 

to it (Davies, Nutley, and Smith 2000). However, ascribing the label of ‘evidence’ to 

information is value laden, and is a political act (Nutley et al 2007, Lincoln 2002). It also 

leads to questions such as ‘what do we mean by evidence?’ How is the concept of evidence 

defined, how is evidence different from the concepts of data, information, facts, research, 
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and knowledge? How is evidence used in the context of practice, organisations, policy and 

academic theory? In addition, ‘evidence’ is produced by professionals within organisational 

contexts for use in informing approaches to practice. 

Therefore, a key question arises as to the extent to which the knowledge culture of the 

professionals and the knowledge culture of organisations influence the obtaining, use and 

validation of evidence? It is these questions this study is interested in and how youth 

workers engage with discourse(s) concerning evidence. It is also concerned with how 

community youth workers mediate different discourses concerning evidence, with policy 

makers, with their profession and with their organisations. The study will be informed by a 

socio-cultural perspective and will use the theoretical concepts of Knorr-Cetina (1998, 1999) 

the specific concept of ‘epistemic culture,’ that is the processes, arrangements and 

mechanisms that are used for knowledge construction. Knorr-Cetina (1998, 1999) maintains 

that these processes, how we use, generate, and warrant knowledge are central in 

‘knowledge societies’ and yet are little understood, or taken for granted. This study will also 

use the work of Jensen, Lahn, Nerland et al (2012) who have extended Knorr-Cetina’s 

concepts into the arena of professional knowledge use and learning. 

The study is interested to know how a better understanding of evidence and knowledge 

culture might enable the youth work sector to expand and update its evidence base. It will 

inform the nature of the relations and collaborations between the professional community 

and higher education. Such a study can inform the nature of continuous professional 

development. In addition, it will contribute to the evidence base itself concerning the youth 

work sector.  

1.8 Statement of Purpose and the Research Question  

The study is an investigation into the characteristics of knowledge (epistemic) culture in 

community youth work professionals in Northern Ireland. Specifically, it will examine how 

this knowledge culture relates to knowledge characterised as ‘evidence.’ 

The aim of the research project is to explore the nature and characteristics of ‘epistemic 

culture’ in professional community youth workers in Northern Ireland and how this 

knowledge culture enables the use of knowledge characterised as ‘evidence.’ 

The study is concerned with the following questions: 

 How do professionals access and use ‘unfolding’ knowledge (knowledge which is 

open, incomplete, and complex) to inform new and challenging areas of practice? 
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 What are the arrangements, processes and mechanisms that characterise how 

community youth workers access evidence knowledge? (Method, frequency, 

preferences, priorities, histories and orientations.) 

 What are the arrangements, processes and mechanisms used to create evidence 

knowledge? 

 How do they mediate evidence knowledge (who owns it and who validates it) in a 

professional and organisational context?  

 How does the youth sector mediate evidence knowledge (who owns it and validates 

it) in a policy and political context? 

 What is the organisational and professional knowledge infrastructure that supports 

or limits professionals’ use, creation, and mediation of evidence knowledge? 

 

In simple terms I am interested in “how community youth workers know what they know 

and how do they go about considering this knowledge as evidence.” Community youth 

workers are subject to complex social, organisational, political and cultural contexts. 

Questions concerning evidence, how it is used, who owns it and who warrants it are subject 

to these same social, organisational, political and cultural contexts. (Nutley et al 2007:25, 

Lincoln 2002:16.) Therefore this study also seeks to engage with the youth sector’s 

knowledge infrastructure in a professional and organisational context, and how the youth 

sector’s epistemic culture enables it to articulate and negotiate in the policy and political 

context. An example from Spence and Wood (2010:1) reporting on the House of Commons 

Education Committee report highlights that those personal testimonies of service users and 

accounts by professionals are significantly further down an evidentiary hierarchy than 

politicians and policy makers demand. This then is an indication that that there may be 

differences between youth work professional’s conceptualisation of ‘evidence’ and the 

conceptions used by politicians and policy makers. 
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Chapter 2 Youth Work: History, Purpose, Profession and 

Policy  

This chapter considers the historic development of community youth work, a consideration 

of its stated purpose and examination of its jurisdictional claims and how these relate to the 

process of professionalization.  

There are accounts and research studies that provide much more detailed historic accounts 

and examination of youth work in Northern Ireland (McCready 2001, Harland and Morgan 

2006, McArdle and Morgan 2009, McCready and Loudon 2015, Scott-McKinley 2016, 

Hammond 2018, Scott-McKinley 2019, McCready and Loudon 2020). This chapter will 

therefore not be exhaustive, but it will highlight the germane aspects of historic 

development that might be viewed to have influenced epistemic culture of qualified youth 

workers in Northern Ireland.  

Knorr-Cetina’s definition of knowledge work in professions points to the relevance of 

understanding a discipline’s history. In addition, the work of Jensen, Lahn, & Nerland (2012) 

points out that histories will impact the development of knowledge practices and therefore 

knowledge will be approached differently in various professions. The history of youth work 

in Northern Ireland is therefore relevant to a study of the epistemic culture in qualified 

youth workers.  

 

And admit that the waters 

Around you have grown… 

Then you better start swimmin' 

Or you'll sink like a stone 

For the times they are a-changin'. 

(Bob Dylan: The Times They Are A-Changin') 

 

The conversation went something like this: “There is a wave coming…for some this wave will 

gently lap their ankles and they will scarcely feel it, for others this wave will rage over their 

head, and they will be engulfed by it, and they will not know what hit them; we need to 

prepare now for the change that this coming.” This metaphor is attributed to a senior officer 
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in the statutory Youth Service in Northern Ireland in the early 2010s discussing the change 

they expected in the Youth Service in the near future. This anecdotal metaphor represents 

the anticipation and perhaps fear associated with the publication of the new Northern 

Ireland youth work policy, Priorities for Youth (DE 2013). Youth work has been described as 

diverse or disparate (McCready and Loudon, 2015), weakly classified and loosely structured 

(Scott-McKinley, 2016). Indeed Coussée (2009:7) describes ‘Youth work [as] a polyvalent and 

multi-faceted practice.’ This reflects the variation in practice, a continuum from street-

based conversation with young people, through unstructured activities, through to non-

formal structured educational programmes and more formal accredited learning (Jeffs and 

Smith 1987, 1999:18). Youth work also takes place in a wide range of settings, from the 

streets to specific youth and community centres, but also in youth justice, health and formal 

education settings. Coburn therefore describes youth work as a ‘border pedagogy’ (Coburn 

2011). As a border pedagogy youth work can take place in a specific setting, but also in the 

space between settings and other professional disciples such as social work and teaching. 

However, Northern Ireland’s distinct context and history have shaped youth work practice, 

youth service structures and youth work policy. Knorr-Cetina’s (1998, 1999) work contends 

that knowledge work in professions will exhibit contingent development, that is, the 

knowledge practices will be informed or determined by the history of the discipline. 

Therefore, this chapter will examine the history of the development of youth work in 

Northern Ireland and consider some of the challenges that the discipline has grappled with 

that may have shaped the knowledge culture of the profession.  

2.1 Youth Work Foundations Pre-Partition Youth Work in Ireland 

Youth work in Ireland in the latter 19th century echoes the development in other parts of the 

UK. Industrialisation and young people’s increased leisure time led to the emergence of a 

relational-driven service1 (Davies, 1999; McCready and Loudon, 2015). Practice was 

informed by concern for the spiritual, moral (character formation) and physical 

development of young people, motivated variously by evangelical Christianity and the 

political concerns of the British state and empire (McCready and Loudon, 2015). In addition, 

 
1 The YMCA founded London 1844, Belfast in 1850, Carrickfergus in 1873 and Dublin in 1893. YWCA founded in London in 

1855, in Dublin in 1872. This pattern is repeated Girls Clubs (England 1861, Bray 1877), the Boys’ Brigade (Glasgow 1861, 

Belfast 1888), the Scouting Association (England 1904, Belfast 1907) and the Guides in Ulster in 1910. 
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Irish Nationalism’s campaign for self-government led to the ‘Home Rule’ crisis at this time.2 

The Easter Rising of 1916 was quickly followed by the partitioning of Ireland3. The civil 

unrest of the troubles in the 1960s and 1970s is rooted firmly in this period. Throughout this 

unsettled period, youth work was largely the domain of the philanthropic and religious.  

2.2 Post Partition in Northern Ireland  

McCready and Loudon (2015) point out that, there was little legislative or apparent interest 

in youth work by the Northern Ireland state post World War 1 and prior to the onset of 

World War 2. During this time, the Ministry of Education enacted grant-making powers to 

‘reputable’ voluntary organisations involved in the recreation of young people4. The 

voluntary sector continued to consolidate its infrastructure with SCOYO (The Standing 

Conference on Voluntary Youth Organisations) being established in 1939. SCOYO was 

broadly interested in ‘collaboration, promotion of the service, research and the drive to 

serve young people’ (McCready and Loudon 2015:50). 

However, post WW2, following the Youth Welfare Act (NI) 1947, emerging state interest led 

to ‘a vibrant period’ (McCready and Loudon 2015:33). A newly established Youth Committee 

produced annual reports on the youth work sector, training was established, the sector was 

consulted and surveyed, and recommendations were made on areas such as juvenile 

delinquency and recognition of youth leadership as a profession.  

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, there was significant cultural change in the UK (Brake 

1995, Fowler 2008, Roche et al 2004). In England and Wales, the Albemarle Report saw 

substantial investment and expansion in government sponsored youth work. A year later, in 

1961, the white paper on The Development of the Youth Service in Northern Ireland was 

produced. This led to the Youth Welfare and Physical Training and Recreation Act (NI) 1962, 

which established the Youth and Sports Councils and made grants available for up to 75% 

running costs and 90% of salaries of full-time youth workers. 

2.3 The ‘Troubles’ and the Emergence of the Statutory Youth Service 

Northern Ireland’s youth work commenced its significant deviation from the rest of the UK 

 
2 Home Rule,’ resulted in Home Rule bills in Westminster in 1886, 1893 which were defeated and 1912 which was enacted, 
but suspended due to the outbreak of World War 1. 
3 War of Independence 1919-1921 and the Government of Ireland Act (1921) partitioned Ireland creating Northern Ireland 
(6 northern counties) and finally the Anglo-Irish Treaty (26 Southern Counties) which ended British rule in most of Ireland. 
4 Physical Training and Recreation Action (NI) 1938 
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in the early 1970s as a direct consequence of the sectarian powder-keg that exploded in 

1969. The period 1969 to 1976 accounts for over half the deaths of the whole ‘Troubles’ 

through shootings, bombings, riots, and as a result social fragmentation occurred (Sutton 

1994). Young people often bore the brunt of this turbulence and there was concern that 

they would be drawn into rioting, paramilitary activity, and conflict (Smyth and Hamilton, 

2003; Smyth, 2007:49). The regional government in Stormont was prorogued, and power 

was transferred to Westminster in 1972. Government was now by direct rule in London. 

Youth workers during this time were increasingly engaged in delivering diversionary 

programmes aimed at keeping young people, particularly young men, off the streets and 

away from violence. This was effectively a peace-keeping role. However, under direct rule, 

there were significant changes in local government structures, as responsibility for housing, 

education, health, and social services was transferred to sub-regional professional public 

bodies; what we would now know as quangos5. Within education, these bodies became the 

five Education and Library Boards. It was at this time, under the Education and Library Board 

(NI) Order 1972, that the statutory basis of youth work was established. This was followed 

by the Recreation and Youth Service (NI) Order 1973, which formed a youth committee to 

advise the Department of Education. This, in effect, produced the structures and functions 

of the modern Youth Service. At the same time, the first dedicated professional qualification 

emerged in 1972, with a two-year full-time Diploma in Youth and Community work 

commencing in 1973. The state’s annual budget for youth work rose from £125,500 in 1972 

to £3.5million during 1975/76 and to £8 million in 1980. ‘This funding resulted in 143 

purpose-built youth centres, a host of full-time youth work posts and an increase in 

professional training` (DENI 1986:5). The Youth Service positioned itself as reactive and 

needs-responsive, an approach which government appeared to endorse. Although this 

created a safer environment for young people, there was recognition of an over-emphasis 

on sport and recreation aimed at catering for the assumed needs of young men (Harland 

and Morgan, 2003), and keeping young people off the streets.  

 
5 Quasi-Autonomous Non-Governmental Organisation 
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2.4 Introduction of Professional Training  

An expansion of youth work of this nature required an increase in training for volunteers, 

part-time staff, and professionally qualified youth workers. However, the professional 

qualifications for youth workers were not yet well established. In 1970 there were only 18 

professionally qualified youth workers in Northern Ireland; in 1973 the number of full-time 

youth work staff was around 12 (McCready & Loudon 2020: 368), by 2011 this had jumped 

dramatically to an estimated 800 (Loudon 2020: 372, Courtney 2011). Despite this increase 

in professional staff the youth work workforce is skewed towards thousands of volunteers. 

In Courtney’s study in 2011, 90% of staff are volunteers, 10% are paid ( mostly  part-time), 

only an estimated 3% (776) of the full time paid work force are youth workers. In the 1970s 

and 1980s there was considerable focus on the development of training for youth workers 

in Northern Ireland. The newly established Education and Library Board appointed Training 

Officers and the Youth and Community Leadership Board was established following the 

Youth Welfare Committee Report 1968-71. (Youth Committee Report 1968-71. Department 

of Education.) A key recommendation of this report (17) was that ‘Youth Leadership training 

should be closely associated with the various universities and colleges of education in 

Northern Ireland’. In 1972, Northern Ireland’s first professional qualification in youth work 

was developed in Jordanstown at the Northern Ireland Polytechnic. Loudon (2020) notes 

that there was an orientation to give volunteer youth workers the opportunity to become 

full time workers. To summarise these developments in a concise form, a timeline of both 

volunteer/part-time training is presented in Table 1 and a table presenting the timeline of 

professional qualification is presented in Table 2. 
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TABLE 1: TIMELINE FOR DEVELOPMENT OF VOLUNTEER AND PART-TIME YOUTH WORKER TRAINING IN 

NORTHERN IRELAND 

Year Event 
1971 Youth Welfare Committee Report 1968-71, recommends: 

(a) establishment of a Youth Leadership Training Board 
(b) The clear outlining and co-ordination of schemes for full-time, part-time, 
and further training 

1984 Beginning of the move towards competency-based training consistent with 
Starting from Strengths report 

1986 Review recommends administration of the training board transfers from 
Department of Education to Youth Council of Northern Ireland; 
Advisor to the Training Board to be appointed  

1987  Youth Leadership Training Board becomes the Youth Work Training Board 
(YWTB) with representation from across the youth work sector 

1987 YWTB writes guidelines for Stage 1 and Stage 2 youth work training  
1987-
1994  

Foundation Course for Part-Time Youth Worker delivered within Education 
and Library Boards 

1995  RSA (Royal Society of Arts) Certificate in Youth Work Training (customer 
specific scheme)  

2002 RSA (Royal Society of Arts) Certificate in Youth Work Training discontinued 
around 2002 at which the new OCNNI Level 2 Introduction to Youth Work was 
launched 

2003 OCNNI Level 3 Programme Development was introduced in 2003 in response 
to feedback from the sector that ITYW didn’t have a practice element 

2014  Education and Library Board ceases use of OCNNI Level 2 Introduction to 
Youth Work and begins development of unaccredited Youth Support Worker 
Training 

2016 Youth Council for Northern Ireland closed by Education Minister and role of 
Youth Work Training Board in doubt. Education Authority withdraws from the 
Youth Work Training Board. 

2020 Youth Work Training Board closes 
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TABLE 2: TIMELINE FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF PROFESSIONAL QUALIFIED YOUTH WORKER TRAINING IN 

NORTHERN IRELAND (ADAPTED FROM LOUDON 2020) 

Year Event 
1964 National Youth Bureau (NYB) Leicester forms National College for Training 

Youth Leaders (NCTYL). 
1968  Youth Committee report highlights need for more qualified youth workers, but 

doubts viability of the course. 
1970 18 Professionally qualified full-time youth workers in Northern Ireland 

(employed in voluntary sectors). Half had received training on a one-year 
NCTYL course in Leicester.  

1972 Stormont Prorogued: Direct Rule imposed pressure to establish a local course 
to increase number of full-time youth workers. 

1972 Six-month emergency course at Northern Ireland Polytechnic Jordanstown, 
extended to give full-time professional training. Became 3 year part-time fast 
tracked (in-service) Diploma level course (normally 4 years).  

1973 NI Polytechnic Jordanstown one of only 10 courses in the UK (2-year 
diplomas); these courses formed TAG (Training Agencies Group). 

1976 First cohorts, 36 students qualify with Diploma and professional endorsement 
(NYB/JNC6). 

1978  Introduction of the BA Youth and Community Work degree at NI Polytechnic. 
1982 End of the period when qualified teachers we also considered qualified youth 

workers. 
1984 Northern Ireland Polytechnic Jordanstown becomes University of Ulster. 
2000 BSc. Community Youth Work course started a Magee Campus in Northwest. 
2001 Postgraduate Diploma with professional endorsement starts at Ulster 

University. 
2001 Development at University of Ulster of Level 4 Certificate in Community Youth 

Studies in response to increasing numbers of unqualified youth workers 
employed in the youth work sector as a result of increased European funding.  

2006 Establishment of North South Education Training Standard (NSETS) provided 
for all-Ireland endorsement. This ended the need to endorse with the National 
Youth Agency. 

2008 Introduction of QAA7 subject Benchmarks for Youth and Community Work in 
the UK. 

2008 Introduction of Centre for Youth Ministry BA (Hons) Youth Work and Practical 
Theology. 

2010 Community Youth Work becomes an all-degree profession across the UK and 
Ireland.  

 
6 JNC: The Joint Negotiating Committee (JNC) for youth and community workers is the body that sets the 
national framework used to grade and pay youth work jobs. https://www.nya.org.uk/youth-work/jnc/  
7 QAA: The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education subject benchmark statements describe the 
characteristics of degree with honours programmes in the UK. They represent general expectations about 
standards for the award of qualifications at a given level in terms of the attributes and capabilities that those 
possessing such qualifications should have demonstrated. https://www.qaa.ac.uk/docs/qaa/subject-
benchmark-statements/subject-benchmark-statement-youth-and-community-work.pdf  
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We can see from the timelines in the tables that the 1970s and 1980s was a period of 

growth, not only in youth work, but also in youth work training. With the establishment of 

professional training within the university system, the 1990s and 2000s witnessed the move 

toward competency-based qualification for volunteers and part-time staff. This period also 

saw a period of consolidation and expansion on university professional based training in 

community youth work. In Northern Ireland in the 2000s there were six professional 

endorsed programmes in operation. University of Ulster offered full-time and part-time 

routes. On two campuses it offered its BSc. Community Youth Work and a Postgraduate 

professionally endorsed programme. In addition, there were also the Open University and 

George Williams part-time course options and the emergence of the BA (Hons) Youth Work 

and Practical Theology. While there has been some contraction in professionally endorsed 

programmes offered in Northern Ireland with the closure of the Open University and 

George Williams courses, there are still consistent and stable numbers of professional 

community youth workers being qualified. Since 2010 all qualified youth workers have 

studied at degree level or higher. 

The working definition of a professional community youth worker for the purposes of this 

study is a worker who is qualified under the endorsement of the Joint Educational and 

Training Standards body that operates across the UK and Ireland. That is a worker who has 

completed a Diploma in Higher Education in youth and community work or higher pre-2010 

and a degree in youth and community work post 2010. The cohort of professionally 

qualified community youth workers has recently been estimated by Courtney (2011). Of the 

776 paid staff just over one quarter (25.8%) in Northern Ireland have a professional youth 

work qualification. This gives an estimated study population of around 200 youth workers. It 

is widely accepted that this estimate is low. Other research by McCready and Morgan (2014) 

and YCNI (2015) give figures closer to 300. 

 

2.5 Stability, Curriculum, Care and Maintenance 

The 1980s was characterised by reduced riots and street violence, signalling a change in the 

intensity of the ethnic conflict (Smyth and Hamilton 2003:19). Government interest in youth 

work remained high, as did investment. But with interest and investment comes 

expectation. In the late 1980s the government’s expectations of the Youth Service were 

made more explicit. These expectations are expressed clearly in the 1987 document a 
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‘Policy for the Youth Service in Northern Ireland’ (DENI, 1987) commonly referred to as ‘The 

Blue Book’. This document introduced a central core curriculum for youth work in Northern 

Ireland. In addition, it signalled the creation of the Youth Council for Northern Ireland with 

its statutory function to directly advise the Minister of Education concerning youth work. A 

similar attempt in England to introduce a ‘core curriculum’ for youth work, with echoes of 

the National Curriculum in schools, was set out in the Education Reform Act 1998 (Wylie 

2001:244). The policy in Northern Ireland included two concepts that were central to 

monetarist Conservative policy makers at the time: the introduction of a central core 

curriculum, and a contract culture. These concepts reflected concerns about public 

expenditure and were linked to a wider policy push for value for money, demonstrable 

effectiveness and efficiency. Youth Service managers were asked to be ‘explicit about the 

value of youth work’ in a time when budgets were constrained and costs were rising (Carter 

et al, 1995; McCormick, 1998; Scott-McKinley, 2016). The policy also recognised the 

reconciliation and cross-community work that youth workers had been engaged in before, 

and since, the outbreak of the Troubles.  

As this policy bedded in, seismic shifts in the political environment were underway; this 

culminated in the political settlement of the Belfast Agreement in 1998. The Agreement 

paved the way for a return to devolution and the removal of direct rule. Northern Ireland 

politicians were once again in control, only this time within a power sharing assembly. 

‘Power sharing’ required mandatory coalition government including the main political 

parties from across nationalism and unionism. One of the first tasks of the administration 

was a root and branch ‘Review of Public Administration’, signalling another shake-up of local 

government and the sub-regional structures supporting youth work. This was a slow and 

meandering process that was typical of the political climate of the time; civil servants have 

dubbed this as a period of “continuation on a care and maintenance basis” (Knox, 2008). 

 

2.6 Current Context and Challenges Changing Priorities…Shifting Sands. 

In the relative political stability that emerged, a key development in the youth sector in 

Northern Ireland has been the introduction of Priorities for Youth: Improving Young 

People’s Lives (DE 2013). Priorities for Youth (PfY) focuses on economic imperatives and 

realigns youth work with Department of Education formal education priorities concerning 

underachievement, raising standards and addressing the performance gap in qualifications 



Chapter 2 Youth Work: History, Purpose, Profession and Policy 

 27

evident for many young people in Northern Ireland. Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) appears 

to have the hallmarks of a more integrated departmental youth policy, with clearer links to 

other education policy and priorities. The focus is on securing the “strategic alignment of 

youth work with Department of Education Priorities.” As in the late 1980s, we hear the 

identification of ‘disorder’ and the justification for the political corrective of discipline, and a 

further technical, rational intervention. This is in stark contrast to the conclusions of the 

Fundamental Review of Youth Service in 2004 (CMSU 2004: 46), which concluded: “The 

service exhibits a clear sense of purpose with a corporate vision, mission, aims and 

objectives established through DE in conjunction with ELBs and YCNI.”  

The Department of Education Minister, John O’Dowd, sets out the major policy challenge it 

seeks to address; “youth work could no longer be allowed to remain a separate policy, 

detached from the overall education priorities.” Bunyan (2012) argues that all governments 

seek to shape the discourse of social change. There is the potential for social policy 

discourse to outflank the work of youth workers, as power affects the reality of practice. 

Priorities for Youth is a significant re-orientation of emphasis towards formal education and 

away from informal education and associational and emancipatory practice. 

Beattie et al (2017:2) recognise that “the inference was that youth work needed to 

‘complement’ the formal education agenda, rather than having any distinct merit in and of 

itself”. Despite all the positive statements, it was clear that youth work was now to fulfil a 

subordinate role supporting formal education.  

In addition, a very explicit message was communicated to the statutory Youth Service. 

Priorities for Youth (DE 20013) clearly states the primacy of the voluntary youth sector in 

youth service delivery; “The voluntary sector will be encouraged and supported to provide 

those youth services assessed as needed and the statutory youth sector will continue to 

deliver youth services where there is no viable alternative.” (DE, 2013:16) Large teams of 

statutory workers are now uncertain about their future roles. 

The second impact of Priorities for Youth has been substantial structural change; this is the 

outworking of the Review of Public Administration, which is still ongoing. The generation-old 

structures of the five Education and Library Boards and the Youth Council for Northern 

Ireland (YCNI) were radically overhauled. The five ELBs were amalgamated into a single 

Education Authority. Discussion continues to ensue about ‘convergence’ and alignment of 

everything from internal financial procedure, human resources policies, through to child 
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protection policies and procedures. This has caused significant upheaval within the new 

organisation, with regional emphases sometimes in competition. The Education Authority 

(EA) was established under the Education Act (NI) 2014 and became operational on 1 April 

2015. It is a non-departmental body sponsored by the Department of Education. EA is 

responsible for ensuring that efficient and effective primary and secondary education 

services are available to meet the needs of children and young people, and to support the 

provision of efficient and effective youth services. The budget and staff of the Youth Council 

for Northern Ireland (YCNI) were transferred to the Education Authority, signalling the 

closure of the YCNI8. The Youth Service now has a new internal structure, an expected 

reduction in middle management youth officers, a reduced management hierarchy and an 

explicit mandate from government.  

One way that this mandate was actioned was the establishment of a new Regional Advisory 

Group (RAG). The role of the RAG is to consider and provide advice to the Education 

Authority Youth Service on the delivery of youth services which reflect regional needs and 

priorities for both universal provision (raising standards for all) and targeted provision 

(closing the performance gap) and meet the needs of specific groups of young people. RAG 

includes stakeholders with interest and expertise in youth service policy including 

representation from young people, voluntary organisations and other government 

departments assisted by the statutory partners. 

A key focus for RAG is the development of a Regional Youth Development Plan (RYDP). This 

is a three-year, strategic plan for the Youth Service across Northern Ireland, “responding to 

assessed need and focused on outcomes to address the priorities and actions identified in 

Priorities for Youth” (EA, 2017:2). The RYDP makes clear how Priorities for Youth is 

interpreted: “Priorities for Youth directs that Youth Work must be planned in response to the 

assessed need, prioritised age ranges and other identified groups” (EA 2017:7). The new age 

ranges for EA funded youth work are aligned more closely to formal education key stages, 4-

8, 9-13, 14-18, 19-21 and 22-25, with the key age bands for intervention being 9-13 and 14-

18 (DE, 2013:17). Therefore, needs assessment becomes a key feature in providing a 

transparent and accountable justification for the allocation of resources. Under the new 

 
8 The full closure of the Youth Council for Northern Ireland will require primary legislation. Tensions within education 
policy made this difficult, therefore only its statutory advisory function to the Minister of Education was retained with a 
small budget of £40,000 per annum. 
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structures, needs assessment takes place at three levels, within very localised provision, at 

area level undertaken by an Area Youth Officer (planned to be Co-terminus with the 11 local 

councils) and at Northern Ireland level. The first Regional Assessment of Need covers the 

period 2017-2020. “The purpose of this needs assessment therefore has been to identify the 

key issues affecting young people in Northern Ireland, especially those most marginalised 

and disadvantaged and to give an indication of where resources may be best focussed to 

meet their needs” (EA 2016:3). The process used survey methods (both online and offline) 

and consulted with 11,937 young people, 795 youth workers and 862 parents. It provides 

detailed lists of issues of concern raised by young people and can be broken down by age, 

gender, and local council areas. Such centralised identification can clearly be powerful and 

useful to policy makers and can inform managers’ and workers’ decision-making. However, 

stakeholders have consistently raised concern that an over-reliance on government 

statistics and quantitative surveys can mean identification of need can be missed, especially 

of rural young people, youth crime and minority groups, for example young people who 

identify as LGBT+. However, there appears to be evidence within the first annual Addendum 

to the Regional Assessment of Need (EA 2018:4) that the needs of young people who 

identify as LGBT+ have been acknowledged, supported by YCNI. The foreword acknowledges 

that the first assessment may have “lacked detail as to the extent of concern that 

stakeholders attributed to these issues”. What is evident is that the quality of the 

methodologies used to identify need will become increasingly important. In addition, there 

is serious risk for practitioners; with youth workers’ pedagogical preference and arguably 

youth workers’ raison d'être to “start where young people are at” being set aside (Davies 

2005:5). There is potential for workers to feel trapped in addressing pre-identified needs 

with pre-identified target groups in meeting pre-identified outcomes: a kind of youth work 

dystopia. Youth workers must be flexible, creative, and disruptive, finding ways to trouble 

and question while they muddle through. They play the system, and ‘ride two horses,’ 

shoehorning practice into targeted language, but this can present ethical dilemmas. The 

challenges are clear: how can needs identification be clear and concise, but inclusive of 

qualitative evidence? How can pre-identification of need for a three-year plan be flexible for 

practitioners responding to the needs of young people at the point of contact? And how can 

youth work managers be flexible and supportive of their staff in responding to the tensions 
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that are created? Finally, the terminology of ‘need,’ even though important, nourishes 

deficit constructions of how we understand young people. 

These new emphases and structures pave the way for the third major development: the 

prominence given to new managerial methods. Central to this is a new funding distribution 

mechanism. In the words of the minister, “I now want to ensure that by providing a clear 

policy remit, planning and performance will improve and provide increased evidence of the 

value of youth work and a stronger case” (DE, 2013). In addition to the regional approach 

youth workers have faced, an “increased focus on proving outcomes and impact through 

‘scientific,’ quantifiable models and measurement tools is gaining traction to the exclusion of 

most other means” (Beattie et al, 2017: 3). A key feature of this will be the targeting of 

resources and reporting systems that have “clear performance indicators and measurable 

evidence of progress” (DE, 2013). The challenge for the youth sector will be to maintain an 

understanding of a pedagogy that is process-focused, when the policy shift appears to be 

(like the late 1980s) towards more instrumental approaches. This re-orientation to 

measurable outcomes and accreditation thrusts youth work into a more calculable and 

product-orientated form of practice with the inherent danger of values drift, prescription, 

and additional transaction costs. 

Coupled with the push to central management information systems, centralised quality 

assurance and performance moderation, performativity becomes a predominant experience 

of semi-professional and professional youth workers. As practitioners internalise and 

individualise the language of performance, the profession steps further away from the 

collective and emancipatory basis of practice. Undeniably, the riposte by management is 

that such change is crucial to ensure continued funding for youth work.  

2.7 Devolution and Youth Service Budgets 

It is notable that in relation to funding, devolution presents challenges and opportunities for 

youth work. The devolution experiment, which started in the UK in 1998 , has enabled 

greater divergence in youth work policy, funding, and practice (Deacon, 2008). The overall 

budget available to spend in Northern Ireland is still set in Westminster by the UK 

government. This is allocated using the Barnett formula9. Northern Ireland politicians have 

 
9 The majority of the devolved administrations’ spending is funded by grants from the UK Government – the block grant 
being the largest. Since the late 1970s the non-statutory Barnett formula has determined annual changes in the block 
grant. 
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had limited influence on this budget (until recent influence by the Democratic Unionist Party 

in the hung parliament of 2018). However, local politicians can shape how the money is 

spent. The budget is ‘un-hypothecated,’ in other words, not specified in any way, meaning 

that Northern Ireland politicians have discretion and can prioritise differently from the UK 

government’s decisions concerning England.  

Northern Ireland politicians have chosen to prioritise health and education, with the 

allocated education budget reaching approximately £2 billion per annum. Youth Service 

budgets are structured within the Department of Education, and because of its statutory 

basis, these budgets are ring-fenced.  

 

FIGURE 1: DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 2018-20 BUDGET 

The Youth Service is allocated approximately 1.8% of this budget and this has remained 

remarkably stable during a time of austerity.  

TABLE 3: TOTAL YOUTH SERVICE BUDGETS (SOURCE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION) 

2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 

£34.081m £34.94m £32.864m £32.881m £33.431m 

The policy and structural changes discussed have had minor impact on overall Youth Service 

spending. This brings us back to the metaphor of the tidal wave lapping at the feet of some 

and engulfing others. If youth work is in an area of deprivation (normally the top 15% of 
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Super Output Areas10 in the Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation Indicators) and remains 

within the Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) targeted age groups and specified targeted 

strategic areas, and can comply with new managerial outcome demands, then funding is 

likely to remain stable. Outside these parameters, funding may change dramatically. With 

the scale and pace of change, and the rapid movement of personnel, there is always the risk 

that institutional memory will be lost. The challenge for the sector is to ensure that policy 

makers and senior managers in the Education Authority remain informed about youth 

work’s statutory basis and ring-fenced funding. The dangers of competitive tendering and 

commissioning of services looms with the inherent problems of short-termism and the 

salami slicing of budgets. 

2.8 The beginning of making everything clear? 

It would be too easy to underestimate the information demands currently being placed on 

the Youth Service. There is a significant shift occurring for statutory Youth Service managers, 

which is impacting youth work. This represents a change in the nature and quality of 

collected data, and how this is used as evidence to inform their decisions about youth work. 

Managers and youth work practitioners are expected to respond with increasing speed to 

an expanding variety of information requests from politicians and local and regional 

government officials about resources and their deployment, outputs and, most importantly, 

outcomes. Youth workers are increasingly using outcomes-based accountability, which is 

part of a wider approach by the NI government (NIA 2016); this mirrors developments in 

Scotland.  

The shift for managers has been a significant rise in demands to produce assessments of 

need and area plans. Anecdotal evidence from youth workers is that managers request finer 

detail from youth workers for outcomes-based reporting (in the form of quality assurance 

processes, moderation, inspection, and other reporting regimes). The challenge for 

managers is how to aggregate the increasing amounts of information in digestible forms for 

politicians, funders and policy makers. Managers face the challenge of how they can outline, 

explain, justify and account for the needs of young people, planned responses to those 

needs, and outcomes that the service produces for young people (and perhaps more 

 
10 Super Output Areas (SOAs) were a new geography that were developed NISRA to improve the reporting of small area 
statistics more information available https://www.nisra.gov.uk/support/geography/northern-ireland-super-output-areas 
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accurately, the outcomes it produces in young people for government). This shift from 

inputs and outputs to outcomes is a significant challenge for the youth work sector. It raises 

the potential for payment-by-results style contracts between the statutory and voluntary 

sector11.  

This creates a great tension for youth service managers. Higher level documents such as 

area assessments of need and area plans require knowledge and evidence from youth 

workers that is “mobile, immutable and combinable” (Latour 1988). The challenges of 

producing ‘inter-relatability’ from across diverse youth work provision was identified as a 

challenge in the late 1980s by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate (Wylie 2001:242). Priorities for 

Youth explicitly recognises this need and requires the Education Authority Youth Service to 

create a management information system (DE 2013:17 & 21). However, it is important to 

caution that the forms of information and knowledge that meet this need are often 

quantitative in orientation: the numbers and statistics of youth work. The challenge here is 

how to balance numbers and narrative, stories of transformation and statistics. Such has 

been the suggestion of authors who have researched similar pressures in England (de St 

Croix 2016, Duffy 2017a 2017b). This challenge between naming outcomes and 

quantification of outcomes has also been highlighted in Ireland “it is very important to be 

able to name the successful outcomes of youth work – for young people, for adults, 

communities and for society as a whole – but it is not always possible to number them, in 

other words to express them in quantitative or numerical terms” (Devlin & Gunning 2009:26)  

Much of the quantification is provided to funders and government in closed information 

systems (for example information systems only available to EA managers). There may be 

some opportunities as the Youth Service is challenged to work to Open Data principles12; 

this has the potential to provide much needed public transparency concerning statutory 

youth service operation. The danger of course is an oversimplification of how youth work 

practice is represented. An example would be the current internal use of Youth Service 

scorecards or target monitors, where target outcomes are monitored using single page Excel 

 
11 This is already a feature with European funding. 
12 A cultural shift to ensure that government data is transparent and publicly available 

https://www.opendatani.gov.uk/about 
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spreadsheet dashboards with traffic light colours for managers. This is an exogenous culture 

orientated towards managerialism. 

However, it is important to remember that youth work is context driven, and interested in 

the specifics of young people’s experiences, needs and aspirations. As such, youth work is 

concerned with the particular (Ord 2016). A shift in discourse to the reasoning of industrial 

production, market competition and management are problematic for youth work. Beattie 

et al (2017:3) highlight the risks that “project outcomes and outputs and measured using the 

tools more suited to measuring marketplace success.” In England the policy landscape has 

enabled public service provision to be “replaced by a ‘market’ in which the voluntary as well 

as the for-profit sector will compete” (Davies 2013:6).  The role of management is 

increasingly highlighted and promoted as a means of organisational control and engenders 

and ‘justifies’ the need for greater efficiency, effectiveness, and value for money (Ord 2012). 

Managerialism becomes not only likely, but unavoidable. Youth workers and youth work 

organisations must justify themselves and their work in terms of its adherence to externally 

defined management principles and central policy imperatives. Consequently, youth 

workers and young people become objectified subjects to be controlled, organised, 

classified and verified.  

2.9 Conclusion 

According to Priorities for Youth (DE 2013:2), youth work is particularly relevant for young 

people “at risk of disengaging from society, those who become disaffected at school, those 

at risk of committing an offence, those who could become non-stakeholders in their own 

community, and those adversely affected by the legacy of the conflict”. For education policy 

makers, youth work’s role is to work with ‘disengaged’ ‘non-stakeholders’ and ‘adversely 

affected’ young people. Youth work is in danger of becoming part of a system that re-

defines young people legally, medically, and pastorally as ‘deficit’ subjects. Some are within 

formal education, where youth work in schools will intervene; others are exiled outside of 

formal education, where youth workers will work in alternative education programmes. The 

risk for youth work is that it becomes a form of ‘triage’ for formal education. In terms of 

practice, the focus will be on underachievement; youth workers will be expected to engage 

with and practise increasingly within the formal school environment. For those young 

people impacted by the legacy of the conflict there will be a new strand of work associated 
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with Fresh Start funding13 where statutory youth workers, alongside teachers and voluntary 

sector youth workers, work in the most deprived communities to address paramilitarism. It 

is expected that this work will include aspects of Global Service Learning to re-engage young 

people in their communities. For the wider youth population, the funding associated with 

Together Building a United Community14 (T:BUC) presents a new opportunity for the 

statutory youth service to lead and set the agenda for community relations work within the 

youth work sector. These programmes are very much signature projects, some with a high 

degree of specialisation for the statutory youth service, and they have the potential to raise 

its profile and kudos within the Education Authority. However as targeted programmes they 

risk undermining and damaging the associational nature of existing open-access provision.  

What is evident is that there is a re-orientation, re-structuring, and re-framing of youth 

work. There is the potential for youth work to lose its relevance, meaning, connection, 

dialogue, and generative process. Conversation is replaced by session plans, ongoing 

dialogue is replaced by 6-, 8- or 12-week pre-planned programmes. Often workers remain 

true to the purpose, values, ethics, and methods of youth work, while doing so in an alien 

policy, organisational and accountability culture. 

Northern Ireland youth work has become increasingly classified and more tightly structured 

as it has developed. Priorities for Youth constricts this classification further in the service of 

formal education. Moreover, streamlined structures narrow control to a single Education 

Authority. Funding commitments from Government remain stable although they do not 

keep pace with increasing costs, so it can be argued that clearer classification and simplified 

structures have been effective in maintaining a statutory youth service. The question we 

may need to ask is ‘What will the nature of youth work be that keeps swimming?’ 

  

 
13 £0.5 billion funding for shared and integrated education projects combating paramilitarism, £150,000 per 

annum for Youth Service 
14 https://www.executiveoffice-ni.gov.uk/articles/together-building-united-community approximately £1.5 
million per year to Youth Service. 
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2.10 Chapter Summary  

This chapter has charted a summarised history of youth work in Northern Ireland from its 

origins in philanthropic work through to increased state involvement in the 1950s and 60s. 

Significant deviation in youth work policy and practice from the 1970s onwards has been 

highlighted, including significant state investment in the Youth Service and development of 

professional training. The influence of post welfare policy and the introduction of a core 

curriculum for youth work and curriculum contracts represents increased state direction of 

the youth work in the later 1980s and 1990s. The outcomes agenda of Priorities for Youth 

(DE 2013) has been considered in particular the government’s increasing focus on the 

strategic alignment of youth work with formal education, qualifications, outcomes and 

information and performance management. Having outlined the youth work policy context, 

the next chapter considers the theoretical concept of epistemic culture which is a focus of 

the study. 
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Chapter 3: Knowledge, Knowing and Knowledge Cultures  

This chapter draws on a range of perspectives from the literature: these will act as a guide, 

help to focus the attention of the study, and provide a boundary within which the study will 

be conducted.  The literature review will generate an inventory of key concepts that will 

inform the study. The study will focus on the concepts of knowledge and ‘knowledge 

cultures’ and will be conceptually resourced by Knorr-Cetina’s (1998, 1999) theory of 

‘epistemic culture.’ The empirical territory of this study will be bounded by knowledge use 

in the context of professional community youth workers in Northern Ireland. 

The primary purpose of this chapter is to provide a critically discriminating and sociological 

examination of these concepts. The perspectives will orientate the study, enabling a more 

nuanced scrutiny of the characteristics, emphases, similarities and distinctions that exist 

concerning knowledge and knowledge cultures in professions within the literature. The 

study will use as its base the concept of ‘epistemic culture’ (Knorr-Cetina 1998, 1999). 

According to Knorr-Cetina, epistemic cultures are: 

“Amalgams of arrangements and mechanisms – bonded through 

affinity, necessity, and historical coincidence – which, in a given field, 

make up how we know what we know. Epistemic cultures are cultures 

that create and warrant knowledge.” (Knorr-Cetina 1999 :Kindle Loc. 

67-68). 

Epistemic culture was a concept devised by Knorr-Cetina in ethnographic studies of 

knowledge production in science, particularly in studies of High Energy Physics and 

Molecular Biology. The concept has been utilised in recent years in parallel and as an 

extension of socio-cultural research into professional work and learning (Jensen, Lahn, 

Nerland et al 2012). The most specific studies into epistemic culture in professions are 

comparisons across nursing, teaching, engineering, and accountancy (Lann 2012, Lann & 

Christiansen 2012, Jenson 2012, Jensen, Lahn, Nerland et al 2012).  However, no such study 

exists for community youth work professionals.  

It is within this frame of literature that this study is based. Socio-cultural research into 

professional work and learning spans a wide range of social practice and knowledge 

processes and therefore a wide range of research literature. Research from different 

disciplines and perspectives analyses similar issues; sometimes this produces broadly similar 
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concepts and typologies. So, for example, this study could be approached from the social 

and organisational analysis offered around the concept of ‘communities of practice’ 

(Wenger-Trayner. 2020). Furthermore, it could focus on an orientation towards the 

individual agency of the professional (Jenson, Lahn and Nerland 2012: 8). These alternative 

approaches are useful foils to provide critical insight; however it is important to be clear 

that they are not the focus of this study. That said, the study’s literature review will draw on 

conceptions of knowledge from organisational studies, the sociology of knowledge, the 

sociology of professions, and socio-cultural learning theory. Social policy literature will also 

be used in the next chapter to consider some of the political and policy considerations that 

impact on the study topic, particularly knowledge as evidence and how this relates to 

evidence-based practice. I will use these perspectives to provide a comprehensive and 

thoughtful consideration of the growing knowledge base around the concepts of 

knowledge, knowing and epistemic cultures in professions. 

The first section of this chapter will frame the literature review within the concept of the 

knowledge society before moving to consider the concept of knowledge from a sociological 

perspective. The third section of the chapter will examine knowledge as a constituent 

characteristic of professions; this will draw on the work of Abbott (1998:109), Friedson 

(1994:105) and McDonald (1995:107). Section Four will explore various aspects of 

Professional Knowledge: it will consider forms of knowledge and the nature of knowledge 

used in the professions, specifically theoretical conceptions of different forms of knowledge 

(of what, of how, of why).  

Moving to Section Five, the chapter will then consider the ‘where’ or location of 

professional knowledge. It will locate professional knowledge considering the spatial nature 

of knowledge within professions and organisations and will draw on the work of Blackler 

(1995) and Collins (1993). Section Six of this chapter will examine in more detail the 

literature that informs the basis of the study that of Knorr-Cetina’s Epistemic Culture (Knorr-

Cetina 1998, 1999). Within this section the chapter explores the importance of ‘knowledge 

objects’ and the concept of the ‘sociality of objects,’ that is, the relationship between 

knower and knowledge as characterised by complexity, and the awareness that knowledge 

objects from this perspective are ‘unfolding structures’ in constant flux and development. 

This section also explores the concept of epistementalities, that is using the typology of 

‘priorities,’ ‘histories,’ ‘preferences,’ and ‘orientations’ to consider differing approaches to 
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knowledge practices. In addition, the chapter considers the role of Knowledge 

Intermediaries in the form of human beings, artefacts, texts and channels, money, and 

capital as key components of any analysis of epistemic culture. These provide an insight into 

the epistemic infrastructure that exists within a profession. The chapter also considers the 

notion of epistemic strategies, how individual professionals develop particular approaches 

to working with knowledge, and how organisations can create particular strategies in their 

approach to knowledge. Finally, this chapter will conclude by drawing these perspectives 

together and offer a synthesis that will inform the research question.  

3.1  The Knowledge Society 

When we consider contemporary western societies, it would be possible to label these 

societies in many ways, e.g. ‘capitalist,’ ‘socialist, ’industrial’; such terms help us to conceive 

of societies in terms of capital, property and labour and examine the relationships that exist 

between them. Such labels have been the subject of much academic scrutiny and 

communicate something of the nature of societies. Knowledge is one such term. The use of 

knowledge and expertise has been viewed as an increasingly important “constitutive 

mechanism for social action and identity” within societies (Stehr 1994:4). Therefore, modern 

societies have been termed “knowledge societies” (Bell 1973, Drucker 1969, Stehr 1994:4). 

While the term “knowledge society” has been considered appropriate, what is clear from 

the literature is that understanding of what constitutes a knowledge society is less clear 

(Binde 2005). Before considering the concept of knowledge in more depth it is perhaps 

worth bearing in mind what we mean by a knowledge society.   

There has been a proliferation of alternative conceptions of modern society; these include 

terms like the “technological society” (Berger et al 1974) “post-industrial society” or the 

“information society” (Lyotard 1984; Beniger 1986) or “a scientific society” (Kreibich 1986). 

A knowledge society is distinct from these concepts as it acknowledges that industry is still 

present and a significant force in societies (Bell 1974:356 and Drucker 1969:969). A 

knowledge society also distinguishes between the concepts of knowledge and information. 

In an information society, information is created, distributed, and used with increasing 

speed and complexity though the use of information technology. However, information 

requires those that can integrate and manipulate information; it is argued that this is the 

role of professionals. Similarly, the term ‘scientific society’, while recognising the pre-
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eminence of scientific methods, does not adequately recognise the transformational role 

that knowledge has in the economic, social, political, and cultural arenas, or the role of 

those that create, use and mediate knowledge use. In contrast to the 17th century when 

science was the domain of marginal amateurs, now institutions that produce and distribute 

knowledge are on a similar scale to industry, and are a key component in the modern 

economic system (Adolf & Stehr 2014 2014 Kindle LOC 1781)15.  

In the knowledge society, knowledge takes a more prominent position. Within modern 

societies, knowledge is often understood in terms of economic language; in such a narrative 

we have concepts such as knowledge ‘production,’ ‘distribution’ and ‘consumption.’  

Knowledge therefore is viewed as a “fundamental resource” in itself (Bell 1974:37). If we 

conceive of knowledge in this way then the emergence of technology, communications and 

transport are key factors as they influence knowledge’s production, distribution, and 

consumption. However, when knowledge is conceived of as a resource, it is important to 

note that it has quite different properties from other material resources in society. 

Knowledge is more than information16. Information in modern society can be stored in vast 

quantities, retrieved, and transmitted near-instantaneously. However, knowledge has 

properties that make it distinct. In short, knowledge requires understanding to be useful, it 

requires skills to use, and it is not ‘used up’ or consumed in the same way that natural 

resources are. The transmission of knowledge becomes linked to institutions such as schools 

and universities. Consequently, knowledge can be ‘shared,’ used by different social actors 

for different purposes. Knowledge is used within different fields and disciplines and 

becomes linked to power, and access to it may be restricted. It requires effort and the use of 

other resources to gain access to it, education, training, time, and educators. So, 

information can be possessed, but in addition knowledge requires an additional 

‘transaction’ that involves human participation (Dewey 1948, Adolf & Stehr 2014). 

This additional ‘transaction’ has led to one significant attribute of knowledge societies, the 

rise of ‘knowledge bearing occupations.’ For Adolf & Stehr (2014:7) these occupations 

 
15 Stehr sees 3 phases 18th century, enlightenment (meaning), 19th century to 1950’s productive and since 1950’s immediately 

productive, that is production without physical labour or socially productive… 
16 What knowledge is and how it differs from information is a contested matter 
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become the “centre of the labour force in modern society” and as such are “one of the core 

attributes of advanced society.” Of course, knowledge has been located in occupations 

before the modern concept of the knowledge society (for example within religion or trade 

and craft guilds); however, it is the significance of science and scientific knowledge that is at 

the centre of the concept of a knowledge society. In other words, knowledge that is 

dependent on and mediated by professionals that use abstract, codified, logically 

constructed knowledge, based in reasoning. 

Adolf & Stehr (2014) assert that the concept of a ‘knowledge society’ captures the salient 

features of a modern society.  

“Contemporary society may be described as a knowledge society 

based on the penetration of all its spheres of life by scientific 

knowledge … characterised by the mediation of this knowledge by 

experts, advisors, counsellors and corresponding institutionally 

based deployment of specialised knowledge.”  

While science is strongly associated with the natural and physical sciences and its associated 

professions, its impact extends into the social and political. Professional occupations and 

institutions that use knowledge are social actors. For Knorr-Cetina (1997:7), modern 

societies in one sense or another are ruled by knowledge and expertise. Therefore this also 

enables political and social use of knowledge for particular goals and, crucially, to provide 

legitimacy to actions, strategies and policies.  

Adolf & Stehr (2014) point us to consideration of the social nature of knowledge, that is, 

how as human beings and social actors we ‘know’ in relation to things and facts, but also to 

laws, rules, and other social actors. For Adolf & Stehr (2014:10), knowledge can be 

objectified and established symbolically (in language, text, writing, painting, and data 

storage) in such a way that in the future, in order to know something, contact with the 

things themselves is not required, it merely requires contact with their symbolic 

representations. However, this engagement with objectified knowledge is “subject to and 

mediated by knowledge-bearing occupations.”  In the realm of the natural world, this is 

through science, engineering, design, and construction. In the social world, the production 

of data, concepts and theories can be used to illuminate social and political experience, 

which in turn can be used to govern and bureaucratise social life. This process has been 

called rationalisation and modernisation. As a result, knowledge “can form the basis of 
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authority, access to knowledge becomes a major societal force and the occasion for political 

and social struggles” (Adolf & Stehr 2014 :11) . 

Of course, modernisation and rationalisation are not a new process, nor is the use of 

knowledge and experience; however Giddens (1990, 1994) argues that we increasingly 

inhabit a world in which our sense of ourselves is mediated by experts and expert systems. 

For Giddens we are reflexive individuals, and we engage with an environment through 

information produced by experts and specialists which we must interpret in order to live our 

lives. Consequently Knorr-Cetina (1997:8) suggests that “the knowledge society is not simply 

a society of more experts,” but rather it is a society in which “the knowledge cultures of 

experts have spilled into the everyday culture of society.”  Knorr-Cetina characterises this as 

a ‘rupture’ where processes, experiences and relationships to knowledge have changed and 

have “become constitutive of social relations.” It is for this reason that the study of 

knowledge cultures becomes important, because knowledge cultures inform, impact, and 

articulate how knowledge is ‘known’ and used in society. This study seeks to focus on these 

knowledge relations. 

Of course, there is an argument that this gives pre-eminence to particular forms of 

knowledge from only particular sections of societies (that of experts). It also suggests that 

only particular ‘forms of transactions’ with knowledge are valid, the transactions of experts. 

This raises questions. Adolf & Stehr (2014:13) point out that we “must not lose sight of the 

distinct possibility that scientific knowledge does not easily or even completely displace other 

forms of knowledge in society.”  Therefore, we need to ask what alternative forms of 

knowledge exist? Also, Koichiro Matsuura, Director General of UNESCO in Binde (2005), asks 

“do we have to endorse the hegemony of the techno-scientific model in defining legitimate 

and productive knowledge?”  What other forms of knowledge might there be? What does 

this mean for concepts such as ‘indigenous knowledge,’ ‘craft knowledge,’ ‘everyday 

knowledge,’ ‘street-level knowledge’? Can knowledge have different forms, and can it be 

used in diverse ways, and can we discern knowledge culture in the practice of groups?  

3.2  The Sociology of Knowledge 

 

“The most serious theoretical deficiency of present theories of 

knowledge and theories of modern society that assign a central 

role to knowledge is their still rather undifferentiated treatment of 
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the concept of knowledge.” (Adolf & Stehr 2014: Kindle Location 

212-213) 

A starting point therefore might be to conceive of knowledge as a social and human-made 

category, in contrast to justified or true knowledge (Popper 1959). There are numerous 

labels associated with knowledge: ‘local’, ‘everyday’, ‘street’, ‘craft’, ‘traditional,’ and 

‘indigenous.’ If we unpick these labels a little it can give us some insights into the nature of 

knowledge. Indigenous knowledge is seen as pragmatic (1) bound by people and culture, (2) 

strongly linked to everyday practice, (3) based on experiential forms of knowing and (4) 

usually transferred orally (Adolf & Stehr 2014). In some ways there are parallels here to the 

‘practice teaching’ approaches used in community youth work professional learning, where 

student practitioners work under the supervision (Christian and Kitto 1987, Tash 2000, 

Woods 2006, Kadushin and Harkness 2002) and direction of an experienced professional. 

Practice is linked to the process of ‘adoption’ of practice under the guidance of more 

experienced peers. For Eraut (2004) this is important as he distinguishes between 

propositional and codified knowledge and on the other hand personal knowledge, which is 

knowledge that can be used in the moment. Only a portion of codified knowledge is 

available to a person in action and has a chance of being used in practice. Eraut (2004) refers 

to this as “action knowledge”. In this regard, youth work practice is largely concerned with 

action knowledge and does not make universal claims to truth; rather the knowledge is 

contextually bounded and applied. This chapter now turns to consider in more depth the 

concepts associated with knowledge within professions.  

 

3.3  Knowledge as a characteristic of professions  

“One of the key characteristics of professions is that they are based 

on a body of abstract codified knowledge obtained in some kind of 

university or university like institution.” (Smeby 2012:49) 

Having located the study within the frame of a knowledge society and having briefly 

considered the nature of knowledge from a sociological perspective, I now propose to add a 

third frame – that of knowledge in the professions – before turning to epistemic culture as a 

concept in more detail.  

It is important to restate that the focus of this study is community youth work in the 

‘professional’ context. The professional status of community youth work is contested. 
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However, the concept of a profession itself is also contested: there are different and 

conflicting perspectives and definitions of professions. The purpose of this study is not to 

contemplate theories of professions or professionalism in depth; however, some 

consideration is unavoidable as ‘knowledge professions’ are a key component of the 

knowledge society. This section will briefly examine what we mean by profession.  

What do we mean by profession? 
The concept of a profession, its definition and defining characteristics is something that has 

changed over time and was dependent on the perspectives from which professions were 

studied. Early concepts of professions, pre-1960s, reflected a functionalist perspective: 

professions, and the process by which they emerge (professionalisation), were largely 

conceived through a lens that was naturalistic and sought to determine a typology. So 

professions were considered to be “organised bodies of experts who apply esoteric 

knowledge to particular cases” (Abbott 1988:4). The nature of professions, their 

organisation, and the approach they took to education of members and processes that 

governed the work or actions of experts was central to these studies. (Milerson 1964 in 

Abbott 1988:4)  The concept of professionalisation was viewed as a natural process, where a 

diversity of professions could be at different points in the process. This leads to an 

understanding where professions could operate in society guaranteed by various 

institutional forms. For example, the operation of professional associations, a licence to 

practice and the presence of codes of ethics were considered essential traits. These general 

traits are present in law, medicine and education.  

However, post 1960s perspectives challenged previous understandings: studies shifted focus 

from the forms of professionalisation and began to consider what purposes 

professionalisation might serve. These studies essentially considered the power that 

professionalisation gave to bodies of experts. That is, giving professions the ability to 

exclude outsiders, the ability to define needs and the nature of problems and the ability to 

define the means by which these needs and problems were addressed. The suggested 

narrative was ideological and that of professions “attempting intellectual and organisational 

domination of particular areas of social concern.” (Abbott 1988: 5-6) 

While not sharing a monopolistic view, Abbott (1988) recognises that “the professions 

dominate our world”. However Abbott suggests that each profession cannot be viewed in 
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isolation, rather he suggests that a systematic analysis of professions as a system is 

necessary. For Abbott, the “professions make up an interdependent system. Each profession 

has its activities under various kinds of jurisdiction … jurisdictional claims are perpetually in 

dispute in local and national claims.”  This is important because professions attempt to 

control the content of their work and differentiate their profession’s work from other 

professions. Professions make claims concerning the nature of their work in support of 

jurisdiction and legitimisation which in turn supports claims for resources. Central to this 

process is the concept of abstract knowledge. McDonald (1995) agrees with Abbott that the 

quality that characterises professional work is abstraction. Abstraction enables the 

profession to develop a knowledge system that can inform and frame issues that are 

considered its work: for example, when medicine makes jurisdictional claims to obesity or 

mental illness. Therefore abstraction “enables survival in a competitive system of 

professions.”  For McDonald (1995), professions engage in ‘cultural work’ that ensures that 

other social actors in society (clients, competitors, the state) recognise a profession’s 

jurisdiction to address the identified issue or problem. A youth work example would be 

reference to youth work jurisdictional claims, for example in Jeffs and Smith (1999) article 

‘the problem of youth for youth’, they point out that youth work as a profession makes a 

jurisdictional  claim on ‘youth’, however they point out that the term youth is understood 

culturally as ‘deviant’ and problematic, this leads to a ‘problematic’ jurisdictional claim and 

deficit models related to young people.  

Abbott (1988:16) suggests also that a key component of professionalisation is that 

“professions legitimate their control by attaching their expertise to values with general 

cultural legitimacy, increasingly the values of rationality, efficiency and science.” Professions 

then emphasise abstraction of knowledge and how that abstraction informs action and 

practice. This highlights the importance of considering a profession’s relation to knowledge 

and the knowledge practices that it uses. McDonald (1995:160) expresses this as a need for 

“an evaluation of profession’s strategies for handling knowledge.”  I will now turn my 

attention to considering professional knowledge.  

3.4  Aspects of Professional Knowledge 

Theory and abstraction are powerful tools; they help professionals to describe, explain, 

define and categorise the issues or problems that are the concern of their professional 

work. They also help them to do the same for the solutions and treatment that are applied 
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and prescribed. Using a medical metaphor Abbott (1988) identifies these as the processes of 

diagnosis and treatment. While these themselves are complex processes, Abbott suggests 

that ‘inference’ is also a significant and characteristically professional step between 

diagnosis and treatment. A professional, through colligation (which is observation of 

patterns of information, facts (relevant, sufficient, and admissible evidence) and application 

of knowledge) can lead to uncovering new meanings and contexts for understanding and 

consequently identify the need for fresh solutions and treatment. Argyris (1982) considered 

this process in some detail in his ladder of inference, in which he set out a model by which 

professionals work through a set of steps and establish beliefs about the world. Argyris’s 

(1982) work highlights knowledge work that is a part of this process and the importance of 

recursive loops as a basis of practice. Inference then can be viewed as a key aspect of 

professional work with knowledge. However, the application of abstract knowledge 

suggests that professional work might involve more than abstract knowledge.  

In his presidential address to the Aristotelian Society, Gilbert Ryle (1949) distinguishes 

between “knowing what” and “knowing how.” Knowing that something is the case, he 

argues, is propositional knowledge. In contrast, “knowing how” is the ability to do 

something and is conceived of as practical knowledge. This distinguishes between 

theoretical knowledge and practical knowledge.  

 

We also see similarities here with the work of Eraut (2004) who provides two parallel 

definitions of knowledge. Firstly, “codified knowledge”, referred to as public knowledge or 

propositional knowledge subject to (1) quality control by editors, peer review and debate 

and (2) given status by incorporation into educational programmes, examinations, and 

courses. It includes propositions about skilled labour, but not the skills or ‘knowing how.’ 

Secondly there is “personal knowledge”, the cognitive resource that a person brings to a 

situation that enables them to think and perform. This incorporates codified knowledge in 

its personalised form, together with procedural and process knowledge, experiential 

knowledge, and impressions of episodic memory. Skills are a part of this knowledge, thus 

allowing representations of competence, capability or expertise in which the use of skills 

and propositional knowledge are closely integrated (Eraut 2000:114). 
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Further, the work of Polyani (1983), Schon (1983) and Eraut (2004) also point out that some 

practical knowledge may evade abstraction and scientific formulations of ‘knowing that.’ 

Youth Workers are active agents; by this I mean they are seeking to interact with young 

people and the social context in which young people find themselves. Youth workers focus 

on certain actions in complex situations. Polyani (1983) cautions that "unbridled lucidity can 

destroy our understanding of complex matters”, indeed his argument is that if we “scrutinize 

closely the particulars of a comprehensive entity and their meaning is effaced, our 

conception of the entity is destroyed’ (Polyani 1983:18). Polyani recognises that 

interiorisation returns meaning, but it is important to note that it never brings back the 

original meaning. The question is, can it "establish a more secure and more accurate 

meaning?" 

Schon (1983) of course recognises the complex situations professionals find themselves in 

where abstract knowledge is not enough: it must be applied alongside ‘repertoire’ 

(expertise built up through experience) and ongoing critical reflection. These complex 

professional situations are referred to by Schön (1983: 42) as "the swampy lowlands, where 

situations are confusing messes incapable of technical solution and usually involve problems 

of greatest human concern."   

Therefore, professionals are constantly testing and refining their knowledge, considering 

“propositions, hypotheses, and principle-based expectations in actual practice.” Benner 

(2001) adds “principle-based expectations” to theoretical and practical knowledge at this 

point. This is akin to the concept of phronesis or ‘practice wisdom’ which is gaining some 

currency as a way of viewing value-based practice based in professions, for example Ord 

(2013, 2016a, Bondi, et al 2011). Distinctions like this concerning knowledge and the need 

for critical reflection of course can be traced back to Aristotle’s three conceptions of 

knowledge ‘episteme,’ ‘techne’ and ‘phronesis.’  

These distinctions between theoretical and practical and the more normative ‘practical 

wisdom’ or phronesis provide some basis for beginning an analysis of the knowledge within 

professions. Both Abbott (1998:8) and Freidson (2001:89) distinguish professionals from 

craftspeople. It is argued that craftspeople emphasise techniques and training on the job, 

typically in the form of extended apprenticeships. This is contrasted on the other hand with 

academics, who are concerned with propositional knowledge and knowledge for its own 

sake. This abstract knowledge is organised in a way that is logically consistent and rationally 
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conceptualised. For Abbott (1988:56), academic knowledge legitimizes professions, 

clarifying foundations and interpreting them considering current and major social values. It 

provides a means to reshape and reframe a profession’s practical knowledge and therefore 

is important in providing justification for a profession’s jurisdiction to work in a particular 

area.  

What we see then is that professions bridge these two distinctions by combining the 

propositional abstract knowledge gained in academia with practical knowledge gained 

through experience (Eraut 2004, Smeby 2012:49, Benner 2001:3). Professions such as 

teaching, nursing, social work, and community youth work emphasise this bridging of theory 

and practice in the initial professional training. In considering this Eraut (2004) highlights 

that only a portion of abstract codified knowledge is available and has a chance of being 

used in practice; he refers to this as “action knowledge”. Eraut has argued that in a 

professional context involving people, action will always take priority, therefore there needs 

to be time to build in the incorporation of codified knowledge. In light of this, Eraut has 

argued that the incorporation of codified knowledge can only occur “if there are periods of 

less pressured work that allow time for reflection, review and learning new practices” (Eraut 

2004: 101). 

 

Up to this point, we have established the location of this study within the conceptualisation 

of a ‘knowledge society’: a society in which everyday life is increasingly mediated by experts 

from the professions. I have illustrated that within a knowledge society, the knowledge 

cultures of experts spill into the everyday culture and impact our lives. A second frame has 

been used to consider sociological concepts of knowledge, how knowledge is socially 

constructed and how current cultural trends have favoured and privileged scientific 

knowledge. Having considered this, I have moved on to consider a third frame, that of the 

profession’s relation to knowledge, in particular abstract, codified and logically constructed 

knowledge. This has been contrasted with practical and experiential knowledge that is also a 

feature of professional work. I now propose to consider a fourth perspective that is 

provided by organisational studies. This perspective provides a useful provocation; it asks us 

to consider other questions about knowledge in the professions. Up to now we have 

addressed questions of ‘what’ knowledge is in the professions. There are also questions of 
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‘where’ and ‘how’ knowledge is specifically located and used in professions. I shall begin this 

next section with questions of ‘where’ knowledge may reside in a profession. 

3.5  Locating Professional Knowledge 

The literature of the sociology of professions recognises that professional knowledge can 

reside in socially constructed locations (Abbott 1988, McDonald 1995).  By drawing on the 

literature from organisational studies, it is possible to consider perspectives on the location 

of professional knowledge within organisations. In the first instance I will consider Collins’s 

(1993) five concepts of ‘embodied’, ‘embedded’, ‘embrained’, ‘encultured’ and ‘encoded’ 

knowledge.  

Collins (1993) essentially considered where knowledge might reside in an organisation, 

knowledge being considered an asset that can be possessed by an organisation and can be 

located within multiple and varied locations. Similar concepts of knowledge as an asset in 

organisations inform the knowledge management perspective of Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995). 

Collins suggested a typology of five locations. In concise summary Collins postulated that 

knowledge can be embrained and embodied in the mind and body of people, embedded in 

organizational processes, routines, and structures, encultured as the shared symbols and 

values among various communities, and encoded in more abstract and codified form in 

documents and artefacts. I will consider each in turn in more detail below.  

 

Embrained knowledge refers to knowledge that is abstract in nature, which an individual 

possesses for use. This is the propositional knowledge postulated by Ryle (1949). As I have 

outlined above, abstract knowledge is a distinctive feature of professional knowledge. It is 

the professional’s ability to use conceptual knowledge and cognitive abilities in professional 

work, essentially moving beyond routine tasks to ‘higher level’ abilities in which complex 

thinking can be used to understand, diagnose, infer and to prescribe action. This can be 

characterised as professional work that takes account of complex contexts, rules and 

causations. The work of Argyris and Schon (1978), Schon (1983, 1987), Senge (1990), Eraut 

(2004, 2010) would all theorise concerning professionals’ use of this knowledge. This is 

knowledge that is held cognitively by an individual.  

 

Embodied knowledge is closest to practical and experiential knowledge, that of ‘know how.’  

Like the ‘repertoire’ outlined by Schon (1983), this knowledge tends to be action orientated. 
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Collins (1993) suggested that it is possible that this knowledge is only partially explicit. That 

is, that some of the knowledge is tacit in nature (Polanyi 1958). ‘Tacit knowing’ is a term 

that originated with Polanyi (1958). When describing the concept Polanyi uses the phrase 

“we know more that we can tell” (Polanyi 1958:4). this phrase communicates something of 

the nature of tacit knowing; it is hidden and in fact hidden from the consciousness of the 

knower. For Polanyi, this form of tacit knowing comes from a process of ‘attending,’ that is, 

the process of noticing something with an unconscious manner. He uses the example of 

recognising someone’s face. We attend to the features of the face (Polanyi uses the term 

‘proximal’ here for features) and notice these to recognise the face (distal, the whole), but if 

asked to describe the features we are unable to do so because we know them only in a tacit 

form.  Polanyi refers to this as the “functional structure” of tacit knowing. In effect we 

combine conceptual and sensory information to make sense of something. When someone 

‘attends’ from proximal information (which cannot be consciously identified) to the second 

distal form, the particulars of the proximal information are integrated into a coherent 

meaning. Therefore, the concept of ‘tacit knowing’ is linked strongly to our desire to make 

meaning, which Polanyi refers to as the “phenomenal structure” of tacit knowing. Polanyi 

refers to this process as “interiorization,” and points out that it is the absence of focusing on 

the particulars that leads to meaning and understanding. Polanyi contends that given the 

“adequate means of expressing ourselves,” it is possible to communicate ‘tacit knowing,’ 

that is to focus on the particulars and articulate them, but in this act, we change the nature 

of our knowing. We may destroy our original understanding and as Polanyi (1958:19) 

asserts, we may “establish is a more secure and accurate meaning.”  For Polanyi, the 

consequence of this is clear: “the process of formalising all knowledge to the exclusion of 

any tacit knowing is self-defeating” (1958:20). This is because tacit knowing supports our 

ability to search for meaning and helps orientate us to identify problems and seek to 

discover solutions.  

Turning now to Collins’s third location, ‘embedded’ knowledge is knowledge that exists in 

the technology, the systems, procedures and processes of an organisation. It is therefore 

related to the institutional arrangements of an organisation. For example, in bureaucratic 

organisations, knowledge will reside with various roles and responsibilities. Sharp divisions 

of labour can occur, and knowledge and information will flow in specific circuits and 

channels. Some of these circuits will be through relationships that people have with each 
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other, be they formal or informal. However, knowledge can also relate to the formal 

procedures of an organisation and the regular and emergent routines that are used. An 

example in the Youth Service of the Education Authority in Northern Ireland would be the 

complex embedded knowledge that has built up around risk assessment and the 

management of education visits and activities with children and young people.  

 

In the fourth location, ‘encultured’ knowledge is different again: this is reflected in shared 

understandings. Such shared understandings arise through social and cultural processes; 

they are heavily dependent on language and socially constructed meanings and 

understandings. These meanings can exist across a profession or discipline. An example of 

‘encultured knowledge’ in youth work might be orientations towards children and young 

people’s involvement in decision making about themselves and the nature of the youth 

work in which they are involved. This is a value shared across the profession that is then 

outworked in practice. 

 

In contrast, ‘encoded’ knowledge is located in traditional forms such as books, manuals, 

practice guides and codes of practice. With the addition of information technology this 

provides highly organised information storage and revival and instantaneous transmission, 

and access to encoded knowledge can represent a powerful asset to organisations. 

However, it is subject to translation and interpretation and can be subject to de-

contextualisation which can make it difficult to manage and use. Encoded knowledge can 

therefore lose vital meaning references.  

 

While the concept of location of knowledge is useful, it also provokes us again to consider a 

more social and cultural approach to understanding a profession’s knowledge work. To date 

I have explored perspectives from the sociology of knowledge, the sociology of professions 

and organisational studies. All have pointed to the need to consider the social and cultural 

relations that the ‘knower’ has to knowledge. I move now to a more detailed consideration 

of this based on the concept of epistemic culture.  

3.6  Knowledge Cultures 

Up to this point in the chapter I have discussed the significance of the knowledge society, 

considered how professions of experts use knowledge in the mediation of everyday life and 
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how this has in turn influenced society culturally in relation to knowledge. The chapter has 

also considered the nature of knowledge in sociological terms and the significance of 

knowledge within professions. It has also looked at why, what, and where knowledge may 

be used in the professions. This closing section of the chapter returns to Knorr-Cetina’s 

concept of ‘epistemic culture’ and scrutinises in more detail the more recent socio-cultural 

research into professional work and learning. This next section examines the concepts that 

have emerged from these studies and which will inform the core of this study. The concepts 

are (1) knowledge objects, which is the ‘sociality of objects’ that is at the heart of Knorr-

Cetina’s perspective. I then proceed to (2) ‘epistementalities’, in effect a typology of 

professionals’ approaches to knowledge. This is followed by considering (3) the role of 

‘knowledge intermediaries’, i.e. how knowledge is influenced in professions by people, 

artefacts, specific circuits, and the influence of money and capital; and how together these 

make up an epistemic infrastructure within a profession. I then continue with an outline of 

(4) ‘epistemic strategies’, the approaches to knowledge used by professional individuals and 

the approach of the profession collectively as a discipline. Finally, I examine how these 

notions can be combined to help formulate an understanding of the cultural traits of 

knowledge use in the professions. I turn first then to epistemic culture.  

3.7 Epistemic Culture 

It is useful at this point to remind ourselves that according to Knorr-Cetina (1998, 1999) 

epistemic cultures are: 

“Amalgams of arrangements and mechanisms-bonded through 

affinity, necessity, and historical coincidence – which, in a given 

field, make up how we know what we know. Epistemic cultures are 

cultures that create and warrant knowledge.” (Knorr-Cetina 1999 

Kindle Location 67-68) 

What Knorr-Cetina is drawing our attention to here is that different disciplines in science will 

have their own methods and strategies in how they relate to knowledge. Her emphasis is 

concerned with the machineries of knowledge use, creation and mediation, those technical, 

social, and symbolic dimensions that experts and expert systems use to produce knowledge. 

This focus on the social and cultural mechanisms used by experts in the construction and 

legitimization of knowledge is essentially concerned with the question of ‘how they know 

what they know.’  The emphasis here is not on epistemology, but rather the social and 
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cultural relations experts have to knowledge. What Knorr-Cetina is provoking us to consider 

here is how the relationship between knower and knowledge can be examined using a social 

and cultural perspective. This examination can be between knower and object at an 

individual level, but analysis can also give insight into knower as the collective of the 

discipline or profession.  

Within Knorr-Cetina’s definition is the recognition that knowledge work in disciplines will 

exhibit contingent development, that is, the knowledge practices will be informed or 

determined by the history of the discipline. Also, other factors – social, cultural, political, and 

economic – will also out of necessity impinge upon and influence how the discipline or 

profession relates to knowledge. The work of Knorr-Cetina initially focused on the epistemic 

cultures of those in the natural sciences (micro-biologists and particle physicists). However, 

her work and that of others has expanded these concepts to begin to examine the epistemic 

cultures of professions and occupations. Knorr-Cetina went on to examine financial traders, 

for example. Jensen, Lahn, Nerland et al (2012) focused on comparisons across the 

professions of nursing, teaching, engineering and accountancy in the Nordic and 

Scandinavian countries. It is these studies that I will now turn my attention to. 

3.7 Knowledge Objects 

Central to Knorr-Cetina’s (2001) concept of epistemic culture is the concept of an epistemic 

object. Epistemic objects are not the everyday things we would understand as objects. 

Rather, they are complex items that are the focus of knowledge, described as “unfolding 

structures that are non-identical to themselves.” The contrast is made between a single 

closed box with defined contents and a set of open drawers in a filing cabinet filled with 

folders into which folders are being added to and amended constantly. Therefore an 

epistemic object is “always in the process of being materially defined,  they continually 

acquire new properties and change the ones that they have” (Knorr-Cetina 2001: kindle loc 

4547). They lack completeness and have a changing unfolding characteristic. This means that 

epistemic objects also have a temporal nature, they change over time and can therefore 

exist in a variety of forms, an example of this might be a computer programme that exists as  

multiple versions subject to various updates.   

So, in the case of the two natural sciences that Knorr-Cetina studied, a knowledge object 

might be an experiment; in particle physics it might be an experiment which will be planned 

and executed over a number of years in a collective manner with a large team of scientists 
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working together across continents. In the case of a micro-biologist working with genetics, 

again an experiment might be the knowledge object, but the work might take place in an 

intimate lab with a small team of collaborators. In these cases, quite different social and 

cultural relations develop connected to the experiment and how it is used to create 

knowledge. For Knorr-Cetina (1998, 1999) the knowledge object becomes the focus of 

intense interaction, often with the knower working with the knowledge object in several 

ways, visualising it, and representing it in various forms. These processes and projections 

Knorr-Cetina argues create a ‘sociality of objects’ where subjects form a relationship with 

the knowledge object. Therefore the ‘sociality of objects’ describes a relational and affective 

dimension to interaction with knowledge. As a subject interacts with a knowledge object 

that has an unfolding ontology, there is an affective dimension with the subject ‘wanting’ to 

“fill out the blanks and make the picture whole” (Jenson & Lahn 2005). Knorr-Cetina 

describes this as an “experiential mentalité where a subject’s interaction with knowledge 

creates an arousal of the processing capacities and sensitivities of the person” (Knorr-Cetina 

2005). In terms of epistemic culture the process of unfolding (Knorr-Cetina (1999:kindle loc 

921) is a process of “continuing unravelling of the features” of an epistemic object. It 

involves the process of breaking down epistemic objects into their details, constituent parts 

and then examining their implications often in reverberative cycles.  

Some socio-cultural theorists (Jenson & Lahn 2005) have taken this and applied it to the 

professions, for example in nursing, where they examined nurses’ interaction with the 

concept of care, which has emerged as an alternative to the medical model used by doctors 

or the historic concept of ‘calling.’ Knorr-Cetina (2002) has also expanded her own studies 

into an examination of market traders and their interaction with the market. To move the 

example closer to the focus of this study, we could look at teaching in formal education: 

teachers frequently interact with the shared knowledge object of ‘curriculum’ which can be 

interpreted differently by colleagues, managers and policy makers. This means that 

‘curriculum’ functions as a knowledge object as Knorr-Cetina understands it: it is a concept 

in a constant state of flux, and it has an unfolding ontology and formal educationalists 

interact with it regularly. It is conceivable that for community youth workers, similar socio-

cultural relations to knowledge objects develop and can be examined. So, for example 

‘curriculum’ is also a knowledge object in community youth work; again it has the 

characteristic of ‘an unfolding ontology’ but with potentially quite different properties, 
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histories, affinities, and necessities when compared to the curriculum of teachers in formal 

education. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the strategies and approaches that 

community youth workers utilise when engaging with ‘curriculum’ as a knowledge object 

may be distinct and can be examined and warrant some examination. This approach is 

central to this study of considering the sociality of knowledge objects. Epistemic cultures are 

understood to be an interrelation between subject and knowledge objects, this dynamic is 

conceived of as the ‘machineries of knowledge construction’ and is the basis of the notion of 

epistemic cultures.  

 
3.8 Epistementalities  

An initial area that can be useful when thinking about epistemic culture is that of 

epistementalities. This refers to the general approach to knowledge within organisations, 

communities of practice and professions. For Jensen, Lahn, Nerland (2012:12), 

epistementalities represent “the cultural-cognitive dimension of epistemic cultures, 

comprising the interpretive framework which guides how people reason, envision, and 

ascribe justifications to knowledge and epistemic processes”. What Jensen et al are 

highlighting here is that different disciplines and professions may exhibit particular styles of 

reasoning and that this in turn contributes to the distinctiveness of the profession. In effect 

these are the belief systems of a profession at collective level, some of which may be the 

assumptions and subjectivities that are shared and guide the actions of individual workers in 

a practice situation. By examining the styles of reasoning of a range of individual 

practitioners, we might be able to access collective orientations of the wider profession. So 

for example, in Jensen, Lahn, Nerland et al (2012:18) their studies of teachers demonstrated 

that face to face sharing of personal knowledge was preferred and that this was done in 

small local communities of practice. Teachers also claimed individual freedom to make 

choices concerning their methodology for knowledge creation. This can be contrasted with 

nurses who have access to large collective knowledge resources and are anxious to remain 

familiar with more standardised research-based professional developments, so that they 

can ensure they adhere to current and collective good practice. 

 

Based on their studies, Jensen, Lahn, Nerland (2012) identify four essential elements of 

epistementalities: these are histories, priorities, orientation, and preference. Firstly, 
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histories are what will impact the development of knowledge practices, so strongly codified 

and abstract professions will have distinct practices, and these will be different from more 

weakly codified professions. So, learning about practice and unfolding processes (that is, 

complex, uncertain practice) will be approached differently in professions. If we consider 

next that professions will also have different preferences in how to approach the 

construction of knowledge, for some professions like teaching this may have very individual 

and personal characteristics in the classroom, but be relational with a small group of 

colleagues within an institutional setting like a school. For engineers they may take 

individual responsibility but share and keep up to date with developments in professional 

associations and globally based information structures. For nurses this may be highly social 

with systematic supervision and regulated and integrated continuous professional 

development. The third element of epistementalities is that of orientation: a professional 

may be more theory-orientated with decision making based on accumulated abstract 

knowledge. Systematic overviews of knowledge may exist and be used. In contrast, 

knowledge might be personal and individualistic, based on experience, repertoire and 

reflection. Finally, epistementalities might have different priorities: a profession’s approach 

to risk and uncertainties might be different and be produced by their particular approach to 

knowledge. For teachers, for example, it may be the complex, ongoing and unlimited task of 

ensuring the inclusion of all pupils; for nurses it may be the use of factual information to 

justify specific actions with an individual patient. Different professions will prioritise 

knowledge use and creation, and mediate it differently. 

 

This study would postulate that professional community youth workers would have a 

distinct epistementality. That is, that the elements of history, preference, orientation, and 

priorities could be discerned through research and described, and that such description 

would be useful to the profession in areas such as initial professional training and 

continuous professional development. It may also be useful in giving insight into why 

particular types of knowledge work are challenging for the profession.  

 

Therefore, the concept of epistementalities provides a means to describe and understand 

professional practitioner’s knowledge relations, how they interact with ‘knowledge objects’ 
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and how professional identities, professional self-conduct and collective strategies are a 

feature of epistemic culture. 

3.9 Knowledge Intermediaries  

The concept of epistementalities gives a broad overview of approaches within professional 

epistemic culture. A second area that enables us to delve deeper into the working of epistemic 

culture is to consider who and what are the knowledge intermediaries. Jensen, Lahn, Nerland 

(2012) have used the work of Callon (1991) and have concluded that how knowledge is 

produced and circulated is a key feature of epistemic cultures; this can be both material 

structures and symbolic structures. Considering knowledge intermediaries raises questions 

such as who has access to knowledge, and how knowledge can be organised, interpreted, and 

approached. This of course echoes Collins concerning the location of knowledge considered 

earlier. For Callon (1991) there are four intermediaries that influence the creation and 

circulation of knowledge: (1) human beings, (2) artefacts, texts, and recorded information, (3) 

the channels in which they circulate, and (4) money or capital. The presence and extent of 

these intermediaries and the connection between them form a part of the machineries of the 

epistemic culture. I will explore each in turn and postulate some possible illustrative examples 

that might be important in relation to the knowledge object of ‘curriculum’ in youth work in 

Northern Ireland.  

People are key knowledge figures within organisations, institutions, and the professions. 

People can have roles in how a profession goes about, procuring, making, warranting, and 

mediating knowledge. Let us take the example of the knowledge object of ‘curriculum’ in 

youth work which was introduced as a concept in the late 1980s in Northern Ireland. Before 

this time, the concept was largely unused, whereas the profession in Northern Ireland now 

has curriculum development roles within the youth work sector. 

 

The second knowledge intermediary is Artefacts. Artefacts are used by professions for the 

production and circulation of knowledge. So again, in our example of curriculum in youth 

work, we have curriculum policy documents, curriculum guidance documents, best practice 

guides, training manuals, curriculum awards etc. These artefacts give insight into the 

epistementalities outlined and help us to discern orientations and priorities within 

organisations and professions. These artefacts become a feature of the knowledge work of 

the profession. Individual workers need to determine the importance and impact of these 
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artefacts on practice. If adopted, they may standardise and stabilise practice, though some 

might argue they restrain practice (McCready 2020). As some of these artefacts initially 

come from outside the profession, for example curriculum policy, they also provide some 

insight into knowledge mediation, how community youth work as a profession negotiates its 

knowledge claims with other professions and policy makers.  

 

Another feature of artefacts as knowledge objects is that they can produce ‘tertiary 

artefacts’ or ‘meta-artefacts.’ When a profession uses particular knowledge strategies, 

several artefacts combine to produce something new and distinct. For example, in the youth 

service individual youth groups are required to register annually with the Education 

Authority (previously their local Education and Library Board). Registration data from 

Education and Library Boards has been combined on a regular basis to produce geo-

mapping reports by the Youth Council for Northern Ireland. This process has in turn 

produced new analyses of existing data and has produced new data that can be used in the 

planning of youth work delivery and the allocation of resources and setting of priorities, 

thus producing meta-artefacts. It would be reasonable to postulate that artefacts of this 

kind have shaped and changed the knowledge culture, helping to determine the information 

which is collected and privileged. It is reasonable to postulate for example that the 

requirement for new forms of information and its use have required changes to the 

knowledge work of youth work managers. 

 

In addition to artefacts, another key knowledge intermediary is the channels and circuits 

that exist within professions and organisations. While this is clearly related to artefacts 

above, it can also be considered separately. In considering circuits we are examining how 

data, information and knowledge are moved within organisations and the profession. Who 

has access to what information and knowledge, and is knowledge transparent and 

accessible or is it located within closed circuits? So, if we take the example from Jensen, 

Lahn and Nerland’s (2012) work, they consider computer engineers and have found that 

artefacts are well organised into infrastructures that are specialised, differentiated and easy 

to navigate. Jensen, Lahn and Nerland (2012) argue that this leads to ‘knowledge-seeking’ 

behaviour. So the availability of more knowledge does not lead to frustration, rather its 

organisation in accessible circuits leads to “playful examination of opportunities and a 
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continual search for more elegant solutions.”  They contrast this with Nordic teachers’ lack 

of artefacts in accessible infrastructure leading to questions remaining unresolved. 

Knowledge infrastructures can also be open or closed in nature, so if we consider youth 

service registration, data is contained within the Education Authority and only accessible to 

youth service managers. Consequently, such data can only be analysed with the sanction of 

service managers; it therefore exists within a closed system. Such closed systems limit the 

ability of others to analyse the data for the purposes of producing new knowledge.  

 

A final knowledge intermediary is money and capital; this is significant because money and 

capital can be used to determine priorities. Those with control of resource have a say in 

which knowledge work is pursued; in effect they have a role in the procurement of 

knowledge within any given profession and discipline. In addition, different funding 

arrangements within various parts of a profession may lead to different priorities. For 

example, we could hypothesise that the funding in the statutory youth sector establishes a 

priority to generate knowledge that meets current government policy priorities; this may 

include concepts like value for money or effectiveness. In contrast we might postulate that 

differing funding arrangements in the voluntary sector might stimulate work in overlooked 

areas that might highlight deficiencies in government policy priorities. Funding therefore 

may be a considerable influence on an organisation’s or profession’s orientation to 

knowledge use.  

Having considered the role of knowledge intermediaries we now turn our attention to the 

concept of epistemic strategies.  

3.10 Epistemic Strategies  

Kellte and Carlsten (2012:69-84), in considering how epistemic culture of the sciences are 

diffusing into their professions, consider the epistemic culture of teachers in formal 

education. They identify several of what they term ‘epistemic strategies.’ For Kellte and 

Carlsten (2012:69-84) they see the work of Knorr-Cetina (1998, 1999) as a means to 

understand a “theoretically framed workplace”; by this they mean that knowledge is not just 

viewed as ‘a’ resource, but that knowledge has become ‘the’ resource of the professions. As 

a consequence, abstract and codified knowledge is used to ‘frame’ work and in particular 

knowledge work. “Framing as an epistemic strategy refers to the consideration of objects 

and pieces of information in light of other components.” (Kellte and Carlsten 2012:69-84) 
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Therefore shared empirical and theory-driven knowledge is used alongside the 

consideration of new information. This requires the ‘knower’ to locate new information into 

the existing ‘frame’ of knowledge. New information can refer to the research-based 

knowledge being produced by individual teachers themselves, academics, and colleagues 

within the profession. While such an approach can provide improvement in practice in the 

‘here and now’, Kellte and Carlsten argue that ‘framing’ is also about a commitment to 

knowledge creation as a long-term project within a profession. An example of this might 

include the insights from psychology concerning trauma, how it impacts on the brain and 

how children can regulate emotions (Siegel 2020, van der Kolk 2014.)  A consequence of this 

new knowledge would be to consider how this might impact and be incorporated into 

existing knowledge and practice on inclusion of learners and behaviour management.  

 

In addition, Kellte and Carlsten (2012) also point to the role of convoluting within 

professions. Convoluting means folding something together, it is a special form of framing. It 

refers to a general strategy of mixing resources that come from different origins. Rather that 

testing specific or new theories, convoluting involves a mixing of knowledge sources. For 

Kellte and Carlsten (2012), this indicates that there are epistemic infrastructures that 

regulate professions’ use of knowledge, processes of quality assurance and accountability 

that help regulate how knowledge is used.  

 

From this perspective we can see then that it may be possible to ‘strategically coordinate’ 

knowledge within a profession; to develop infrastructures that frame knowledge and enable 

access and use, helping to translate research-based knowledge into existing theoretical 

frames. While Kellte and Carlsten (2012) concluded that teachers’ knowledge base is weakly 

framed and lacks sufficient support structures, this is in contrast to an example of this from 

Jensen, Lahn, Nerland et al (2012:17). In their study of nurses, they concluded: 

“Nurses are well supported by an extensive knowledge infrastructure 

and professional updating is an integrated and regulatory aspect of 

their profession. They use multiple knowledge sources that have been 

designed for the profession, including manuals, intranet, reference 

works and textbooks, receive systematic supervision from colleagues 

and have access to a wide range of specialised knowledge. 
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Knowledge resources are locally adapted and appear to have strong 

‘translation mechanisms’ that mediate between globalised, abstract 

knowledge and the local realities of hospital wards.”  

Here Jensen, Lahn, Nerland (2012) highlight the linkages between research and scientific 

production of knowledge; they also point out that these ‘machineries of knowledge 

construction’ have been made accessible at a personal and local level by the infrastructure 

surrounding the profession. Therefore, knowledge is well ‘framed’ and there is extensive 

support for ‘convoluting’ to make the knowledge usable by local practitioners. This is 

contrasted with Klette and Carlsten’s (2012) study of Nordic teachers where they highlight 

those teachers “actions are only to a limited degree based on theoretically and empirically 

accumulated (i.e.) embrained knowledge.”  They also point out that professional culture is 

less object-centred and that job performance is mostly done ‘on their own,’ with little 

external insight or external support. They therefore conclude that, despite an 

‘epistemification of society,’ teachers “lack any comprehensive epistemic infrastructure that 

would induce and provide collective support structures.”  Klette and Carlsten (2012) go on to 

conclude that teachers’ knowledge work is weakly ‘framed’ and that there is limited support 

for ‘convoluting’ behaviour.  

As we can see from comparing these studies, different professional groups may develop 

distinct epistemic strategies. In the case of nursing this is strongly theoretically framed, 

compared with teachers’, which is weakly theoretically framed (Lahn and Christiansen 2012). 

These studies highlight the role of codified theoretically driven knowledge and its translation 

into an existing knowledge culture.  

 
3.11 Conclusion 

The idea of a knowledge society focuses our attention on the centrality of knowledge as an 

important characteristic around which our society is organised and functions. Consequently, 

the study of the relations that society and various aspects of society have to knowledge 

becomes essential. I have pointed out using the work of Adolf & Stehr (2014) and others 

that this first necessitates a study of the concept of knowledge itself within society. I have 

shown that knowledge is a unique resource within society, that it exists in many forms, but 

that a key characteristic of the knowledge society is that knowledge is produced using 

scientific methods, characterised by processes of abstraction and reasoning. A knowledge 
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society brings with it a further provocation to consider in more detail the role of those that 

produce and use such knowledge. This has led to the domination of everyday life by experts 

in the use of knowledge, in the form of professionals. I have examined the role that 

knowledge plays in the professions, enabling a process of professionalisation, characterised 

using both abstract and practical knowledge. I have outlined how abstract knowledge is held 

and expanded by academies; thus enabling professions to claim jurisdiction over social 

concerns and offer responses, treatment, and solutions. This has provided a useful 

theoretical frame that I would argue needs to be expanded into the specific professional 

field of community youth work. Chapter Two of the study considered the historic 

development of community youth work, in effect examining the contingent development of 

community youth work and so provided the beginnings of an analysis into the knowledge 

practices of the profession. 

In addition, this chapter has also highlighted the ‘epistemification of social concerns’ (Knorr-

Cetina 1998, 1999) in contemporary society and the ‘rupture’ of epistemic processes into 

areas of social life that it previously did not impact. I have outlined the notion of epistemic 

culture as outlined by Knorr-Cetina (1998, 1999) and considered her concept of the ‘sociality 

of objects.’ This process of interaction with ‘unfolding’ knowledge objects leads to a 

consideration of the social and cultural relationships that individuals and groups form when 

involved in knowledge creation and knowledge use. Knorr-Cetina (1998, 1999) and others 

have advanced that knowledge use is different within various disciplines and professions 

and that this can be studied. Studies of various professions have provided a range of 

theoretical concepts, typologies, and perspectives from which to examine, describe and 

analyse epistemic cultures. This study argues that an examination of professional 

community youth work within the conceptual framework of epistemic culture is possible 

and appropriate. This framework permits a description and analysis of knowledge use and 

creation within professional community youth work. The study contends that such empirical 

data can provide insight into the knowledge infrastructure needs of the profession. 

However, over and above this, because it takes an epistemic culture perspective, it can also 

take account of how the youth work profession might compare to other professions such as 

teaching and social work. Using this theoretical framework, we can consider how a 

profession mediates knowledge creation and use with respect to these other professions. 

Finally, a cultural perspective can also take account of the wider social policy and wider 
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epistemification that characterises the contemporary society in which community youth 

work operates. It is this wider epistemification to which we will turn in the next chapter. 

Chapter 4 will examine the rise of evidence-based practice and evidence-based social policy 

in areas of social concern. 

3.12 Chapter 3 Summary 

In this chapter I have considered the literature that points us to consider how knowledge 

and in particular scientific knowledge has penetrated our everyday lives in society. That is, 

how our society has become dominated by professionals: experts that make use of abstract 

and codified knowledge in a division of labour that characterises our modern society. The 

chapter has also considered the nature of knowledge from a sociological perspective, and I 

have argued using the literature that the knowledge practices of professionals and experts 

has ‘ruptured’ into how we conceive of knowledge as a society. Namely that abstract, 

codified, logically constructed knowledge is privileged and held above other forms of 

knowledge. The chapter has also examined what we mean by a professional and the distinct 

role that abstract and codified knowledge plays in professional identity and work. Having 

bounded the basis of this study within these frames, I have examined in detail Knorr-

Cetina’s (1998, 1999) concept of epistemic culture. I have traced her argument that an 

examination of the knowledge work of disciplines can be considered from the perspective of 

how subject (knower) in a collective discipline relates in socio-cultural manner to 

‘knowledge objects.’ I have also investigated how the work of Jensen, Lahn and Nerland 

(2012) has expanded Knorr-Cetina’s concepts into an examination of the knowledge 

relations of professions, that is, how professions relate to knowledge. I have explored the 

specific concept of how epistemic culture might be relevant for a consideration of 

professional epistemic culture. I have highlighted how the concepts of epistementalities, 

and knowledge intermediaries might help us understand how knowledge relations within 

professions can be understood. Firstly, epistementalities and the characteristic elements 

can help us understand the history, preference, orientation and priorities of knowledge 

relations within professions. Secondly, knowledge intermediaries might provide further 

insight into knowledge work, considering how people, artefacts, circuits, and money can 

shape epistemic culture. This chapter has argued that an examination of professional 
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community youth work within the conceptual framework of epistemic culture is possible 

and appropriate.  
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Chapter 4: Evidence, Values, and Power 

4.1 Introduction 

In the initial planning stages of this study, consideration was given to an examination of 

‘evidence-based practice’ and its understanding and use by professional community youth 

workers in Northern Ireland. However, the study shifted focus early into an investigation 

into the characteristics of knowledge (epistemic) culture in community youth work 

professionals in Northern Ireland.  In some ways this chapter will account for this change in 

focus. The chapter examines knowledge that is characterised as ‘evidence,’ exploring what 

we mean by evidence and why it is important in human and social relations. This chapter 

also examines the concept of evidence-based practice. Fusco & Baizerman (2019:104) 

remind us of the importance of this concept in youth work: “there is perhaps no topic that is 

getting more attention in funding circles than the need for evidence-based practice.” Of 

course, when we scrutinise evidence-based practice we need to consider: what is evidence-

based practice, what was its origin, what are its characteristics, what is it concerned with, 

what are its contours and boundaries, what can it contribute, what are its limitations in 

modern society and how does its history and development relate to its objectives? And 

finally, does evidence-based practice have a place in the epistemic culture of modern youth 

work? 

4.2 Why Evidence?  

“The field of evidence is no other than the field of knowledge”  

(Bentham cited in Twining 2006) 

The Leverhulme Trust in 2002 outlined the contemporary importance of ‘evidence’ stating 

that it has “an essential place in the debates that form the heart of the human enquiry.” 

However, the Trust went on to acknowledge that evidence’s “character is remarkably varied 

according to the disciplines or state of development of that discipline” (Leverhulme Trust in 

2002). Uphsur (2001:5) points out that there is a “dearth of reflection on the nature of 

evidence itself.”  Thomas (2005:1) shares this view that evidence is important and can 

enhance practice, but he asserts that the “issue is not the significance of evidence but its 

nature – and its value is contingent on that nature.”  Therefore, as we shall see, evidence’s 

contribution to knowledge, truth and practice is contested and is also dependent on our 

view of what evidence is and its relationship to these concepts.  
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In this study sharpening  our understanding of ‘evidence’ as a concept will be both a 

necessary and valuable first step, considering  what ‘counts’ as evidence. Twining 

(2006:432) points out what ‘counts’ as evidence varies with “time, language, cultures, 

practical contexts, academic contexts, and academic disciplines.”  

In this chapter we will first consider the nature of evidence and its role in reasoned 

argument, and second the conditions that are usually required for ‘evidence’ to warrant 

consideration and be regarded as valid and of value. Third, we will examine the utility of 

‘evidence,’ in particular we will examine its use in the context of jurisprudence, the natural 

sciences and social sciences, and use these examples to compare and contrast its nature. 

We will examine the taxonomy and model of evidence proposed by Upshur (2001). Finally, 

we will consider what Lincoln (2002: 16) refers to as the “politics of evidence,” that is the 

questions of “who determines what counts as evidence and who is persuaded by it; and 

what is the nature of the “language game” which is being played out in the politics of 

evidence?” The chapter will then consider how evidence is used within public sector 

management and its role in quality assurance and audit. Finally, this chapter will consider 

how these processes of quality assurance and audit can be used as a policy tool to reshape 

professional practice.  

4.3 What do we mean by Evidence?  

Considering evidence and its nature is not a modern phenomenon: “theorizing about 

evidence and proof has a rich and complex tradition that stretches back a least as far as 

classical rhetoric” (Twining 1985:viii). Evidence is a concept that society is concerned with; 

some are interested in how we should collect evidence, how it should be preserved, how it 

should be assessed and how it should be used for policy making and decision making in 

practice (Twining 2006:438). So, for example, while a police officer and an archaeologist are 

both interested in evidence, there will be similarities (and differences) in how they conceive 

of evidence, how they should collect and preserve it, but also, significantly, differences in 

how they use it. In turn this will be significantly different from how a policy maker conceives 

of evidence and uses it to make decisions about public or social policy at a national scale. 

There are likely to be further differences between a social worker, teacher, or youth worker 

in how they understand and use evidence to inform and make decisions in a specific 

practice situation with a client. We see resonance here with Jensen, Lahn and Nerland’s 
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(2012) comparison of professional epistemic cultures. Given these variations it is important 

to start somewhere.  

First, if we consider the philosophers’ understanding of evidence, evidence constitutes 

information that bears on the truth or falsity of a proposition (Thomas 2005:4). Therefore 

evidence as a concept is linked to the claims that we make about the world. Twining (2005: 

441) points out that at its core: 

“Evidence is a word of relation used in the context of argumentation. (A is 

evidence of B). In that context information has a potential role as relevant 

evidence if it tends to support or tends to negate, directly or indirectly, a 

hypothesis or claim. One draws inferences from evidence in order to prove or 

disprove a hypothesis or claim or other proposition that forms part of the 

argument. The framework is argument, the process is proof, and the engine 

is inferential reasoning from information.” 

Therefore, evidence helps to “fashion sound arguments that are rationally persuasive for us 

or for our intended audience. By paying attention to the reasons why we are entitled to form 

true beliefs, we are able to achieve the firmest possible grasp upon what we can legitimately 

claim to know” (Bowell and Kemp 2010). 

Evidence then is information that is used in argument. It is purposeful information. As 

Twining (2005:439) points out, evidence needs to be located within a framework of 

argumentation. However, argument as a concept brings all sorts of complex issues: what 

assumptions about the nature of the world and the nature of knowledge are made by the 

person making the argument? We will return to these issues later. Twining (2006:438) 

suggests that the common thread that runs through disciplines is the idea that evidence is 

used in inferential reasoning, that is, that evidence is used to link data to hypotheses 

through inferential reasoning.  

4.4 Reasoning, Inference and Arguments 

Therefore, inferences are an essential element in the practice of intellectual reasoning, that 

is, evaluations of the logical relations that exist between propositions and about states of 

affairs in the world. Broadly there are three types of inference, and these are outlined in 

table 4 below:  
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TABLE 4: TYPE OF INFERENCE 

Type of 
Inference 

Meaning Evidence Referred to as 

Deductive Logical demonstrations of the 
relationship between premise 
and conclusions  

Hypothetic/ 

Proposition/ 

Falsification  

Falsificationism  

Inductive These build from particular 
instances to general law-like 
descriptions. They have either 
high probability or high 
plausibility. 

Probability/ 

Plausibility 

Inductivism 

Abductive Accepts conclusions on the 
basis of an adequate or best 
explanation of the available 
evidence.  

Best Explanation  Holism  

(Adapted from Upshur (2001:18) 

As we can see, the process of inference uses evidence to reach a conclusion. Evidence is 

used as information to support and justify inferences to reach a conclusion that supports (or 

negates) a proposition. A proposition is usually concerned with some fact, matter at issue or 

belief about the world. Consequently, evidence is often also linked to the concept of 

demonstrating ‘proof’ about a matter of issue.  

FIGURE 2: INFERENTIAL REASONING 

 

As we can see in addition to argumentation, evidence is also linked to the concepts 

of ‘data,’ ‘information,’ and ‘knowledge’; these terms are also often used 

interchangeably. However, while they are similar concepts, they also contain key 

differences. Nutley et al (2008:23) consider these links “difficult and complex.”  It is 

therefore important to consider the similarities, differences, and the relationships 

between these concepts. The challenge is whether we can separate data from 

information, information from evidence and evidence from knowledge.  

Proposition
Inference

(Supported by Evidence)
Conclusion 
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Data are the raw, isolated facts, figures, images and sounds that have little or no 

meaning. They have little or no meaning because they lack a context for evaluation. 

Through information processing, people summarize and/or transform data to make 

it meaningful and to turn it into information. Lincoln (2002:3) goes further and 

asserts that much that we call ‘data’ (especially in social science) is itself 

phenomenological, that is socially constructed. Berger (1991:33-34) shares a 

‘constructionist’ view of the world i.e. “that reality is socially constructed,” and that 

“language provides the objectifications” we use to describe that world.  

How then do we assess meaningful information and transform it to consider it as evidence? 

Thomas (2005:3) asserts that for information to constitute evidence, it has to pass a number 

of tests.  

4.5 Relevance, Sufficiency and Veracity 

These three tests are (1) ‘relevance’, (2) ‘sufficiency’ and (3) ‘veracity.’  They are distinct but 

interrelated and are considered in more detail below.  

If someone is making a claim, hypothesis or assertion, evidence is the information that they 

would put forward to support (or negate) this claim or position. For information to fulfil an 

‘evidential role’ it “must pass the test of relevance if it is to move from informational noise to 

potential evidence through to prima facie evidence” (Thomas 2005:3). Therefore 

information that has no bearing to the claim has little relevance: it would provide little 

justification or support for the proposition. However, information that does have a bearing 

would be relevant: it can be used to demonstrate support and justification, it would warrant 

consideration, and would pass the test of relevance.  

However, a single item of relevant evidence is rarely used in isolation to support a 

proposition, assertion, or claim. It is often combined with other pieces of information to 

determine its place in supporting the claim. Therefore, items of evidence can support each 

other and corroborate each other building a ‘body of evidence.’ Multiple items of evidence 

considered together may be ‘sufficient’ to support a claim. If they are only considered in 

isolation, they may not.  

In addition to relevance and sufficiency we must also consider veracity. To determine the 

veracity of evidence, we must consider its trustworthiness or character. In a legal case this 
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may be the trustworthiness of an ‘eyewitness’ and require a judge or jury to consider the 

‘weight’ of their evidence. In research it may be that the evidence has been produced 

without manipulation or distortion. These tests or criteria for judging evidence are 

summarised in table 5 below. 

TABLE 5: CRITERIA FOR JUDGING EVIDENCE 

Criterion 
 

Enabled by 
 

1. Relevance Establishing that the information constitutes information 
for (or against) some proposition 
 

2. Sufficiency Corroboration with other instances of the same kind of 
evidence or other kinds of evidence 
 

3. Veracity Establishing that the process of gathering evidence has 
been free from distortion and as far as possible 
uncontaminated by vested interest 
 

(Thomas 2005: 3) 

4.6 How do we use evidence in Human Enquiry?  

Having established what evidence is, we will turn our attention to examining evidence and 

its use in a number of different contexts. Firstly, we will look briefly at evidence in law, and 

then consider evidence in natural scientific enquiry and in social science research. Briefly 

considering each will provide further insight into how we might view the nature of evidence 

and consider how we approach its use in society. 

In legal adjudication evidence is the foundation of the justice system “evidence is the basis 

of justice: exclude evidence, you exclude justice” (Bentham cited in Twining 1985). Uglow 

(2006:3) describes judges (magistrate or jury) as “logical agents working from argument 

based on evidence towards proof of a proposition.” Given evidence’s centrality in law it is 

governed by strict definitions, principles, and procedures. In law there are strict rules 

concerning what is evidence and how it may be presented and used in the form of specific 

“laws of evidence.” Uglow (2006:1) points out that the ‘laws of evidence’ in effect “control 

the flow and nature of information” and are important because they “can be decisive in the 

outcome of a case.” The laws of evidence define the forms of evidence (e.g. documentary or 

witness testimony) as well as concepts concerning the nature of evidence, its relevance, 

admissibility and weight (Taylor 2010). Relevance is a relational and probative concept 
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related to a claim that requires proof (Munday 2009). The concept of weight or sufficiency is 

also particularly important in the legal system. The party that puts the matter at issue has a 

duty to “adduce sufficient evidence”, referred to as ‘mixed masses of evidence.’ It is a 

matter for the trial judge to determine if sufficient evidence has been produced. Once this 

has been established in a particular issue, “it is the duty of the judge to leave the issue to the 

jury” (Munday 2009:83). One criticism of the ‘law of evidence’ is that it “is difficult to 

discover and hard to understand” and that it remains to be ‘codified.’ That is, the ‘laws of 

evidence’ are bound up in case law and precedent. However, since the 1990s the laws of 

evidence have increasingly been codified in statute (Munday 2009).  

However the judicial law is different from other forms of human inquiry.  As Twining 

(2006:447) points out, “Judges decide, historians and scientists conclude, but they do not 

have to.” This pressure for decision has led the law to develop important ideas about 

presumptions, burdens of proof and standards of proof as aids to decision. In this respect 

the law is distinct from future-directed enquires such as scientific research and ‘in the 

moment decisions’ required of practitioners (like nurses, social workers, or teachers) for 

which there will be future consequences (Johns 2009). However, the ‘rules of evidence’ 

approach to evidence gives insight into how evidence can be understood. Uglow (2006:3) 

suggests that jurisprudence is analogous to the scientific method in that it views reasoned 

inquiry as authoritative rather than intuition or faith. We will now turn our attention to 

consider evidence in scientific enquiry.  

 

“All scientists – whether physicists, chemists, biologists, paleoanthropologists – use 

particular kinds of evidence and meld it in particular ways relevant to their fields of 

work and the methodological traditions that have developed there.” (Thomas 2005: 

2) 

An essential starting point in understanding the concept of evidence is the positivist 

approach to science. At one time the philosophy of science was largely dominated by 

positivism. Evidence derived from observation is a central tenet, where theories are to be 

induced from or subjected to the crucial test against observational statements. Theory is 

then revised based on observation to develop a model that can make knowledge claims 

about the world. These knowledge claims must be subject to verification by others through 

repetition of observations. This age of science is also referred to as the empirical approach 
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(or empiricism) and is a significant inheritance of the age of enlightenment (Lincoln and 

Guba 1985, Twining 2006, Evans & Hardy 2010). Therefore, evidence as accepted in 

positivist scientific debate is characterised by measurement or observation; its ontological 

assumptions are that there is an external reality which can be observed (made of sense 

data) and measured, and which is governed by natural laws. These laws can be discovered 

through observation and experiment; the physical world can be described in terms of 

definitive and concrete facts, therefore epistemologically the creation of knowledge is 

straightforward as researchers can be objective about their observation and measurement 

and confident that these observations though sense data are reality. Positivism and 

empiricism therefore take a particular position about the nature of knowledge, how it is 

produced, and the methods used. It also confers status to knowledge produced using these 

systematic methods. These assumptions and their consequences have a significant impact 

on how evidence is conceived and used. 

However, there are multiple languages or discourses about what science is (Lincoln 2002:9); 

indeed Kuhn (1996) has argued there has been a ‘paradigm’ shift. While there is a significant 

body of social science research in the 19th and 20th centuries that reflects an empirical and 

positivist perspective, it was the second half of the 20th century that characterised major 

criticism of this approach (Sarantakos 2005:9). Criticism focused on the ontological issues, 

that is, the manner in which reality is defined and addressed was challenged. Similarly, the 

epistemological presumptions were also challenged, and knowledge came to be regarded as 

a social, cultural, and historical construction (Evans and Hardy 2010:25). 

However social science does make use of the concept of evidence, Sarantakos (2005:1) 

points out that social research “is the purposive and rigorous investigation that aims to 

generate new knowledge. Social research is about discovery in the contexts of personal and/ 

or public interest, to search for answers to their questions.” It is in answering these 

questions that evidence becomes important and social research draws on particular 

methods for the collecting and analysing data and diverse schools of thought (for example, 

interpretivism, critical theory, feminism, phenomenology, to name a few) which have 

developed particular ontological and epistemological approaches.  

However, Upshur (2001) highlights that the forms of questions that social science seeks to 

answer may mean there are “some limits of the possible interpretations or characteristics of 

evidence.” Table 6 highlights these distinctions within scientific knowledge as outlined by 
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Upshur (2001:10). The right side indicates forms of evidence and knowledge that are most 

salient to informing practice-based encounters because it acknowledges the narrative, 

contextual, hermeneutic, and interpretive understanding of practice.  

TABLE 6: DISTINCTIONS WITHIN SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE (UPSHUR 2001:10) 

Conceptions based on 
scientific conception of 
evidence 

Dynamic tension between 
these positions 

Contextual or 
hermeneutic dimensions 
of evidence 

Abstract ------------------------- Concrete 
Mathematical ------------------------- Historical 
Theoretical ------------------------- Practical 
Pure ------------------------- Applied 
General ------------------------- Particular 
Collective ------------------------- Personal 
Descriptive ------------------------- Prescriptive 
Predictive ------------------------- Interpretive 
Algorithm ------------------------- Judgement 
Inference ------------------------- Decision 
Disinterested ------------------------- Interested 

 

Upshur (2001:7) argues that there is a need to “conceptualise evidence in a manner that 

admits qualitative considerations as evidence.” 

This highlights an important consideration that the nature of evidence sought is dependent 

on the nature of knowledge required. In addition, the purpose for which it is required is an 

important consideration as it means that we can suggest that evidence need not be 

dominated by a monolithic conception of evidence. Indeed Upshur (2001:92) has argued for 

a pluralistic conception of evidence, that “clarifies how the differing roles of evidence can be 

weighted in different contexts and at different levels.” Table 7 below outlines some 

examples of a pluralistic conception of evidence.  
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TABLE 7: EVIDENCE AND REASONING (UPSUR 2001) 

 Illustrations Evidence Type Reasoning 
Style 

Disciplinary 
Manifestations 

Qualitative 
and Personal 

Attitudes/ 
Perceptions/ 
Signs and 
Symptoms 

Concrete/ 
Particular/ 
Historical 

Narrative Nursing/ 
Clinical 
Medicine/ 
Ethnography/ 
Humanities 

Qualitative / 
General 

Polices/ 
Consensus 
Statements/ 
Community and 
Social Goals 

Historical/ Social Narrative Administration  
Social Sciences 
Epidemiology  

Quantitative 
/ General 

Traditional 
Evidence 
Hierarchy 

General/ 
Mathematical 

Quantitative Clinical 
Epidemiology/ 
Bench 
Sciences/ 
Statistics 

Quantitative/ 
Personal  

Bayesian/ 
Decision 
Theory/ Quality 
of life 

Particular/ 
Mathematical 

Quantitative Economics/ 
Political 
Science/ 
Statistics 

 

Upsur’s (2001) taxonomy, while abstract, does provide a representation for reflecting on the 

contours and the various forms of evidence. They enable us to consider the approaches 

used in the generation of evidence and how and where it may be utilized. They also give an 

indication of which methods of evidence generation may be most suitable in a given 

context. The strength of this approach is that it provides a method for locating evidence in 

practice and how it relates to other forms of evidence used in science. It is also helpful in 

that it gives an indication of the types of public discourse that we might find the evidence 

used. 

This of course leads us to consider the final aspect of evidence, that of its use in public 

discourse.  

4.7 The Politics of Evidence 

Lincoln (2002:16) reminds us that “Science is a uniquely human project, and therefore it is 

riddled with human values, predilections, assumptions and social positionings.” Post-

positivist thought would caution us to reflect on the concepts of knowledge, research, and 

evidence, to consider that these ideas are socially constructed. Hence an evaluation of ‘what 
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counts as evidence,’ ‘what counts as research,’ and ‘what counts as knowledge’ are subject 

to the social, political, and cultural contexts in which they are used. The attaching of labels 

such as ‘evidence’ or ‘research’ to particular types of ‘knowledge’ are in fact political acts 

(Nutley et al 2007:25). Therefore, evidence is subject to interpretations and use in 

‘rhetorical strategy.’ Persuasive argument can be made that has the potential for particular 

accounts to be privileged (Lincoln 2002:5). These arguments can be made in the interests of 

some and at the expense of others.  

Evidence then can be used in a way that is value laden and has a ‘moral’ dimension. 

Accounts using evidence in support can be ‘oppressive’ or simply drown out accounts that 

are less privileged (for example accounts of the lived experience of humans in terms of 

gender, race, class, sexuality, or geography). Nutley (2007:25) points out that “We need to 

recognise then that knowledge, evidence, and research are privileged terms that reflect the 

perceptions, priorities and power of those who use them.” 

To counter this, Lincoln (2002:17) suggests that researchers should therefore make explicit 

and transparent the “claims, standpoints, values, and belief systems that inform their 

research”. At the very least Nutley recognises, and it is a view shared by Twining (2006: 

438), that the “social, political, psychological aspects of evidence necessarily become central 

to an evaluation of its validity” (Nutley et al 2007:23). There is a danger then that the strict 

use of evidence present in some versions of ‘evidence-based’ practice and policy-making 

may gloss over the political, ideological, or ethical aspects of policy decisions under the 

guise of a ‘value-free’ scientific approach (Twinning 2006: 449).  

4.8 Evidence Based Approaches 

So far in this chapter we have considered the concept of evidence and its characteristics. In 

addition, we have considered the use of evidence in law, natural science, and social science. 

Most recently we have acknowledged the political and value-laden nature of evidence as 

used in argumentation. This chapter’s  focus moves now moves to the concept of evidence-

based practice and policy. This section examines the broader social policy context in which 

evidence-based approaches have emerged. In particular the use of evidence-based 

approaches will be considered in the discourse of public sector management and in 

particular the concept of “new public management” (Pollitt, C. et al 2002, Pollitt 2003, Flynn 

2007, Pollitt & Bouckaert 2009, Pollitt 2011). In addition, Davies el al (2000: 342) outline 
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several areas of the literature that are relevant to the implementation of evidence-based 

approaches; these include personal learning and professional decision making, the diffusion 

of innovation, the dynamics of organizational change and learning organisations.  

The origins of evidence-based approaches can be traced to the development of evidence-

based medicine in the early 1990s (Trinder 2000:2). Since then, the concept of ‘evidence-

based’ approaches have gained unprecedented currency in health care, social care, and 

education. Notably, in Northern Ireland there has been a study concerned with the nature 

and use of evidence-based practice in Social Work in Northern Ireland (Loughrey 2005). 

Loughrey concluded “there is little evidence of evidence-based practice in practice and there 

are significant obstacles to its progression. ” Loughrey agrees with Mullen et al (2005:62) 

that evidence based social work is a “a concept awaiting implementation.” However, clarity 

is needed on the  nature and extent of evidence-based  practice   on the youth work sector 

in Northern Ireland.  

Essentially evidence-based practice is practice based on “knowledge of what works and is 

concerned with the questions of how knowledge is generated, validated, disseminated and 

adopted and importantly who is involved in each of these processes.” (Davies et al 2000: 

324) Evidence-based practice has been defined as:  

“An approach that helps people and organisations make well-informed decisions by 

putting the best available evidence at the heart of practice development and service 

delivery.” (Nutley 2010:3) 

Davies et al (2000:2) point out that this is in contrast to the preceding culture of essentially 

judgment-based practice or what Gambrill (1999) terms “authority-based practice”. Rubin 

(2008:12) argues that utilizing an evidence-based practice approach involves critical thinking 

on the part of the practitioner, ensuring that they are vigilant in trying to recognize 

testimonials and traditions of practice that are based on unfounded beliefs and 

assumptions. However, evidence-based practice is more than just being questioning of 

‘practice wisdom.’ Evidence-based practice also involves practitioners being guided in their 

practice decisions by the best scientific evidence available. Therefore, evidence-based 

practice involves actively searching for and finding the best scientific evidence. This process 

of seeking best evidence can itself be a significant challenge if evidence is not present, 

accessible, or not in a form appropriate to the practice being considered. Indeed, in 
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education the emphasis has been on the inadequacy of the research evidence in terms of 

both rigor and applicability (Hammersley 2000:263). 

Also, it has been said that evidence-based practice is not orientated to scientific evidence 

for its own sake, but rather because it is based on the principle that an evidence-based 

approach is the best way to help service users and as a consequence is about being more 

client centred, more compassionate, and more ethical. (Rubin 2000:14) 

Therefore, according to Rubin (2000), evidence-based practice is more than just a focus on 

best evidence, rather it is a complex process involving research evidence, practitioner 

experience, contextual understanding and service user preferences and actions.  

Having briefly defined evidence-based practice and some of its characteristics, it is 

important to consider (1) the reasons that have contributed to this adoption, (2) the extent 

of its adoption and (3) some of the broader critiques of this approach.  

The promotion of evidence-based approaches has been on the rise in the UK since the late 

1990s when the role of ‘evidence’ in policy making took centre stage informed by the then 

Labour government’s philosophy of “what matters is what works” (Davies, Nutley & Smith 

2000:1). Furthermore, Trinder (2000:5) points out that evidence-based practice is a ‘product 

of its time’ reflecting modern concerns with issues such as “risk, audit and effectiveness, 

rationalism, transparency, professional accountability, consumerism, empowerment and the 

needs of an information society”.  

Evidence-based practice is not without opponents or critique. There are concerns about 

certain ‘tendencies’ that an evidence-based approach favours and the connections that 

these ‘tendencies’ have to the political and social climate in which evidence-based practice 

has emerged (Hammersley 2004, de St Croix 2018, Duffy 2017, Woods & Spence 2010) 

First, there is concern around the privileges and prominence ascribed to the value of 

research evidence over other forms of evidence, for example practice experience. In 

particular critics argue that there is a tendency to adopt a hierarchy of evidence with a 

specific bias towards research approaches informed by positivism (Hammersley 2004:133). 

Furthermore, Hammersley argues that these different forms of knowledge are presented 

stereotypically, so evidence from research is presented as systematic, rigorous, and 

objective, whereas practice experience/evidence is caricatured as unsystematic, lacking in 
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rigour, subjective and case- and context-specific. In the context of youth work, evidence has 

been considered inadequate in both the UK and Ireland (House of Commons 2011: 

McMahon 2021.) We see here a clear discourse with an explicit hierarchy, there is a clear 

delineation of  what counts (and what does not count) as ‘good evidence’ (de St Croix 2018, 

Duffy 2017).   

 

However, Rubin (2000:40) challenges this, suggesting instead that there is both a research 

hierarchy and an evidentiary hierarchy. Rubin (2000:40) argues the nature of the practice 

questions and the research method chosen should be significant. These choices have an 

important bearing on the subsequent ordering of these hierarchies, the choice of methods 

used and the nature of the evidence that can and should be collected. Indeed Nutley et al 

(2007) recognise that evidence-based practice may have begun with narrow, scientistic 

conceptions of what constitutes valid evidence.  

A second critique of evidence-based approaches is its appropriateness of its use in certain 

fields of practice. Hammersley (2000:137) argues practice often does not follow a linear and 

rational model. He suggests instead that the complexity, context specificity and challenges 

of measurement of outcomes and effectiveness are not possible using evidence-based 

practice informed by technical rational approaches. Rather, he suggests that professional 

practice and judgement, informed by values, tacit judgement and contextual knowledge and 

skills are more appropriate. Similar arguments have been put forward (Beatie et al 2017, 

Morgan 2009, de St Croix 2016, Devlin & Gunning 2009, Fusco 2013, Fusco & Baizerman 

2017, Ord 2012, 2013, 2016a, 2017, Woods & Spence 2010) in the youth work context, most 

notably the arguments of Ord that have suggested that context specificity and values driven 

practice are better representations of youth work practice.  

Recent examples of these contexts in relation to youth work are exemplified in a House of 

Commons Education Committee report:  

“Despite the weight of individual testimonies, we experienced great difficulty in finding 

objective evidence of the impact of services, whether in the guise of thematic research 

studies by academics and independent bodies, or of evaluations of individual services. This 
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problem plagued our investigations and was recognised by many in the youth sector itself as 

a historic and continuing problem.” (House of Commons 2011:18) 

Spence and Wood’s (2010:1) consideration of the report’s conclusions are that those 

personal testimonies of service users and accounts by professionals are significantly further 

down an evidentiary hierarchy than politicians and policy makers demand. 

As has been pointed out, evidence-based practice has emerged within a broader social 

policy context. There are several features of this context that are relevant to this study, 

which represent evidence trends within the youth work sectors in the UK and Ireland. 

4.9 Evidence and New Public Sector Management 

First, there are demands for modernization: according to Flynn (2007), old management was 

often presented as bad and the ‘new’ as good to focus public service reform. New Public 

Management (NPM) is a reform narrative that emerged in the 1980’s bringing business like 

management practices and models to the public sector (Ferlie 2017). The argument being 

that traditional public administration using regulations, legislation and administrative 

procedures, required reform to bring about a more ‘customer’ focused approach to service 

delivery. New Public Management became the gold standard for administrative reform 

(Farazand (2006). In the UK this approach was firmly based in political concerns about cost 

in the public sector and a desire to increase efficiency and decrease costs (value for money), 

but the approach brought an emphasis on the use of more active private sector 

management methods, decentralised decision making, the introduction of competition, a 

shift of attention from inputs to outputs and a focus on performance standards and 

comparison of performance via benchmarking. Therefore NPM reform was both political 

and technical and a shift to a focus on delivery and productivity, the 3M’s became 

dominant, the market, management and measurement (Ferlie 2017). 

In youth work the significant shift in the public sector was a move to a more mixed economy 

and a focus on adoption of business management practices, such as “performance control, 

performance pay, benchmarking, competition and outsourcing” (Merton 2010:94).  A 

significant example of this in youth work in England has been the adoption of 

‘commissioning,’ shifting from the state being the single provider to being the commissioner 

by securing services from other suppliers (Merton 2010:94). With modernisation “New 

Labour emphasized ever firmer targets and standards” (Tyler, 2009: 237) designed to 
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increase accountability and measure inputs, outputs, value and to some degree ‘impact’ 

(Banks, 2004, de ST Croix 2018). An example of this is the ‘Resourcing Excellent Youth 

Services” (DfES 2002), a specification that underpins the Transforming Youth Work 

modernisation programme in England. Outlined as the government’s commitment to work 

with local authorities to ensure the delivery of a high-quality youth service for young people, 

it introduced a series of annual youth service targets. Smith (2000: no pagination) points out 

that these “targets clearly define the parameters of the project and the scale of the shift 

involved in youth services.” Smith has also pointed out that the continued move to 

modernisation and ‘targeted provision’ “highlights the continuing move away from 'generic' 

youth work.” 

Second there is a demand to demonstrate effectiveness, outcomes and impact of the work. 

A key feature of new public management has been its use of ‘performance information’ 

which Pollitt (2005:39) defines as “systematic information describing the outputs and 

outcomes of public programmes and organizations – whether intended or otherwise – 

generated by systems and processes intended to produce such information.” In the Northern 

Ireland Youth Service context, some of these developments are present in the Fundamental 

Review of Northern Ireland Youth Services (CMSU 2004). This was a review based on Best 

Value principles17; within the review a series of performance indicators are identified and 

benchmarking with local authorities in England takes place in areas such as numbers of 

young people, age groups of young people participating, percentage of youth population 

involved in youth services, spend per head and customer satisfaction. In these areas Youth 

Services in Northern Ireland are judged to have comparable performance or better 

performance than England.  

Morgan (2009:51) notes that “governments will fund programmes which offer transparency, 

measurable outcomes and quantifiable outputs.” Also, Harland et al (2005:23) reports that 

following the substantial funding from the European Union, youth workers were 

 
17 “The Local Government Act 1999, introducing “Best Value”, came into effect on 

1 April 2000 in England and Wales as part of the Labour government’s commitment 

to modernise local government. In Northern Ireland, similar legislation was introduced for District Councils in 

April 2000. Formal arrangements came into effect for the education sector on 1 April 2003, through the 

Education and Libraries (NI) Order 2003” (CMSU 2004: 3) 
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experiencing “increasing pressure… to evidence specific outcomes for their work.” Indeed, 

the former Assistant Chief Inspector of the Education and Training Inspectorate, Maureen 

Bennett, at a symposium into Quality Assurance in the youth work sector “highlighted the 

importance of focusing on outcomes rather than simply outputs.” (MacAulay 2009: no 

pagination)   

This presents a challenge for the youth sector as the performance metrics generated are 

often concerned with broad outputs (numbers of young people involved, percentage of 

population etc). The Youth Council of Northern Ireland’s ‘geo-mapping project’ represents 

one response to this challenge aiming to collect data on the Youth Service that will enable 

informed decisions to be taken on the future delivery of the service, taking account of socio- 

economic and demographic trends (YCNI 2011). In this regard it is a forerunner of the 

information and data that will be required by the Priorities for Youth Policy (DE 2013). 

In the youth work context, performance metrics may also be concerned with more 

intangible ‘soft outcomes’ such as raising self-esteem, increasing young people’s confidence, 

building relationships, and challenging values and beliefs. There has been some recent 

engagement with the challenges that capturing this evidence represents, for example in 

England the work of the Young Foundation is one such example which presents a framework 

and outcomes model to evidence what it calls “social and emotional capabilities” (Young 

Foundation 2011). Another is Bernard Davies (2011), ‘Youth Work Stories’ which take a 

more narrative based approach and seeks to “provide ‘coal-face’ workers with an alternative 

way of publicly accounting for their practice.” In the USA the work of Tilsen (2018) has also 

advocated for more narrative based approaches.  

However, the extent of the challenge remaining is evidenced in a key objective of the 

‘Strategy for the Delivery of Youth Work in Northern Ireland 2005-2008’, which was to 

“Develop and measure performance/outcome indicators for youth work, which reflect the 

values, aims and priorities of the Youth Work Strategy” (Department of Education 2005:7, 

Objective 1.7). The Curriculum Development Unit further developed this objective in a 

feasibility study in 2006. In this study MacAulay (2006:4) concluded that the Department of 

Education should task the Youth Service Liaison Forum with “establishing a consortium to 

develop a model, methodology, methods and tools for implementation as a framework for 

measuring personal and social development throughout the Youth Service.”  However, in 
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2009 in a further report on quality assurance in the youth work sector by MacAulay 

concluded that there was an “on-going lack of agreed frameworks for measuring personal 

and social development outcomes for young people.” So, while there is recognition of need 

for more focused work on outcomes in youth work, there appears to have been little 

progress in developing these.  

In Northern Ireland the work of the Youth Service Sectoral Partners Group18 was significant 

in this area. The group provided a forum to progress discussion on a youth work outcomes 

framework and took forward the Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) action point 4.6.4: 

“ESA19, in consultation with sectoral stakeholders, will design a framework of 

expected outcomes for all types of provision, proportionate to the support provided.” 

The publication of ‘Youth Work Outcomes and Priorities for Youth’ (YSSPG 2015) attempted 

to articulate a core set of outcomes common to, and expected of, all types of youth work 

provision. The thinking here was that these outcomes could be measured on a service-wide 

basis. The focus of these outcomes was on social and personal capabilities of young people: 

there were in six sets of outcomes in two areas for the individual and their engagement with 

community (see Appendix 10). In addition, this proposed framework was designed to 

operate at two levels (tiers), the purpose of these levels was to ensure ‘proportionality’ and 

‘enable light-touch reporting’ for smaller volunteer and part-time led youth provision. 

However, the purpose was clear: an “important feature of the system is that it will yield 

standardised data which can be aggregated to report on the entire sector, as required by 

Priorities for Youth” (YSSPG 2015: 5). The framework was articulated as dovetailing with the 

youth work curriculum20 and the new quality assurance framework in development and was 

piloted before full implementation across the youth work sector. We see here evidence of 

outcomes recording, and reporting was being embedded into planning and evaluation of 

youth work in Northern Ireland. 

 
18 The Youth Service Sectoral Partners Group (YSSPG) is chaired by the Youth Council for NI, and comprises all 
Education and Library Boards, University of Ulster, Youthnet, NI Youth Forum, Youth Action NI, Boys Brigade, 
and YMCA. 
19 ESA is the Education and Skills Authority; this was the envisaged name in legislation of what was to become 
the Education Authority in practice.  
20 Youth Work a Model for Effective Practice (DE 2003) 
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McCready (2020:160) highlights that the importance of outcomes and quality assurance for 

youth work in Northern Ireland was a cross cutting theme for the period 2000-2010. Various 

reviews, reports, strategy documents and Chief Inspector’s reports all highlight the issue 

(MacAulay 2006, 2009). In considering the topic, McCready (2020:272) raises the tensions 

around the topic in the sector, firstly that “outcomes-led work is different from work with 

outcomes.” And, secondly “Youth workers work best when working with outcomes as 

opposed to delivering set outcomes.” The concern at this time is that an outcome led 

approach would skew resources to practice that can be measured (Spence 2007) and also 

that there would be “a real danger that a creeping bureaucracy was emerging measuring 

outcomes, and the balance of accountability was toward fulfilling public policy” (McCready 

2020: 272). 

Challenges in relation to youth work, the articulation of outcomes and quantification of 

outcomes was also recognised by politicians and policy makers. In other parts of the UK the 

House of Commons Education Committee concluded:  

“There is little doubt that good youth services can have a transformational effect on 

young people’s lives and often play a vital role in supporting both vulnerable young 

people and those without particular disadvantage. However, we find that many 

services are unable or unwilling to measure the improvements they make in 

outcomes for young people.” (House of Commons 2012:5).  

Several authors have raised concerns that the growing need to measure professional 

practice outcomes can be problematic in a profession that concerns itself primarily with 

process. Indeed Harland et al (2005:23) concluded that an over-emphasis on outcomes 

could diminish the ability of youth workers “to attend to the process of youth work and build 

relationships.” According to Hammond (2018), the building of relationships and attending to 

process is a central and defining feature of youth work. Indeed the centrality of 

relationships was highlighted in Devlin and Gunning’s (2009:48) study of outcomes in youth 

work. 

In addition to the demands for modernisation and the focus on performance metrics and 

outcomes, the third development has been a clear contemporary emphasis on ‘quality’ and 

‘quality assurance.’  Flynn (2007:164) defines quality assurance as “an approach to quality 

which emphasises the importance of making sure that all the processes are working 
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properly, from planning to delivery and feedback.”  In youth work in the Republic of Ireland 

this is characterised by the introduction of the detailed (NQSF) National Quality Standards 

Framework (Department of Health and Children 2010), with the rationale being to establish 

standards, enhance the evidence base and ensure resources are used effectively, alongside 

them being a support and development tool. In Northern Ireland, this work was initiated to 

develop a cycle of continuous improvement within youth work. The ‘Framework for Quality 

Assurance’ was produced and is a significantly less detailed process, which is described as 

providing “a common and flexible framework to support the continuous improvement” (CDU 

2012:4), but the focus was the same continuous improvement with a particular focus on 

governance and leadership and management. The Framework for Quality Assurance had the 

direct involvement of the Education and Training Inspectorate (CDU 2012:4). Hammond 

(2018: 25) points out that this adds “another layer of regulations to the existing 

commitments made to funders by many youth work organisations.” However, it also brings 

closer alignment of expectations concerning youth work practice with those of the 

Education and Training Inspectorate. Hammond (2018:25) contends that “the range of 

quality assurance mechanisms increase confusion rather than elucidate the purpose of youth 

work and add to the layers of bureaucracy which already exist.”   

For Harrison & Ord (2012:39), the cumulative effect of the attention on management, 

outcomes, and quality assurance is to “establish a discourse which uncontroversially accepts 

the idea that expertise in leadership and management is the primary factor in determining 

the quality of services provided by professionals in this and other related fields.”  

 

At this point it is worth briefly considering what is meant by discourse. “Discourses are the 

socially constructed frameworks of meanings that act upon people like rules, norms or 

conventions” (Sarantakos 2005:309). While discourse is principally about the use of words 

and language it is more than this, it is about how words and language are used to construct 

a representation of reality. A discourse can present a particular representation of the world 

and shape how individuals and groups can act and react to this representation within the 

particular discourse. Indeed discourses can contain “information about what is appropriate 

and inappropriate, allowed or not allowed, acceptable or not acceptable, valued or not 

valued” (Sarantakos 2005:309). Therefore discourses can be produced, manipulated and 

consumed (Barker & Alldred (2012:151). They have producers, writers, speakers and they 
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have audiences. Meanings and understandings may vary and therefore discourse can also 

be about experience of and accounts of power in certain contexts. However, discourses can 

also be studied and analyzed. Such analysis examines variations, seeking to understand 

repeating patterns, characteristics and structures within the use of language. Discourse 

analysis, which has many forms, focuses on meaning “on the significance and structuring 

effects of language” (Barker & Alldred (2012:152). Therefore discourse can be understood 

to have social and political features which have concrete consequences on peoples lives. As 

Barker & Alldred (2012:152) point our “discourses ‘do’ things in the world”. Barker & Alldred 

(2012:152) suggest that in its simplest form discourse analysis will “(1) identify the 

constructions being ‘talked into existence’, (2) identify the ‘subject position’ arising from 

these constructions and (3) recognize how these constructions will relate to other 

discourses.”  

 

4.10 Audit and the Panopticon 

Having established that the discourse of new public management practices and policy 

initiatives associated with outcomes have brought additional focus on performance 

management, benchmarking, quality assurance and outcomes, the next section of this 

chapter moves our focus to the impact that these developments have on accountability.  

Power (1997) has argued that the eruption of audit and management control systems 

occurred in the 1990s when there was growing mistrust of experts (professionals) and an 

increasing awareness of risk. This was also coupled with a demand for efficiency and 

effectiveness in the use of public funds. One solution has been to reduce the reliance on 

professional experts by transferring trust to management and audit systems, the argument 

being that shifting from the trust of individuals towards an audit of the quality of services 

produces greater safety and control of the service. We see an example of this thinking in the 

Fundamental Review of the Youth Service in Northern Ireland in the noughties. 

“It is important to balance the levels of bureaucracy within the service. Perceptions 

from some parts of the wider youth service are that there is too much bureaucracy 

and too many statutory organisations allocating money to the voluntary sector. 

Counter to this argument is the need to be accountable for the use of large overall 

sums of public money and the requirement to demonstrate value for money. This is 

only achievable through a detailed audit process. This dilemma only emphasises the 
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importance of the statutory and voluntary sectors working closely together and being 

complementary to each other.” (CMSU 2004: 50 emphasis added) 

 

We see here large sums of money (although representing less than 2% of Department of 

Education budget) and risk being highlighted. There is an emphasis on the audit process as 

the only solution, even if it is caveated with a requirement to balance with bureaucracy and 

partnership. Move forward almost a decade to Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) and we see the 

key ingredients of new public management and audit systems being firmly embedded in 

youth work policy. If we conduct a brief discourse analysis of Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) 

we can see clearly the presence of new public sector management principles.  

TABLE 8: PRIORITIES FOR YOUTH AND NEW PUBLIC SECTOR MANAGEMENT  

New public sector 
management & audit 
concepts present 

Quotations from Priorities for Youth (emphasis added) 

Defined Outcomes 
Cost-effective 
Reporting 

“Investment in youth work should contribute to achieving agreed 
defined outcomes for young people in a cost‑effective manner. 
Statutory and voluntary organisations should be expected to 
report against agreed proportionate outcomes set out in approved 
plans.” (DE 2013: 11) 
 

Performance Measurement “Numbers of young people who take part in youth activities 
continue to be an important indicator of engagement, but not the 
sole basis of performance measurement.” (DE 2013: 11) 
 

Differentiated Outcomes 
Accreditation  

“Youth work must demonstrate the difference between those 
outcomes achieved through planned programmes, projects, 
accreditation, and training and those achieved through taking 
part, association and participation generally.” (DE 2013: 11) 
 

Audit Reporting systems 
Performance Indicators 
Measurable Evidence 
Achievement 
Public Value 

“Robust qualitative and proportionate reporting systems, along 
with clear performance indicators and measurable evidence of 
progress and achievement of the young people, 
will demonstrate the contribution of youth work to improved 
educational outcomes for young people and, consequently, its 
public value.” (DE 2013: 16) 
 

Reporting Arrangements 
System Reporting 
Arrangements 

“ESA will agree a system with employers for linking the 
management and reporting arrangements for youth work staff to 
the achievement of agreed outcomes in the Regional Youth 
Development Plan.” (DE 2013: 22) 
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Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) is clear that performance management indicators must be 

expanded beyond numbers, measurable evidence (quantification) of progress and 

achievement is needed, and new management systems of reporting are required.  

The Department of Education (DE 2013) makes clear in Priorities for Youth that 

“strengthened governance and accountability arrangements are important aspects of 

effective performance management systems, which will enable the youth service to 

demonstrate more effectively the outcomes it delivers” (DE 2013:21).  

These combined policy priorities can be referred to as the ‘outcomes agenda’ and they are 

recognised as being a wider part of the youth work sector’s experience in the UK and Ireland 

(Bright & Pugh 2019, de St Croix 2016, 2017, Duffy 2017a, 2017b, Fusco 2013, Fusco & 

Baizerman 2019, Harrison & Ord 2012, McCready 2020, McGimpsey 2013, McMahon 2021, 

Morgan 2009 Ord 2012, 2013, 2016a, Spence 2007, Tyler 2007). Writing in England (de St 

Croix 2015:130) highlights that:  

“Youth work monitoring and information systems have proliferated over the last two 

decades, transforming the nature of practice.” 

 

In order to offer a critique of this discourse, several youth work authors (de St Croix 2015, 

2016, 2017, Duffy 2017a, 2017b, McGimpsey 2013, Harrison & Ord 2012) suggest that it is 

necessary to step back and consider the discourse from a theoretical point of view. In doing 

this they employ the work of Foucault (1977, 1980, 1982), Deleuze (1991), Deleuze & 

Guatari (2004a, 2004b) and Butler (1990, 2004). Such critiques have also been applied in the 

formal education context within schools and higher education in the UK, most notably by 

Ball (1990, 2003, 2008a, 2008b, 2012a, 2012b, 2013, 2015), Gewirtz (2002) and Perryman 

(2006).  

Lea (2012:65) has described the arrival of new public management and audit practices as 

part of the ‘policy panopticon.’ The idea of the panopticon draws on the theories of 

Bentham (1995) and Foucault (1977). In the 18th century Bentham designed the ideal 

prison: its architecture was a circular design with a central viewing tower for the prison 

guards and individual cells for prisoners around the periphery of the prison; he named this 

prison the panopticon. In a panopticon all prisoners can be observed and monitored at any 

time by the prison guards in the central viewing tower. Prisoners cannot see into the guards’ 

viewing tower, cannot see the other prisoners, and are never sure if they are being 
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watched. This unremitting risk of ongoing surveillance helps to ensure that prisoners learn 

to behave as if they are being observed all the time, even if they are not. In considering how 

modern societies are governed, Foucault (1977: 205) applied these concepts “as a 

generalisable model of functioning, a way of defining power relations in terms of the 

everyday life of men.” The panopticon then is a powerful metaphor to represent how 

surveillance can be used to regulate behaviour in society. For Foucault surveillance is about 

more than being watched and the prospect of being ‘caught,’ it is about how individuals 

modify their own behaviour when they think that they are being observed. Therefore, 

surveillance systems can be used to promote certain modes of behaviour and dissuade 

others. This has been referred to this as disciplinary power, the  

“use of simple instruments, hierarchical observation, normalizing judgement and 

their combination in a procedure that is specific to it.” (Foucault 1977: 170) 

The use of disciplinary power can be exercised in a policy context via particular mechanisms 

used by managers and policy driven leadership. Managerial processes like bench marking, 

performance indicators, prescribed targets can be combined with monitoring processes 

associated with quality assurance and inspection. Inspection in schools and educational 

settings are used to measure performance and make judgements against pre-specified 

targets, often centrally determined policy driven targets (Lea 2012:67).  

What we see then is power being exercised through discourse. For Ball (1990:2) “discourses 

are about what can be said and thought, but also about who can speak, when, and with 

what authority.” These concepts can give insight into who has authority and control and 

who can make judgements; in the outcomes agenda this authority and control is invested in 

managers and inspectors. In this way the practice (behaviour) of professionals can be 

reformed, reshaped, and retooled.  

Youth work in Northern Ireland is subject to inspection on behalf of the Department of 

Education via the Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI 2017). Dedicated Youth 

Inspectors, alongside inspectors from other parts of education and associate inspectors 

(youth work practitioners who volunteer for the role) can regularly inspect youth work 

practice. This can be a week-long inspection of a youth centre or project operation, but it 

can also be inspection of the youth service in a geographical or administrative area or 
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alternatively an inspection of a specific issue or theme (for example child safeguarding or 

cross community work).  

In addition to ETI inspections, a development in the last decade has been a more formalised 

approach to the role of management monitoring and accountability by the Education 

Authority within the Youth Service. As the influence of new managerial practices has 

become embedded, and with a focus on leadership and management and governance from 

the ETI, we see the emergence of what are called ‘moderation visits.’ Traditionally senior 

staff in the Youth Service, youth officers, would have visited youth provision to offer 

‘advice’: indeed formally job titles of senior staff in the Youth Services were ‘Youth 

Advisors.’ However there has been a rapid pace of change in moderation initially referred to 

as support visits, these have also been called monitoring visits and verification visits. As the 

Education and Library Boards have combined into a single Education Authority (EA) during 

the last decade, the process of moderation has become standardised. A formal policy on 

moderation was published and then updated in 2021 (EA 2021).  

Moderation takes place at all levels of the youth work sector and is a key feature of 

Education Authority controlled provision and voluntary sector units in receipt of significant 

financial grant aid from EA. Moderation is a form of quality assurance within the youth work 

sector that is additional to the formal inspections provided by the Education and in ETI 

inspections.  

“The EA Youth Service’s Moderation is modelled on the construct of the Education & 

Training Inspectorate’s (ETI) publication Inspection and Self-Evaluation Framework, 

Effective Practice and Self-Evaluation Questions for Youth” (Education Authority 

2021: 5) 

This modelling extends to areas of assessment (outcomes, quality of provision, leadership, 

and management) and has similar grading language (outstanding, good, requires 

improvement etc); it even extends to colour schemes and graphics on documents. The 

moderation process involves planned visits by senior Youth Service staff (youth officers and 

team leaders, i.e. senior youth workers) where they observe practices and scrutinise 

recorded paperwork across a wide range of the provision. The number of moderation visits 

is related to the level of funding received outlined in the table below. 
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TABLE 9: MODERATION FREQUENCY 

Level of Funding Per Funding Opportunity  Number of Moderation & Monitoring Visits  
Up to £30,000 Per Annum of Funding  1 Moderation Per Annum/Project  
£30,001 to £60,000 Per Annum Funding  2 Moderations Per Annum/Project  
£60,001 to £80,000 Per Annum Funding  3 Moderations Per Annum/Project  
£80,001 or more Funding Per Annum  4 Moderations Per Annum/Project  
 

The moderation process is now linked to the new funding schemes available with 

performance in moderation being linked to scoring matrices for which funding is applied, 

and moderation schedules are based on funding received per funding scheme. With six 

schemes at local level and three at regional level, groups in receipt of funding from multiple 

schemes will have multiple moderation schedules. Accepting moderation is compulsory: 

“Organisations cannot refuse moderation visits as it is a condition of accepting their 

formal offer of funding, and to do so may impact your next funding payment.” 

(Education Authority 2021: 7) 

It is reasonable to posit that moderation becomes an additional form of inspection. As 

moderation expands and ETI inspections overlap, we see an increase in the frequency of 

monitoring of youth work organisations and youth workers in practice; there is a resonance 

with new public management priorities. Perryman (2006:148) refers to the inspection 

process in formal education as the ‘vigilant eye’ under which practice is scrutinised for its 

adherence to a particular established discourse. For Perryman (2006: 1-2), in formal 

education in schools, this vigilant eye is ‘increasingly everywhere’ and enables a description 

of  

“a regime in which frequency of inspection and the sense of being perpetually under 

surveillance leads to teachers performing in ways dictated by the discourse of 

inspection. ”  

For Ball (2003:223) these processes “make management ubiquitous, invisible, inescapable 

part of, and embedded in everything we do”. This idea that repeated inspection, the 

knowledge that you will be regularly inspected, and management practice aligned to 
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inspection chimes with the concept of panoptic surveillance. Thus Foucault (1977:304) 

claims:  

“The judges of normality are everywhere. We are in the society of the teacher-judge, 

the doctor-judge, the educator-judge, the social worker-judge; it is on them that the 

universal reign of the normative is based; and each individual, wherever he may find 

himself, subjects to it his body, his gestures, his behaviour, his aptitudes, his 

achievements.” (1977:304). 

This notion of being a subject of judgement, but also subjecting ourselves (modifying our 

behaviour) to normative judgement is central to Foucault’s notion of normalisation. In this 

way we can subject ourselves to performing in ways that are expected of us. It is this 

performative aspect that the next section of this chapter will examine.  

4.12 Panoptic Performativity and Professional Identity  

Stephen Ball (2003) drawing on Lyotard (1984) argued that these processes (policy 

technologies) can be referred to as performativity, sometimes also referred to as panoptic 

performativity. For Ball, 

“Performativity is a technology, a culture and a mode of regulation that employs 

judgements, comparisons and displays as means of incentive, control, attrition, and 

change based on rewards and sanctions (both material and symbolic)” (Ball 2003: 

216). 

 

In education Perryman (2009:616) sees performativity as a mechanism using surveillance 

and panoptic techniques by which schools can demonstrate that they adhere to 

expectations “that they have been normalised.”  They are required to show this at times of 

inspection. However, Ball (2003) also argues that such processes are not just about the 

technical and structural change of organisations (schools in this case), but also they are 

about reform of teachers themselves. For Ball (2003 citing Bernstein (1996:169)) it is a 

means of changing teachers’ ‘social identity’; the new systems and process create a new 

‘regulative regime’ in which teachers can be ‘deprofessionalised’ and ‘reprofessionalised’.  

As a result, Ball (2003: 219) argues that “the act of teaching and the subjectivity of the 

teacher are both profoundly changed within the new management panopticism.” 
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In new public management terms, providing an account is a logical and rational argument. 

Pollitt (2003:89) reminds us that accountability is a relationship, one with another, that is, 

“One party, accountor, recognises an obligation to explain and justify their conduct 

to another, the accountee.” As such the scope of the accountability needs defined. 

“Accountability may be a ‘good thing,’ but it also has costs” (Pollitt 2003:90). 

 

This cost can of course be the cost in time and resources associated with giving account, 

sometimes referred to as transaction costs or secondary costs. However, we see in panoptic 

performativity how a new regime of regulation can change the nature of professional 

identity and professions. For Dean (2010:14), ”our understanding of ourselves is linked to 

the ways in which we are governed.” As the demands of regulation change rapidly, requiring 

more and different indicators to be accounted for and recorded, this can create a sense of 

uncertainty and instability in professional identity. Ball (2003:202) refers to this as 

‘ontological insecurity.’ Aspects of professional life which were predictable and had 

continuity – the values associated with professional motivation – these things can be 

thrown into flux. What is valued by new regulatory regimes may contradict, confuse, or blur 

previous professional certainty. In a specific youth work professional context, certain 

authors have argued that youth work’s context-dependant, process driven, informal, open, 

young people led, person-centred characteristics make pre-specification of performance 

indicators, quantification of outcomes and a focus on attainment particularly problematic 

(Beatie et al 2017, Fusco 2013, Fusco & Baizerman 2019, Gallagher & Morgan 2013, Ord 

2014, Davies 2015, Duffy 2017a, 20017b, McCready 2020, McGimpsey 2013, McMahon 

2021, Morgan 2009, Ord 2004, 2007, 2012 2013, 2016, 2016a, Spence 2007). This of course 

has the potential to change what we value, resulting in an outcome-led approach that could 

skew resources to youth work practice that can be measured (Spence 2007, de St Croix 

2018). Another consequence is that youth work practice will be changed (in order to survive 

financially) towards resources that are dependent on accountability, quantification and 

reporting. Via this technocratic turn of policy technologies, a subsequent standardisation of 

youth work practice is another potential development. Ball (2015:259) refers to this as 

‘ethical retooling,’ that is, “replacing client need and professional judgement processes with 

accountability and investment-based decision-making.” Such ethical retooling has the 

potential to reform and reshape professional practice and identity as it attempts to adhere 
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to the dominant discourse what Ball (2015b:2) refers to as the ‘regime of truth.’ This regime 

of truth is enforced through a process of veridiction where adherence to the dominant 

discourse is regularly checked via inspection (Ball 1990, 2010). McGimpsey (2016: 68) 

making use of Foucault, (2013: 1–2; Deleuze, 1992: 159) highlights that a regime in this 

context “is the effect of a systemic exclusion of potential variability in production along 

material, discursive and subjective lines.” To question this ‘regime of truth’ or eschew 

veridiction has the potential to further destabilise professional identity, because the 

dominant discourse asserts the right to make judgement on you as a subject. If we adopt 

and internalise this discourse, then professionals also learn to judge themselves according 

to this discourse. Our values and beliefs about professional identity can be displaced and we 

learn to value ourselves in terms of the outputs, performance indicators and the outcomes 

that we can record and claim. In this context the value of the professional as a person is 

destroyed in favour what they can produce. 

In addition to the risk of ontological insecurity, both Ball (2003) and Perryman (2006) 

highlight the pressure that professionals may experience to demonstrate their contribution 

to production. Therefore, panoptic performativity can result in both fabrication and 

rehearsal.  

The pressure to perform according to expectations can result in the practice of producing 

something for the purpose of being ‘seen and judged’ through the fabrication of spectacle, 

putting on a show, playing the game for the audience of managers and inspectors. In this 

regard it can be inauthentic with the purpose of satisfying the ‘vigilant eye.’ This may be 

motivated by necessity, the need to survive in a competitive market. However, Ball (2003: 

222) highlights that it can lead to further “alienation of self” and “inauthentic practice and 

relationships.”  

In rehearsal we see a specific form of fabrication. In her study of schools in special 

measures, Perryman (2006) examined the preparation for inspection that occurred.  

“Documentation was enhanced, lesson plans created, pupils temporarily 

disappeared. Briefings were rehearsed, displays embellished and meeting records 

amended. A distorted, yet successful school is presented to inspectors, who write 

their report accordingly” (Perryman 2006:628). 

In such an approach we see evidence of ‘game playing’ presenting the school in the best 

light, minimising difficulties, and challenges, what Perryman (2006:629) calls “permanent 
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artifice ... to hold themselves in a state of perpetual readiness.” In a youth work context 

Bright and Pugh (2019:68) describe this Janus-like approach as a “protean, chameleon-like 

necessity” and caution that it brings with it ethical considerations; they posit that for a 

“profession founded on principles of relational trust, such Janus like behaviours is amoral.” 

Theses ethical challenges therefore may have implications for professional identity. 

However Sercombe (2010:79), writing about youth work ethics, points out  that “‘intelligent 

youth work’ learns the discourses that constitute policy and decisions making…and learns to 

reshape them in the interests of young people.” 

 

We see then that the impacts of management and performativity have profound 

implications for professional identity and professional conduct. Ball (2015:259) refers to this 

as ‘ethical retooling’ and has argued that “performativity works best when we come to want 

for ourselves what is wanted from us, when our moral sense of our desires and ourselves are 

aligned with its pleasures” (2013:89). Ball here is highlighting the seductive nature of 

performativity that for some technocratic approaches are attractive. For some managers 

and youth workers, it provides opportunities to be successful if they accept and perform or 

effectively manage the performance of others. Wolcott (2003) points out that this creates 

‘moiety-like’ structures. A moiety is a division into two camps, but this division is an unequal 

division. This division is characterised by the power that different camps wield within the 

system. Structurally this unequal moiety has a small technocratic minority (mostly, but not 

exclusively, managers and inspectors) and a larger majority of practitioners and small 

minority of managers who reject the technocratic approach. The risk with divisions of this 

nature, driven by powerful dominant discourses, is that they can lead to marginalisation of 

alternative discourses. This study posits that this risk of marginalisation may be present in 

youth work in Northern Ireland. However, de St Croix (2018:433) points out that 

“marginalisation is not the same as disappearance, and there is power and hope in creating 

alternatives.” 
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4.13 Chapter 4 Summary   

This chapter has explored the significance of evidence as a form of knowledge and has 

shown how evidence is a concept that informs the reasoned arguments that we make as 

human beings. Evidence is information that we ascribe meaning to and use to make claims 

about the world in which we live. The chapter also outlined how evidence can be utilised 

within rational arguments (proposition-inference-conclusion) and considered the three 

principles of assessment that can be used: namely relevance, sufficiency, and veracity.  

These principles are used to evaluate evidence and its effectiveness in supporting and 

justifying the claims made in rational arguments.  

The chapter also considered the process which is involved in ascribing meaning to evidence 

in the process of making rational arguments; this meaning is influenced and determined by 

the paradigm with which we begin. Therefore ‘evidence’ as a concept is theory laden; it is 

laden with our viewpoints on the nature of the word (ontology) and the nature of 

knowledge (epistemology). Different epistemological and ontological commitments imply 

that different criteria for relevance, sufficiency and veracity may be appropriate.  

In addition, within different disciplines we use and meld evidence in numerous ways and 

using particular methodological traditions. The positivist view of scientific method esteems 

particular presumptions about reality and knowledge creation, and hence different 

methodology concerning generation of evidence and its use. These presumptions may be 

viewed in contrast to the more hermeneutic and interpretivist paradigms encountered in 

the social sciences. While these paradigms are often presented as hostile and incompatible, 

there have been suggestions that this is only an issue if our conception of evidence is 

monolithic. Therefore, Upshur’s (2001) taxonomy and model of evidence is considered as 

one means to clarify the distinct roles of evidence and how it can be weighted in different 

contexts and levels within practice.  

This chapter also emphasises that evidence is information used for a specific purpose, that 

of making an argument; evidence is therefore data with a purpose. This purpose adds a 

layer to our understanding of the concept, and it must be considered when we examine 

evidence if we are to remain critical thinkers about evidence. As critical thinkers we must 

analyse the reasoning and thinking that is being used in a ‘persuasive’ argument and 

consider the social, cultural and political import behind the argument. That is, we have an 
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obligation to recognise that evidence is ‘value-laden.’ It is therefore important to consider 

and make these values explicit and transparent. It is therefore imperative that in any 

considerations of evidence we are clear about the following: first, we have a clear and 

explicit understanding of the term and its use. Second, that we are explicit about the theory 

that informs its use, and the presumptions about reality and knowledge. And finally, that we 

seek to be explicit about the ‘values’ that are often implicit in the arguments that evidence 

is used to inform and justify.  

Having examined ‘evidence’ as a concept and its characteristics, this chapter then moved on 

to consider the concept of ‘evidence-based practice.’ The historic development of evidence-

based practice was briefly considered, and definitions of evidence-based practice were 

outlined. Evidence-based practice was considered within the context of social policy 

development in relation to new public sector management, trends to modernise public 

services, and to introduce performance metrics and quality assurance practice. The chapter 

considers how new public management discourse has been embedded in youth work policy 

via Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) and increasing in youth work management and practice 

through inspection, monitoring, and moderation. Finally, the chapter considered a critique 

of the discourse associated with technocratic public management and its associated policy 

technologies. The chapter closed with a consideration of panoptic surveillance and 

performativity and how these processes can impact on professional practice and identity.  
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Section 2: Methodology 

Chapter 5: Method  
The purpose of this chapter is to clearly explain the research strategy and methods that are 

used in the study. The chapter articulates the scholarship that has informed the study with 

the purpose of locating it within current research methodology literature. To frame the 

study effectively, this chapter considers the research design options available and assesses 

the merits of these options in relation to the study aim and objectives. In addition, there is 

reflection on the importance of paradigm alignment and acknowledgement of the 

orientation of the critical reflexive scholar. Having considered the wider design of the study, 

the focus of the chapter then moves to the ethical considerations associated with the study. 

After establishing a clearly defined, robust and ethical study design, the chapter 

subsequently outlines the application of the specific methods employed in the collection of 

data from participants. Finally, the chapter outlines the careful planning which informed the 

processing of the data, clarifying the methods and tools used to organise, manage and code 

the data generated by the study. Finally, the method of analysis is outlined which has been 

used to consider the findings.  

5.1 The Study Design 

It will be necessary to explore each of the elements of the study design in more detail. 

However, with a view to being concise it is useful to set out a summary of the research 

design. 

This study is a qualitative exploration and analysis of the characteristics of the ‘epistemic 

culture’ of community youth work professionals in Northern Ireland. The qualitative 

exploration was framed within an interpretivist paradigm located in a social constructivist 

perspective. The study utilised grounded theory, emergent framework approach (Charmaz 

2016) by a critically reflexive scholar. Ethical considerations were informed by the literature 

and adhered to the Ulster University Policy for the Governance of Research involving Human 

Participants. The study utilised three data collection techniques: (1) episodic interviews 

(Flick 1997, 2000) with professional Youth Workers (n=21), and (2) Elite Actor Interviews 

(Undheim 2003), across the youth work sector in Northern Ireland at events in which 
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professional community youth workers were present.  Interview data was transcribed and 

coded within NVIVO, a computer aided qualitative data analysis system (CAQDAS). A phased 

approach to coding data was used, first open coding (descriptive and in vivo), then affective 

coding, specifically versus coding and emotion coding (Saldaña 2016). This coding process 

sought to find patterns in a grounded theory constant comparative approach. Analytic 

memo writing (Charmaz 2016) was used to develop an emergent theory framework from 

the findings. This emergent theory was presented in findings and subsequently discussed 

with reference to the literature review frame in which the study was located.  

Now that the study design has been summarized, each of the elements of the design will be 

considered below in more detail.  

5.2 Aim and Objectives 

The aim of the study is to explore the nature and characteristics of ‘epistemic culture’ in 

professional community youth workers in Northern Ireland and how this knowledge culture 

enables the use of knowledge characterised as ‘evidence.’ 

Objectives: Methodological  

 Identify professionally qualified individuals able to participate in the study  

 Identify appropriate methods of collecting data pertinent to the research aim and 

objectives  

 Conduct data collection with a range of professionally qualified youth workers 

 Process and analyse the data in a transparent and consistent way informed by 

methodological literature 

Objectives: Empirical 

 Identify examples and describe how qualified youth workers access knowledge 

related to evidence  

 Identify examples and describe how qualified youth workers use knowledge 

related to evidence 

 Identify examples and describe how qualified youth workers create knowledge 

related to evidence 

 Identify examples and describe the means by which knowledge is mediated 

within professional youth work in Northern Ireland 
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 Identify the knowledge infrastructure that is available for use by professional 

youth workers  

5.3 The Research Question 

The initial conception of this research study was focused on community youth work 

professionals’ conceptions and experience of evidence-based21 practice in Northern Ireland. 

Although evidence-based practice is well established or at various stages of development in 

other professions (for example the medical profession, doctors, nurses, in social care with 

social workers, or in education with teachers (Gambrill 1999, Hammersley 2000, Magill 

2006, Nutley, Walter & Davies 2007,  Nutley, Walter & Davies 2007, Rubin 2008,  Thomas & 

Pring 2004, Trinder & Reynolds 2000, Mullan & Bacon 2003)), the presence of evidence-

based practice in youth work is less clear. There are advocates for the use of evidence-based 

practice in youth work (Bamber 2010); however, these appear to be in the minority. 

However, opponents or critiques (Beatie et al 2017, Morgan 2009, de St Croix 2016, Devlin 

& Gunning 2009, Fusco 2013, Fusco & Baizerman 2017, Ord 2012, 2017, Woods & Spence 

2010) of the use of evidence-based practice are more dominant within the youth work 

literature. White (2017) argues that any research questions should come from a detailed 

investigation of the literature related to the subject being studied. Initial study of the 

literature indicated that there was limited indication that evidence-based practice was 

present in community youth work practice. This coupled with the researchers’ 20-plus years’ 

experience across youth work sectors in Northern Ireland raised concern that the initial 

conception of the research study was deficient. Therefore, a change in focus and theoretical 

frame developed from the literature review. The concept of ‘epistemic culture’ (Knorr-

Cetina 1998, 1999) was chosen as the alternative theoretical frame for the study over the 

specific frame of evidence-based practice. Epistemic culture had the potential to provide a 

more extensive depiction of qualified youth workers’ approaches to knowledge and 

evidence within their practice. 

Consequently, the research question evolved, and the following empirical questions have 

been used to frame the study.  

 
21 It is recognized that the term evidence-based is contested and that alternatives like evidence-influenced and evidence-informed are in 
use  
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 What are the arrangements, processes and mechanisms that characterise how 

community youth workers access evidence knowledge? (To include discussion of 

method, frequency, preferences, priorities, histories, and orientations) 

 How do qualified youth workers access and use ‘unfolding’ knowledge (open, 

incomplete, and complex knowledge) to inform new and challenging areas of 

practice? 

 What are the arrangements, processes and mechanisms used to create knowledge 

which is considered evidence? 

 How do they mediate evidence knowledge (who owns it and who validates it) in a 

professional and organisational context?  

 How does the youth sector mediate evidence knowledge (who owns it and validates 

it) in a policy and political context? 

 What is the organisational and professional knowledge infrastructure that supports 

or limits professionals’ use, creation, and mediation of evidence knowledge? 

 

Having established the research aims and objectives of the study and the origin and nature 

of the research questions, this chapter now turns its attention to the critical issue of where 

the research study is located in terms of a research paradigm.  

 

5.3 The Research Paradigm  

Creswell (2009:5) asserts that research design is the “plan and procedures that span the 

broad assumptions through to detailed methods of data collection and analysis.”  In 

addition, research design is also informed by an “intersection of philosophy, strategies of 

inquiry and specific methods.”  Flick (2009:16) agrees that a clear philosophical position is 

essential for the quality of any study. To begin an outline of the research design for this 

study, it will therefore be essential consider the philosophical paradigms that are available 

and then assess and assert which is most appropriate for this study.  

Research method texts which inform research design draw attention to the distinctions 

between quantitative and qualitative research, each with diverse but distinct 

methodological approaches. Quantitative and qualitative are often viewed as dichotomies, 

framed around numbers and statistics or around words and meaning respectively. Viewed 
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as a dichotomy this has produced what has been referred to as the ‘paradigm wars’ which 

has impacted all disciplines of the social and behaviour sciences (Tashakkori, 1998:4). In 

essence, the debate focuses on the merits of an orientation towards ‘positivism’ and 

quantitative methods or ‘naturalistic’ inquiry which is orientated toward qualitative 

methods based in interpretivism. The debate is of course not that straightforward, however 

it is unavoidable, and as such this section will explore these issues in more depth. Bryman 

(2012:619) argues that these connections are not deterministic, but rather that 

“connections between epistemology and ontology, on the one hand, and research methods, 

on the other, are best thought of as tendencies rather than as definitive connections.” 

Bryman describes the links as being present, but more flexible and pragmatic: “research 

methods are much more ‘free-floating’ in terms of epistemology and ontology than is often 

supposed” (Bryman 2012: 619). The approach of pragmatism opens up the possibility of 

mixed methods. Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998:4) point out that the danger with this 

approach is a “mixed-up” method with a lack of consideration of paradigm or worldview. 

Creswell (2009:3) points out that a more “complete way” to view the range of differences in 

research methods is to be cognisant of the basic philosophical assumptions that researchers 

bring to a study. In other words, any research method is inextricably linked to a particular 

philosophy about how the world is to be studied (Bryman 2012:126).  

The challenge here is to ensure that that the research design is systematically 

conceptualised and gives due credence to philosophical considerations. 

A paradigm can be viewed as: 

“A set of basic beliefs [or metaphysics] that deals with ultimates or first 

principles. It represents a worldview that defines, for its holder, the nature of 

the “world,” the individual’s place in it, and the range of possible relationships 

to that world and its parts.” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 105) 

 

Therefore, when considering ‘which paradigm’, we are considering (1) our conception of 

reality (ontology) and (2) our understanding of what constitutes knowledge (epistemology).  

These ontological and epistemological assumptions are basic philosophical questions which 

concern both the researcher and the phenomenon being researched. Essentially, they ask 

what the best way is “to think about and study the social world” (Thomas 2009:77). The 

ontological assumptions are concerned with ‘what’ is being studied (Thomas 2009) and 
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whether there is an objective reality that can be experienced. Epistemological assumptions 

question: “how do we know about the world that we have defined ontologically?” (Thomas 

2009:87). Paradigms then are the different visions we have of social reality and how they 

should be studied. Bryman (2016:637) points out that social science is a discipline in which 

“no paradigm has emerged as pre-eminent” and therefore a key feature of the social 

sciences is that there are competing paradigms. Each brings with it a set of divergent 

assumptions and methods. Given that there are different viewpoints about the nature of 

reality and how it can be studied and known, it is then inescapable that these should be 

considered in more depth when considering research methods.  

5.4 Positivism in Social Research  

The study in the natural sciences is most often linked to the epistemological position of 

positivism. Bryman (2012) goes on to point out that the two are not “synonymous” and 

asserts that ‘positivism’ is “difficult to pin down.” In addition, social science makes use of 

positivist approaches where quantification symbolises the progress of scientific exploration. 

Bryman (2012) suggests that there are five key principles accepted as underpinning the 

positivist position. The first of these concerns the nature of reality, that phenomena can be 

observed and only confirmed by the senses, and it is only such confirmation by the senses 

that allow a phenomenon to be considered as knowledge. This principle is referred to a 

phenomenalism. The second principle is deductivism, through theory which can be 

generated to explain phenomenon and the use of hypotheses that can be tested. A third 

principle is that the systematic gathering of data and facts in this way can enable laws to be 

produced. A fourth principle is that this process can be completed in a process that is value 

free, that is to say that it is objective. And finally, that there is a distinction between 

objective scientific statements and value based normative statements. Normative 

statements are essentially unable to be tested by the senses and are therefore not the 

purview of science. While the natural sciences are characterised as having a positivist 

orientation it has been pointed out that there is “no agreement on the epistemological basis 

of the natural sciences” (Bryman 2012:615). However, Creswell (2007 :58) cautions that 

philosophically limiting the exploration of the world to only empirical means can be referred 

to as ‘scientism.’  A summary of the positivist approach is presented in Table 10. 
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TABLE 10: POSITIVIST APPROACHES TO SOCIAL RESEARCH 

Ontology Assumptions Epistemology Assumptions Methodology 
 Reality ‘exists’ external 

to its interpretation or 
otherwise  

 Reality reflecting a 
‘natural order of things’ 

 Such order is undeterred 
by time and space 
contextual differences  

 Research is charged with 
revealing the ‘true’ state 
of affairs 

 Researcher is 
independent and is able 
to study without 
influencing or being 
influenced by the object 

 A primary concern of 
the researcher is the 
reduction of any 
influence, values, and 
bias 

 A priori hypothesis is to 
be tested  

 Findings from research 
are ‘true’ and can be 
replicated  

 Often experimental 
 Largely concerned with 

quantification 
 Emphasis on ‘discovery’ 

of social life 
 Use of triangulation and 

other multiple methods 
to falsify hypotheses 

(Bryman 2012, Denscombe 2010, Guba and Lincoln 2004, Thomas 2009)   

 

However, there are multiple discourses about what social science is (Lincoln 2002:9). Indeed 

Kuhn (1996) has argued there has been a ‘paradigm’ shift with social science advancing an 

alternative to a positivist view of science. 

5.5 Interpretivism, Phenomenology and Social Constructivism in Social 

Research  

In contrast to positivism, the alternative positions of interpretivism, phenomenology and 

social constructivism are relevant to this study. These approaches contend that the study of 

social processes in the social sciences requires a different approach largely due to the 

distinct differences between these social processes and those found in the physical world. 

“The study of the social world requires a different logic of research procedure, one that 

reflects the distinctiveness of humans as against the natural order” (Bryman 2012:13). 

Bryman (2012) points out that this difference reflects an emphasis on explanation in the 

positivist tradition compared to an emphasis on more ‘empathetic understanding’ within 

the interpretivist tradition. Such an approach is therefore concerned with understanding the 

‘subjective meaning of social action.’ “That social reality has different meanings for people” 

leads to position that a different epistemology is required.  



Chapter 5 Method 

 104

Phenomenology is concerned with “the question of how individuals make sense of the world 

around them and how in particular the philosopher should bracket out preconceptions in his 

or her grasp of that world” (Bryman 2012:13). Studies which examine the meaning a 

concept or phenomenon has for multiple individuals are defined as phenomenological 

studies (Creswell 2007: 57). Phenomenological studies seek patterns and similarities of 

experience with the purpose of reducing a description of experience to its universal 

essence. In keeping with the philosophical presuppositions of Edmund Husserl, 

phenomenological approaches reject scientism, but embrace ‘philosophy without 

presuppositions,’ suspending judgement until founded on a more certain basis (Creswell 

2007:59). In addition, the “reality of an object is inextricability linked to one’s consciousness 

of it” and the “reality of an object is only perceived within the meaning of the experience of 

the individual.”  In considering meaning, phenomenology can also be concerned with sets of 

assumptions, ideas and feelings (hidden or latent). The phenomenological approach then is 

‘orientated to lived experience’ of a phenomenon. Phenomenological studies capture 

experience and produce detailed description (textual description) by the researcher of this 

experience. Descriptions of experience are also described in the context in which they are 

experienced (structural description). It is the combination of textual and structural that 

provided for a description of the essence of experience (Creswell 2007:62).  

Phenomenological approaches within the interpretivist tradition provide for a rich 

description of meaning; however grounded theory study provides for a movement beyond 

description and seeks to add further explanation in the form of theory, “an abstract 

analytical schema of a process” (Strauss and Corbin 1998 in Creswell 2007:63). This theory 

development approach is informed from the data from participants who have experienced 

the process; therefore the theory is ‘grounded’ in their experience.  

Ontologically this study is concerned with the phenomenon of professional youth work, and 

it is endeavouring to identify and describe the knowledge practices within this 

phenomenon; in this regard it draws on phenomenological philosophical perspectives. 

Epistemologically the study is seeking to know how youth workers perceive and understand 

the knowledge work they are involved in and the connection they make with the 

professional context they operate within. In making use of grounded theory, the research 

methods draw on the work of Charmaz and constructivist approaches to theory 

development. As such, Charmaz (206:13) sees “research as a construction”; in doing so she 



Chapter 5 Method 

 105

acknowledges “subjectivity and the researcher’s involvement in the construction and 

interpretation of data.” This chapter’s focus will now shift to consider the role of the 

researcher within the research study.  

5.6 Researcher Orientation: the role of the critical reflexive scholar  

Youth workers are often encouraged to ‘practise with an open mind not an empty mind.’  

This statement has been shorthand for my consideration of reflexivity within this research 

study. Creswell (2009:16) suggests that an often overlooked first phase of any qualitative 

research process should begin with a consideration of what the researcher brings to the 

inquiry. Items for consideration include personal history, views of themselves and others, 

and ethical and political issues. This equates to the researcher being reflexive. Researcher 

reflexivity has numerous interpretations. Cohen & Crabtree (2006) cite Malterud (2001:484) 

who points out that reflexivity is an “attitude of attending systematically to the context of 

knowledge construction, especially to the effect of the researcher, at every step of the 

research process.”  Malterud (2001) adds that the process starts by identifying 

preconceptions and acknowledging previous personal and professional experiences. 

Malterud expands further below: 

"A researcher's background and position will affect what they choose to 

investigate, the angle of investigation, the methods judged most 

adequate for this purpose, the findings considered most appropriate, 

and the framing and communication of conclusions" (Malterud, 2001: 

483-484). 

It is important then that a researcher considers and acknowledges these factors in any study 

undertaken. Being reflexive can refer to researchers adopting a third-party perspective on 

their research; for example an analysis of their performance in conducting interviews would 

be reflexive. However, reflexivity can also take the form of an “extended philosophical 

discussion” concerning epistemological and ontological questions. Reflexivity is a process by 

which researchers make themselves accountable to readers and accountable to themselves 

(Gromm 2008:293-4). For Cohen et al (2007:171) “researchers are in the world and of the 

world,” i.e. they bring their biographies and presence to a research situation. Therefore, 

they should “acknowledge and disclose themselves in the research, seek to understand their 

part in or influence on the research.”    
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For Bryman (2012:408), “reflection on the social processes that impinge and influence the 

data” include such things as the setting, sensitivity of the topic and the interactions of the 

researcher.  Crucially, in the absence of reflexivity, Bryman (2012:408) contends that “the 

strengths of data are exaggerated and/or the weaknesses underemphasised.” Consequently, 

reflexivity is not just something that occurs at the research design stage but requires 

researchers to “monitor closely and continually their own interactions with participants, 

their own reaction, roles and biases” throughout the research process (Cohen et al 

2007:172). Reflexivity’s purpose is ultimately about adding clarity and quality to the 

research process.  

So, in this next section I will briefly indicate my background, motivations, and orientation. I 

will also consider their potential impact on the study.  

5.7 The Professional Identity of the Researcher 

First, the study is within the community of practice of professional community youth 

workers in Northern Ireland. A community of practice is a group of people who "share a 

concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact 

regularly" (Wenger-Trayner 2020). This is a community of practice that I am a member of 

and have been active in for over 20 years since qualifying as a professional youth worker in 

1994. This of course brings valuable experience of working in the various voluntary, 

community and statutory youth work sectors in Northern Ireland. For example, I have 

worked with all five Education and Library Boards before they were merged into the 

Education Authority in 2015. In addition, I have worked in the voluntary sector in both 

Belfast and west of the Bann. Therefore, I have experience and knowledge of professional 

work practices and organisational cultures within a range of agency settings and sectors. An 

additional area of experience is in my role as an educator in community youth work 

professional degree and post-graduate programmes in the higher education sections.  

Such experience could be considered both an advantage and disadvantage to me as a 

researcher. As an illustration I have detailed a range of the potential advantages and 

disadvantages in the table below and highlighted what consideration or response I might 

have as a reflexive researcher.  
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TABLE 11: ILLUSTRATIONS OF ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY OF RESEARCHER 

Experience or 
Knowledge brought as a 
practitioner 

Potential Advantages Potential Disadvantages Consideration/ 
Response as an 
Investigator 

Familiar with 
organisational 
structures 

Expedite access to 
respondents via various 
organisations 

Potential “to confuse 
knowledge intuitively 
present in advance, 
embedded in 
preconceptions, with 
knowledge emerging 
from inquiry of 
systematically obtained 
material” (Malterud 
2001:484) 
(Especially if change has 
occurred)   

Declaration of 
experience, orientation, 
and beliefs at the start 
of the project, i.e., share 
preconceptions and 
establish meta positions 

Familiar with 
terminology and 
language used in  
the sector 

(1) Establish a common 
language within the 
interview and focus 
group methods 
(2) Enable greater 
probing of meaning  

As above As above 

Familiar with systems 
and administrative 
processes within 
organisations  

(1) Enable greater 
probing of meaning and 
significance  

As above As above 

Established professional 
relationships with 
potential respondents 

Ability to establish 
rapport rapidly in 
interview 

(1) Different role as 
investigator may be 
confusing or 
misinterpreted 
(2) Respondents may be 
reticent to share 

Follow ethical 
procedures and use 
informed consent to 
establish the purpose of 
the research and my role 
as researcher 

Known to potential 
respondents  

May support the 
establishment of rapport 

As above  As above 

 

The table above illustrates the potential preconceptions and challenges that my previous 

experience as a practitioner has brought to the study. The question is, are these 

preconceptions detrimental to the study? Malterud (2001:484) points out that 

“preconceptions are not the same as bias.”  The distinction is made between preconception 

and undeclared preconceptions: Malterud (2001) would contend that it is the latter that is 

likely to lead to bias. What is important is that the researcher thoroughly maintains 

reflexivity throughout and uses their experience as a valuable source that is relevant to 

specific research.  

Having established that reflexivity is crucial for avoiding bias, for accountability and to 

maintain the quality of the study, outlining the considerations above is only one step in the 
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process. To ensure that reflexivity will be maintained throughout the project it will be 

important to specify the procedures used to ensure this at each stage of the design, 

implementation, and analysis process. The primary means will be through the keeping of a 

reflexive research study journal; this was maintained on a regular basis and recorded 

reflections on the study. Second, I maintained field notes during data collection; within 

these notes critical reflections on the nature interviews and interactions were maintained. 

Having established the role of the critically reflexive scholar, we now turn to wider ethical 

considerations.  

5.8 Ethical Issues and considerations 

This section outlines the ethical considerations relevant to the study. ‘Research ethics’ 

according to Gomm (2008:102) refer to “rules of morally good conduct for researchers.”  

Based in moral and political beliefs, research ethics are a collective responsibility of the 

research community to the stakeholders in research including the research participants, the 

researcher and any funding or sponsoring bodies (Gomm 2008:102) (Kumar 2011:99). As 

such, ethics are external to the research itself and the expectation is that the researcher 

submits for communal approval and makes their research accountable to the agreed 

standard. The British Sociological Association asserts that any guidance or statement of 

ethics “rest ultimately on active discussion, reflection, and continued use by sociologists” 

(BSA 2002: 1). Therefore engagement with research ethics is an ongoing engagement for 

any researcher.  

Ethical approval required for this study was obtained from the Ulster University committee 

in March 2016. Ethical approval was sought from with the University of Ulster before data 

collection is undertaken. The researcher acknowledges that the responsibility for ethical 

conduct in the study “remains squarely with the researcher” (Denscombe 2010:61). In 

addition to the specific ethical guidance and procedures of Ulster University, various 

professional bodies within education and social science have also published guidance. These 

include the Sociological Association of Ireland (SAI no date) the British Sociology Association 

(BSA 2002), and the British Education Research Association (BERA 2011). Bryman 

(2012:80,105) points to four principal areas of concern in relation to research ethics: 

 Harm to participants 

 Informed Consent 
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 Invasion of privacy 

 Deception 

The study was informed by accepted ethical practices contained in  Ulster University’s Code 

of Ethics; these principles have been given consideration and have been adopted 

throughout the study. In addition, the researcher ensured that the proposed study is subject 

to appropriate scrutiny, and approval (University of Ulster 2012). The research included 

human subjects who are adults and professionals within the study these participants were 

classed as category A within Ulster University’s ethical guidance.  

The researcher gave proper attention to the protection of the interests of the participants. 

(Denscombe 2010:63). Therefore, the research attended to issues of providing adequate 

information, informed consent, ensuring confidentiality and anonymity, and security of the 

data.  These are considered in more detail below: 

5.9 Informed Consent 

This study secured the informed consent of participants (Denscombe 2002:89). Denscombe 

(2002:184) proposes that informed consent comprises “All pertinent aspects of what is to 

occur and what might occur are disclosed to the subject. 

 The subject should be able to comprehend this information. 

 The subject is competent to make a rational and mature judgement. 

 The agreement to participate should be voluntary, and free from coercion and undue 

influence.” 

Informed consent has the advantage of ensuring that participants are provided with 

adequate information explaining the purpose of the study (Bryman 2012:140); this explicit 

consent was be obtained in the form of a signed consent form (see Appendix 2). The 

shortcoming of this method is that it may prompt rather than ease any concerns of the 

participants. However, all participants were 'competent' adults and provided their own 

explicit consent. This consent was an 'opt-in' to the research and participants were given the 

opportunity to determine the nature and extent of their contribution to this research. 

Inclusion in the study was limited to professional youth workers in the community youth 

work sector in Northern Ireland. There was no representation from vulnerable or 

marginalised groups. Participants had the capacity to consent, all consent forms and 
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information sheets were clear and easy to understand, participants were provided with all 

of the information including any possible risks, participants were made aware that 

participation is voluntary, participants were made aware that they could withdraw at any 

time and without subsequent effect to them, no pressure was exercised in gaining consent, 

no unreasonable inducement was offered in gaining consent, and participants were assured 

of confidentiality.   

5.10  Protection of Privacy  

Participants were assured that there would be no identifying information in the analysis or 

reporting of the data, to ensure the confidentiality of participants. Concerning 

confidentiality, all personal data relating to participants was anonymised, and all such 

personal data was kept in accordance with the appropriate guidelines and stored securely 

with any coding information stored separately. Access to any personal data stored 

electronically was restricted to the researcher only and files were protected. The researcher 

ensured that the study complied with their obligations under the Data Protection Act 1998. 

5.11 Application of Methods 

Having discussed the research design, the positionality of the researcher and considered the 

ethics applicable to the study, it is important to progress to discussion of the specific methods 

employed within the study and discuss their application.  

Having established the design frame of the study, this section will consider the sampling 

strategy used and the specific methods used in gathering and interpreting the data.  

5.12 Sampling and Selecting the Research Participants 

A useful place to start is to consider where data will be collected from, or the sampling 

approach. In simple terms, sampling is the process used to select participants to be involved 

in the research. Sampling creates a subgroup of the population that a particular study is 

interested in. It is important to note that there are differences in sampling techniques used 

in quantitative and qualitative studies. If we consider broad generalisation of these 

differences, quantitative approaches are orientated toward and favour sampling methods 

that are predetermined in size and fixed over the duration of the study, in an attempt to 

exclude bias and seek a sample that is representative of the population being studied. 

Samples in quantitative studies are larger and often employ randomisation or probability in 
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the sampling process to ensure an unbiased and representative sample. These are 

important considerations in quantitative studies as the purpose is to enable inferences to be 

drawn for a wider population. However in qualitative studies, orientations and preferences 

in approaches are different.  

 

Sampling in qualitative research within the interpretive paradigm could be considered 

absurd (Thomas 2009) as small numbers of participants mean that a sample will not be 

representative of the entire population and therefore its findings cannot be generalised. It 

does involve the “deliberate selection of the most appropriate participants to be included in 

the study” (Morse 2014:993). However, Thomas (2009:104) concedes that a sample should 

in “some way be reflective of the whole.” An argument can be made that selection across a 

wide range of characteristics, drawing from a wide context, will still enable patterns to be 

identified (Larsson 2009 cited Cohen et al. 2011:242). Another consideration according to 

Morse (2014:995) is the cost of data collection. Qualitative research design involves time 

consuming data collection techniques (for example interview, focus groups and 

ethnography); in addition data processing and analysis is also resource-intensive (with 

transcription, coding etc); therefore for efficiency it is important to select participants that 

will provide relevant and on-topic data. For these reasons, a more deliberate form of 

sampling is preferred in qualitative research designs. In addition, Morse (2014) highlights 

that it is important that the characteristics of the study participants must align to the aims 

of the study. In order to ensure an effective sample Morse (2014) suggests that (1) the 

scope of the study remains narrow, (2) a focus on fewer high-quality sources of data (e.g., 

interviews or focus groups) is ensured and (3) interactive data collection techniques which 

generate richer data are selected. There is then a tension between selecting for appropriate 

characteristics which will provide relevant data, but from a wide enough context to be 

reflective of, if not representative of the population being studied.  

Sampling in qualitative research is often seeking ‘information-rich’ participants or cases to 

provide in-depth insight into an issue that is the focus of the study. Therefore, selection of 

participants/cases is not necessarily predetermined or fixed. In some qualitative approaches 

it can be ‘sequential’ or ‘contingent,’ that is, there are various methods that are used to 

ensure that a sample can be built up or evolve in a way that provides a richness data 

necessary to investigate the issue in depth. In theory, in building qualitative studies the key 
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criterion for determining sample size is ‘saturation,’ that is when a category (key part of the 

theory) has been saturated with data. According to Strauss and Corbin (1998:212) this point 

is reached when “(1) there is no new or relevant data related to the category, (2) the 

category is well developed (3) the relationships are well established and validated”. As a 

consequence, sampling in qualitative studies is usually not randomised, nor does it use 

probability. Therefore, this means that it is not appropriate to draw inferences on a wider 

population.  

Bryman (2012) outlines that a deliberate approach to sampling would be theoretical 

sampling; in this approach the research would identify a range of characteristics of 

participants which would enable the theoretical needs of the study to be met. The goal with 

this form of sampling is to continue until the responses from participants provides ‘thick 

dense and saturated’ data.  

This ‘purposive sampling’ approach selects participants that “will allow the research 

question to be answered” (Bryman 2012:418). In purposive sampling, sampling is a strategic 

process; it is not random, nor is it based on the probability approaches most used in 

quantitative methods. Being strategic, purposive sampling is endeavouring to identify cases 

or participants that are relevant to the research questions. Therefore, achieving sufficient 

variety is often a goal in purposive sampling. Purposive sampling does not support 

generalizability to wider populations. 

5.13 Criteria for Sampling in this Study 

The sample for this study was selected from the youth work sector in Northern Ireland; to be 

specific it will focus on professional community youth workers. This youth work sector has 

been discussed in chapter one, where the history, purpose, nature, and scale of this sector 

have been outlined in more detail. As pointed out in Chapter One, the youth work sector in 

Northern Ireland is not homogeneous, rather it is a collection of various organisations with a 

loose structure, working in various practice settings. In addition, it has a workforce which 

includes a large volunteer base, a part-time semi-professional workforce and small but 

significant professional workforce. These considerations will be used to help determine some 

of the potential criteria that could be used to establish sub-groups that might inform sample 

selection.  
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The study population is professional community youth workers in the Northern Ireland youth 

work sector. This of course excludes much of the youth work workforce in Northern Ireland. 

The workforce is dominated in terms of numbers by locally qualified semi-professional part-

time and volunteer staff. A professional youth worker in the UK is a worker who possesses a 

specific qualification studied within higher education. The definition for this study of 

‘professional’ community youth worker is a worker that is JNC qualified (Joint Negotiating 

Council), that is, a worker who has completed a higher education programme in youth and 

community work. Specifically, this means a diploma in higher education in youth and 

community work pre-2010 or an honours degree in youth and community work post-2010 

which is endorsed or validated by one on the four Education and Training Standards bodies 

operating in the four nations of the UK22. Therefore, professional community youth workers 

will have completed a higher education course which is JNC-recognised or endorsed by an 

Education and Training Standards body in one of the five nations in the British and Irish Isles.  

While the National Youth Agency maintain a list of endorsed courses, there is no register of 

professionally qualified youth workers; therefore the number of professionally qualified 

workers is contested and uncertain. Courtney’s (2011) study of the youth work workforce in 

Northern Ireland estimated there were 900 full-time staff with around 8% of those in 

administrative roles. The cohort of professionally qualified community youth workers has 

recently been estimated at 776 paid staff; just over one quarter (25.8%) in Northern Ireland 

have a JNC professional youth work qualification. This gives an estimated study population of 

199 youth workers. Other research by McCready and Morgan (2014) and YCNI (2015) give 

figures closer to 300.  

The youth service in Northern Ireland has historically encompassed both statutory 

(controlled) and voluntary sectors; there is also a suggestion that at a local level there is a 

‘community-based’ youth work sector which emerged as the result of European Union peace 

funding (Henry 1998). As a consequence, the Northern Ireland youth work sector is weakly 

structured. There are approximately 2,200 youth work organisations across Northern Ireland, 

however professionally qualified youth workers are not evenly distributed across the 

voluntary, statutory, and community sector, nor are they distributed evenly within the 2,200 

 
22 In 2005 the endorsing body for Community Youth Work higher education programmes changed on an all-Ireland basis. 
The North South Education Training Standards (NSETS) became the endorsing body with a joint protocol with the other 
Education Training Standards bodies in England, Wales, and Scotland.  
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youth work organisations. Therefore, some consideration had to be given to which 

organisations professional youth workers were selected from.  

Four criteria were used in selecting the sample. The first criterion is the sector in which the 

participant works, that is, whether the participant is from the statutory, voluntary or 

community sector. Second is the scale of their role: the study identified participants with 

local, area, or NI-wide remits. Youth Workers therefore were selected who worked only at 

local level (that is based in a single community or tightly defined locality), alternatively others 

were selected who have a wider area geographical remit for example across a council area. 

Finally some were selected because they have a wider regional area brief to their work that 

is defined by the whole of Northern Ireland or working across multiple council areas. Some 

workers with a regional remit working across the whole of Northern Ireland may also have a 

national influence in certain specific areas of work. 

The third criterion used was the nature of the youth work practice itself. There are varying 

and contested categorisations of the settings in which youth work practice takes place (Robb 

et al 2007). These practice settings have developed a range of distinct approaches to working 

with young people. For the purposes of this study, it is argued that there are four broad 

archetypal forms of practice: (1) centre-based (2) issue-/project-based (3) detached/ 

outreach-based, (4) area-based.  

In addition, the fourth criterion asserts that within the professional occupation of community 

youth work there are a range of professional grades, while job titles vary greatly across the 

sector; the four most easily identified grades are professional, senior professional, middle 

manager and senior manager. The study used a sample stratified using the criteria above to 

ensure representation from a wide range of the professionally qualified staff who were the 

focus of the study. 

Having identified the four criteria used to inform the sample, these can be used later to 

provide units of analysis when analysing the data. When attempting to determine the units 

of analysis of this study, it was helpful to refer the information provided in Chapter One 

concerning the nature, scope and scale of the youth work sector in Northern Ireland. The 

purposive sampling criteria are outline in the table below: 
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TABLE 12: PURPOSIVE SAMPLE SELECTION CRITERIA 

Criteria Units Exemplars  for illustrative purposes, 
not necessarily present in the study) 

Sector 

Statutory Education Authority (Education and 
Library Boards) 

Voluntary Youth Net/ YouthAction/ YMCA/ 
Down and Connor Diocese/ Northern 
Ireland Youth Forum  

Community Youth First (Bogside)  

Organisation 

Local Individual ELB Units, Pilots Row 
Youth Centre 

Divisional Foyle Youth Council 
Regional Northern Ireland Youth Forum/ 

Youth Net  
National YMCA Ireland/ Youth Action NI 

Settings 

Centre-based St Mary’s Youth Centre, Corpus 
Christi  

Issue/ Project-based Projects addressing gender, 
unemployment, Community 
Relations, Inclusion 

Detached/ Outreach based Shankill Alternatives, Off the Streets  
Area Based East Belfast Area Project, South 

Belfast Area Project 

Worker Role/ 
Grade 

Professional 
 

Youth Worker in Charge 
Area Youth Worker 

Senior Professional Team Leader 
Senior Youth Work 

Middle Management Divisional Youth Officer 
Area Youth Officer 

Senior Management Senior Youth Officer 
Youth Advisor/ Education  

 

In summary, the sampling strategy for this study was a small-scale qualitative study using 

purposive sampling. Access to the study population was achieved through attendance at a 

range of youth work events and conferences across Northern Ireland which were talking 

place during data the collection period, this provided access to youth workers who were not 

known to the researcher or were unconnected to Ulster University as a recent previous 

student. Access was also achieved through the researchers professional role as an educator 

in community youth work courses, this provided direct access to lists of professional youth 

workers who are involved in the professional supervision of community youth work 

students. Using both approaches to access ensured a balance between expedient access and 

access more extensive study population.  
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5.14 Data Collection Methods  

When discussing qualitative data collection, Wolcott (1994:10) distinguishes between three 

broad methods in a categorisation shared by Kumar 2014; these are (1) observing, often 

through participant observation and ethnography, (2) enquiring: asking questions of 

participants through interviews or focus groups, and (3) examining: studying materials or 

documents prepared by others. Flick (2000:75) points out that even though there are diverse 

traditions and methodological branches within qualitative research, that the origin of a 

method tends to be rooted in either (1) “a specific theoretical approach or (2) to address a 

specific data collection challenge unique to the study”. Therefore, correct data collection 

methods while informed by theory and research design is also about choosing the “right tools 

for the job” (Thomas 2009). In the preliminary stages of the development of the study, 

consideration was given to the most appropriate means to elicit the appropriate and relevant 

detail in relation to the study topic. When thinking about how youth workers might interact 

with knowledge objects in their everyday practice, it was deemed necessary that participants 

would supply the required specificity, depth, range, and personal context required to meet 

the purpose of the study. Before considering the data collection methods that were chosen, 

it is useful to briefly articulate the data collection methods that were considered but rejected.  

One method considered was asking youth workers to complete a regular diary of their activity 

(Chatzitheochari et al 2018). The use of diaries has been used in social science and health 

research to study context-specific nurse practice, for example (Ross et al 1994). It was initially 

though that this approach could give an insight into the specific ‘everyday’ nature of the 

engagement of youth workers with knowledge practices. Diaries have been demonstrated to 

provide “a sequential and comprehensive account of daily life” (Chatzitheochari et al 2018). 

Diaries would allow workers to note when they engaged with evidence, new knowledge in 

relation to a knowledge object (e.g., in curriculum planning), or were involved in recording 

data for the purpose of justifying outcomes. However, on reflection this method was rejected 

on several grounds. Chatzitheochari et al 2018 outline some of the disadvantages of using this 

method, even with the use of modern electronic diaries and smart phones; “a diary requires 

significant commitment and effort from the research participants, they often result in 

response rates that are lower than those of questionnaire-based social surveys”. In addition, 

the processing by the researcher associated with diaries is burdensome, “reflecting the 



Chapter 5 Method 

 117

intensive post-fieldwork data preparation process.”  The use of participant diaries was 

rejected.  

 

Another method that was considered was the use of vignettes. The concern was that a simple 

semi-structure interview technique using broad questions may lack clarity for a respondent 

and often require further clarification about what is meant or some form of contextualisation. 

One means of adding specificity to questions is to present a vignette. “The vignette technique 

is an elicitation tool designed to generate data from respondents by providing a range of 

scenarios and asking them how they would respond when confronted with the circumstances 

of the scenario” (Bryman 2012:479). Vignettes are used in both quantitative survey methods 

and in qualitative studies and are sometimes referred to as ‘case scenarios’ or ‘paper cases.’ 

(Bloor & Woods 2006, Bryman 2012:261, Flaskerud 1979, Finch 1987). They are often used in 

the study of beliefs, values and norms, and can also be useful in the study of attitudes; for 

example they have recently been used in the study of normative judgements and professional 

decision making, especially in the occupations of social work, nursing, and teaching (Hughes 

1998, Hughes & Huby 2002, 2004, Jenkins 2006, Joram 2007, Sleed et al 2002, Stolte 1994, 

Taylor 2006). Therefore, there was some promise in the use of this technique in that it 

provided for specificity and potential insight into knowledge practices. However in beginning 

to work on vignettes associated with potential knowledge objects in professional youth work, 

it became clear that there would be significant challenges. A key challenge of vignette use is 

their initial construction. A key requirement of vignettes is that they are credible: it is 

important that a situation depicted in a vignette genuinely represents the phenomenon being 

explored. If scenarios are not credible this risks emotional and sometime hostile responses 

from interviewees (Jenkins 2006:192). Given the weakly structured and loosely classified 

nature of the profession (Scott-McKinley 2016), it was concluded that vignettes would provide 

difficulties for the use of this data collection technique. Generating typical and probable 

vignettes that would have resonance for youth workers across the statutory, voluntary and 

community sectors and at different professional grades proved difficult to generate. This 

challenge could be overcome by using a more exclusive sample which may have enabled a 

more focused use of the vignette technique to remain appropriate, but the risk was a 
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narrowing of the study to an exceedingly small population. This would then have presented 

challenges in terms of access and consent to participate in the study.  

A potential disadvantage of the vignette elicitation is that there is no guarantee that the 

responses to a given vignette will mirror actual behaviour of the respondent in their 

professional practice. Jenkins (2006:192) points out that how respondents “make sense of 

vignette situations are not entirely distinct from how they may seek to make sense of everyday 

lived events.” 

Therefore, the vignette technique was rejected. Having outlined the rejected data collection 

technique, we now turn to the selected data collection techniques.  

 

A final methods of data collection that was considered was the use of micro-ethnography.  

There are varying definitions of ethnography and definitions are disputed within the 

disciplines of anthropology and ethnology. Sarantakos (2005:207) describes ethnography as 

“the science of cultural description, a description and interpretation of a cultural or social 

group or system.” Ethnographic research has expanded with the use of critical ethnography 

particularly in studies rooted in feminism, such work has been used to study processes 

within cultures, behaviour and its wider cultural determinants and context (Hammersley 

1992, Taylor 2001, Sarantakos 2005: 208).  

On initial consideration the study objectives align well with the use of ethnographic research 

data collection takes place through participant observation, interviews, document analysis 

and recording. (Hammersley & Atkinson 1995). The ethics proposal for the study included 

the use of micro-ethnography (Wolcott 1990), however the researchers experience of the 

youth work sector made this unnecessary as access to the sector and interview population 

was well established. A commitment to being critically reflexive and ongoing engagement 

with the youth work sector during data collection, using interviews, was deemed sufficient 

to provide a holistic perspective sensitive to nuance of meaning, contradictions and 

inconsistencies as a means to improve validity and reliability of the interview data. 

Sarantakos (2005:210). 

 

5.15 Interviews 

The interview is probably the most widely used method of data collection. An interview is 

characterised by “a conversation that has structure and purpose determined by the 



Chapter 5 Method 

 119

interviewer” (Bryman 2012:469). It is possible to distinguish a wide range of interview types,   

however there are broadly two main types within qualitative methods: unstructured and 

semi-structured (Bryman 2012, Flick 2009). A particular strength of interviewing is its 

flexibility as a data collection method (Kvale 2007). While there are no standard procedures, 

there are significant choices concerning specific methods used. These choices are informed 

by the phenomenon being explored, matching methods to the research question, ethical 

implications, and resource considerations. 

Qualitative interviewing places a greater emphasis on the interviewee’s point of view, 

consequently flexibility is required as some departure from the any devised interview guide 

is to be expected. In fact this may be valuable and necessary as issues emerge from a series 

of interviews (Bryman 2016). The focus is on generating “rich and detailed” data (Bryman 

2016:467) allowing interviewees to communicate and transfer information about their 

experience, in their own words. This sharing of personal experience can also be understood 

within the context of life processes and the everyday reality of the interviewee (Sarantakos 

2005:270). In an unstructured interview flexibility and freedom are paramount, freedom of 

the interviewee to respond and the interviewer to follow up as required and therefore are 

free flowing and can resemble a conversation. A semi structured interview typically is more 

focused, with a range of topics, themes and questions. There is still freedom for the 

interviewee to respond, but questions used tend have a similar form and focus and are 

more script like. The options available to a researcher are more like a continuum rather than 

a binary choice. As the objectives of the study sought description from study participants 

about how they access, use and mediate professional knowledge, semi-structured 

interviews were judged to be the most appropriate to methods of obtaining this rich 

description while also enabling connection to the study topic. 

 

Kvale (2007, 2011) outlines seven stages of an a qualitative interview based study, these are 

(1) Thematising, (2) Designing, (3) Interviewing, (4) Transcribing, (5) Analysing, (6) Verifying, 

(7) Reporting.  The objectives and focus of this study have been clearly articulated in chapter 

1.7 and 1.8 and therefore Kvale’s (2007,2011) first step of thematising is about formulating 

a clear purpose of the study and establishing a conceptual framework for the study have 

been achieved. Stages 2-7 give an indication of some the challenges which an interview 

based study faces. The second step is to design an interview study which considers all of the 
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stages, the design of the interviews themselves, but also the process of data management 

and analysis. Conducting face to face interviews can be time consuming for both interviewer 

and interviewee. In addition to the interview time itself there is also the administration of 

arranging the interview, travel to a face to face interview, and the practicality of recording 

the data from the interview (Sarantakos 2005). Conducting the interview can also present 

challenges as it requires the interviewer to have suitable interpersonal skills (Sarantakos 

2005:274). As a trained professional community youth worker I, as the researcher, had 

appropriate transferable interpersonal skills training which would be suitable for use in 

interviews.  

 

The use of semi-structure interviews was deemed appropriate for this study as it provided 

the opportunity to provide adequate focus on identified themes of the study, while 

maintaining the required flexibility to allow for rich and detailed data from the interview 

participants. Semi-structured interviews were chosen because their more focused nature 

provides for shorter interviews and therefore provides a sharper use of interviewee’s time.  

Having decided on semi-structured interviews as an appropriate data collection method, 

Sarantakos (2005:271) points out that there are a wide range of types that can be used. This 

chapter will now review the specific interview framework used in this study.  

 

5.16 Episodic Interviews  

Episodic interviewing (Flick 1997, 2000) as a technique is a variation on a biographical 

narrative interview but uses a more structured approach to add specificity and depth to the 

interview; it also has the advantage of reducing the interview time significantly. Episodic 

interviewing is concerned with the subjective meanings expressed by interviewees. It is 

concerned with determining the subjective and social relevance of the issue under study. 

The interview aims at contextualising experiences and events from the interviewee’s point 

of view. It does this by asking the subject to first outline their understanding of the 

phenomenon under study, but then asks them to ground that account in various narrative 

episodes and specific situations in their lived experience, in the case of this study their 

professional practice.  

The episodic interview technique (Flick 1997, 2000) was developed with a view to being 

“sensitive to concrete situational contexts in which small changes occur, and to the broad, 
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general accumulation of such changes” over time. The data collection method was a 

response to the challenge of studying the social representation of technological change in 

everyday life. 

Flick (1997:1) reminds us that “Change occurs in concrete situational contexts” and “little 

changes sum up over time to a more or less general change in some parts of everyday life.” 

The technique is based in narrative psychology and acknowledges the way that experience 

and knowledge develop over time. By sharing experiences (reflection on specific events 

linked to meaning) “processes are contextualised and socially shared forms of knowledge” 

are generated (Flick 1997:3). This is the result of the combination of two forms of 

knowledge: episodic knowledge (knowledge linked to specific circumstances, time, space, 

person, events, situations) and semantic knowledge (knowledge which is generalised and 

decontextualised as a form of abstract knowledge).  

 

The interview aims at contextualising experiences and events from the interviewee’s point 

of view. It does this by asking the subject to first outline their understanding of the 

phenomenon under study, but then asks them to ground that account in various narrative 

episodes, specific situations in their lived experience, in the case of this study their 

professional practice. For example, it will ask when the phenomenon was first encountered 

and then ask for a recollection of that encounter, it will then move to a most significant 

experience of that phenomenon and again as for an account of the situation. In this way it 

moves through a series of specific chronological episodes from the past, through the 

present and into the future. At each point these are grounded in a request for a specific 

example. In addition, current everyday practice is considered, and the interviewee is asked 

to reflect on the importance of the phenomenon and consider linkages to other phenomena 

of interest to the study. Episodic interviewing then enables the interviewer to examine a 

phenomenon in specifics, in context, with depth and personal context and meaning.  

In examining the chronology, the interview will follow a pattern:   

 Initial situation (how something started); 

 Coherent progression of events (how things developed); 

 Situation as exists now (what became). 
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Therefore, episodic interviewing “is sensitive for concrete situational contexts,” but is it also 

sensitive to “how little changes occur, and for overarching sedimentations of such changes” 

(Flick 1997:1). 

FIGURE 3: FORMS OF KNOWLEDGE IN THE EPISODIC INTERVIEW (FLICK 1971) 

 

Episodic interviewing has advantages over other similar techniques. Critical incident 

technique (Flanagan 1954) is grounded in similar concepts focused on episodes and 

situations and respondents’ subjective understanding of these. However critical incident 

technique focuses on fragments in the past and tends be problem-focused, and requires a 

large number of critical incidents. In contrast the Narrative Interview asks the respondent 

“to recount a long, extensive, extempore account of their history with the issue under study.”  

This gives rich, complex, and comprehensive subjective views of the respondent; however, 

the disadvantages are long excessively detailed interviews which are difficult to analyse. 

Therefore, episodic interviews have an advantage in being data rich, but shorter in length 

than standard narrative interview techniques.  

Therefore, when considering any data collection method in this study, it is vital that it can 

elicit an exploration of essential elements of epistemic culture, including professional 
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practice, history, preference, orientation, and priorities (Jensen et al. 2012), and how these 

are combined to give insight into everyday cultural practices in relation to knowledge. The 

episodic interview technique achieves this by providing a focus on concept, exploring a 

personal biography grounded in specific episodes of everyday practice that is contextualised 

and specific. It also provides for an articulation of experience to be considered over time 

(past through to present), giving an insight into history. 

Having outlined the advantages of episodic interviews, the application of the technique 

within this study will now be applied. Flick (1997, 2000) outlines a nine-phase approach to 

episodic interviewing.  

The phases of the episodic interview technique are summarised in the table below. Selected 

exemplar questions from the study interview framework are included to demonstrate how 

this study followed the phased approach of episodic interviewing. (The full interview 

framework is available in Appendix 3.) 

TABLE 13: SUMMARY OF EPISODIC INTERVIEW FRAMEWORK WITH EXEMPLAR QUESTIONS 

Phase Interview Example in Interview Framework 
Phase 0 Interviewers’ familiarity with the 

topic 
 

Phase 1 Instruction to the interviewee to 
familiarise them with the principle 
and the process.  
 

‘In this interview I will ask you about youth 
work outcomes and evidence, I will ask you to 
consider this in the past, present and future 
and ask you to recount specific examples and 
experiences at each stage’  

Phase 2 Identification of concept and begin 
development of biography in relation 
to subject 
Interviewee is asked to provide a 
subjective definition of the study 
issue. 
They are then asked to reconstruct 
the issue based on their first 
encounter.  

‘Priorities for Youth,’ says that youth work has 
to “demonstrate effectively its contribution to 
improved outcomes” (DE 2013). 
What is your understanding of what the 
Department of Education is asking from youth 
workers with this statement? 

Phase 3 The meaning of the subject in 
everyday practice 
In this phase the interviewee is asked 
to recount specific examples; this 
enables a collecting of narrative in 
the data 

When you look back, when did you first think 
about outcomes in youth work practice? Could 
you please tell me about the situation? 

Phase 4  A focus on the central issue under 
study; at this point the interview 
“aims at elaborating the 
interviewee's personal relation to its 
central issue.” 

If you look at your youth work practice, do you 
have the impression that evidencing outcomes 
plays a bigger role in it than it did before?  
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Phase 5 More general topics related to the 
central are explored  
The purpose of the questions in this 
phase of the interview are to 
“enlarge the scope” seeking more 
abstract connections 

If you think of your youth work practice and the 
role evidence has in it? Where are requests for 
evidence coming from? Please tell me about a 
situation that is typical of that.  
When you think about evidence and outcomes, 
who has a say about the quality of that 
evidence, how do you know it is of good quality 
and who is the most significant in these 
assessments? 
Who in the profession/sector should have 
responsibility for collating evidence together 
and where should this evidence be located? 

Phase 6  Evaluation and small talk  
In this phase space is created to 
explore topics outside the explicit 
interview framework. For example, 
anything missing, clarifications or 
reactions to the questions 

 

Phase 7  Documentation  
In addition to profile information, the 
essential feature of this phase of the 
interview is to record contextual 
information about the interview, 
context, interviewer impressions and 
other data that may not be captured 
in the audio recording.  

 

 

The study was undertaken by a single interviewer. Interviews were with professionals in a 

professional context. There are no particular cross-cultural considerations that would 

require specific training or protocols by the interviewer. That said, this study acknowledges 

that Northern Ireland is a contested society with sectarian difference being represented 

between two communities along divisions of religion, politics and culture. The interviewer 

has experience  of working in cross community settings (Kvale 2011:70). 

 

Having identified the episodic interview as the primary data collection technique, we now 

turn our attention to focusing on potential deficits in the study’s data collection.  

 

5.17 Elite Actor Interviews 

When developing a sample for the study, it became clear when the sampling criteria were 

applied that the number of individuals who occupied senior management positions within 

the Youth Service in Northern Ireland was small. At the start of the study there were still five 

Education and Library Boards, each with Principal Youth Officers (Advisors) in addition to a 
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Director in the Youth Council Northern Ireland. In additional there were only a small number 

of inspectors within the Education and Training Inspectorate with a primary role of 

inspecting youth service provision within Northern Ireland. These were individuals with 

considerable influence on policy development and implementation within the youth work 

sector in Northern Ireland. Using the sample criteria laid out before, there was a desire to 

interview these senior figures. However, during the study there was also significant change 

occurring within the sector: the Education and Library Boards were merging into the 

Education Authority, and the Youth Council for Northern Ireland was being closed. The 

sector was fraught with organisational political complications. In this context a small 

number of interviewees could be classed as elite actors, which is “leaders or experts in a 

community, usually in a powerful position.” Interviews with Principal Youth Officers, Area 

Youth Officers or equivalent and inspectors could be considered a small group of leading 

professionals. Kvale (2011:70) points out that when interviewing elites, the power dynamics 

are likely to be shifted due to the powerful position of the elite interviewee. Kvale (2011:70) 

indicates that a number of considerations for elite actor interviews are that the interviewer 

should be knowledgeable about the topic and the technical language used, and familiar with 

the social situation and biography of the interviewee. Therefore having worked in the 

professional youth work sector was an advantage for the researcher.  

Undheim (2003:107) highlights that issues of access must be considered and may require 

negotiation with public bureaucracy. For example, within this study, three approaches were 

made through formal channels to the Education and Training Inspectorate for an interview 

with an inspector; all were refused on the grounds of inspector workload and availability. 

Undheim (2003:108) underscores the “the importance of inside connections, persistence, 

social skills, and improvisation.” The emphasis here is on in-person negotiations which 

requires time and the risk of rejection on the part of the researcher. Within this study, 

informal approaches were made to inspectors and principal youth officers in professional 

settings to secure access and interviews. In addition to access, Undheim (2003:107) 

indicates that there is also the issue of the legitimacy of the researcher and “the right 

researchers have to intrude in ‘their organisation’”. From my experience as a practitioner 

and trainer within the sector I have broad familiarity and previous working relationships 

with most potential interviewees. There is of course an ethical issue around maintaining 

confidentiality and anonymity (Undheim 2003) and therefore it was necessary to secure 



Chapter 5 Method 

 126

access to at least two elite actors from each category of inspector or principal youth officer. 

This was achieved and the risk diminished with the use my access to the youth work sector 

as both a professional in the field and as a higher education educator of professionals, 

therefore I was able to attend youth sector events at which elite actors would be present.  

Undheim (2003:111) points out that in the research interview that there is an asymmetry 

both in terms of process and power. In process, the researcher asks the questions, receives 

information, and determines the topic. However, in elite interviews the power distribution 

may be different; they may have significant knowledge on a topic or familiarity with 

technical language. The suggestion here is that the researcher may change the interview 

style to first using a more robust journalistic style, challenging, and using the authority of 

others to challenge. Second, using a more therapeutic approach seeking connection and 

appealing to the altruism of the interviewee. Or third, making use a more investigative 

approach, challenging any holding back or evasion on the part of the interviewee. This later 

approach is important as elite actors may also have established ‘talk tracks’ intended to 

promote particular points of view or particular narratives. Therefore, it was important to 

challenge statements and provoke responses to lead to insight. Clearly interviews with elite 

actors are advised to be face to face, and attention to non-verbals, tone and mood is 

important and careful attention should be given to the participant’s choice of words, 

concepts, and the need for clarity.  

In light of these considerations, a decision was made to interview elite actors towards the 

end of the study; the reasoning was twofold. One, it allowed the researcher to build their 

confidence in relation to the interview process and topic, but second, it provided the 

interview with initial provisional findings to share with the elite actors as a means of using 

the authority of the research process to date. See Appendix 3 for an example of the 

interview framework with elite actors where initial findings were used. As a final note on 

elite actor interviews, credibility is achieved through access to elite actors with similar 

position and status, and confirmability is secured through accurate and detailed recording 

and comparison of participants’ accounts with others’. 

In concluding this section on data collection, a case has been made for the use of episodic 

interviewing as the primary data collection method due to its ability to provide detailed 

contextualised data imbued with participants’ personal understandings and narrative based 

episodic examples which has built up over time. Episodic interviews have been 
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complemented with a variation in interview style considering the presence of elite actors. In 

the next section of this chapter, the procedures for data management are reviewed. This 

includes a review of transcription and data recording methods, the approach to coding and 

the analytical procedures and tools used to analysis and develop the data.  

5.19 Data Management and procedures for analysis  

Careful thought and planning are required to inform the processing and analysis of data 

within this study. This section will review the tools, methods and phases used to organise, 

manage and code the data generated by the study. A detailed outline of these processes is 

essential to achieve a systematic and transparent approach to data analysis.  

According to Wolcott (1994:3), “everything has the potential to be data, but nothing 

becomes data without the intervention of a researcher who takes note.” Therefore the 

process of engagement with data bears further scrutiny. Wolcott also points out that “the 

same data can have quite different meanings and use for researchers of different 

persuasions” (1994:4), so it is imperative that data processing procedures are consistent 

with the research study design and the methodological framework in which it is based. 

Saldaña (2016:70) informs us that any review of the data should “harmonize with the 

ontological and epistemological” stance of the study.  

The method of data analysis implemented in this study utilizes the qualitative data analysis 

framework as outlined Charmaz (2014). The framework is based in a constructivist approach 

to grounded theory; this is a development of the grounded theory of Glaser and Strauss 

(1967). In their work Glaser and Strauss advocated that qualitative research could provide 

explanatory theoretical frameworks which provide “abstract, conceptual understandings of 

studied phenomena” (Charmaz 2014:8) based on criteria that includes fidelity with the data, 

modifiability, explanatory power, conceptual denseness and stability over time. The features 

of the method of grounded theory are that it emphasises inductive and iterative inquiry 

which provides for emergent discoveries, based on explicit strategies. This is sometimes 

referred to as the constant comparative method. 

According to (Charmaz 2014:1)  

“grounded theory methods consist of systematic, yet flexible guidelines for collecting 

and analysing qualitative data to construct theories from the data 

themselves…Grounded theory begins with inductive data, invokes iterative strategies 
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of going back and forth between the data and analysis, uses comparative methods 

and keeps you interacting with your data and emerging analyses”  

 

In emphasising the constructivist perspective, Charmaz (2019) highlights the ontological and 

epistemological assumptions that inform this approach to grounded theory. The perspective 

acknowledges the researcher’s involvement in the construction and interpretations of the 

data and the role those social contexts and interactions have in developing interpretative 

understandings. 

Charmaz (2014:114) acknowledges that there is a tension in this approach as grounded 

theory does not apply the use of preconceived categories or codes when analysing the data. 

However constructivist grounded theory recognises that the empirical world is shaped 

through the experiences, language, concepts, and action we take. Therefore as discussed 

earlier Kvale (2007,2011) points out that the first step of interviewing is thematising, 

framing the study within a conceptual framework. In the context of this study the 

conceptual frame is that of epistemic culture, knowledge seeking and knowledge mediation 

in professional practice. These concepts therefore are imported into the interview questions 

and will be represented in the data, not as a priori codes, but rather as concepts with which 

participants have engaged, exploring their relationship to and the meaning they associate 

with these ideas and practices. In taking a constructivist grounded theory approach the 

questions used in this study make use of ‘how’ and ‘what’ questions. This allows the 

researcher to explore the meaning given to these concepts by the study participants (see 

appendix 3 for the interview framework).  By asking study participants ‘what, when and 

how’ they seek knowledge, this allows for the phenomena of epistemic culture to be taken 

apart by eliciting content and the crucially meanings from participants that can be analysed 

(Charmaz 2014:93), but we need to be aware that this “emphasis on language and co-

construction of the data” highlights the role of the researcher in shaping the data, both 

collected and analysed. Indeed, for (Charmaz 2014:114), analysis is an interactive process 

were the researcher interacts, through the process of coding data, with participants 

accounts. It is this process of interaction that allows examination of assumptions and 

exploration and interpretation of participants meanings. Figure 4 presents a visual summary 

representation of the constructivist grounded theory used in this study. 



Chapter 5 Method 

 129

FIGURE 4: A VISUAL REPRESENTATION OF GROUNDED THEORY USED IN THIS STUDY  (ADAPTED FROM CHARMAZ 

2014: 18) 

 

 

According to Charmaz (2019:109) grounded theory “consists of at least two phases, initial 

coding and focused coding,” coding of the data moves through cycles of initially provisional 

codes, then through a comparative process with other codes in the data, then through a 

process of refinement into broader categories. In this process initial coding is about 

openness and permitting new ideas to emerge, therefore it is comparative and grounded in 

the data.  

However grounded in the data does not mean not informed by other theory, ideas or 

concepts. Glaser’s (1978, 1992) early rules of grounded theory prescribed initial coding that 

did not use preconceived concepts, however Charmaz (2014:117) points out that 

researchers do hold prior ideas and bring knowledge, skills and experience to the research 
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study, therefore it is important to acknowledge that “there is a difference between an open 

mind and an empty head.” Indeed Charmaz (2014:117) highlights the importance of using 

‘sensitizing concepts’ which provide starting points for early analysis, “but do not determine 

its content.” In this study the concepts of epistemic culture, knowledge objects, 

epistementalities and knowledge intermediaries are all useful starting points both in the 

design of data collection methods, but also in the initial stages of analysis. In the same way 

this study utilises concepts of power in knowledge practices and the concept of discourse 

associated with evidence as they became more prominent later in the analysis and second 

cycle coding. As these concepts took on more prominence in the data through constant 

comparison the sensitizing concept of performativity became more evident in the data. We 

see then that sensitising concepts enable the researcher to delve into the emotional 

meaning and interpretations of the study participants through a process of inference from 

the data. We see here that grounded theory processes make use of both abduction and 

induction as it seeks to theorize based on the data (Charmaz 2014:244). As analysis of the 

data continues through the coding process and the research moves to theory building 

Charmaz (2014:228) considers the term theory ‘slippery’ and in need of further definition. In 

simple terms theorising answers questions and states the “relationships between abstract 

concepts and may aim for further explanation or understanding” (Thornburg and Charmaz 

2012:41). Theorising  in constructivist grounded theory aims to create a explanations from 

the data that has “credibility, originality, resonance and usefulness,” but it recognises that it 

is a tentative interpretive understanding which is partial, conditional and situated (Charmaz 

2014:236).  

 

5.20 Using Qualitative Data Analysis Software 

Early in the study a decision was made to make use of a computer aided qualitative data 

analysis system (CAQDAS); within this study NVIVO for Mac was used. This decision was 

taken after undertaking (CAQDAS) training early in the study. Jackson and Bazeley (2019:4) 

acknowledge both the dangers and opportunities that using CAQDAS presents for 

qualitative research. Miles and Huberman (1994) are cited as early adopters of CAQDAS, 

they highlighted “the flexible, recursive, and iterative capabilities of the software to 

challenge researcher conceptualisations.” There are also concerns that it can lead to 

“sloppy, corrupted, quantified, or mechanised research.” Jackson and Bazeley (2019:6) 
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acknowledge there is potential for CAQDAS to influence how the qualitative study is 

conducted. It is important to also stress that CAQDAS is a tool used by the researcher. 

Jackson (2017) argues for a method-with approach were the researcher works reflexively 

during research to acknowledge any influence that the CAQDAS software might have on the 

research. The advantage of the software is that it enables efficiency in the analysis of the 

data, however it is the researcher that conducts the analysis and draws conclusions. In this 

study the software provides a number of benefits as outlined by Jackson and Bazeley 

(2019:9) and Saldaña (2016:78): 

 Supports the management and organisation of data (interview transcripts and fieldwork 

notes) 

 Supports a systematic approach to coding of data and enables multiple cycles of coding  

 Supports the management of ideas, linking of data to categories, themes, concepts and 

analytic memos 

 Enables querying of data, making it searchable 

 Supports reporting on the data  

The researcher was unaware of NIVIO software before the study; however training in the 

initial stages of the study and familiarisation with the software in the literature review stage 

of the study led to a developing confidence that the use of CAQDAS software would benefit 

the study compared to manual methods. Manual methods would have involved highlighting 

transcripts, making notes in margins etc. Jackson and Bazeley 2019 acknowledge that this 

can lead to a deeper connection with the data, however the ability to bring codes from 

multiple sources together, make comparisons and run queries provide for flexibility and 

efficiently which manual methods do not.  

5.21 Recording Data, Transcription and Fieldnotes 

All interviews were recorded using digital recording equipment; these were then transcribed 

verbatim to provide a text rich artefact that could be analysed. A total of twenty-one 

qualitative interviews were conducted for the study. Interview transcripts ranged between 

8,400 words in length to 14,500 words in length, with the average interview being 9,700 

words in length. This equates to approximately 60 minutes as the average interview time. 

The interviewer therefore had access to sound recordings and transcripts of the interview 

for analysis. Sound recordings are important as they contain the para-verbal nuance of 
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communication; that is, communication via tone, pitch, and pace, in other words how 

something is said and not just what is said. Miller and Crabtree (2004:200) acknowledge that 

the process of transcription is a “complicated process of translating from oral discourse to 

written language,” because interviews contain multiple communications, verbal, para verbal 

and nonverbal. If one were to take digital recordings as the only evidence of the interview, it 

is possible to miss nuances of the interaction. In addition to the interview recording, field 

notes were maintained for each interview; these served as a place to record profile 

information about the interviewee, but also pertinent facts about the context and conduct 

of an interview (for example the non-verbal demeanour of the interviewee or interruptions 

to the interview process). It must be acknowledged that transferring data to the written 

word can never truly reflect reality, rather they serve as “frozen interpretative constructs” 

(Miller and Crabtree 2004:200). Therefore, the researcher had access to sound recording, 

written transcript and field notes for each interview in preparation for a through and 

systemic process of coding and analysis. An initial reading and re-reading in hard copy took 

place with some initial coding and notes being taken to ensure that the researcher was 

again familiar with the data. Transcripts were then imported in the (CAQDAS) NVIVO for 

Mac, and various attributes (profile information) were assigned to each transcript based in 

the interview field notes form used. Having prepared the data for analysis we turn now to 

the process of coding.  

 

5.22 Selecting Appropriate Coding Methods 

According to Charmaz (2019:109) grounded theory “consists of at least two phases, initial 

coding and focused coding”; at this point we turn our attention to the process of coding in 

more detail. Charmaz (2019:136) highlights the advantage of coding full transcripts as it 

provides for deeper understanding and access to ideas that can be missed. Maykut and 

Morehouse (1994:18) point out that “words are the way that most people come to 

understand their situations; we create our worlds with words, explain ourselves with words; 

we defend and hide ourselves with words.” It is these words which the researcher now 

focuses on, the words, phrases, and segments of text that are examined closely. Words are 

both thick and wide and can be imbued with multiple meanings; therefore the role of the 

researcher is to “find patterns within those words and present those patterns for others to 
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inspect” while also maintaining fidelity with the context and experience of participants. 

Identifying these patterns of meaning are at the centre of the coding process.  

Saldaña (2013:4) clarifies that “a code is a researcher-generated construct that symbolizes 

and thus attributes interpreted meaning to each individual datum for later purposes of 

pattern detection, categorization, theory building, and other analytic processes,” and as such 

“a code can summarize, distil, or condense data, not simply reduce them” (Saldaña 2013:4). 

In this study this means naming data (words, phrase, segments of text that represent an 

incident) with a label. Doing this repeatedly categorises and summarises data and also adds 

an “interpretative rendering” that allows for a movement towards analysis (Charmaz 

2019:111). Thus, coding involves de-coding, giving an appropriate label and encoding 

(adding interpretative meaning); “coding is a transitional process between data collection 

and more extensive data analysis” (Saldaña 2013: 5). 

Saldaña (2016:70) advocates a pragmatic eclecticism when approaching coding; by this he 

means a flexibility that keeps an open approach to initial data review. The choice of coding 

method does deserve careful consideration and the analytical approach will be dependent 

on the nature and purpose of the study. Certain types of coding favour certain research 

questions and research design. Saldaña (2016:69) recognises that multiple coding 

approaches can overlap in function, however, he cautions against integrating incompatible 

methods. Certain coding methods, then, lend themselves to particular forms of data. For 

Saldaña, the key consideration is research question alignment; he outlines a range of coding 

types but highlights that studies with more epistemological questions lend themselves to 

particular types of coding, as do those with ontological questions. Some forms of coding can 

be used across both epistemological and ontological questions. Charmaz (2004:501) 

suggests that a hallmark of grounded theory is that “the researcher is deriving…analytic 

categories from the data, not from preconceived concepts of hypothesis.”  

 

According to Saldaña’s (2016:65) criteria for coding decisions, coding types should be 

considered carefully. His primary caution is against using descriptive coding as a default, as 

it lacks insight into participants’ perspectives. Saldaña (2016:56) suggests that ‘In Vivo’ 

coding can be a helpful starting point, deriving the codes from the language used by 

participants. In the first review of the data both descriptive open codes were generated 

alongside ‘In Vivo’ codes.  
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Bernard and Ryan (2010:99, cited in Saldaña 2013:25) identify that information about the 

codes themselves should also be recorded (in a code book or list of codes). The information 

should include a brief description of the code, its qualities and properties, any condition that 

merits inclusion or exclusion, and typical or atypical examples. This process is a particular 

aid to studies that have multiple researchers engaged in the coding process and is necessary 

for improving reliability. In NVIVO CAQDAS software, it was a straightforward process to add 

this information to the code properties and the flexibility in the system means that this 

could easily be updated as the study progressed. 

When considering ethnographic field notes, Saldaña (2016:70) points to the work of 

Emerson et al. (2011); they suggest a number of questions to use as prompts that help the 

researcher to focus on the data. Some examples include: 

 What are people doing? What are they trying to accomplish? 
 How, exactly do they do this? What specific means and/or strategies do they use? 
 How do members talk about, characterise and understand what is going on? 
 What assumptions are they making? 
 What do I see going on here? 
 What did I learn from these notes? 
 Why did I include them? 
 What surprised me? (To track my assumptions) 
 What intrigued me? (To track my positionality) 
 What disturbed me? (To track the tensions within value, attitude and belief systems) 

Charmaz (2016:111) also reminds researchers to make use of fieldnotes to prompt coding 

and generate analytic ideas (which may occur in an interview or ethnographic setting). This 

reflects the constant comparative nature of the grounded theory approach. In addition, 

Charmaz reminds us that although coding is conducted without prescribed concepts, that 

broad theoretical concepts can be sensitizing and useful for initiating analysis; however all 

initial codes are “provisional, comparative and grounded in the data” (Charmaz 2014:117). 

Saldaña (2016) also indicates that coding has a reverberative nature which leads to cycles in 

coding.  

Following this initial reading, review and first cycle coding of the data, further consideration 

was given to additional types of coding that would be suitable for the study. Saldaña (2019: 

3) identifies 33 coding method profiles. A decision was taken to focus on two additional 

types of coding based on affective methods: ‘emotion coding’ and ‘versus coding.’  
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First, emotion coding gives insight into the intra- and interpersonal experiences of 

participants, which is “what matters in social relationships, reasoning, decision making, 

judgement and risk taking” (Saldaña 2019:125), this is useful within this study when 

considering how participants made decisions about knowledge use, but also who is involved 

and their interactions with them. Thus, it is particularly helpful in considering the mediation 

processes (negotiations and exchanges with others) associated with knowledge use.  

The second coding methods chosen was versus coding, to give greater insight into the use 

of power within groups or systems. As the study was concerned with knowledge mediation 

processes and epistemic infrastructure within the profession, versus coding was judged to 

be appropriate. In addition, as the study participants are influenced by policy extant to the 

youth work profession and youth sector organisations, this further supports the use of 

versus coding. Saldaña (2019:137) indicates that versus coding is useful for determining 

differentials in power within groups and systems, the conflicting positions of multiple 

stakeholders and for policy studies. Versus coding is particularly useful in studies were 

power and knowledge are part of the conceptual frameworks considered. Agar (1996, cited 

in Saldaña 2019:137) notes that versus coding is useful when used in ethnographic studies 

when the research is examining “patterns of social domination, hierarchy, and social 

privilege…[and] the power that holds patterns in place, how people accept or struggle 

against them.” Having reviewed the place of first cycle coding we now turn our attention to 

second cycle coding.  

 

5.23 Second Cycle Coding Decisions  

Saldaña (2016:69) points out that second cycle coding requires analytical skills such as 

“classifying, prioritising, integrating, synthesizing, abstracting and theory building” and as 

such is a challenging process. However, he also points out that the transition between first 

and second stage coding becomes easier through ‘ownership of the data.’ Charmaz (2019: 

138) distinguishes between three broad approaches to second cycle coding: focused, axial, 

and theoretical. However, Charmaz (2014:138) agrees with Saldaña that second cycle codes 

“sift, sort, synthesize and analyse.” Second cycle coding is not always linear; it can prompt 

revisiting of the data for further initial coding; however, the focus is on what the initial 

codes say, and the comparisons made using them. This study has made use of focused 

coding.  
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Saldaña (2016:68) points out that for qualitative research “Data are not coded – they’re re-

coded.” This is referred to as stages, where data, codes, and categories (themes) are used to 

in a ‘progressive refinement.’  This is represented in figure 5. 

FIGURE 5: A STREAMLINED CODES-TO-THEORY MODEL FOR QUALITATIVE INQUIRY 

 

5.24 Memo Writing  

The process of refinement from codes, categories, themes to theory is achieved through 

judicious use of memo writing. Charmaz (2014:162) describes memo writing as an 

interactive space and Saldaña (2016:69) highlights its importance as “a critical analytic 

heuristic.” He advocates for its constant use before, during and after coding. It is viewed as 

an intermediate process between coding and analysis. Memo writing is a place for a 

researcher to interrogate the codes. For Charmaz (2004:162) memos are the place to record 

thoughts, ask questions about the data, compare and make connections; the act and 

process of writing them generate innovative ideas, make visible discoveries and develop the 

scaffold of the analysis. Codes as they repeat themselves in the line-by-line process can be 

defined more precisely; properties and characteristics are outlined, and any underlying 

assumptions are examined. Memos are a space to think and explore the data. This focus on 
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the data and focus on the codes may mean deconstructing the codes, exploring their explicit 

and implicit meaning. Examining a code and how it is represented in the data from a 

number of participants enables comparison. For Lempert (2007:345) “memo-writing is a 

methodological link, the distillation process, through which the researcher transforms data 

into theory.”  

The writing of a memo into a retrieval artefact is a key part of the process. According to 

Charmaz (2014:162), they can be of any length or style of writing; the key is that they 

contain reference to the thought process of the researcher and note the assumptions, 

hunches, and connections and prompts to self that the researcher is making. In doing this a 

memo can “guide, direct and commit the researcher to actions” (Charmaz 2014:168). This is 

where the computer aided qualitative data analysis system (CAQDAS) NVIVO becomes 

useful as memos can be generated within the system and stored with the data. Thus memos 

can be subject to searching, and queries can be linked to data sources within the system. 

Within the data analysis system, memos become a ‘valuable resource’ which contain “key 

points learned, interpretive thoughts and ideas to follow up in later analyses” (Jackson and 

Bazeley 2019:29). Writing memos early in the process will be “tentative and less 

theoretically developed” (Charmaz 2014:169). At the early stage I found it useful to exit the 

CAQDAS and work with various codes on index cards on a white board and in a written 

journal; however this can also be done in the mind mapping tools found in the software. 

Memos in their expanded written form allow an account to develop around codes and 

ensure that this account is linked to sufficient or relevant data. This linking to data allows for 

the use of participants’ stories to inform the emergent theory account of the researcher. 

Charmaz (2014:171) is clear that “providing ample verbatim material ‘grounds’ your abstract 

analysis and lays the foundation for making claims about it” using different and multiple 

sources. 

5.25 Summary of Data Processing and Analysis Procedure 

Phase 1 
 
 

Interview transcripts were transcribed, field notes and profiling 
information was added the data analysis application (CAQDAS) NIVIVO 
(Mac) 

Phase 2 
Initial Coding 

 
 

Line by line coding, open descriptive and In vivo coding of the interviews 
read in their original chronology. Phrases or sentences of text from the 
participant interviews are given participant-driven codes and given a 
label. At this stage codes are non-hierarchical. Labelling is supported by 
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short code definitions to aid consistent approach. The purpose is for the 
researcher to develop a feel for the tone content of the data. 

Phase 3 
Initial Coding 

Emotion & 
Versus Coding 

 

A data display of the initial open coding was produced. This was 
reviewed and further coding was completed. Interviews were re-read, 
and emotion and versus coding added. Themes are identified and a 
process of distilling, re-labelling, merging, and nesting of codes is 
undertaken. See Appendix 6: visual representation of initial first stage 
coding.  
 

Phase 4 
 

Second Stage focused coding, data reduction; this involves the sifting, 
refining and consolidation of codes into more abstract and conceptual 
categories and themes. The process of writing more detailed analytical 
memos is undertaken with links made to theoretical properties.  
 

Phase 5 
 

Larger analytical memos were written with the purpose of summarising 
the findings associated with the higher-level codes 
 
 

Phase 7 
 

Synthesising the analytic memos associated with the themes into an 
initial finding report that provides a coherent and cohesive summary 
reflective of the findings.  
 

 
 

This concluding section of the methods chapter has outlined the approach this study has 

taken to data management; it has explained the process of recording, transcribing, and 

preparing the data for qualitative data analysis. Consideration has been given to the use of a 

the NIVIVO (CAQDAS) software. The process of data analysis used in the study has been 

reviewed, outlining the use of constructivist grounded theory to engage in coding using the 

constant comparative method and an emergent theory framework. The use of descriptive, 

in vivo, emotion and versus coding were explained within the coding procedure used. 

Following initial coding, a second stage use of focused coding was discussed and the process 

of memo writing as an intermediate step between coding and moving towards analysis was 

reviewed. Finally, a summary of the data processing and analysis procedure used in this 

study was presented. Having presented the systematic approach to research design, data 

collection and data management and analysis, the next chapter will begin an exposition of 

the finding of the study.
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Section Three: Findings, Analysis, and Discussion  

In this concluding section of the study, the next chapters will each seek to establish the 

findings within the data present in the study; there will be a particular focus demonstrating 

how the methodological and empirical objectives of the study have been achieved. This will 

involve a presentation of the major categories that have been derived from the coding and 

memo-writing process outlined in the previous chapter. In effect the next chapters present 

the findings and offer some preliminary analysis of the data. This preliminary analysis will be 

achieved by making links across the available data to concepts from within the literature 

review. The presentation of the findings will achieve the objective of identifying and 

describing aspects of the epistemic culture of professional youth workers. A more detailed 

analysis of the connections between the identified concepts and their descriptions will be 

made in the Chapter Ten analysis and a provisional theoretical model will be presented.  

The analysis chapter will seek to outline theory that has been generated from the previous 

coding, memo writing and presentation of findings. It is useful to be clear at this point what 

we mean by theory. Charmaz asserts that “a theory states the relationships between 

abstract concepts and may aim for either explanation or understanding” (Charmaz 2014: 

228). This is a move beyond description and conceptualisation, and a move to analytic and 

abstract theoretical rendering of the data. Therefore, the analysis chapter will engage in 

theory generating analysis based on the findings; it will seek to answer some of the 

questions that the findings have raised. In doing so the theory presented will offer an 

account of the current behaviour, thoughts and affect of professional youth workers within 

epistemic culture. This account will be placed within the overall context that has been 

generated from the responses of the participants, but also with linkages to concepts 

explored in the literature review.  

The final chapter will present the study conclusions. This chapter will seek to consider the 

significance of the study, outlining the potential implications of the study for professional 

youth workers, policy makers and professional youth work educators. Within this chapter 

there will also be reflection of the strengths and limitations of the research and 

consideration of promising avenues for future academic research. The concluding chapter 



Section Three: Findings, Analysis, Discussion and Conclusions 

 

 140

will also review the distinct contribution that the study has made to the academic 

knowledge base before ending with some final personal reflection from the researcher. 
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Establishing the Investigation  

The study aim was to explore the nature and characteristics of ‘epistemic culture’ in 

professional community youth workers in Northern Ireland and how this knowledge culture 

enables the use of knowledge characterised as ‘evidence.’ Several methodological and 

empirical objectives of the study were identified. The following findings chapters will report 

on these objectives which are outlined again below.  

The methodological objectives: 

1. Identify professionally qualified individuals able to participate in the study  

2. Identify appropriate methods of collecting data pertinent to the research aim and 

objectives  

3. Conduct data collection with a range of professionally qualified youth workers 

4. Process and analyse the data in a transparent and consistent way informed by 

methodological literature 

Reporting on the achievement of these methodological objectives, a total of 21 qualitative 

interviews were conducted for the study. The purposive sample selection criteria set out in 

Table 12 was achieved with a range of youth workers from across the statutory and 

voluntary sector and from a range of roles and seniority. An outline of participants recorded 

against  selection criteria is presented in Appendix 12. Interview: transcripts ranged 

between 8,400 words in length to 14,500 words in length, with the mean average interview 

being 9700 words in length. This equates to approximately 60 minutes as the average 

interview time. Each transcript was coded systematically using NVIVO 12 (for Mac) software.  

On initial first coding there were 113 individual codes generated; approximately 60 of these 

codes had more than 20 references within interview transcripts. This equates to over 1,200 

data related to codes. The first coding cycle was completed in July 2020. A hierarchy map of 

the initial first cycle coding was generated; this was not used explicitly in the analysis 

process, but provides a useful snapshot display of the data at this point in the study. This is 

presented in Appendices 8 and 9.  

In addition to the interviews, the researcher participated in a series of events which were 

used for ethnographic participant observation; these included: 

 A five-day study tour with representatives from the youth work sector to an academic 

conference in the United States of America (voluntary and statutory sector, 
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practitioners, senior practitioners, senior managers and Education and Training 

Inspectorate inspectors were represented in the study group)  

 Attendance at several Critical Research Hub events hosted by YouthActionNI 

 Attendance at a conference hosted by the Community Youth Work team at Ulster 

University  

In addition to the methodological objective reported on above, the study outlined a series 

of empirical objectives. 

1. Identify examples and describe how qualified youth workers use knowledge related to 

evidence  

2. Identify examples and describe how qualified youth workers create knowledge related 

to evidence 

3. Identify examples and describe the means by which (how) knowledge is mediated within 

professional youth work in Northern Ireland 

4. Identify the knowledge infrastructure that is available for use by professional youth 

workers  

This chapter now turns to a review of the fulfilment of the empirical objectives by 

presenting the findings. 



Chapter 6 Findings: Knowledge Seeking Behaviour of Qualified Youth Workers  

 143

Chapter 6: Knowledge Seeking behaviour of Qualified Youth Workers 

This chapter presents findings that relate to the knowledge practices of qualified youth 

workers as it relates to two aspects of ‘knowledge seeking’ behaviour. The study focuses on 

knowledge culture as it relates to evidence and outcomes, however youth workers were 

also asked a more open question on knowledge seeking behaviour. This question was asked 

later in the interview schedule, but is presented here first in the findings as the analysis of 

data showed that knowledge seeking practices influenced youth worker knowledge use and 

knowledge mediation practices which are discussed in subsequent findings chapters.  This 

question was designed to elicit insight into ‘what’ knowledge was sought, ‘where’ 

knowledge was sought, and ‘how’ knowledge was sought. The question and follow-up 

clarifying questions used to elicit this information are outlined below. There was 

considerable latitude for youth workers to interpret the question into their specific context.  

“When you seek knowledge to inform how you undertake your youth work…”  

a. Where do you seek this evidence (sources/locations)? How would you characterise this 

on the continuum (local-regional-national-European-global)? 

b. What knowledge would you be seeking to find (nature/ type)? Please tell me about a 

situation that is typical for that. 

c. How confident are you that you could find the knowledge you need?  

d. How would you assess the quality of this knowledge? 

e. How are you supported by your profession or organisation to find the knowledge you 

need to inform your work? 

6.1 Epistemic Objects 

The first thing to become clear from the findings concerning youth workers accessing 

knowledge and information to inform their practice was not the ‘where’ and the ‘how,’ but 

rather the ‘what’ that they were seeking. In the context of this study the ‘what’ can be 

referred to as a ‘knowledge object(s)’ (Knorr-Cetina 2005, Jenson & Lahn 2005).  

 

In coding the findings there were clear patterns from participants; qualified youth workers’ 

knowledge seeking focus (what) could be classified into three broad categories.  

I. Needs identification of young people, which in turn informs, 

II. Planning of programmes, projects, and service delivery, and 
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III. Recording and reporting on outcomes  

 

In considering the findings associated with knowledge objects of (1) the needs of young 

people and (2) planning of programmes these will be examined in this chapter in more 

detail alongside the important role of knowledge intermediaries. The third knowledge 

object of recordings and reporting on outcomes will be addressed separately in the next 

chapter.  

 

As a reminder, an example of a knowledge object for a teacher might be the ‘curriculum’ to 

be taught. By their nature knowledge objects represent open epistemic objects, which is to 

say they involve open, complex and sometimes contested knowledge. Certainly, identifying 

the needs of young people, and programme and service planning, are major features of 

professional practice. In a coding comparison there were strong links between ‘knowledge 

seeking’ behaviour and the ‘needs of young people.’ The majority (n=18/21) of the 21 

participants referred to seeking knowledge about young people’s needs. It was also not a 

surprise that ‘recording and reporting of outcomes’ would be present in this list as it was 

also the focus of other questions in the interview.  

 

Having identified the three broad categories of epistemic objects that youth workers focus 

on, we will now look at each of these in more detail. In order to attune the data coding and 

as a prompt, the characteristics of an epistemic culture identified from the literature review 

were used to review some of the knowledge seeking behaviour, these being, methods, 

frequency, preferences, priorities, histories, and orientations (Jensen, Lahn, Nerland 2012). 

In addition to these characteristics, some consideration is given to the nature of the 

epistemic infrastructure (ibid 2012) associated with youth worker behaviour.  

 

6.2 Knowledge seeking behaviour identifying the needs of young people (local) 

When discussing the needs of young people, study participants came alive: there is passion 

and excitement in their tone of voice, and their non-verbal communication is animated. The 

essence of the knowledge-seeking behaviour is ‘relational’ in that it primarily favours 

engagement with young people, but also parents, professionals and community members 

linked to those young people. This resonates with the youth work literature which 
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emphasises relationships as a key feature of practice. Young (2006:62) argued that 

“relationships are, and always have been, at the heart of youth work," a view shared by 

others (Mahoney 2001, Hammond 2018, Jeffs 2011, Davies 2005, 2010, 2015). In addition, 

these relationships are the starting point of youth work, “starting where the young person is 

at—seeking to motivate them to go beyond” (Davies, 2005, 2015:110, 2021). 

When speaking about ‘knowledge-seeking’ behaviour concerning young people, there was 

reference to seeking information in ‘traditional places’; this is reflected in other 

participants’ responses – therefore there is a clear sense of comfort and familiarity in the 

professional knowledge task of identifying the needs of young people.  

“I look for it in the traditional places. I ask young people. I ask parents. I’ll ask 
teachers. If it’s a community-based project, we’ll ask a community. We’ll get all the 
stakeholders involved and get opinions.” (PT 02 statutory practitioner) 

 

“We’re getting the information and discussions with the young people and their 
parents so we would use the information, our sheets, questions, whatever way we 
collate it, discussions and also from the teachers in the school.” (PT 16 voluntary 
practitioner) 

 

A key question that this study addresses is how youth work professionals ‘frame’ their 

knowledge work. Kellte and Carlsten (2012) theorize that professionals exhibit styles of 

reasoning and that this in turn contributes to the distinctiveness of the profession. When 

considering the epistemic object of young people’s needs at a local level there is evidence of 

the presence of two epistemic processes. 

 

Firstly, there is ‘convoluting’. This is the particular way in which a professional will approach 

and mix together resources from different origins when creating new knowledge (Kellte and 

Carlsten 2012:72). Participants were able to discuss the processes associated with bringing 

together data from open government sources like the Northern Ireland Statistics and 

Research Agency (NISRA), using census information, the Northern Ireland Multiple 

Deprivation Measure (NIMDM) and Northern Ireland Neighbourhood Information System 

(NINIS) and the grey literature produced by third sector organisations. This information was 

combined with information that was gathered in relationships with young people through 

conversation and dialogue. In some cases, in addition, youth workers discussed recognisable 
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processes like the use of short surveys used in community profiles (Hawtin & Percy-Smith 

2007).  

“I would use the information, the stats locality so, you know, well what’s the need 
within the area, so we’ll be looking along what is the need, what’s the stats and 
information doing. That then is me measuring up what the young people are telling 
me and the discussions and information that I've collated from there.” (PT 16 
voluntary practitioner) 

 

“I find it on the NISRA sites and the local Council and stats and stuff and some of it 
yes, on the PCSP [policing and community partnerships] you kind of you spend hours 
on it so you could, it’s managing your time when you go into it. Your service too will 
set out, you know, because they have it compiled, and they do share that 
information too.” (PT 15 statutory senior youth officer) 

 

Secondly, there is the process of ‘colligation,’ the assembly of a ‘picture,’ including the 

consideration of admissibility, relevance, validity, and sufficiency (Abbott 1988). Youth 

workers discuss trusted sources of information like government data, but also how that 

resonates with what they know from working on the ground with young people. Youth 

workers do not uncritically accept such sources of information; there is an expectation that 

youth workers also seek to confirm the expressed needs of young people with their active 

involvement.  

“You’ve got to think of the whole picture, surely if the need is assessed in a valid way 
with integrity, with the ownership, with participation of the community and the 
young people.” (PT 18 statutory principal youth officer)  

 

“We’ve been very good at it I think, over the years, being able to assess data, look at 
what things tell us, look at what information tells us, look at what young people tell 
us, listen to ourselves, listen to your instincts, and listen to young people.” (PT 05 
voluntary practitioner) 

  

Senior figures in youth service recognised the ability to youth service staff to engage in the 

colligation process. “How do you analyse that need, they analyse it by looking at statistics, 

they analyse it by talking to people on the ground, they analyse it by talking to people, not 

just the people that are delivering” (PT 18 statutory principal youth officer) 
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FIGURE 6: CONVOLUTING PROCESS 

 

When discussing the frequency of this knowledge seeking work, the most common time 

frame discussed was the annual process associated with planning service level agreements 

or curriculum development agreements. However, workers also discussed it in relation to 

programme planning which had varying timeframes, usually short term, i.e. a matter of 

weeks and months.  

Having considered preferences and the processes involved, it is also useful to appraise the 

location of the knowledge seeking practices using Collins’s (1993) five concepts of 

‘embodied’, ‘embedded’, ‘embrained’, ‘encultured’ and ‘encoded.’ The most prominent 

appraisal of knowledge seeking in relation to young people’s needs is that this knowledge 

work is ‘encultured’, part of a shared professional understanding, using a common language, 

using recognised processes linked to the purpose of youth work. There is also evidence of 

the use of ‘embrained’ knowledge, knowledge held by professionals, which is the use of 

theoretically and empirically accumulated knowledge about specific topics. This encultured 

and embrained knowledge is being used in the process of convoluting and colligation. This 

requires engagement with multiple forms of knowledge and multiple contested concepts 

(poverty, deprivation, expressed need, perceived need, equality, equity, stereotyping, 

discrimination). Even though written artefacts (project proposals/service level agreements) 

are produced as part of this process, there is limited evidence from discussion with youth 

workers that the knowledge seeking processes are ‘encoded.’ The production of artefacts 

would suggest that there may be an ‘embedded’ process within youth service organisational 

structures, the discussion of annual time frames would add credence to this appraisal.  
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6.3 Knowledge seeking behaviour identifying the needs of young people at 

area/regional level  

While needs identification at a local level and with smaller groups of young people is 

evident, there is also evidence of needs assessment of young people at larger geographies; 

these are defined as ‘area’ (at council level geography) and regional needs assessment23 

(Northern Ireland level geography). The area level needs assessments and Regional 

Assessment of Need (RAoN) are recent developments that have emerged in policy driven 

practice, namely Priorities for Youth (DE 2013). Since Priorities for Youth, these needs 

assessments have demonstrated a more formalised approach to needs assessment and 

have resulted in the creation of ‘area needs assessments’ documents which have in turn 

informed ‘area development plans’24. These needs assessments are updated annually and 

follow a three-year cycle; there is a sense that the nascent stirrings of further ‘embedded’ 

uses of knowledge and and fresher ‘encoded’ methods being utilised for at this larger scale 

geographies.  

 

There is a sense that knowledge seeking processes associated with these larger geographies 

are embryonic and constitute a less familiar process, one that is directed top down by senior 

youth service staff and managers. Managers now direct large sections of professional youth 

worker’s knowledge work.  

“Other surveys have been done that didn’t get that amount of engagement 
right…staff had it on iPads, and they were out with young people in their clubs, it 
was all brought back centrally and then an Excel sheet exported in, but they got back 
their section for their club or for their units… And we drilled down, and we thought 
about it, and we actually had to have a couple of working groups and then, young 
people were talking about the results.” (PT 21 statutory senior youth officer) 

 

What became evident though ethnographic data is that the scale of the consultation is 

deemed noteworthy across the youth work sector and involves significant collective effort, 

coordination, and investment. The Education Authority has employed an Information 

 
23 https://www.eani.org.uk/publications/youth-service/regional-assessment-of-need-2017-2020 
24 https://www.eani.org.uk/publications/youth-service/local-area-plans-assessment-of-need-publish-date-1-june-2018 
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Officer, a senior level appointment, to conduct the desk-based research to support other 

Area Youth Officers with the task of creating area needs assessments and a Youth Advisor 

with specific ICT skills to support the creation of online data collection with young people.  

“Currently we’re doing probably one of our biggest consultations of young people in 
terms of like a robust needs assessment and it’s, it asks them things around like 
personal health, wellbeing, I think it’s really, the overall thing is like, what is the 
purpose of the youth service, what are the young people accessing us for?” (PT 12 
senior statutory practitioner) 

 

“So, this year we had and basically from, our staff did a super job in November and 
December actually consulting widely with about 2,000 young people” (PT 21 
statutory senior youth officer) 

 

The regional assessment of need is updated annually and works to a three-year cycle (2017-

2020 and 2020-23). The process uses a series of stakeholder engagement methods, the use 

of online surveys with logic branching, and multiple-choice randomisation. There is also a 

multi-channel approach supplementing online surveys with paper-based surveys and focus 

groups. The scale of engagement with young people has grown from 11,937 in 2017 to 

16,123 in 2019 (Education Authority 2017, 2018, 2019). There is also engagement with over 

700 youth work staff and over 800 parents. There is recognition from senior management 

that the process needs improvement and that there will be gaps in the assessment. 

Examples of this are the recent addendum to the Regional Assessment of Need in 2018. 

There is a commitment to “take account of and consider emerging and diminishing need” 

(Education Authority 2018:3). In this addendum, a focus was on updating needs assessment 

information concerning 4–6-year-olds, rural young people, and LGBT young people. This 

suggests there is evidence here of an emergent ‘data-driven’ youth service.  

This data-driven approach is being noticed with a senior officer of the Education Authority 

commenting that the Regional Assessment of Need (RAoN) process and how it was 

informing planning was ‘being noticed’ in other departments in the Education Authority.  

 

However, there are some doubts expressed by youth workers about the top-down larger 

geography needs identification processes in contrast to the more familiar grass roots 

identification achieved locally. 

“We’ve moved away from the original concept in youth work of the youth worker 
meeting with the group of young people and the young people identifying what their 
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needs were, to area plans being developed by senior management that outline 
targets that youth workers have to meet based on the deprivation statistics for the 
area.” (PT 03 senior statutory practitioner)  

 

This is a move away from youth workers being ‘self-directed’ and making professional 

judgements at a local level, to being more management directed.  

 

“What somebody else has determined is the areas of greatest need and using things 
like multiple deprivation measures and stuff as being you know the key identifier 
where we’re supposed to target our own work, I, I’m uncomfortable with that…I 
don’t believe that this truly reflects where youth service should be working, I mean 
youth service should be based more on young people’s needs rather than the 
multiple deprivation measures, just because you come from a poor, you know 
economically deprived area where you know, education attainment is traditionally 
low doesn’t mean that you yourself will get it or need input.” (PT 07 statutory youth 
officer) 

 

Workers therefore question the integrity of assessment of need at larger geographies and 

are concerned that centralised needs assessment may result in mismatched identification of 

needs with local groups of young people at a grass roots local level.  

 

6.4 Knowledge Intermediaries 

Turning our attention now to knowledge transmission within the youth work sector, it is 

useful to remember that Jensen, Lahn, Nerland (2012) using the work of Callon (1991) 

identified four knowledge intermediaries that influence the creation and circulation of 

knowledge: (1) human beings, (2) artefacts, texts, and recorded information, (3) the 

channels in which they circulate, and (4) money or capital.  This next section will consider 

the use of artefacts and recorded information as a key knowledge intermediary in youth 

work practice. 

 

In considering the development of programme- and project-specific knowledge seeking 

responses to young people’s needs, it has been useful to consider the knowledge 

intermediaries that youth workers make use of in this knowledge work. This knowledge 

work to develop responses is carried out by local youth workers specific to their 

organization unit (e.g., youth centre) and their locality. This produces a specific form of 

knowledge intermediary which in this study I have termed primary artefacts, these are 
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programme plans, project proposals, risk assessments etc and, nested within these, session 

plans and session evaluations. I have identified these as primary artefacts as these are the 

written artefacts of youth work practice which are closest to the practice with young 

people. 

As outlined in the literature review in Chapter 4, a key development in youth work history in 

Northern Ireland was the 1987 Policy for Youth Service in Northern Ireland, A Model for 

Effective Practice (DENI 1987); this policy introduced more focus and consideration of local 

planning. It also introduced the concept of curriculum and in 1997 when updated 

introduced the curriculum programme development cycle; this programme development 

cycle placed identification of the needs of young people as a first step in a process. Young 

people’s needs are both expressed by the young people themselves and youth workers’ 

knowledge of the context. This approach is evident in the data from participants and is a 

vital feature of youth work professional practice (Gilchrist 2010, Harte 2010, Ingram and 

Harris 2009, Rigley 2006, Ord 2016). The Northern Ireland youth work curriculum was 

further re-enforced and embedded in 1997 and 2003. A second aspect of the 1987 policy 

was the concept of an annual curriculum contract, while the title of ‘contract’ has changed 

within different Education and Library Boards and over time, the concept has remained a 

feature of practice. 

In the data professional youth workers see the needs identification process associated with 

service level agreements/curriculum development agreements as similar to those that 

inform an immediate youth work response, that is they are based on localised contextual 

and participative needs identification. This is perhaps because service level agreements, 

although larger documents, are essentially a combination of a series of programme or 

project plans that will be delivered by a youth work unit or professional worker over the 

course of a year. These are the next level of written artefact which the study has been able 

to identify as a knowledge intermediary and I have referred to these as secondary artefacts; 

they involve a further process of convoluting (combining information from multiple sources) 

and colligation (the combining of information into a single picture). This is a further example 

of youth workers’ ability to access knowledge from various sources and synthesize it into a 

single document, this time for an additional audience, in this case managers. These service 

level agreements are rarely published or available to the public; rather, they are working 

documents used with managers and other funders to outline the annual work plan for the 
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year ahead. Per se they are a local management planning tool used to justify the need and 

outline the delivery plan of a professional youth worker or local youth organisation. They 

justify why a service is needed by young people at a local level and the ‘inputs’ programmes, 

projects, staffing, and budget that the professional youth worker will utilise to response to 

that need. They are further evidence that the epistemic culture at this level can be viewed 

as ‘embedded’; the information flow and knowledge generation follow the established 

bureaucratic and institutional arrangements. Therefore, primary and secondary artefacts 

generated by youth workers use established administrative channels which secure and 

release financial and human resources for youth work to be developed at a local level.  

We see firstly knowledge-seeking behaviour concerning needs identification that informs 

youth workers’ immediate response via development of programmes and projects, and the 

knowledge generated concerning needs identification packaged into secondary artefacts in 

the form of annual service level agreements or curriculum development agreements. Here 

we see evidence of two ‘embedded’ epistemic practices, which have been informed, are 

contingent and refined by historic Youth Service policy. This is clear evidence of how the 

historic development of the profession (in Northern Ireland) has informed the character of 

the epistemic culture of professional youth workers.  

The ‘epistemic infrastructure’ appears to be well established; youth workers are familiar and 

comfortable with accessing data on poverty and deprivation (from open data sources) and 

comfortable with engagement with young people and members of the community.  

However, the primary and secondary artefacts generated by youth workers when 

developing responses to young people’s needs are not open to all (unless voluntarily shared 

by practitioners). This creates an aspect of epistemic infrastructure which is closed and 

limited in nature: closed to practitioners, but open to and limited to managers. One 

statutory manager recounted in detail how they can see all curriculum and service level 

agreements and project proposals and reports within the information system. However 

access is limited for youth workers who can only see their own submissions to the 

information system. This tiered system means that workers cannot make use or learn from 

other workers contributions, this privilege is the purview of managers only. The manager 

was able to see the potential and desirability for workers to learn from and access this 

information, but was unclear if this was possible. This is further evidence that the 

knowledge processes are ‘embedded’ rather than ‘encoded.’ If we are to think about a more 
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open ‘encoded’ system this would provide a less hierarchical level of access, youth workers 

would be see each other’s submissions to the system, have access to the knowledge 

contained within them and learning from them. This means that the information system is a 

knowledge resource for managers rather than youth workers. In this respect the 

management information system make no contribution to the knowledge culture. The 

information system therefore privileges the information needs of managers over 

information needs of youth work practitioners.  Therefore the information infrastructure is 

hierarchical and makes youth workers subservient to the scrutiny of managers who have 

access which they do not.  

 

Moving on to consider youth work responses at a larger geography, the needs identification 

process at an area and regional level is quite different; the epistemic culture here is 

embryonic – there is a sense that new ways are being attempted and that refinement of 

these new processes is being undertaken. This involves collection of data from a much wider 

range of sources and on a much larger scale. The knowledge intermediaries, specifically the 

artefacts used at larger geographies, serve a different purpose; they are different from the 

primary artefacts and secondary artefacts generated by youth workers. Their geographic 

scale means they are not tied to the work of a single worker or single youth work unit. These 

are Youth Service-wide documents and I have identified these as tertiary artefacts; their 

published nature indicates an additional purpose associated with justifying management 

decisions about the allocation of resources to an audience both within, but also outside the 

Youth Service. We shall return to the process of management justification later in Chapter 

Seven. Given the closed nature of epistemic infrastructure concerning primary and 

secondary artefacts, the study will next consider how youth workers seek knowledge 

concerning youth work practice planning.  

 

6.5 Knowledge seeking behaviour orientated practice planning processes  

This section reviews the data concerning how youth workers ‘respond’ to young people’s 

needs and how they plan their response. Again, use will be made of the characteristics of 

epistemic culture (Jensen, Lahn, Nerland 2012), that is, the methods, frequency, 

preferences, priorities, histories, and orientations, as a useful frame to identify how youth 

workers access and use knowledge in this area of their professional practice. 
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‘Responding’ to the needs to young people is an open epistemic object and it can be 

contested within professional practice; there are multiple perspectives on how this could or 

should be done. In youth work literature these methods range across a continuum of 

informal through non-formal to formal responses (Ord, 2016, Zürcher 2010). If responding 

by means of curriculum then the range of approaches extends to include product, process, 

or praxis orientations (Ord 2007, 2016, Scott-McKinley 2016, 2019).  

Once more when planning a response to young people’s needs, the data shows that youth 

workers’ orientation and preference is for relational sources of knowledge, this time from 

other youth work professionals. So, when seeking information about how to respond to 

young people’s needs, youth workers turn to colleagues, essentially their professional peers.  

“A lot of [information] would be through relationships I have with other 
practitioners. There’s stuff you pick up anecdotally as well as what you pick up on 
the ground” (PT9 voluntary practitioner) 

 

The knowledge-seeking behaviour happens in the social space and is done in team 

environments. The process is dialogical, that is to say, it is focused on forms of interaction 

and conversation that allow for an exchange of ideas. This contrasts with seeking ‘encoded’ 

knowledge from reference sources. Given that relationships and dialogical conversation are 

central tenets of youth work practice with young people (Young 2006, Jeffs 2011:3, Jeffs & 

Smith 2010: 2, Hammond 2018), it would be reasonable to posit that this might also extend 

to youth workers’ engagement with each other when discussing practice development.  

The sharing of practice experience and ideas reflectively with colleagues would also 

resonate with the concepts of critically reflective practice (Schon 1983, 1987, Thompson 

2009) which are a feature of youth work practice. Reflective practice is a largely solitary 

exercise often combined with one-to-one supervision (Christian and Kitto 1987, Tash 2000, 

Woods 2006, Kadushin and Harkness 2002). However, there is evidence that youth workers 

are knowledge-seeking and knowledge-sharing collectively within teams.  

 

“As a team we share stuff and share programmes and share resources in cluster 
meetings and we go right ‘that didn’t work, that worked well,’ we share internally on 
that kind of stuff.” (PT 11 senior statutory practitioner)  

 

“It’s about colleagues, discussing, sharing practice, sharing ideas.” (PT 02 statutory 
practitioner) 
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The relational interaction is a priority and preference for youth workers and the dialogical 

conversation-based format appears to provide an energy and motivation that is a valuable 

part of the knowledge-seeking process. Participants discussed this process with confidence 

as a part of everyday practice.  

‘The experience of other workers, trying to get an understanding of the complexities, 
nothing beats real conversations about it, to generate new ideas, youth workers are 
social animals, with no discussion, no debate or argument…then it doesn’t really 
come alive.” (PT6 statutory senior practitioner) 
 

“Again, a lot of it comes from ourselves. We’re just sitting down and spit balling and 
talking and trying to develop something. We’ll look for ideas.” (PT 10 senior 
voluntary practitioner) 

 

There is a sense from these responses that knowledge-seeking behaviour in most cases is 

closed within existing organizations and line management structures and confined to 

immediate trusted peers; certainly this appears to be a feature of study participants who 

work for the statutory sector or larger voluntary sector organisations. One participant 

recognises the limitations of this bounded and relational approach.  

“You go to your management, you can look at your colleagues, you know, try and 
find out if someone’s, but it’s a weakness.” (PT 07 statutory youth officer) 

 

However, some youth workers also stressed the importance of getting outside of 

organisational boundaries even for relational knowledge seeking. 

“I think there is something around workers coming together as individuals, rather 
than as organisations.” (PT9 voluntary practitioner) 

 

A dialogical relational approach to knowledge-seeking was the prevailing method present in 

the findings, but this relational approach does in some cases extend beyond immediate 

organisational teams. When discussing unfamiliar or specialist areas of work, youth workers 

still appear to prioritise seeking knowledge directly from another person.  

“If it was a mental health issue, we’d kind of look at our partners there, we’re 
established with and stuff, we would look at some of these specialist organisations.” 
(PT 07 statutory youth officer) 
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“I suppose other organisations that worked in that area and try and look and see if 
there’s models of practice already have been developed for it.” (PT 14 senior 
voluntary practitioner) 

 

The finding here is consistent with the findings of Loughrey’s (2005:127) study into social 

work practice where he found that 90% of social workers in Northern Ireland in his study 

use sources of information from their own experience, advice from colleagues or trust 

policies.  

While most participants referred to seeking information from colleagues within a smaller 

Northern Ireland geography, this process extends to seeking this information from 

practitioners from other parts of Europe and across the world. However it is noteworthy 

that these international approaches tend to be collective Youth Service-wide initiatives that 

are funded by the Education Authority statutory sector.  

“Three and a half years ago I went to New York with colleagues from all around the 
Northern Ireland and we were visiting a variety of different groups, and our sole aim 
was to find out how do they measure the impact of the work that they’re doing, that 
was what we were trying to find out, we were trying to see if we could bring 
examples of good practice.” (PT 11 senior statutory practitioner)  

 

“So, right now you have that opportunity to go further afield to research to do stuff 
and I think you know in terms of buying in of resources, if you need data or 
information or books or training, whatever, we currently seem to have that budget 
to do that.” (PT 12 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

“Personal contacts or knowing that something had worked or, and I found youth 
workers so resourceful, you know they make connections with far flung others.” (PT 
20 ETI Inspector) 

 

However, from team leaders and senior youth workers there is a recognition that this is an 

expensive and time-consuming way of seeking new knowledge. 

“You know beyond that you very much have to use the internet and things like that 
to gather information for your pieces of work because there isn't a lot of time to go 
on factfinding missions.” (PT 12 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

In referring to “factfinding missions” the practitioner was referring to a trend within the 

sector at the time for the statutory sector to fund a range of international study visits mostly 

in the USA. These study visits focused on a range of topics including Global Service Learning 

(Hartman and Brandauer 2022) and strengths based youth work models informed by the 
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Circle of Courage model (Brendtro et al 2014). Again these visits focused on relational 

knowledge seeking. 

 

In the data when discussing knowledge seeking behaviour there appears to be a general 

absence of engagement with more ‘encoded’ forms of knowledge; there are no references 

to systematic use of research, journals or theory knowledge generated by academic sources.  

“I don’t go reading journals and youth work, I don’t do that, you know, if something 
presents itself to me and something’s, then it’ll inform an effect.” (PT 05 voluntary 
practitioner) 

 

During the early development stages of this study, it was postulated that there is limited or 

no engagement with concepts of evidence-based practice; indications are that this is a 

reasonable argument based on the finding of this study. 

Although youth workers did not discuss the use of evidence from research, a minority 

(n=4/21 of study participants) did refer to their own knowledge-seeking behaviour beyond 

relational methods. This was mostly confined to internet-based searches; very few referred 

to the use of academic sources or search tools like Google Scholar. However a small number 

referred to reading theory related books.  

“I do an awful lot of research. And I actually spend an awful lot of time preparing my 
own materials. I have, aw flip, anywhere and everywhere.” (PT 02 statutory 
practitioner) 

 

“I’ve used the internet; research and I think a lot of the stuff that I would be using 
would be from the net.” (PT 03 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

“But like in terms of resourcing things and ideas and things like there’s nothing beats 
the internet.” (PT 06 statutory senior practitioner) 

 

“Naturally, you’re always on the internet and you’re always looking for has anybody 
done this before and is there anything that we can adapt.” (PT 10 senior voluntary 
practitioner) 

 

When one participant (a senior figure) referred to wider reading of theory, it was a time 

limited activity outside of professional work hours.  

“I know what’s affecting how I plan my work so that wider reading is essential for 
me. And it’s done out of work because to me it’s sort of an essential element of it.” 
(PT 15 statutory senior youth officer) 
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However, when asked about assessing the quality of the information participants were 

obtaining to inform practice, few youth workers could articulate how they assess the 

reliability of the information accessed. Familiarity and grey literature from national youth 

work organisations were viewed as trustworthy.  

“If something, you know, shows up that’s familiar to you like from the youth 
council…you think “Ok that’s great, that must be half legit” you know. Like across the 
island, you know, sometimes something pops up from Scotland or Wales or 
something and you think “Yeah” like I know that’s legit.” (PT 06 statutory senior 
practitioner) 

 

There are similarities here to Loughrey’s (2005 127) study of social workers in Northern 

Ireland discussed in the literature review. In his findings, 90% of social workers in Northern 

Ireland focused on sources of information from their own experience, advice from 

colleagues or trust policies, with only 49% engaging with professional journals and 31% with 

academic journals.  

 

In summary then, professional youth workers in Northern Ireland prioritise and preference 

relational and dialogical methods of knowledge-seeking. Nevertheless, in the data there 

were indications that the epistemic infrastructure available to youth workers may have an 

impact on the methods chosen. The potential absence of accessible, reference based, 

encoded forms of knowledge concerning youth work practice may be an issue worth further 

exploration. In this next section we turn to review some of the discussion youth workers 

engaged in concerning the epistemic infrastructure present in the youth sector.  

 

6.6 Epistemic Infrastructure: Limitations, Constraints and Hope for the future   

In discussing knowledge-seeking and knowledge use, youth workers and senior managers 

shared frustration, sadness, and hope. Frustrations were linked to the absence or 

inflexibilities in the information technology (IT) systems available to them as youth workers. 

There was sadness at the loss of epistemic infrastructure that had occurred as the result of 

restructuring within the sector. However, there was also a sense of hope for the future; this 

hope was linked to concrete suggestions about ways that epistemic infrastructure could be 

improved.  
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Considering IT systems in more detail, a number of youth workers (n=16/21 of study 

participants) identified technology, and senior managers expressed frustration that the 

‘knowledge infrastructure’ might not be present or at the very least may be constrained by 

access to the correct information technology hardware, connectivity, and the associated risk 

management systems (content blockers). This view is shared across both the statutory and 

voluntary youth work participants. As early as 2004, information and communication 

technology (ICT) was highlighted as an issue. The fundamental review of the Northern 

Ireland Youth Services identified that “although the service has an ICT strategy, this has not 

to date been funded by DE” (CMSU 2004: 51). Again, the Youth Service Liaison Forum along 

with the Department of Education via the 2005 Youth Work Strategy identifies ICT as a 

priority, “3.14 Ensure that adequate resources are available to implement an Information 

and Communications Technology strategy for the youth service” (DE 2005:11). Senior figures 

more than 15 years later still highlight the need for capital investment in the correct IT 

systems.  

“We need to get the ICT in place and that’s something we’re working on, it’s in some 
places and not in others… I think it will help us, but it will help certain teams because 
the other teams need capital investment to improve those things and that’s, that’s a 
bit of a problem.” (PT 21 statutory senior youth officer) 

 

“I have had so much aspiration and it’s one aspect of DE that I was disappointed with 
in that, through DE we couldn’t get some type of IT, you know, way of, I mean I’ve 
seen it, it happens in schools, it happens in every other sector.” (PT 20 ETI Inspector) 

 

“Now, my issue is that this is where we have issues in terms of the wider 
organisation because there are so many online tools that we could use that we just 
don’t get access to because of our systems.” (PT 15 statutory senior youth officer)  

 

It is worth remembering that the youth work sector is widely spread across many small 

community-based premises and therefore deployment of centralised IT systems is more 

expensive and difficult to achieve. That said, when IT systems (hardware & connectivity) are 

present there are then also issues with policies and procedures related to risk management. 

 

“Ah you take anything and google it, it’s blocked. Really, even our, if a youth worker 
typed in you know, ‘sexual health,’ they probably wouldn’t be able to access 
anything, because we’ve such tight ICT stuff you know so that can be, it can be 
difficult.” (PT 11 senior statutory practitioner) 



Chapter 6 Findings: Knowledge Seeking Behaviour of Qualified Youth Workers  

 160

 

“I was searching for material for a programme I was about to deliver, I kept getting 
blocked from websites, then I started to get blocked because I was spending too 
much time not on the approved website list, we are limited to an hour’s internet 
browsing at a time, the system must think we are shopping.” (PT 16 statutory 
practitioner) 

 

However, there was also a challenge by senior managers that IT systems in themselves may 

not be the only issue and that the orientation and skills base of the professional workforce 

may also be a contributing factor.  

 

“We have to get this skill; ICT has to be there, and people have to be open minded to 
it. They can’t just say, I just can’t do that or allow themselves to get into a tizzy 
around it, they have to learn, so there’s things like that, that need to be overcome.” 
(PT 21 statutory senior youth officer) 

 

In relation to epistemic infrastructure in addition to information technology, there was also 

an expression of loss at the closure of the Curriculum Development Unit. This was a unit 

staffed by two curriculum development officers, formed in 2003 with the purpose of 

promoting curriculum resources, creating new resources and sharing resources via a 

curriculum library. It was closed in 2015 following restructuring associated with the transfer 

of the Education and Library Boards to the Education Authority.  

 

“The theories of seminars, for example, that CDU did recently. They produced a 
publication. A lot of those are very useful. I very, very seldom sit down with a pre-
prepared programme. But I certainly augment, change, and tweak and, you know, 
beg borrow and steal. The CDU will be missed.” (PT 02 statutory practitioner) 

 

“We’ve a void now with the curriculum development unit having gone, that would 
have been my first port of call, but there’s a major void there, the scrapping of the 
CDU which, I’m mystified at.” (PT 07 statutory youth officer) 

 

When youth workers discuss epistemic preference, it is for relational and dialogical 

knowledge seeking, in teams, cluster meetings, shared internally; however, the absence and 

limitations of key epistemic infrastructure may be a significant factor worth considering in 

more detail. ‘Organizationally bounded’ sources of knowledge limit where youth workers 

can seek knowledge from, and the absence of easily accessible codified knowledge in 



Chapter 6 Findings: Knowledge Seeking Behaviour of Qualified Youth Workers  

 161

encoded knowledge repositories may continue to orientate knowledge seeking towards 

relational sources.  

 

There is an appetite for alternative forms of knowledge-seeking methods and infrastructure.  

“There doesn't seem to be a place to go to for best practice, a portal where you can 
upload or pull stuff from.” (PT3 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

The concept of a portal would indicate a desire for more ‘encoded’ forms of knowledge. In 

terms of alternative sources outside the bounds of employment organisations, one of the 

institutions that was frequently mentioned was Ulster University, given that Ulster 

University is the predominant professional youth work trainer in Northern Ireland.  

“I would like to think that in the future there would be stronger links with the likes of 
the university I think and the research and supporting kind of that way but I’m not 
sure that we’re there yet either but that would be something that I think would be 
important for the future.” (PT 11 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

6.7 Conclusion concerning knowledge seeking  

This section has reviewed the data with respect to two of the three identified epistemic 

objects, the needs of young people and planning a response to young people’s needs. In 

reviewing the data some insight has been offered into the epistemic culture present around 

these two objects. From the data it has been possible to identify and describe the epistemic 

methods, frequency, preferences, priorities, histories, and orientations of professional 

youth workers in Northern Ireland. These findings are summarised in Table 14 below.  
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TABLE 14: SUMMARY OF EPISTEMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF PROFESSIONAL YOUTH WORKERS ASSOCIATED WITH THE EPISTEMIC OBJECTS OF YOUNG PEOPLE’S NEEDS AND 

PLANNING RESPONSES TO YOUNG PEOPLE’S NEEDS 

 Knowledge Object Knowledge Object Knowledge Object 
Epistemic 
Characteristic 

Needs Identification of young people at 
local Level  

Needs Identification of Young People at a 
larger geography 

Responding to the Needs of Young 
People (planning projects, programmes 
etc) 

Practitioner’s 
Affective 
Relationship 

Comfortable and familiar   Frustration and confusion  Comfortable and familiar, but frustration 
about access to IT based encoded 
knowledge 

History Practices appear established, referred to 
as “traditional” sources when seeking 
information (older participants note 
changes in 1990s). Heavily influenced by 
embedded knowledge practices 
associated with service level agreements  

More embryonic practices, driven by 
policy and youth work managers 
informing the Regional Assessment of 
Need and Area Development Plans 

Shared in teams and through grey 
literature from familiar and trusted youth 
work organisations.  

Priority High priority in policy (1987) and practice 
of youth workers  

High priority in policy and for senior 
managers 

High priority in practice for practitioners 

Preference Relational, but informed by encoded 
knowledge with young people, parents, 
community and key stakeholders.  
- Makes use of ‘encultured’ & 
‘’embrained” forms of knowledge 
theoretically and empirically accumulated 
through familiarity with contested (i.e.) 
embrained knowledge concepts and 
practices associated with needs 
assessment and community profiles 
- Established use of trusted open 
government data (NISRA, NIMDM, NINIS)  

Encoded knowledge use of trusted open 
government data (NISRA, NIMDM, NINIS)  
but informed by systematic gathering of 
survey data.  
- Information is sought by youth workers 
relationally with young people, but for 
youth work managers. Youth workers are 
concerned about a disconnect between 
the information sought and response to 
the needs of young people.  
 
 

Relational with professional peers, tends 
to be bounded by organisational 
employers. Focus within teams and 
clusters of professional peers 
- Extends to trusted professional peers in 
another organisation where they have a 
recognised specialism  
- Evidence of international knowledge 
seeking which is relational in nature  
- Limited evidence of seeking from wider 
internet-based sources (No evidence of 
assessment of veracity, relevance) 
- No evidence of seeking from theoretical 
/ academic evidence base 
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Engagement with concepts of poverty, 
deprivation, stereotyping (which appear 
encultured into professional practice)  

- When sought from academics it is via 
direct engagement relationally 
- Youth Workers expressed desire to have 
opportunities that are not 
‘organisationally bounded’ 

Knowledge 
intermediaries 

Primary artefacts including programme/ 
project plans and  
Secondary artefacts service level and 
curriculum development agreements 
Both organisationally bounded for 
produced by professionals for their use 
and managers use 

Tertiary artefacts including area needs 
assessment and Regional Assessment of 
Need (RAoN) and area development plans 
and Regional Youth Development Plan 

Focused on people, trusted professional 
peers 

Infrastructure - Established skill set of youth workers. 
- Confident accessing government open 
data sources (NINIS/ NIMDM, NISRA) on 
community need. 
 

- Embryonic use of online survey methods 
at regional and council area level by youth 
service managers to layer data about 
young people’s needs 
 

-Evidence of constraints to knowledge 
seeking behaviour due to limitations 
within IT hardware/ connection/ software 
-Less well developed on specialist topics 
(e.g., sexuality, community relations, 
mental health, trauma) 
-Youth Workers expressed desire to have 
opportunities that are not 
‘organisationally bounded’ 
- Youth Workers expressed a desire to 
have more ‘encoded’ sources of 
information on practice 
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The findings presented in this chapter resonate with the findings of another recent empirical 

study by Hammond (2018:301). He concludes that youth workers focus on learning from 

each other rather than a theoretical knowledge base. He concludes “there was little 

evidence of the respondents discussing objective theoretical models, however, there was a 

willingness to theorise” (Hammond 2018:303). This study adds to Hammond’s conclusions, 

and identifies that there is a willingness of practitioners to theorise through mediated “real 

conversations” undertaken collectively and discursively “just sitting down and spit balling 

and talking and trying to develop something.” 

“Again, a lot of it comes from ourselves. We’re. We’ll look for ideas.” (PT 10 senior 
voluntary practitioner) 

 

Hammond (2018: 301) concludes that this may be because “youth work is rooted in 

phronesis, which brings together judgement, wisdom, and experience (Ord 2016). As such, 

youth workers may feel they have little need to draw upon theory when the practice is so 

experiential.” This would appear consistent with participant comments within this study that 

“with no discussion, no debate or argument…then it doesn’t really come alive.” (PT6 

statutory senior practitioner) 

 

A third epistemic object was identified in the data; this focused on evidence and outcomes. 

The findings associated with this epistemic object are more complex and these are 

considered in detail in the next chapter.
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Chapter 7: Findings:  Accountability and Evidence Calls 

7.1 The New Epistemic Priority Concerning Evidence and Outcomes 

In this chapter the attention of the study shifts to the third major epistemic object identified 

in the data: the epistemic culture associated with evidence and outcomes in youth work. 

There were similarities to the previous two epistemic objects. However, what became clear 

in initial coding was that the findings associated with evidence and outcomes were much 

more complex. There were compelling accounts from participants associated with 

outcomes; these accounts were contemporary, fresh and very much a live issue for youth 

work practitioners and their managers. Within the discussions there were deeply expressed 

emotions. Some of these were linked to ontological shifts (concerning the existence, 

purpose and nature of youth work), but also epistemological shifts in how youth workers 

and their managers conceived of knowledge about youth work and young people. These 

shifting sands were played out in both policy and practice terms, but also had consequences 

for the epistemic culture of youth work professionals. How youth workers access, use and 

mediate knowledge in this area was clearly in a state of flux. The data revealed ongoing 

changes in the characteristic epistemic culture. The data presented in this chapter enable us 

to identify and describe the contingent context. Chapter 7 elucidates the policy, funding, 

and youth service structures that youth work professional currently operates within.  

When considering the data concerning the contingent context, it is worth reminding 

ourselves that the focus of the study is on professional youth workers, not the wider youth 

work workforce of part-time staff and volunteers. Also, the focus is within the distinct 

Northern Ireland context. That said, links will be made between the finding in this chapter 

and similar youth work and wider social policy changes elsewhere.  

 

7.2 Origin and Rationale for Evidence Calls and the Outcome Agenda  

In the interviews a useful place to start was to ask research participants to comment on 

their understanding of the statement in Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) which says that youth 

work must “demonstrate effectively its contribution to improved outcomes”. This provided 

an opportunity from research participants to comment on the outcomes agenda which is a 

central thrust of the policy. In addition, research participants were asked to recollect their 
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first encounter in practice with the concept of outcomes. The rationale and historic origins 

for the policy impact on knowledge practices could therefore be interrogated. 

The ubiquitous timeframe identified by participants is in the latter half of the noughties, 

with the key period being at the turn of the decade in 2010. This corresponds to the 

creation of the Department of Education pre-consultation for Priorities for Youth in 2008 

and the Priorities for Youth Stakeholder Group in the same year. This also followed 

legislation in the form of the Review of Public Administration NI (2005). Therefore, there 

was a developing policy landscape that signalled changing policy priorities and impending 

organisational/sectoral restructuring.  

“So, there was no notion of gathering information. 2002 so nobody was really doing 
that.” (PT 09 voluntary practitioner) 

 

“I had a very, very clear moment when I suddenly grasped outcomes in youth work. 
And that was when I was studying for my OCR back in 2004.” (PT 02 statutory 
practitioner) 

 

“I have a vague recollection of [named head of service/ principal youth officer] 
…doing a youth service training…talking about outcomes in relation to the Hardiker 
model…I would say it’s six or seven years ago. It’s very vague and it was just…there 
was more talk of it basically; that outcomes were coming, they were looming, that 
we didn’t really know what they were. We weren’t really prepared for them…” (PT 
06 statutory senior practitioner) 

 

“We’ve completed two, three-year cycles of action plans and we’re into our first 
annual cycle, yes so that would be seven years [2010] ago that it first kind of, clearly 
was a column that there was an output, outcomes column.” (PT 07 statutory youth 
officer) 

 

The data reveals that the work concerning outcomes in youth work was underway by senior 

officers before the publication of Priorities for Youth in 2013. In addition to the broad 

agreement in relation to the timing of change concerning the emergence of the outcomes 

agenda, there is also broad agreement that there were strong links to the concept of 

justification of funding. Again, the chronology matches the developments occurring within 

the sector; there had been a Best Value ‘Fundamental Review of Education and Library 

Board Youth Services’ in 2004 (CMSU 2004).  

 



Chapter 7 Findings: Accountability and Evidence Calls  

 167

7.3 Justification of Funding and Decisions 

There was a clear focus on ‘cost effectiveness’ (value for money) in the preceding years; this 

was explicitly outlined in Priorities for Youth in 2013. The discourse analysis of Priorities for 

Youth (DE 2013) earlier in this study in chapter 4, Table 8, outlined the emerging emphasis 

in Priorities for Youth on ‘agreed defined outcomes.’ In addition, policy makers made clear 

arguments about the sufficiency of evidence, it is no longer enough to present numbers 

(outputs) involved in youth work as a sufficient youth work outcome. There is a requirement 

to differentiate outcomes between general numbers taking part and numbers on more 

planned programmes linked to young people’s achievement and gaining accreditation and 

qualifications. All these developments are subject to improved reporting and explicit 

performance management.  

The study findings clearly reveal that youth workers are cognisant of the policy context and 

the need to justify themselves and their work to funders, public officials and government. 

For some this is a pragmatic accountability relationship. 

“The Department are simply our funder of youth work so if you want to receive 
Department funding then this is what you have to do.” (PT 15 statutory senior youth 
officer) 

 

“The Department of Education wanting to justify the investment that they make in 
youth work by proving that it has an impact on particularly young people’s 
educational attainment, outcomes around educational attainment.” (PT 09 voluntary 
practitioner) 

 

But for the majority of participants the process is linked to stretched budgets and austerity.  

“But I think in times of financial stress evidencing our outcomes. And I think there’s 
an anticipation that we’re going to have to compete for the finances that we work 
for may appear. So, I think more now than ever, outcomes are more, given more 
emphasis.” (PT 02 statutory practitioner) 

 

“I think it might be linked in with austerity when money’s tight then we’re only 
targeting it at what we need in order to cut out social issues.” (PT03 senior statutory 
practitioner) 

 

“And it’s a harsh world, …you have to focus in on things that demonstrate to funders 
that the organisation is worth their money.” (PT5 voluntary practitioner) 
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Senior Managers also feel the pressure to justify the funding that the youth service receives, 

despite this being consistent over many years at around £31-34 million. 

“Where’s the 30 million go? Where does the 30 million go? Stop reporting on half a 
million, telling me what we’re doing as a service and that’s not there yet and that’s 
where I think the threat is, because it’s not actually saying enough, what we’re 
achieving.” (PT 21 statutory senior youth officer) 

 

 

While there is an atmosphere of the need to provide accountability and justification for the 

funding received, there is another element of justification that is present within the data. 

That is, the desire by senior and middle managers to ‘justify’ decisions and their allocation 

of resources. This is accounting  for management decisions concerning practice. 

Pollitt (2003:94) argued that New Public Management has brought in an era of multiple 

accountabilities, a less hierarchical (staff member to manager) form of accountability 

towards a more collective form of accountability. Managers are accountable within the 

hierarchy of the organisation, but also to peer colleagues, staff they manage, community 

members, partner organisations and political representatives. Collective accountability 

might be viewed as more democratic when viewed as separate and distinct from 

hierarchical forms. However, Pollitt argues this adds additional layers which in effect 

“intensify the transparency and hierarchical accountability of…public managers” (Pollitt 

2003:95) 

“I think as a service…you know we’ve to report, we’re reporting to, you know, local 
councils and local stakeholders and, you know, we have to be able to report on 
things and it’s very difficult to report sometimes on youth work and the outcomes of 
youth work and I think that this process is going to help us.” (PT 01 voluntary 
practitioner).  

 

“It’s about putting a sustained evidence base forward to say, you [finance minister] 
give us money we can do this as well as anybody with it. Which we can do at this 
stage.”(PT 18 statutory principal youth officer)  

 

For senior managers within the youth service, reporting expectations can be frequent:  

“We were asked about stats with regard to workers on the ground…and you know 
dealing with hotspot areas…we get the same question … three different times in a 
year. Other times it will be an MLA [Member of Local Assembly] phoning up and 
giving you…24 hours or 36 hours to report back to them on the number of such and 
such a place.” (PT 07 statutory youth officer). 
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In a public finance context framed by austerity, resources are limited and demand for 

services is expanding. It appears that this leads to a mindset that managers need to produce 

a system to justify the decisions that they make concerning resource allocation. This is 

clearly within the context of Area Planning policies (outlined in the previous chapter). 

Within the Education Authority this pressure appears to be felt most acutely by Youth 

Officers with new area-based planning requirements, linked to the Regional Assessment of 

Need and the Regional Youth Development Plan. We see accountability and pressure from 

below and above, from below from staff, young people, and local needs assessment to 

justify funding decisions, and above at larger geography regional needs assessments and 

targets to justify to department officials. This is intensified by local community and political 

scrutiny via democratic representatives. 

“So, like to be transparent to the community and you know, and at the same time to 
justify to management why things were operating, and you were doing things a 
particular way.” (PT 06 statutory senior practitioner) 

 

The data reveals a need to produce a convincing narrative and argument for resource 

allocation. While policy Priorities for Youth (2013) provides guidance on priorities, there is 

evidence from participants that youth service managers would like to be in a position to 

create a ‘data driven decision-making’ narrative. This is especially pertinent when there are 

evidence calls from local politicians. It is at this point that the knowledge intermediary 

(Jensen et al 2012) of tertiary artefacts becomes important. Area Development Plans 

produced by youth service managers become a means to mediate the distribution of this 

narrative. The plans are knowledge intermediaries; in effect tertiary artefacts become the 

vehicle by which a manager outlines the needs in the wider area, acknowledges competing 

needs for resources in a council area geography, and then articulates priorities based in the 

needs assessment (Area/Region); this is framed in relation to the strategic priorities outlined 

in the Regional Youth Development Plan. Therefore, Area Development Plans as emergent 

tertiary artefacts have become an important knowledge intermediary and a key epistemic 

strategy to address the policy-driven imperative of accountability and justification. When 

viewed through the lens of panoptic performativity discussed in chapter 4.12, these 

documents can be critiqued as a means of producing a symbolic account to stand for 

consensus and compliance with larger dominant discourses. As such they can be seen as “a 
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means of manufacturing consensus the focusing of activities around an ‘agreed’ set of 

priorities” (Ball 2003: 226). 

 

7.4 Wider Policy and Funding Context  

The outcomes agenda is often linked to discussions of funding and justification of youth 

work within the Department of Education budget and larger Northern Ireland budget. Youth 

work managers and practitioners are acutely aware of the impact of austerity and budgetary 

pressures.  

 

“The Department is asking is that they need to be able to show that any work 
towards educational under achievement can be attributed directly to the work that 
they do. And which fits into a wider political framework for me around value for 
money and in a land of austerity having to justify why budgets are being allocated.” 
(PT 15 statutory senior youth officer) 

 

“I think there’s a massive trend, a massive push within government to try and justify 
the money they are spending within organisations…using outcomes-based 
accountability.” (PT 9 Practitioner Voluntary). 

 

“But again, it all remains to be seen. It’s about whether or not we can articulate the 
outcomes as well as government needs it, in order for us to be able to sustain and 
improve our current lot.” (PT 10 senior voluntary practitioner).  

 

“I suppose government funded, you know if you’re getting funded to deliver a 
service they want, they want to be able to justify that, so they want us to be able to 
account for that.” (PT 11 senior statutory practitioner). 
 

Youth Workers and Managers are aware that there are additional political and social policy 

agendas at work. On occasion a youth worker offered a much wider analysis to explain their 

understanding.  

 

“it’s about the department asking the service to be accountable for the funding that 
it gives. And that there’s measured outcomes for to justify the funding that youth 
work receives.” (PT3 senior practitioner statutory) 
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Senior Managers were also aware that there were high-level changes in how the Northern 

Ireland Executive were approaching the programme for government and the move towards 

‘Outcomes Based Accountability’ (Northern Ireland Executive 2016).  

 

“We are going to limit our priorities significantly to what youth work can achieve into 
very definite areas and that, that is apt at the moment because we are moving into 
an arena of programme for Government, it will be around about 14 golden outcomes 
which is interesting.” (PT 15 statutory senior youth officer)  

 

7.5  Funding Concern and Existential Threat 

The outcomes agenda of Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) has paved a way to deviate from 

historic and traditional funding arrangements. The funding context is made clear by the 

Minister in the Priorities for Youth foreword: “The most challenging education budget 

settlement in modern history, together with the establishment of the Education and Skills 

Authority (ESA), provide the mandate for a converged statutory youth service” (DE 2013:ii). 

For voluntary sector units with a link to funding from the Education Authority (previously 

Education and Library Boards), a generation-long settlement of grant aid for professional 

workers’ salaries and operation costs for units had been in place. While there was some 

minor revision to paperwork in the 1990s with the introduction of service level agreements 

(as a result of 1987 Youth Service Policy), funding arrangements themselves were largely 

predictable and stable (Scott-McKinley 2016:94). Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) however 

changed this and signalled the introduction of commissioning based on the Regional 

Assessment of Needs and linked Regional Development plan, and Area Assessments of Need 

and Area Development Plans. During the study, the transition from traditional funding 

arrangements to new funding mechanisms was underway but dogged by delay with the 

collapse of the Northern Ireland Executive and no Department of Education Minister being 

in place.  

 

Data from the participants indicated that the situation had produced confusion and 

uncertainty, even though for one there was an element of inevitability.  

“What you’re getting, well, they’re causing ruffles and waves and it’s turning into 
massive, massive waves and cause a lot of lot of ripples and confusion. But it is the 
funding and there's definitely a lot of uncertainty.” (PT 16 voluntary practitioner). 
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“So, there’s an awful lot of fear, a lot of change generally.” (PT 02 statutory 
practitioner). 
 

Uncertainty was a dominant feature in responses. There was also a view expressed that the 

move away from traditional grant-aided funding would lead to a more competitive 

environment where evidence data would become much more important in bids to secure 

funding. In a sense a covenant service (grant-aided service) is replaced by a contract service 

(commissioned outcomes). Funding concerns were a feature of the majority of participant 

responses (n=13/21 of study participants). Another practitioner added that in times of 

austerity (financial stress), outcomes would be given more prominence.  

“Well naturally whenever you’re trying to attract funding evidence is always more 
important. And particularly as you’re competing against somebody else, you want to 
have as much data as you possibly can.” (PT 10 senior voluntary practitioner) 

 

“I think in times of financial stress evidencing our outcomes. And I think there’s an 
anticipation that we’re either going to have to compete for the finances that we 
work for may appear. So, I think more now than ever, outcomes are more, given 
more emphasis.” (PT2 Practitioner Statutory)  

 

The stress this causes is recognised by an Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) 

inspector:  

“I think having to chase funding and get funding takes up a lot of time, very valuable 
time and I mean workers work well, work the hours that they’re paid to do and I 
think it’s, and that I think is a problem for them and for the sector in that you’re 
going to have people very sick after, in a short time given the pace and the pressure 
and the stress you know because a lot of situations are dealing with very vulnerable 
youngsters and that’s stressful, you know.” (PT 20 ETI Inspector)   

 

In addition to the emerging landscape of impending competition, feelings of confusion, 

uncertainty, practitioners also revealed feelings of fear about the anticipated changes. This 

fear was expressed at an extremely personal level for themselves as employees, but also for 

the continued existence of their organisations. We therefore see evidence in the data of 

significant emotional labour by professional youth workers as they cope with the 

subsequent anxiety and fear associated with the outcomes agenda and contingent changes 

to funding.  
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“It’s almost like a threat if you can’t justify, you know, what you are doing in a 
language that these people understand; so, a more formally based language; then 
you are screwed more or less.” (PT2 Practitioner Voluntary)  

 

There is also fear of structural change: 

“I certainly see it on a daily basis. And that does put a question into your head. Is my 
job safe? Then there’s competition within the different departments at Stormont 
[Northern Ireland Assembly] for finances and we don’t know what way things are 
going. There’s been an awful lot of change with the introduction of the Education 
Authority. We don’t really know what way things are going.” (PT2 Practitioner 
Voluntary) 

 

Anxiety concerning potential job losses is also present: 

“So, I guess there’s an increased anxiety in the field generally with the job losses that 
have recently occurred…do you know what if your job’s in jeopardy it’s your lifestyle, 
your livelihood that’s in jeopardy here. So, I would say it’s not even Stormont down, I 
would say it’s Westminster down.” (PT2 Senior Practitioner Voluntary)  
 

This is viewed in the context of less public funding being available on which youth service 

depends:  

“The natural trajectory of this is less money being spent in public funding because 
we’re not going to be able to prove that we have the outcome. And that’s the fear 
for me.” (PT 9 Practitioner Voluntary)  

 

Professional fear and anxiety about funding translated into the personal and private lives of 

professional youth workers: 

“But at the end of the day it’s, it’s more than that, it’s more, it’s about people’s 
livelihoods, it’s about people’s careers, it’s people have to feed their family and put 
food on the table, those are things that have to happen as well, so sometimes we 
just have to suck it up.” (PT 08 statutory senior practitioner) 

 

We have seen above the personal pressure that youth work professionals (n=11/21 of study 

participants) feel under, an anxiety and existential fear. This sense of existential threat 

extends to the youth work organisations that they work for.  

 

“I think there's a lot of organisations that face it, maybe some of the big voluntary 
organisations particularly would see themselves struggling with that, you know, who 
are so, so dependent on government initiatives, you know, so dependent on 
European Social Funds (ESF), so dependent on peace monies or whatever it is, you 
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know. I’d say there’s a lot of fear among them at the minute.” (PT5 Practitioner 
Voluntary) 

 

One practitioner is concerned that the level of service offered will be drastically diminished: 

“We’re sitting in a very precarious place at the minute. You know, we could go one 
way or the other and it depends on the support, or whatever politician you have… 
the precarious situation that we find ourselves in and you’ll find that that budget, 
we’re already seeing it this year, where we have had no increase in budget, we’re 
operating on a stagnant budget that has probably been the same for the last two 
years.  And that danger is that they squeeze us and squeeze us and squeeze us until 
we become all part time organisations with one work gradient.” (PT 10 senior 
voluntary practitioner 

 

We see here the data revealing the characteristics of perceived existential threat, both to 

their own livelihoods, but also to their professional organisations. This could of course be 

attributed to the distinct funding environment pertaining to this particular time. However, 

Ball (2003:218) asks us to think more carefully about this in relation to policy. He points to 

the idea that we need to be mindful of the potential for a new range of discursive 

interventions into public sector management. Funding pressures, linking funding to 

performance (commissioning/outcomes) and introduction of competitive practices with an 

emphasis on value for money and cost effectiveness, in effect change the discourse that 

professional youth workers are experiencing about themselves as professionals, the stability 

of their employing organisations and the nature of youth work itself. This has all the 

characteristics of what Ball (2003:216) refers to as ‘policy technologies’, where reform 

repackages old known ways of working, in this case professionalism, and bureaucracy 

replaced with the technology of performativity. There are resonances here with the work of 

Lazzarato (2009) who draws on the work of Deleuze and Guattari (1980): embracing 

concepts of the market and competition produce insecurity for all, a type of ‘equal 

inequality’. When linked to performance management, workers experience ‘a micro-politics 

of little fears’ or ‘molecular insecurity.’ 

There may be a temptation to characterise the fear and anxiety expressed by participant 

youth workers as hyperbole, but the following quote perhaps gives a concrete example of 

just how close this fear is. 

“And I worked with a worker who recently, they were involved in an organisation 
that kind of went under,…it was like an iceberg collapsing in the sea and I saw it for 9 
months before it was going and I was trying to warn him, trying to say, look this is 
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going like, you’re insolvent, this is happening, you’re going to go down here, you 
need to figure something out, you need to try and address this. And they were for all 
sorts of reasons not doing that or maybe it was just too late at that stage.” (PT 05 
voluntary practitioner) 

 

7.6  Fragmentation/Tension within the Sector 

The research participants recognised the notable change that was occurring within the 

sector itself. These changes in the professional environment are still ongoing and reflect 

changes that had been initiated with the Review of Public Administration, but also a 

changing funding landscape.  

The old stability of covenant (grant aided, bureaucratic) funding established in the 1970s is 

being challenged. Stable annual renewal of budgets is being questioned. Collective 

cooperation amongst the voluntary youth work sector has been placed under strain in the 

face of competitive commissioning. The data from participants reveals a slow restructuring 

of the youth work sector that is reshaping the relationships that have remained stable for a 

generation (since the introduction of YCNI in 1989). This fundamental reshaping of the 

sector is felt at all levels and across all parts. The majority (n=13/21 of study participants) of 

participants identified fragmentation and restructuring as a current issue impacting practice. 

Voluntary and Statutory sector practitioners, managers, and senior managers all recognise 

the fundamental shift in power relations within the wider youth work sector. 

 

“So, the voluntary sector now sits very much underneath the statutory sector where 
maybe before they saw themselves as kind of co-equals, now they don’t, you know, 
… so all of the structures that were there for the voluntary sector to some extent are 
either dead or dying and you, the only show in town at the minute is the Education 
Authority.” (PT 05 voluntary practitioner)  

 

As old structures change, so authority and power are also perceived to shift: 

“I think the dangers, the danger’s always for me that too much authority and power 
goes to one particular body and at the minute that’s the Education Authority.” (PT 
05 voluntary practitioner) 

 

This shift in power towards an ascendant and controlling statutory sector is recognised:  

“I can see that right today when they’re facing cuts. But someone has strengthened 
the hand of statutory sector where they were more in control of telling people what 
it is they would and almost telling them and that’s the outcomes that you’re looking 
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for because that’s based on this area assessment of need.” (PT 17 statutory youth 
officer)  

 

Some statutory workers see dangers in a transfer to more power and control to the 

statutory sector: 

“I would say youth work will decrease rapidly, I think there will be a monopoly on 
who delivers it and I think the amount of young people who will have increased 
access of opportunity will be less.” (PT 17 statutory youth officer) 

 

But with power also comes responsibility: 

“Control has been rested over to the statutory sector and the, they’re the funder, 
they’re putting it in place and then you oblige these people to roll out that process.” 
(PT 21 statutory senior youth officer) 

 

We continue to see that fragmentation added to funding uncertainty further fuels a sense of 

existential threat within the sector. However, senior managers still hold out hope that the 

outcomes agenda can provide a strategic focus that the wider youth service can unite 

around.  

 

“The way youth service does things at the minute, it’s so fragmented, it’s so, facets 
of, so many facets and everybody’s got an ego around what they’re trying to report… 
There’s no sense of a combined service and I think outcomes accountability gives us 
an opportunity to work towards that because you’ve got this umbrella of six 
outcomes and I think it would be a useful, a very useful tool.” (PT 21 statutory senior 
youth officer) 

 

We perhaps see here echoes of what McGimpsey & Youdell (2015: 128 ) refers to “as 

simultaneous moves of assembly, disassembly and reassembly” of the youth service, 

although in different forms from those experienced in England, the question remains do 

they reassemble in a form more accepting of “mandated funding, accountability and 

performance frames.”  

 

Having considered the first four aspects of the contingent context: (1) the origin of the 

outcomes agenda, (2) calls for justification, (3) funding uncertainty and (4) fragmented 

restructuring, this chapter now turns to the fifth aspect of the contingent context that was 

revealed in the data. This is the pivot to formal education and accreditation.  
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7.7 Pivot to Formal Education and Accreditation  

So far in this chapter there has been evidence that the changes are linked to wider shifts 

that resonate with New Public Sector management (Pollitt 2003). However, the next 

ubiquitous finding to emerge from the data was how policy, Priorities for Youth (2013), has 

caused a further pivot in focus concerning the nature of youth work itself. This is 

noteworthy as at first glance it is a policy imperative beyond management, more to do with 

the direct work that youth workers undertake with young people. 

The question at the heart of Priorities for Youth (2013) was how best the youth sector can 

play its part in the wider education service in order to help young people achieve their 

potential. This opens a query about both the purpose of youth work and the process of 

youth work, but McCready (2019:224) highlights that it also raises a question of the ‘place’ 

of youth work within the wider education sector. To recall, the youth sector represents 1.6% 

of the Department of Education’s budget, a very small part of expenditure. The Youth 

Service’s resource has always been small but it is also an outlier within the department in 

terms of policy and practice, much of its work was outside of schools, in young people’s 

recreational time, focused on direct work with young people in the community and 

supported by a small part-time and volunteer workforce. This outlier status is made clear in 

the Education Minister’s forword in Priorities for Youth: “The major and recurrent issue for 

my department was that youth work could no longer be allowed to remain a separate policy, 

detached from the overall education priorities.” (DE 2013:i). Historically youth work has only 

had tentative links to formal education. For McCready (2019:224) the crux of the debate 

would be about a proposition. Would it be ‘Youth Work as education,’ or would it be ‘youth 

work in education’? McCready reminds us “the policy language around formal education 

was consistently demonstrating a closer relationship between formal and non-formal 

education…youth workers in school were becoming more and more common, particularly 

within the controlled sector” (McCready 2019:221). The question that Priorities for Youth 

(DE 2013) posed for youth workers and youth service managers is: was youth work ‘allowed’ 

to define its own purpose as an educational endeavour or was the purpose of youth work 

going to be defined within the Department of Education’s vision? This is a further challenge 
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to the ontological security 25 (discussed in chapter 4.12, Giddens 2006, Ball 2003, Ball 2015b, 

Schutze 2021) that youth workers have about their profession. That is, a sense of 

discontinuity of practice and a disconnect from youth work values.  

The study findings reveal participants’ (N= 18/21) awareness of these changes and a 

growing sense that youth work was being defined ‘in’ education rather than ‘as’ education. 

A specific emphasis on educational underachievement is revealed in the data.  

“My priority is firstly schools, secondly schools and thirdly schools. Look, we are 
driven to tackle educational underachievement.” (PT 15 statutory senior youth 
officer) 

 

“I suppose the Department of Education, in formal education have always had very 
clear learning outcomes in terms of links to curriculum and all that and I suppose for 
a while, youth work has maybe not been tied into that as tightly as it’s becoming.” 
(PT 14 senior voluntary practitioner) 

 

“It’s just Priorities for Youth has skewed everything. I think the interpretation is 
support education, five A to Cs [GCSEs]. It’s an interpretation of Priorities for Youth 
by EA and I can understand the Department of Education saying to us…We’re 
funding ‘yous’ and our priorities is to raise the standard in five A to Cs” do you know, 
‘So how are you contributing to the five A to Cs?’” (PT4 Senior Practitioner 
Voluntary) 

 

However, while youth workers recognise the origin of the pivot to formal education, they 

question its impact on youth work’s methods of practice, a move away from ‘process driven’ 

(Ord 2007, 2016) practice. There is an alteration in language used to discuss practice and the 

role that youth workers fulfil with young people. The data reveals that some participants 

exhibit a brash, emotional, almost reactionary response. What is clear is the presence of a 

professional disidentification on several levels. This has resonance with Bright and Pugh’s 

(2019:70) speculative exploration of English youth workers’ ‘estrangement’ within the 

profession. Participants were at pains to separate themselves from the increased emphasis 

on youth workers working in a more formal manner.  

 

 
25 ontological security concerns the existential dimension of feeling safe in society, when an individual has 

trust in their everyday experiences and the surrounding world, in effect there is no fear of its form changing 

which stands in contrast to feeling ontologically insecure 
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One youth worker comments on a more structured youth work practice:  
 
“My problem is the performance culture is leading to more and more structured 
youth work…but certain agencies seem to be finding comfort in that, that their 
agency are saying, well let’s run a course on that.” (PT 19 voluntary senior manager) 

 

Another worker has noticed a change in language and focus on the formal curriculum:  

"But it was showing signs of moving and the language that was coming out of that 
particular group sufficiently educational that it was, you could see a crossover even 
to the formal curriculum.” (PT 18 statutory principal youth officer)  

 

The change in focus is characterised by a move to delivery which has a ‘product’ orientation 

within a formal education setting (Ord 2007, 2016): 

“Whereas I kind of think that statutory is starting to become more focused on the 
product and that is within the school.” (PT 16 voluntary practitioner)  

 

Coussée (2012:9) cautions against the ‘methodisation’ of youth work: reducing youth work 

methods, making the informal more formal, such an approach, he cautions, might mean 

youth work “losing sight of its mission and social tenure.”  

 

Another worker asserts that pedagogy is being changed, even imposed, and that this has 

ethical implications for professionals: 

“And that’s a conversation… it’s an ethical debate, it’s the social pedagogy model for 
this formal education agenda that’s being pushed upon us.” (PT4 Senior Practitioner 
Voluntary) 

 

Participants in the study struggle with youth workers taking on teacher-like roles: 

“Unhappy, yeah, you know, there’s nothing youth work about it, you know, it’s, you 
know, it’s filling our youth workers’ journals [time sheet allocation] during the day, 
that's how I feel about it, you know, and that’s, and yeah, I’d love to see them 
working in schools during the day, but I don’t like seeing them marking books and, 
you know, handing over the files, and that outcome to me is ridiculous outcome for 
youth workers.” (PT 08 statutory senior practitioner) 

 

There is a strong resonance in this study with the work of Hammond (2018:238), the data of 

this study reveals similar participants’ questions about the nature of youth work. In the 

literature this has been described as a move away from ‘process’ towards more ‘product’-

based understandings of education. This questioning demonstrates a resonance with wider 
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debates around the purpose of education and the nature of curriculum in education. Ord 

(2004[a], 2004[b], 2007, 2016) has championed a more detailed exploration of the 

relationship between youth work and concepts of curriculum, which has generated some 

debate in the literature (Robertson 2004, Stanton 2004, Davies 2005). Ord (2004[a], 

2004[b], 2007, 2016) argues that a ‘product’ orientation is the dominant understanding of 

curriculum in formal education (Kelly 2004), where education is instrumental in nature and 

articulated in terms of end products. This is argued to be a technical rational approach to 

learning and involves the pre-specification of learning objectives. This pre-specification can 

be problematic for several reasons. (1) It can lead to linear notions of causality, for example 

that educators can effect behaviour change. (2) If the ‘articulated, negotiated, and agreed 

needs’ of young people are not considered it can lead to hierarchical and imposed learning 

objectives. Without such negotiation young people are again passive and are not engaged in 

self-determination.  

 

Some youth workers had some thoughts on why the pivot to formal education was 

connected to the wider outcomes agenda, expressing a view that it reflected a more target-

orientated culture, with the view that more generative, informal, process-orientated youth 

work practice is harder to quantify (Morgan 2009). In comparison, a more technical, 

‘product’-orientated formal education enables more straightforward quantification.  

 

“Youth workers are tasked …there are targets in relation to accredited training, 
levels of programmes delivered. You know very output focused. The numbers of 
young people achieving accreditation.” (PT6 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

“Basically, saying structured youth work is where it’s at rather than non-structured 
youth work. Now, structured youth work lends itself to this measurement and 
performance, so you can turn round, I’ve ten people doing OCN 1 [Open College 
Network vocational qualification] and it’s nice and it’s structured and there was 
evidence, creative and written work etcetera, that makes it dead easy, throw it on 
the table and say look…” (PT 19 voluntary senior manager)  

 

There is a recognition that there is an impact on youth work delivery in the community and 

at other times when delivery with formal education is prioritised: 

“It’s important to the Department, it’s becoming more and more important, and it 
then means that when we have extra responsibilities in the formal sector what is lost 
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is then evening programmes, you can't, you need to protect administration time and 
the preparation time and the ability to research and the ability to talk to your peers 
time.  Those 4 sessions a week that workers are allowed need to be protected.” (PT 
15 statutory senior youth officer) 

 

Study participants unhappily envisage this as the continued future trajectory for youth work 

practice with a focus on formalised accreditation and qualifications: 

“I think there will be a push to prove attributably between what youth workers do 
and a number of priorities, high level outcome priorities around educational 
attainment or whatever. So would be some…we need to be able to attribute 10 
OCNs to…or whatever we do. Then there will be a predominance around accredited 
training and formal. So, I think that’ll be a big push around where we go.” (PT 09 
voluntary practitioner) 

 

“I think in the future there’s going to be greater links with the formal sector, I do 
think that that’s probably, the linking that we have and providing the GCSE 
programmes that we have, I think that’s going to become maybe more of a focus as 
well, I just would like to think that there’s going to constantly be the review.” (PT 11 
senior statutory practitioner) 

 

There are some hopes for the future that the pivot to formal education could be addressed 

in  a more expansive and community focused manner, with the suggestion that rather than 

youth workers going into schools, that pupils come to youth workers in the community and 

experience different educational environments that youth workers can create.  

“I don’t want our workers going to schools, I want pupils coming to our centres is 
what I’d like to see, I’d like us to be, to be working on life skills.” (PT 11 senior 
statutory practitioner) 

 

In this regard there are resonances with the work of Leitch et al (2017) where their research 

suggested that youth work provides a community connection at a meso-level for schools 

and formal education and is effective in improving educational outcomes for young people. 

 

The findings revealed by the data of this study resonate with another recent study into 

youth work in Northern Ireland. Hammond’s (2018) study also reveals “respondents’ 

negative reactivity towards formal education.” Hammond (2018:237) was able to identify a 

tendency for youth workers to describe formal education “characteristics in a negative way, 

framing youth work not by what it is, but by what it is not. The juxtaposition was continually 

articulated that youth work is not formal education, it is not school, and it is not teaching.”  
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There is concern from participants that youth workers engaged in formal education delivery 

are expected to undertake additional training to be able to work in this setting.  

 

“You know it’s Department of Education and I suppose that’s, that’s what they 
would, you know, and now all DE funding programmes, you know they’re expecting 
you to have some sort of teaching qualification, you know that certificate in 
teaching.” (PT 14 senior voluntary practitioner)  

 

One worker in the statutory sector is concerned that youth workers are becoming ‘pseudo-

teachers’ another goes further to call the practice out as ‘bullshit.’ 

“And I think that some of the things that scare me are about some of the stories you 
hear people are doing in schools now. There’re pseudo-teachers and that they’re 
going in delivering.” (PT 02 statutory practitioner) 

 

“The schools work that we’re doing at the moment, you know, I think is structured to 
the point where youth workers are teaching and I think that it’s an argument out 
there that people say, well depends on the youth worker as to whether or not they 
delivered how they use, what youth work methodologies they use, I think that's 
bullshit.” (PT8 Senior Practitioner Statutory) 

 

7.8  Conclusion  

The finding presented in this chapter portray a picture of professional youth work in 

Northern Ireland experiencing seismic changes in policy, sectoral re-structuring, and funding 

mechanisms. Ball (2003:217) gives insight here suggesting that such changes can be a “re-

forming of relationships and subjectivities and a re-invented discipline.” The findings reveal a 

strong affective response from professional youth workers: the anxiety, fear and doubt that 

give insight into the emotions permeating the youth work sector. We see evidence of a 

narrative of crisis, austerity, and funding uncertainty, concatenated with the introduction of 

new public management priorities, cost effectiveness, justification, intensified performance 

management and reporting. We see further evidence here of the ‘ontological insecurity’ 

(Ball 2003:220, Ball 2015b) of professional youth workers, an increase in the intensity of 

accountability and concern about personal security (financial) and organisation viability 

(financial). Ball (2003:220) cautions here that such conditions reshape professionals and 

organisations, and that “organisations will do whatever is necessary to excel or to survive.” 

There is evidence of the emergence of the policy technologies of performative competition, 

devolved targets and incentives (Ball 2003). This sense of performative competition is 
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further intensified by the pivot to the less familiar professional territory of formal education 

and more ‘product’ orientations to youth work purpose and practice. We see a developing 

context that has increased greatly the ‘ontological insecurity’ (Ball 2003: 2020) of 

professional youth workers.  

 

Having established the contingent context, we turn in the next chapter to focus on the 

impact and practice of youth service managers in this environment.  
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Chapter 8: Impacts: Changes in Management Practice the Technocratic Turn  

In this chapter the attention continues to focus on the third major epistemic object 

identified in the data: the epistemic culture associated with evidence and outcomes in 

youth work. However, this chapter explores the data’s revelation of the impact that the 

context has had on the epistemic practice of managers. That is, the chapter explores the 

epistemic priorities and challenges, the knowledge intermediaries, and the present and 

emerging epistemic infrastructure. These changes in management practice reflect what I 

have referred to as the ‘technocratic turn.’ In discussing this impact, the focus will be on 

four overlapping areas of development. First there is a strong link between the outcomes 

agenda and the processes associated with quality assurance and moderation currently in 

operation within the Northern Ireland youth service. Second, the outcomes agenda has 

revealed translation issues (n=9/21 of study participants), that is, a confusion concerning the 

language (n=13/21 of study participants), terminology, and epistemology of the outcomes 

agenda; this has led to substantial problems for youth workers and managers in applying an 

alien (exogenous) culture (n=10/21 of study participants) into the youth work profession. 

Third, there is the rapid development of information management systems which are new, 

emergent and incomplete. There is exploration of how these information management 

systems are being developed at pace to respond to the policy imperatives of Priorities for 

Youth (DE 2013). Finally, this chapter considers the fourth area of the technocratic turn, that 

of the role the Education and Training Inspectorate in ‘veridiction’ within these new systems 

(Ball 1990, 2010). This role of veridiction ensures that the youth sector is in adherence to 

established ‘truth’ concerning good practice normally aligned to Education and Training 

Inspectorate expectations. 

 

8.1 Moderation, Quality Assurance, and Veridiction 

The Department of Education makes clear in Priorities for Youth that “strengthened 

governance and accountability arrangements are important aspects of effective 

performance management systems, which will enable the youth service to demonstrate 

more effectively the outcomes it delivers” (DE 2013:21). At a policy level Priorities for Youth 

(DE 2013) clearly establishes the link between governance, management and youth work 

outcomes, but it goes further  requiring the use of performance management systems 
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within the wider youth work sector. Therefore, there is little surprise that performance 

management and quality assurance would feature in research participants’ responses. 

Research participants made strong connections between the outcomes agenda and the 

processes of quality assurance in operation within their organisation and the wider youth 

work sector. 

Ord (2012:35) has argued that modern technical rational management theory remains the 

dominant approach to youth work management in the UK. Using this approach youth work 

organisations can be considered multifaceted open systems. The role of transformational 

management processes within the system require a rational movement from the inputs 

made to attainment of  targeted outputs which are proxies for the achievement of the 

desired outcomes. This approach is evident in the Youth Work National Occupational 

Standards (Ord 2012:37, LLUK 2008: 5) where performance management is included. But 

performance management is also a feature in the wider literature on New Public Sector 

Management. Pollitt (2003:27) reminds us that the key elements are a shift in focus away 

from inputs and processes to a emphasis on outputs and outcomes; inputs and processes 

become less important if outcomes can be demonstrably achieved. There is also a shift 

towards measurement and quantification of outputs and outcomes using ‘performance 

metrics.’ In addition, there is a focus on service quality and a consumer orientation. As study 

participants discuss their experiences in the sector, it is clear that these three elements are 

present in the current youth service alongside a shift to leaner organisational structures, use 

of contracts, and commissioning of services. 

It is useful to remind ourselves that one of the features of the post-1972 settlement 

associated with youth work in Northern Ireland during ‘the Troubles’ was a focus on services 

that were reliable, equitable and free from corruption. This favoured public statutory 

provision (or granted aided in catholic/nationalist communities); it also provided for more 

bureaucratised ways of organising practice (McCready & Loudon 2015, Scott-McKinley 

2019). Covenantal rather than contractual funding relationships were a feature of policy 

when achieving balance in resource allocation between communities was a priority within a 

contested society. These covenantal relationships focused on strong personal relationships, 

for example Area Youth Officers would often sit on the management committees of 

voluntary youth sector organisations to provide professional advice. Therefore, it could be 
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argued that discrimination in funding concerning outcomes for young people was less of a 

priority.  

 

Within this settlement, Youth Officers (managers at area level within the service) would 

have offered guidance and advice on youth service provision to grant aided units and 

provided leadership to statutory provision. As the influence of the market and performance 

management grew, we see the emergence of what are called ‘moderation visits,’ though 

they have been referred to differently across the sector, as support visits, verification visits, 

monitoring visits etc. A formal policy on moderation was only published in 2021 (Education 

Authority 2021). 

Moderation takes place at all levels of the youth work sector but is largely a feature of 

Education Authority controlled provision and voluntary sector units in receipt of significant 

financial grant aid from EA. ‘Moderation’ is a form of quality assurance within the youth 

work sector that is additional to the formal inspections provided by the Education and 

Training Inspectorate.  

 

Pollitt (2003:89) reminds us that accountability is a relationship, one with another, that is,  

“one party, accountor, recognises an obligation to explain and justify their conduct to 

another, the accountee.” As such the scope of the accountability needs defined. 

“Accountability may be a ‘good thing,’ but it also has costs” (Pollitt 2003:90). It consumes 

considerable time and energy and risks consuming manager actions, with the potential for it 

to take over the role. This of course leads to questions about the scale of accountability, 

scope for flexibility or discretion and concepts of proportionality. In addition, there are risks 

that accountability systems outweigh the benefits they provide. 

 

The majority of participants (n=15/21 of study participants) identified management issues as 

being a concern. In a similar vein, quality assurance via moderation was also referred to by 

the majority of participants (n=13/21 of study participants). Quality assurance processes 

linked to quality assurance, moderation and inspection generated in excess of 200 coded 

items in the data.  
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The data from the participants has revealed that moderation is viewed as a two-edged 

sword, used to ensure compliance, but also used for practice improvement. Considering 

compliance first it was perceived as a means of control and checking up by management:  

“It’s a twofold tool, I mean, it’s a control tool, I feel, it’s for, it’s called insurance.”(PT 
07 statutory youth officer)  

 

“I think moderations are really only useful for, yeah, for continually ensuring that 
work is taking place.” (PT 08 statutory senior practitioner) 

 

For one senior practitioner in the voluntary sector the process was solely about 

accountability and did not have a link to improvement processes.  

 

“There’s no connection between the self-assessment for ETI and no connection 
between it and EA, and their accountability systems, because realistically theirs is 
accountability systems and not quality improvement.” (PT 04 senior voluntary 
practitioner).  

 

This gives some insight into potential confusion that exists in the moderation and quality 

assurance process. Is moderation about proving or justifying practice has taken place and is 

effective or is it about the improvement and development of practice? This prove-improve 

tension goes to the heart of the evaluation process. Everitt and Hardiker (1996) highlight 

how evaluation processes focused on accounting for and proving effective practice will be 

different and ask different questions to evaluation processes focused on development 

improvement of practice. Sure enough managers see moderation as a way of checking for 

and highlighting practice that is not effective. Moderation therefore is about accountability 

first, which can sometimes lead to a reorientation to improving or correcting failure in 

practice.  

 

“If that worker’s not doing a good job or need support, sorry, if they need support 
and if they’re not doing a good job, if there’s issues that I see, there’s, it’s our staff 
team that have to support that person to improve that practice.” (PT 21 statutory 
senior youth officer) 

 

Where the statutory service is both provider of a service and moderator of that service, 

then moderation might lead to direct responsibility for ensuring improvement. In the 

competitive voluntary sector market this responsibility appears to be devolved to the 
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voluntary sector providers themselves, in particular the individual voluntary management 

committees. The data demonstrates that the voluntary sector is expected to be accountable 

to the statutory funder, but that improvement responsibility is being devolved. 

  

“I’ve no problem just moderating them [voluntary sector] and saying it’s not good, 
you’re not achieving this outcome, when it comes to our staff, we’ve a responsibility 
then, to make sure it does happen in a way that’s supportive.” “[in the voluntary 
sector] it’s up to the management committee to alter those things and in the future 
in a more competitive marketplace potentially, moderations are going to be really 
important for that sector and if they’re continually poor and there’s another 
provider in the area, that is what things may well look like.” (PT 21 statutory senior 
youth officer) 

 

This may be more to do with the newly emerging structures within the youth sector itself 

where responsibility for improvement in the voluntary sector is being devolved to the local 

management committees by the statutory sector. Traditionally statutory sector staff and 

youth officers would have had a support and advice role, however what is being suggested 

here is that moderation visits from staff of the Education Authority to the voluntary sector 

only address accountability and not support. We see here moderation as a form of 

accountability and its linkage to current and potentially future funding for voluntary sector 

providers. This approach increases the stakes, the risks associated with moderation for 

voluntary sector youth organisations intensifies from improving practice to funding survival. 

What is clear is that senior figures see moderation as an early warning system that 

highlights when support or intervention is needed. However youth workers are still 

uncertain about how this works in practice. 

 

As we can see, who is responsible for improvement in the youth work sector remains less 

clear. There was a recognition within both the voluntary and statutory sector that 

moderation provides workers with a platform for justification, a space to prove the 

effectiveness of practice. They also recognise that it can provide insight into potential 

practice improvements.  

 

“I felt that I was able to justify my work at a different level than I could before, I 
knew the quality of the work I was doing, I know the flaws in it, all of them, it was 
nice having moderators come in some times and kind of point out things that you 
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kind of knew anyway but didn’t want to address or some things that you missed so 
that was useful.” (PT 07 statutory youth officer)  

 

However, the tension and the balance between justification and improvement insight seems 

less assured in the voluntary sector. 

  

“Moderation for me is accountability to the EA [Education Authority], but the word 
moderation fits within a quality assurance framework that’s supposed to be about 
improvement.” (PT4 Senior Practitioner Voluntary sector) 

 

Ord. J (2012: 31) citing Chelminsky (1997) outlines three purposes to quality assurance. “The 

first being ‘accountability’, which corresponds to the demands of funders to meet 

agreements; secondly, ‘programme development’, with emphasises on refining the quality of 

the programme or youth provision; and thirdly, ‘generating knowledge’, which aims to help 

develop understanding about what forms of practice are successful.”   

Study participants at all levels and from all sectors expressed concerns about the quality 

assurance and moderation process. These concerns are linked to moderators’ inconsistency.  

“But like each officer who is doing a moderation has a slightly different approach, 
you know. So yeah, most probably don’t see it in a supporting… you know they see it 
as an… like, a youth worker in most cases doesn’t see it as, like. This evidence officer 
is coming out to support me in my work here.” (PT 06 statutory senior practitioner)  

 

For one voluntary worker the concern was about inconsistency from moderators about the 

nature of evidence sought.  

“Yes, they talk about quality assurance, but I do think sometimes they focus on 
quantity you know versus quality as an equal process.” (PT4 Senior Practitioner 
voluntary sector)  

 

We see here youth workers questioning moderators’ lack of clarity about what evidence is 

being sought. This has resonance with Thomas (2005:3): for information to have an 

‘evidential role’ it “must pass the test of relevance if it is to move from informational noise to 

potential evidence through to prima facie evidence.” Relevance must also be combined with 

sufficiency, corroboration that builds a ‘body of evidence.’ But evidence is usually sought to 

support a claim, position, or evidence. What is evident from the data is that there is 

suspicion on the part of practitioners about the motivation of moderators.  
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Senior managers appear to be aware of these concerns: 

“Now one of the things that came back particularly from YouthNet [voluntary sector 
umbrella organisation] was that monitoring [moderation] visits by EA [Education 
Authority] were seen as punitive and that wasn’t borne out when they actually asked 
people.” (PT 18 statutory principal youth officer) 

 

In cases, these concerns are expressed in quite stark emotional terms, with affective words 

like suspicion and fear being used: 

“And immediately people go there’s an ulterior motive. This boy’s coming after me, 
he’s after somebody, he’s trying to do harm rather than good. And as soon as people 
have that suspicion in your head it doesn’t matter what you say to them to reassure 
them, you’re just not gonna break it down.” (PT 10 senior voluntary practitioner) 

 

Practitioners question the motives behind the moderation process and fear ulterior motives 

to the ones expressed. Moderations expressly articulated as supportive generate anxiety in 

youth workers and fear that competency is being questioned. This is not just confined to 

voluntary sector practitioners; it also extends to statutory workers. 

 

“I think there is a clear agenda that people are working to, and you know they would 
say that they are supportive, I would say the majority of workers would challenge 
that. If you’re a frontline service practitioner, I would say the majority would 
challenge that…it would be a case of workers are fearful for their post and if they 
seem to be looking support then it could be interpreted as incompetency, and I 
know that from supporting other workers right now…they’re fearful of saying that 
things aren't happening for them in case they would be looked at as being 
incompetent.” (PT 12 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

The limitations of the moderation process are also recognised by senior managers, who also 

have their concerns about moderation. The influence of professional working relationships 

with those being moderated is seen as a factor influencing the process. Moderation is 

carried out by youth officers or senior youth workers/team leaders and involves visits to 

youth work organisation, observations of youth workers practice and auditing of evidence 

files. Auditing of evidence files includes a checking that youth workers are following 

processes in their work (prescribed by moderators or inspectors), are records up to date, do 

current projects have approved plans, are plans broken down into more detailed session 

plans with clear objectives and learning outcomes and are tools in place for pre and post 
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assessment of learning and are projects adequately evaluated with feedback from young 

people.  

“It’s not really in their interest to do a critical report because when you’re line 
managing somebody, you want to keep rapport good and there’s obviously moments 
and times you want to be a challenge function, but you want to motivate and 
develop that person.” (PT 21 statutory senior youth officer) 

 

Also, some managers express scepticism about the process and question the veracity of the 

evidence that is examined in the moderation and inspection processes.  

“I never liked the way they kind of start turd polishing the minute you hear the 
inspector's coming down.” (PT 07 statutory youth officer) 

 

As a way to address the question of veracity and ‘polishing’, there is evidence from the data 

that those responsible for designing the moderation process have considered methods of 

addressing some the processes limitations.  

"Some people in our service would like for our unit visits [moderation] to be 
unannounced and I don’t think they should be unannounced.” (PT 11 senior 
statutory practitioner) 

 

In questioning the nature of quality assurance and moderation in the examples outlined 

above, we see youth workers and managers considering epistemic questions. There is active 

consideration of evidentiary matters. Specific issues concerning which evidence is relevant 

and sufficient within the moderation process are evident in the data. Also, the difficulty 

associated with veracity and the trustworthiness of evidence used is another consideration. 

Thomas (2005:3) reminds us that veracity is about establishing the process of gathering 

evidence. This process has to be free from distortion and, as far as possible, 

uncontaminated by vested interest. We see both youth workers and managers questioning 

the motivation of each other in the moderation process. The data demonstrates that issues 

of veracity are genuine and meaningful considerations in quality assurance processes. It is 

possible to posit from this data that the ‘rules of evidence’ concerning what is generated 

and examined in youth work moderation and inspection are contested. Twining (2006) 

provides a useful reminder in this regard, that all judgement is subject to an ‘evidence 

discourse’; evidence rarely has a single understanding and therefore is a subject for 

argument and adjudication. In the youth work context this raises the question about where 
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such debate can take place, where adjudication sits and who makes the judgements 

concerning the ‘rules of evidence.’  

 

Participants identified links between the Education Authority moderation processes and the 

role that the Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI) has in the youth work sector. A 

senior manager in the study identified how the ETI are shaping the moderation process with 

the Education Authority.  

“I think that the model that we have, we’ve tried to do, we’ve just tried to moderate 
and see what the provision is but that’s not good enough and ETI have obviously 
been pointing that out for a number of years, to us.” (PT 21 statutory senior youth 
officer)  

 

The ability of the moderation process to  ‘generate knowledge’ and “develop understanding 

about what forms of practice are successful” (Ord 2012: 31) is considered limited.  

“I don’t know if it has improved our support for workers to improve poor practice. 
And that’s what I think we need to, and I, at the start of the process of questioning 
that a little bit.” (PT 21 statutory senior youth officer) 

 

The data reveal clear links being made by study participants between the quality assurance 

moderation systems and external quality assurance inspections from the Education and 

Training Inspectorate. Senior practitioners commented:  

“Moderation for us is a mini-inspection.” (PT 04 senior voluntary practitioner).  
 
“I think like they see it basically as another inspection, you know.” (PT 06 statutory 
senior practitioner).  

 

Senior managers in the statutory service recognise this interpretation  

“I would agree with the kind of sense of mini-inspections, that sense of, you know, I 
have seen staff in, I have seen staff improve thorough the moderation process and 
I’ve seen staff become disengaged though the moderation process.” (PT 21 statutory 
senior youth officer) 

 

Anticipation of future inspection appears to be a feature of team leaders thinking as they 

conduct the moderation process. This is an example of the internalisation of inspection 

expectations into moderation practice.  

“The moderation really would be going out and viewing the practice…and like in the 
back of my head I would always have inspection, you know, in some way. Like not as 
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a key thing at the forefront but in the back of your head you are thinking ‘If I was an 
inspector here what would I… what am I seeing?’ you know, ‘in front of me and in 
here’ and how can that be improved?” (PT 06 statutory senior practitioner).  

 

As discussed in the literature review in chapter 4.14 and 4.15 we see evidence of Foucault’s 

(1977:170) disciplinary power “use of simple instruments, hierarchical observation, 

normalizing judgement and their combination in a procedure that is specific to it.” For youth 

work practitioners, moderation is an exercise of hierarchical observation and judgement 

undertaken by managers, but we also see this as an adopted practice and interiorisation of 

the ultimate hierarchal observation and judgement of ETI inspectors. Inspection by ETI on 

average takes place every 3-5 years for youth work units and sometimes intervals between 

inspection is longer. In practical terms, moderation serves the purpose of effectively 

increasing the frequency of inspection, approximately four times a year for a full-time youth 

work provision/worker. However, it also goes much further in that it impacts the knowledge 

culture and evidence discourse associated with quality assurance. ETI thinking, if embraced, 

becomes embedded practice and encultured practice (Nerland et al 2012, Collins 1993) and 

this has resonance with what Perryman (2006:148) terms the ‘vigilant eye,’ under which 

practice is scrutinised for its adherence to a particular established evidence discourse which 

expects prescribed outcomes and documentation of the same. For Perryman (2006:1-2), in 

education this vigilant eye is ‘increasingly everywhere’ and enables a description of “a 

regime in which frequency of inspection and the sense of being perpetually under 

surveillance leads to teachers performing in ways dictated by the discourse of inspection.” 

The data in this study points to moderation and the adoption of an evidence discourse 

linked to inspection; this leads to youth workers being ‘perpetually under surveillance’ and 

raises the potential for panoptic performativity discussed in chapter 4.15/17 becoming a 

feature of practice and knowledge culture.  

 

In the study we see senior practitioners taking on a surveillance role similar to inspectors, 

but also an internalisation of a performativity discourse (Lyotard 1984): ‘If I was an 

inspector…’. Therefore, we see in the data evidence of the youth service instituting self-

disciplinary measures. This adoption of self-disciplinary measures appears to go further than 

isolated individual managers and is evident in a more systematic approach to preparation 
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for inspection which is linked to the moderation process. This appears to take the form of 

inspection rehearsal. 

 

“We would do a review of a centre, we pick a centre every year…you know a variety 
of people going in and providing the information and that is a mini inspection in a 
sense…we pick two or three days like an inspector and we see all their sessions…we 
do a moderation report on each…and we give them that feedback and that’s to help 
them prepare for ETI coming out.” (PT 11 senior statutory practitioner).  

 

What we see here is evidence in the data of performativity, “performing the normal within a 

particular discourse” (Perryman 2006: 152). Surveillance is combined with normalisation. 

For Foucault (1977:184), normalisation is “one of the great instruments of power.” And 

Perryman (2006:152) contends that “rather than coercing subjects, forcing them to follow 

‘the rules’, institutions are judged as successful in so far as they educate people to obey 

particular regimes.” For Ball (2013:89) “performativity works best when we come to want for 

ourselves what is wanted from us, when our moral sense of our desires and ourselves are 

aligned with its pleasures” - in this case the position of the Education and Training 

Inspectorate (ETI) about what is effective youth work and how this is demonstrated in 

evidence.  

We can see from the data that quality assurance and moderation as a part of the outcomes 

agenda is changing the epistemic orientation within the youth work profession. The 

increased intensity of accountability and performance management is expressed in 

increased surveillance via moderation processes and normalisation of external ETI 

expectations concerning evidentiary practice.  

As outlined in chapter 4.14 and 4.15, panoptic performativity associated with surveillance 

systems and normalisation (Ball 1990, 2003, 2015, Perryman 2006) means that managers 

and inspectors play an increasing role in the mediation and verification of evidence about 

youth work practice. Jensen et al (2012) using the work of Callon (1991) have highlighted 

the importance of human beings as significant knowledge intermediaries. Those conducting 

moderations and inspections become the knowledge intermediaries through which 

evidence, and knowledge about practice, flows. These knowledge intermediaries are having 

an additional epistemic effect by attempting to dominate the evidence discourse, which is 

defining what evidence is relevant, sufficient and has weight (veracity) (Thomas 2005). 
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These are knowledge culture questions, they are questions of knowledge mediation, of what 

evidence is important and what evidence should be stored and retained for inspection. We 

see within the profession and at the level of youth work practice what Lincoln (2002:16) 

refers to as the “language game” and the “politics of evidence”, that is, the questions of  

“who determines what counts as evidence and who is persuaded by it.” In short, we see 

knowledge and the evidence discourse being used as a site of power (Lyotard 1984). Ball 

(2013:91) highlights Foucault’s term for this, the ‘régime du savoir’, that is “the way in which 

knowledge circulates and functions, its relations to power” (Foucault, 1982:212). 

 

This politics of evidence extends beyond the knowledge intermediaries of managers and 

inspectors. It also extends to the knowledge intermediaries of written guides and artefacts 

(Nerland et al 2012).  

 

“We have a quality assurance pack and in that you would have your session plans 
where you would identify what you’re gonna do. You would also have…sorry your 
aims and your objectives, your outputs, outcomes, and stuff. And then you would 
have for the programme. Then you would have your session plans, your nightly 
session plans. You would have your young people’s evaluations, nightly evaluations, 
and your end of programme evaluation. You would also have your….you have, you 
and your co-workers end of session evaluation and then your end of programme 
report.” (PT3 Senior Practitioner Statutory sector).  

 

We see here the evidence discourse of quality assurance having a direct influence in the 

primary artefacts of youth work practice. This approach has echoes of Perryman’s (2006) 

studies into school inspections by Ofsted in England. The function of rehearsals and 

prearranged packs brings standardisation and contributes to the technocratic turn in youth 

work practice that further feeds the ‘product’ conception of practice. Ball (2015:259) refers 

to this as ‘ethical retooling,’ that is, “replacing client need and professional judgement 

processes with accountability and investment-based decision-making.” The adoption of 

inspection practices by youth service managers and senior practitioners into their practice 

demonstrates efforts at self-discipline and the embedding of technocratic routines. 

 

The data reveal that youth workers are aware that they may need to present their practice 

in a specific way, one that conforms to the vigilant eye, that is to the expectations of the 
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moderator (invisible inspector) or the visible inspector. Consequently, youth workers are 

expected to use certain language, methods, processes, and proforma to shape and present 

their practice. This is a continued example for Perryman of normalisation, “a process of 

ensuring that behaviour is judged as normal because it becomes the only acceptable 

behaviour” (Perryman 2006:6). We see here the role of moderator and inspectors as that of 

establishing the rules and judgements around what is the idea of a norm, and therefore 

educating inspected youth workers about what is ‘normalised’ and ‘abnormal’ practice. 

Therefore, abnormal practice can be judged as failing and subject to a regime of further 

moderation and ‘support’ in the hope that it will improve. The mock ‘mini-inspections’ of 

moderation visits and the step-by-step quality assurance packs point to the way that the 

regime of the inspectors has been internalised by youth work managers and the epistemic 

process of the youth service.  

“I would give the inspectorates form to staff as well for them to use as language. So, 
whenever they’re going down through it, the inspectorate would have…they’ve a 
whole series of tick box, you know, exercised for themselves about what kids are 
gaining from each programme. So, I give that to the staff, and I say whenever you’re 
planning a programme, look to see and use their language whenever you’re 
developing this. So, they were fairly au fait with the language that they were using, 
the language of the inspectorate whenever they came in. So that would be another 
thing that would impress them, you know.”  (PT 10 senior voluntary practitioner)
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8.2 Confusion and Translation  

The data from participants has revealed resonance in their experiences, with the presence 

of performance management and quality assurance aspects of new public management. 

This approach is embedded in a technical rational approach. It presumes that performance 

and outcomes can be measured and quantified. However, youth service managers in 

Northern Ireland are also professional youth workers; senior roles of team leaders and 

youth officers still require staff to be professionally qualified in youth work. Therefore many 

have made the transition to manager with no formal management training. The data reveals 

that youth worker managers are not always au fait or confident with the language of 

performance management, outcomes and quality assurance. This lack of familiarity and 

confidence is evident to the professional youth workers whom they manage. In addition, the 

data reveals a dichotomy within professionals. There are those that see the process of 

generating evidence of outcomes as straightforward, rational, and simple. There are others 

who see this process as problematic, complex, contested and complicated (the contested 

nature of outcomes is explored further in the next chapter). In effect this creates spaces of 

confusion, doubt and debate within the sector, but it also creates what Wolcott (2003) 

describes as moiety-like structures as already discussed in chapter four. A moiety is a 

division into two camps within a system, but this division is an unequal division, 

characterised by the power that different camps wield within the system. In a system where 

policy makers and management interpretation of policy now favour technical, rational 

understandings, it is more difficult for youth workers to challenge this dominant discourse. 

Structurally this unequal moiety has a small technocratic minority (mostly, but not 

exclusively managers) and a larger majority of practitioners who reject the technocratic 

approach. One of the epistemic strategies that become evident is the work of senior 

practitioners and how they are engaged in ‘translating’ the language of performance 

management, evidence and outcomes with other practitioners. This makes the discourse all 

pervading.  

 

“I mean everybody….there’s not a meeting you won’t go to where somebody’s 
talking about outcomes or impact or targets and stuff like that. My concern is that 
there’s no real understanding around why this is happening other than there’s an 
incursion to what we did in the past wasn’t good enough. What you’re doing in the 
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past and what you’re doing now isn’t good enough and isn’t having the impact, so 
we need to come up with this model to make you do it better because there’s too 
much waffle.” (PT 09 voluntary practitioner) 

 

However, practitioners are also finding the discourse confusing from management; this 

concerns their understanding of concepts and consistency in the language used. It is evident 

that terminology concerning outcomes is in a state of flux and that some youth workers find 

this frustrating. One worker describes the concepts as ‘foggy.’ 

 

“Within priorities for youth there’s a confusion what is an outcome and what is an 
output, do you know, and I think until that clarity comes and until we are told what 
we are supposed to be working to in terms of outcomes, it’s always going to be 
foggy.” (PT 04 senior voluntary practitioner) 

 

One participant is concerned about manager’s understanding: 

“Because I think that management actually were trying to present something that 
they really hadn’t, you know, a hundred percent grasp of themselves, you know, 
about like… this is going to maybe sound a wee bit… maybe it is undermining him a 
wee bit, but what the difference in an outcome and an output was, and how you 
were going to measure an outcome, you know.” (PT 06 statutory senior practitioner) 

 

Another participant expressed deeper concerns:  

“it’s wrapped in bullshit, and it’s wrapped in gibberish and nonsense and all sorts of 
crap that goes on with, you know, dealing with funders, dealing with the public, 
doing all that kind of, it’s wrapped in madness at the minute. And you look at it and 
it’s laughable some of the stuff that goes on, do you know.” (PT 05 voluntary 
practitioner) 

 

For another practitioner, the shifting language seems distorted:  

“Again, it was very much a bigger outcome, well output initially was the language 
and explained outputs which is now outcomes…so it was kind of fudged, so we still 
stayed with our old language.” (PT 07 statutory youth officer) 

 

Yet another practitioner questions the language: 

“Buzz words bug the life out of me, like when people are putting in, you maybe get 
carried away with like, I mean it’s just jargon, do you know, there is so much jargon.” 
( PT 08 statutory senior practitioner) 

 

The lack of clarity impedes understanding: 
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“And a lot of the words are used interchangeably, and a lot of people really don’t 
understand what they mean. And a lot of the time when they do know what they 
mean they still sounds like the same thing. So, you’ve an awful lot of that.” (PT 09 
voluntary practitioner) 

 

There are multiple examples of managers and youth workers engaging with part-time staff 

to simplify the language with a view to aiding understanding. This has similarities to the 

mock mini-inspections and the quality assurance pack above. However, when youth workers 

discuss this in relation to their part-time staff there is also a protective orientation, a desire 

to shield staff from the excesses of the re-framing of practice that is occurring around them.  

“How do we claim some of that back as youth workers. So, it’s trying to translate 
some of that. How do we join up the language? And that’s a real challenge in the 
present because what management understands is outputs and what sort of thing 
you’re doing, how much time you’re spending on it, how much money is it costing.” 
(PT 09 voluntary practitioner) 

 

“You know, that, I don’t really care about language, do you know, I don’t care about, 
you know, people, keep it simple, you know. I would have staff who would come in 
and they would talk about something, and I’d say, look here’s a thing, stop over 
complicating this, what are you actually trying to do here, you know.” (PT 08 
statutory senior practitioner) 

 

How senior figures understand the current situation is more difficult to assess from the 

data, but there are different perspectives. An Education and Training Inspector comments:  

“I think outcomes don’t frighten people now, I think people have a confidence and 
understand, you know, and, in my experience, the outcomes are best when people 
understand and plan from the very beginning what their outcomes are going to be, 
it’s a very simple, I think it’s so straightforward and sometimes it’s complicated or 
made complicated by lots of other jargon.” (PT 20 ETI Inspector). 

 

 In contrast a senior voluntary sector manager disagrees with this assessment:  

“I actually think ETI’s way, I’m fond of them, they’re great people but I don’t think 
they’re anywhere close to where the rest of the field is.” (PT 19 voluntary senior 
manager) 

 

Having identified from the data the confusion present in the sector and the attempts at 

translation, we turn now to the epistemic infrastructure that is being created to support this 

technocratic turn in management practice.  
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8.3 Information Management 

A policy imperative of ‘Priorities for Youth’ has been the creation of an information 

management system: this was for “all DE-supported youth work” and was to “inform future 

planning and evaluation” (DE 2013:17). The information management system was also 

expected to provide “an annual report for youth work to provide a high-level summary of 

investment, activities, and outcomes achieved” (DE 2013:17).  

 

There is little in the Priorities for Youth policy (DE 2013) which indicates the specific 

characteristics of the management information system (MIS). When approached as part of 

this study, the Department of Education declined to elaborate on the specifics of the 

management information system, except to say, “EA are responsible for the implementation 

of the management information system… this is an operational delivery issue” (Youth Work 

Policy Team, Department of Education 01.04.2021, personal communication26). Several 

senior youth officers were approached during the study but declined to respond. A senior 

figure did respond in July 2021 to advise that “the digital online MIS system for EA details all 

outputs, targets, and outcomes across the entire sector. The funding portal is the MIS system 

for all funded youth work (all streams) containing applications, assessment, contact details, 

registration information, monitoring information, moderation assessment, financial 

assessments, and annual reports. EA provide an annual report to DE on their report card.”  

This response would indicate that there has been development of the system as this study 

has progressed.  

 

From the data participants (n=12/21 of study participants) revealed an embryonic and 

developing system.  

“The introduction of management speak has been something that has been 
relatively, relatively new so everybody has key performance targets and key 
performance indicators and outputs and outcomes and out something else, you 
know.” (PT 09 voluntary practitioner)  

 

 
26 Youth Work Policy Team, Department of Education) 01.04.2021, personal communication 



Chapter 8 Findings: Impacts Changes in Management the Technocratic Turn  

 

 201

Prior to this we can see the beginnings of practice and ideas around how a management 

information system was being developed within the sector, but the process is plagued by 

frustration and a lack of epistemic infrastructure. In addition to people and artefacts, 

Nerland et al 2012 identify the ‘channels and circuits’ as a key knowledge intermediary 

within professions and organisations. The management information system in development 

in the youth service is an example of one such knowledge intermediary circuit.  

 

A statutory youth officer is optimistic about the potential of the management information 

system.  

“Everything goes onto SharePoint, so therefore it’s accessible right through the 
management chain… and I think moving on it’s, as it finally does bring together the 
regions and we get a lot more uniformity.” (PT 07 statutory youth officer) 

 

However, for an ETI inspector the system is not yet present and its roll out across the sector 

is a challenge. 

“So, I mean I think that’s the bit that’s really missing in the service, that we don’t 
have a computer-based collection of data.” “You know, why don’t we have a system, 
a computer-based system to deliver this because it’s for everybody.” (PT 20 ETI 
Inspector)  

 

For this inspector some of the responsibility for the missing system is placed with the 

Department of Education. 

“I have had so much aspiration and it’s one aspect of DE that I was disappointed with 
in that, through DE we couldn’t get some type of IT, you know, way of, I mean I’ve 
seen it, it happens in schools, it happens in every other sector.” (PT 20 ETI Inspector) 

 

In the reported absence of adequate IT systems or a robust information system that serves 

their needs, youth work practitioners express frustration that much of the knowledge 

infrastructure concerning recording and reporting on outcomes was paper-bound. By their 

nature, paper-bound systems are closed circuits, this means their role as knowledge 

intermediaries is limited to those with access to the closed circuit, thus restricting 

knowledge flow. The information and knowledge in closed circuits is less accessible and 

transparent. Jensen, Lahn and Nerland’s (2012) study comparing teachers and software 

engineers found that the closed circuits experienced by professional teachers led to 

frustration and questions remaining unresolved. This is in contrast to software engineers 
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whose experience of open, transparent, and accessible circuits which led to less frustration 

and more knowledge seeking. Such open circuits also led to “playful examination of 

opportunities and a continual search for more elegant solutions.”   

 

In addition to the open or closed nature of the management information system, the use of 

the system also generates further questions in the ‘evidence discourse.’ There continue to 

be questions about sufficiency and relevance (Thomas 2005) of the evidence generated to 

add to the system. Youth workers are unclear what amounts of information provide an 

adequate body of evidence of practice outcomes. Also, there is some uncertainty about 

what types of information produced by youth workers provide the correct evidence of 

outcomes. In the absence of clarity on sufficiency and relevance, the data demonstrates a 

tendency in practitioners to include everything. In deciding to include everything, this 

consequently open up questions by youth workers about purpose and meaningfulness, 

given the effort required to record and collate substantial amounts of  evidence. A statutory 

practitioner comments: 

“So actual physical evidence. You know, some of them end up like tombs of paper.”  
“Like the inspections that I was managing; the youth workers would have produced 
maybe a table in here with about ten or fifteen folders, you know, of all of the work 
that they had been doing and all of that information in it.” (PT 06 statutory senior 
practitioner) 

 

A practitioner in the voluntary sector outlines the same challenge:  

“I have shelves full of evidence, boxes, and boxes, two cupboards full, loads of paper 
exercises, its taking up a quarter of my admin space. They (EA) want to know how 
many nights, how many hours, how many young people, that’s outputs, not 
outcomes.” (PT 04 senior voluntary practitioner) 

 

Volume of evidence produced is also an issue in the statutory sector: 

“So, there’s still maybe the emphasis on paper products in terms of knowledge, like 
you know the example that I gave about the wheelbarrow full of stuff, you know, 
that somebody brings into their inspection meeting. You know there’s a reliance on 
that and we need to really be moving away from it. There’s a lot, you know.” (PT 06 
statutory senior practitioner) 

 

The relevance of closed circuits of evidence is questioned by senior practitioners in both the 

statutory and voluntary sectors: 
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“So, evidence files don’t give you the information anyway, what’s the point. I mean 
my gut reaction to like a moderation that I feel the practice is weak is to immediately 
then go back, you know, after a bit of time.” (PT 08 statutory senior practitioner) 

 

“You know they want to come in and look at the quality of your youth work but yet 
there could be fantastic youth work going on but if your paperwork and your 
evidence doesn’t necessarily show it, you know you won’t get as high a grade.” (PT 
14 senior voluntary practitioner)   

 

The department has indicated that proportionality is something to be considered: “in 

implementing any new system, the focus must be on proportionate accountability across a 

diverse range of providers” (DE 2013: 21). The new post-2020 moderation process is linked 

to how many moderations and how much funding is received. “More than £3k and up to 

£30k 1 moderation; up to £60k 2 moderations; up to £80k 3 moderations; over £80k 4 per 

annum.” (Education Authority 2021a)  

 

Managers and more senior practitioners responsible for undertaking moderations appear 

more comfortable with the process than those who are subject to the moderations, with 

practitioners left wanting more feedback and recognition for the work involved in preparing 

for them.  

“We should be confident in that and be able to kind of, because if we’ve done our 
monitoring of it reasonably well and we’ve been supportive in our monitoring and 
been alongside those people, you will know that that’s of reasonable quality and if 
not you can intervene to say, you know here’s what you need to do or here’s how 
we can support you to do it.” (PT 17 statutory youth officer engaged in moderations) 

 

The flow of information within the knowledge circuit is questioned with some practitioners 

frustrated: use of the evidence gathered and the quality of feedback concerning the 

generated evidence is inadequate. 

“The reality is, and this is the other notion. In an organisation that is busting your 
onions about outcomes and blah, blah, blah. Nobody ever reads it.” (PT 09 voluntary 
practitioner)  

 

“And I’m forever doing them because I’ll write the evaluations up and do this and 
send them on and nothing ever comes back. So, you never get any feedback. Now 
and again, you might get a ‘looks good.’  Here, what I generally get is ‘here fair play 
to you writing that up like that’.” (PT 06 statutory senior practitioner) 
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What is evident from the data is discussion of management information systems, merges 

with discussions about moderation and quality assurance processes. However, it is not clear 

that youth workers and managers are looking for the same thing. Practitioners want 

information systems to capture the data associated with practice, attendance, participation 

in programmes, baseline assessments of learning. They also want those systems to be more 

open and accessible.  

 

“There’s maybe a standardised set up maybe on IT that people can use or…And I 
think IT has moved on so much. I would love to see an app that workers could use to 
record using social media maybe or using quotes from young people or pictures from 
young people and that it was all put on to an app and done really quickly and easily. 
As opposed to endless filling in forms.” (PT 03 statutory senior  practitioner ) 

 

“Now I’m in the process of changing this. I’ve just went to a new computerised 
system. We are going to an iPad version of all this. We are killing all the paperwork, 
so we are, and everything is going online. We will be using a system called Upshot. 
So, it’s a really simple system and we are going to a computerised system, and 
hopefully that will be less demanding administratively and hopefully it will help us 
track better.” (PT 04 voluntary senior practitioner) 

 

There is a sense of hope amongst practitioners about the potential for information 

technology (the majority of participants n=16/21) to make their lives easier and reduce the 

effort required to record information, but there is also a sense that the systems are just not 

quite there yet, that the functionality they are seeking is just out of reach and beyond the 

horizon. One voluntary sector worker expresses a view that this is within reach in the short 

term.  

 

“From our last inspection it was one of the things they [ETI] got excited about as 
well, how we’re starting to pull this data together, you know. And it’s working for us. 
We haven’t ironed out all the kinks yet, but we’ll hopefully have it knocked into 
shape in the next year or two.” (PT 10 senior voluntary practitioner) 

 

A senior statutory worker recognises the focus on the use of technology: 

“Well, there is a big focus on trying to get the technology used a bit more, you know. 
We have a dedicated youth worker now.” (PT 06 statutory senior practitioner)   

 

For another worker, the use of technology is more conceptual:  
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“I think technology and the future…capturing that one child’s attendance and if 
there was that kind of swipe in system and what are you here for, I’m here for 
football or I’m just here for you know social and recreational or I’m here for a group 
work programme, that, that will help capture the lifespan of a young person coming 
into the youth centre and you know what they’re there to do and even baselining.” 
(PT 02 statutory practitioner) 

 

In contrast to youth workers who hope to record data about programmes and young 

people, for statutory managers the hope appears to be about the ability to access real time 

data (or as close as possible to real time). Consequently, this would then allow them to 

report more effectively and efficiently within the organisation hierarchy, to funders and to 

political representatives. This is further evidence of this specific pressure identified in 

chapter 7.  

 

“Everything goes onto SharePoint, so therefore it’s accessible right through the 
management chain, so for an area worker or a centre leader it would be their senior 
youth worker who can immediately see it when you get an MLA [Member of 
Legislative Assembly] phoning up and giving you the tradition of 24 hours or 36 
hours to report back to them on the number of such and such a place, okay, it’s not 
as simple as kind of going on and pressing one button and it all coming down, that’s 
what we’re aiming for but the raw information is there and relatively quickly you can 
kind of say how many people are involved in drugs projects and how many young 
people and gauging it then, what age those young people are, you can get that raw 
data so much quicker and we have used it kind of that way and we get a bit of a 
reputation as being able report back faster with the numbers and stuff that other 
regions. The system’s not perfect but it’s there and most people are now thinking 
along those lines.” (PT 07 statutory youth officer) 

 

8.4 Conclusion  

This chapter has explored how the data from the participants reveals a further change to 

more technocratic approaches to management practice that has been experienced as a 

epistemic rupture in youth work. This technocratic turn is evidenced in the practice of 

quality assurance processes. The adoption and embedding of inspection regimes by the 

youth service has led to process of ‘normalisation’ (Perryman 2006:6). This has led to youth 

workers being more visible and an increase in surveillance culture through the process of 

moderation. The embedding of inspection regimes enables judgements to be made about 

youth workers’ professional practice, not just by external ETI inspectors when they are 
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present, but also by managers on a regular basis. This embedding of surveillance, and 

adoption of the criteria and processes of inspection, has led to a performative culture. That 

is, the continuing act of moderation and judgement creates a culture of continuing 

surveillance which is ‘increasingly everywhere.’ Youth work practice and the actions of the 

youth worker must be recorded to build a body of evidence to prove that it conforms to 

practice which is deemed ‘normal’ practice by the dominant evidence discourse. This need 

to record is intensified, but comes at a cost; youth work practice must be translated into the 

‘regime of truth’ (Ball 2015) that is outlined in the process of moderation, ‘mini-inspection’ 

and inspection. In addition, this recording requires significant epistemic infrastructure. In 

the absence of open and accessible knowledge intermediary circuits using IT and computer 

systems, there is a tendency to record everything in paper form in closed and inaccessible 

knowledge intermediary circuits, which then becomes overwhelming for practitioners. 

There is a hope in practitioners, a utopian hope perhaps, that information technology will 

ease the burden of the gaze of the surveillant vigilant eye. A hope that IT will make the 

recording of ‘normalised’ practice more manageable. A hope that this will somehow provide 

a more streamlined system that provide accessible, relevant, and sufficient evidence of 

practice that satisfies the scrutiny of moderator and inspector. The moderators and 

inspectors share this hopeful optimism: there is an expectation that IT systems will provide 

access to data that is immutable, but at the same time is mobile and combinable to enable 

them to report further up the organisational hierarchy to funders, officials or political 

representatives.  

 

In addition, the data reveals a dichotomy within the professional youth work sector; a 

moiety-like structure of two unequal camps (Wolcott 2003). The smaller but more powerful 

technical rational adherents of a dominant evidence discourse have been explored in this 

chapter. The performative culture created reveals a structurally unequal moiety that has a 

small technocratic minority (mostly, but not exclusively managers) and a larger majority of 

practitioners that are each depend on each other in a reciprocal relationship. In a system 

where policy makers and management interpretation of policy now favour technical, 

rational understandings, it is more difficult for youth workers to challenge this dominant 

discourse. This dominant discourse is maintained by the policy technologies of performance 



Chapter 8 Findings: Impacts Changes in Management the Technocratic Turn  

 

 207

management and quality assurance. These policy technologies are part of a larger process of 

‘ethical retooling’ in the public sector, which is replacing client ‘need’ and professional 

judgement – the foundations of the welfare state – with commercial forms of 

accountability-driven decision-making – the foundations of neo-liberalism (Ball 2015:259).  
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Chapter 9: Findings: Impacts on Youth Workers 

In this chapter, our attention remains focused on the third major epistemic object identified 

in the data: the knowledge culture associated with evidence and outcomes in youth work. 

This chapter builds on the previous chapters, exploring how the contingent context and the 

impacts on managers have subsequently impacted on professional youth workers. The 

chapter explores the perspective of professional youth work practitioners and how the data 

reveals the affective and epistemic challenges they are facing, as well as giving glimpses into 

the epistemic strategies they are using to mediate these challenges.  

First, the data reveals experiences of isolation and fear among professional youth workers 

and a desire to see systems of support improve. Second, the outcomes agenda has 

intensified the workload of professional youth workers, placing increasing demands on them 

to record and report on their practice. Third, there is evidence in the data that the 

contingent contexts that have led to the outcomes agenda have caused a profound sense of 

disquiet amongst professional youth workers, leading to feelings of professional insecurity. 

The fourth major impact on youth workers has been the additional demands of engaging in 

epistemological inquiry concerning outcomes; this questioning and problematising has been 

a feature of work associated with the outcomes agenda. There is also evidence in the data 

of a form of resistance through ‘working the double space’: complying with the outcomes 

agenda, but only to the extent that it serves their professional priorities. Having briefly 

outlined the impacts on youth workers, this chapter now turns to consider the first in more 

detail.  

 

9.1 Isolation, Fear, and Support  

Youth workers were motivated to share their experience within the wider youth work 

sector. Feeling isolated was intricately linked to views expressed that highlighted the need 

for support and getting together with other professional peers. Two voluntary sector 

workers express this as operating as an island. 

 

“You are not supported, you operate as an island…unless you go yourself and create 
that peer linkage, in terms of sharing resources and ideas.” (PT 01 voluntary sector 
practitioner) 
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“No because to be quite honest with you…that’s one of the real issues within the 
sector is that we’re quite isolated and there’s a bit of an inward looking.” “I do think 
there’s something around actions and coming together which isn’t happening. I 
know I feel isolated. You know, I feel isolated.” (PT 09 voluntary practitioner) 

 

Another worker describes themselves and their team as being very insular.  

“You know, I found myself with, along with my staff team being very insular and 
looking inward and consumed with our own work…you never really got yourself, 
your head above the parapet to look and see what other people were doing in a real 
way.” (PT 05 voluntary sector practitioner) 

 

While isolation was identified by several youth workers (n=7/21), these effects are most 

pronounced with male workers in small community-based organisations within the 

voluntary youth work sector.  

 

In the context of the wider findings, it is reasonable to deduce that this isolation has an 

epistemic impact on practitioners. In chapter 6 (6.5), the findings established that youth 

workers preferred knowledge-seeking behaviour that was relational in nature and utilised 

fellow professionals as knowledge intermediaries. The sense of isolation and the increasing 

pressures of the competitive environment mean that workers identify stress and burn-out 

as a feature of their professional experience. 

“I can fight my corner for here. I will always do my best by fighting the corner for 
here and I’ll always attract resources here. But that’s no good in isolation.” (PT 10 
senior voluntary practitioner) 

 

“I think we burn out people, leaving them on their own.” (PT 19 voluntary senior 
manager) 

 

These feelings of isolation and stress are perhaps not a surprise considering the closure of 

YouthNet (the umbrella organisation for voluntary youth organisations) in 2017-18, and the 

reduction in the role of the Youth Council for Northern Ireland in 2019 (McCready and 

Loudon 2020:568). This shake-up of local government and the sub-regional structures 

supporting youth work may have contributed to the experience. However, many of these 

practitioners work in small independent organisations, not clearly under the umbrella of a 

headquarter organisation. YouthNet membership was for headquarter youth organisations 

(Scouts, Guides, YMCA etc). During the course of this study, the formation of the Youth 
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Work Alliance took place, initially growing rapidly and seeing smaller local voluntary youth 

work organisations come together collectively. However this group, initially successful in 

attracting funding from the Education Authority, was unsuccessful with securing funding in 

the new funding mechanism. This is surprising given the concern expressed by statutory 

youth service senior management about the impacts of isolation on the voluntary sector. 

One senior manager shared their view that it has the potential to exacerbate inertia in the 

sector.  

 

“I know lots of clubs in the voluntary sector tend to do it on their own in isolation 
and that’s not good, it becomes back to what we’ve always had.” (PT 21 statutory 
senior youth officer) 

 

A senior figure from the voluntary sector expresses concerns that isolation has the potential 

to prevent sharing of and innovation in practice, expressing the clear desire to see 

collaboration across the sector with statutory youth service and voluntary youth 

organisations working together. 

 

“but the problem is, we presently have maybe 100 independent groups or isolated 
units, some might be affiliated to…some other player, but quite a number of them 
are fairly alone, if that’s where we’re headed, if that’s the trend, I think we really 
need to think seriously about how to create, not just meetings for those people but 
actually shared roles in teams and I could learn so much from other practitioners. 
The notion that we put people out into these independent groups all over the 
countryside and expecting them to do things, I’m quite sad about because I don’t 
think it does the best for the young people either.” (PT 19 voluntary senior manager) 

 

This however contrasts with the changes in funding mechanisms which is seeing the 

emergence of large-scale commissioning with all the isolating and competitive pressures 

that this brings. The impact of the changes in funding mechanisms was not a focus of this 

study and further investigation into its impact would be merited. Questions could be asked 

of how these changes have contributed to feelings and experience of isolation, and how 

these changes have opened up opportunities or added barriers to collaboration and 

innovation within the youth work sector.  
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However, there have not just been major changes for the voluntary youth sector; these 

have also been felt by the statutory sector. The weakly structured nature of youth work in 

Northern Ireland has been a feature of youth service structures for years (McCready and 

Loudon 2015, Scott-McKinley 2016, 2019); however the Review of Public Administration has 

also been a contextual feature in the sector. The slow pace and inertia of the Review of 

Public Administration produced “an era of ‘care and maintenance’” (Knox 2008), combined 

with the establishment of the Education Authority (EA) under the Education Act (NI) 2014, 

operational in April 2015. There has been significant upheaval in the statutory sector with 

five Education and Library Boards merging into a single organisation. Senior youth officers 

have described the process as ‘fraught,’ but also resulted in silo working, political 

positioning by elite actors and less cooperation in advance of the merger and change. While 

not as common an experience as the voluntary sector workers, statutory workers do express 

some sense of isolation, although this is expressed alongside fears associated with 

judgement about their competence.  

 

“It would be a case of workers are fearful for their post and if they seem to be 
looking support then it could be interpreted as incompetency, and I know that from 
supporting other workers right now…they’re fearful of saying that things aren't 
happening for them in case they would be looked at as being incompetent.” (PT 12 
senior statutory practitioner) 

 

Of course, a sense of isolation is a feature of the policy technology of panoptic 

performativity (Foucault 1977, Ball 1990, 2003, 2013, 2015, Perryman 2006). Isolation feeds 

the need for performance to meet the normalising expectations of the ‘vigilant eye’ and the 

‘regime of truth’ (Ball 2015). However, Ball (2013:90) highlights that performativity is also 

something “we do to ourselves…it isolates the subject through processes of individualisation, 

performativity introduces a routine of constant reporting and recording of our practice. It 

installs a set of informational structures and performance indicators that become the 

principle of intelligibility of social relations.” In this sense, youth workers become valued and 

value themselves in terms of their performance.  

 

In addition to the concepts of more collaboration and team working expressed above, there 

were several suggestions about how isolation could be reduced, and support increased. 
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Older professional youth workers had fond reflections on wider youth service conferences 

and shared events. There was concern expressed that young professional youth workers 

would not have had these experiences. 

 

“I think particularly for younger youth workers and people coming out now…they do 
need that support; they do need to be able to see that they’re not operating in silent 
silos and they’re not on their own.” (PT 05 voluntary practitioner) 

 

A wish for professional events which bring youth workers together to reduce isolation were 

also linked to the concept of reducing fragmentation and silo working. This wish to come 

together suggests links with the preference expressed by professional youth workers for 

relational knowledge-seeking and peer professionals as knowledge intermediaries as 

outlined in chapter 6.  

“Probably shared practice and shared experience is something I think to keep youth 
workers more cohesive, together, it needs to happen a lot more you know, I think 
the conferences that we used to have years ago that brought all youth workers 
together I think was a good support mechanism for practitioners amongst each 
other, but I think that’s less and less now.” (PT 12 senior statutory practitioner)  

 

There was also a desire for opportunities outside of organisational boundaries at a more 

profession-wide level. This decoupling from organisational boundaries gives some insight 

into the internal organisational pressures within the wider youth work sector, but also to 

the desire by professionals to step outside of policy-driven and organisational agendas. The 

desire is to create a ‘professional’ space with independence as a defining characteristic. 

Again, this is a potential counter to the culture and “pressure” of panoptic performativity 

which workers are experiencing in the organisational context. Professional workers were 

able to highlight a potential source of independence and a catalyst for the creation of a 

‘professional space.’ Ulster University features strongly in the data as a potential player in 

how isolation of youth workers could be reduced. However, the role of the researcher, and 

the role of Ulster University as the primary trainer of professional youth workers in 

Northern Ireland, should be considered when interpreting the data. Practitioners have 

strong recollections of the role Ulster University has previously undertaken in this regard, 

citing seminars, conferences, and professional collaboration with Ulster University 

community youth work staff.  
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“An independent place like the university do seminars and, I would go further 
because I went to all those seminars etcetera, I would have enjoyed more events like 
this.” (PT 19 voluntary senior manager) 

 

“I think the last one that we had was really good in Jordanstown, was a number of 
years ago and there was people that we hadn’t seen in years and it was a good 
shared experience, you know for saying, right well what are you doing, let’s hook up, 
let’s do this to keep that whole creativity going and I think now the pressure of the 
youth service doesn’t allow for that.” (PT 12 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

“I was lucky enough over the last couple of years to be involved as an external 
person with the university and it give me a couple of opportunities and dug me out a 
wee bit I think, from isolation.” (PT 05 Voluntary Practitioner) 

 

Two voluntary sector practitioners express a clear preference for Ulster University’s 

involvement over the Education Authority.  

“It needs to be the university, it needs to be the peer groups or the field groups or 
whatever way you want it, but while they’re [Education Authority] driving the 
agenda it’s going to be lost.” (PT 04 senior voluntary practitioner) 

 

“I would ring you guys; the university would be my first points of call.” (PT 08 
statutory senior practitioner) 

 

This section has established from the findings feelings of isolation and fear in pressured 

organisational contexts. This is matched with a corresponding desire for shared relational 

knowledge exchange with peer support in independent environments. In the next section 

we now turn to consider the second impact on youth workers that of the burden of work 

associated with the outcomes agenda, that is, transaction costs. 

 

9.2 Transaction Costs  

Pollitt (2003:90) reminds us “accountability may be a ‘good thing,’ but it also has costs.” A 

major feature of discussion within the interviews (n=18/21 of study participants) concerning 

outcomes was the specific impact that it had on professional youth workers’ time and their 

approach to practice. Both youth workers and youth service managers recognise the 

challenges that recording outcomes, recording for moderation and recording for inspections 
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manufactures. There are resource implications in terms of the use of youth workers’ time, 

and managers’ decisions and willingness to allocate time to record, measure, track and 

report on outcomes. In addition, as identified in Chapter 8, there are financial costs in 

establishing the management information systems and training staff in their use. 

 

In the data, statutory workers discussed the time taken to use SharePoint [an online 

information repository], to complete online forms, seek approvals and add evidence of 

outcomes to the systems. Voluntary sector workers discussed using outcome tracking 

software such as the Evide Impact Tracker27 or Upshot28 as a means of tracking attendance, 

participation, young people’s programme completion, etc. Other voluntary sector workers 

discussed elaborate ‘home-made’ systems that utilise bespoke spreadsheets and databases 

or sophisticated use of Google Suite as a means of recording data. Ubiquitous in the data 

was the optimistic promise and ongoing work to develop electronic-based systems that 

moved workers away from paper-based processes. However, all participants also discussed 

the use of knowledge intermediaries in the form of programme paper-based ‘evidence files.’ 

These files are used to store the primary artefacts of youth workers’ practice (local needs 

assessments, project proposals, programme plans, session plans, attendance records, 

session evaluations, participant evaluations and project evaluations). 

 

The challenge of the actual time available to complete the recording of practice was 

revealed by participants in the data; administrative and bureaucratic burden were features 

of the responses.  

“It should be kept in balance in terms of how much time, stress, and pressure to 
meet the form filling and the recording of outcomes. It’s becoming more 
bureaucratic…” (PT 03 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

“It’s administratively demanding…it’s a massive and huge piece of work.” (PT 04 
senior voluntary practitioner) 

 

 
27 https://www.inspiringimpact.org/resource-library/evide-impact-tracker/ 
28 https://www.upshot.org.uk/ 
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One voluntary senior practitioner highlights their concern about the potential of paperwork 

to become a distraction from the youth work with young people.  

“There is a conflict, outcomes based youth work, versus the process, somewhat, but 
there is recognition we need to evidence the journey, the narrative the story the kids 
being able to articulate what they have got out of it and how they use it versus the 
need to be more evidence based, versus the need to keep this about the journey and 
the focus, on the kid, we are becoming too much focused on the paperwork and less 
about the journey of the kid.” (PT4 Voluntary Senior Practitioner) 

 

Another voluntary practitioner distinguishes between the busyness (time consuming) of 

recording the work and the business of the face to face youth work itself, seeing the direct 

work with young people as more important.  

“They’re spending so much time measuring outcomes, measuring, quantifying and 
qualifying why they do it; they can’t get on with doing the work that they want to 
do.”  (PT 05 voluntary practitioner) 

 

Several youth workers questioned if the changes in recording and reporting demands had 

been reflected in job descriptions, work patterns, job descriptions and terms and conditions. 

There is of course another consideration here concerning knowledge practices. If workload 

is focused on practice with young people, and practitioners highlight that recording practice 

is taking up more time, this might also reduce the time available for reflection and learning. 

As highlighted in the literature review (Eraut 2004:101) has argued that the incorporation of 

codified knowledge can only occur “if there are periods of less pressured work that allow 

time for reflection, review and learning new practices.” 

These concerns accentuate the depth of the change taking place in professional practice.  

“We have to allocate time for it, and we don’t have any allocation of time in our 
duties; we have to make it a key part of our work.”  (PT 05 voluntary practitioner) 

 

“Far more bureaucratic because actually what’s happening there is that the workers 
aren’t being given any additional time for to do the additional admin but are being 
expected to do it in the existing time that they already had.” (PT3 Statutory Senior 
Practitioner) 

 

“We have to make it a key part of our work, but we have to allocate time for it, and 
we don’t have an allocation of time in our duties, in our job, in our terms and 
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conditions of employment, do you know, and this should be a huge part of what we 
do.” (PT4 Voluntary Senior Practitioner) 

 

Then there is also the challenge of keeping recording requirements proportionate. This 

challenge was recognised in the Priorities for Youth policy document:  

“In pursuit of improved performance management and accountability, the principle 

of proportionality should underpin the development of all processes and systems to 

ensure accountability, whilst avoiding unnecessary bureaucracy.” (DE 2013:16 

emphasis added).  

Distinctions are made between smaller part-time volunteer-led provision and paid full-time 

professional workers recording demands. A senior practitioner recognises a need for 

balance between work with young people and recording expectations.  

 

“So personally, I welcome us demonstrating effectively, you know, the contribution 

that youth work makes but I think that it should always be kept in balance in terms 

of how much time, of workers’ time, and how much stress and pressure’s being put 

on workers in terms to meet those, the form filling and recording of outcomes.” (PT 

03 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

However, in the interviews professional workers still express concern about a perceived 

excess of recording demands.  

 

“It’s seriously time intensive and it’s genuinely not feasible in terms of youth work.” 
(PT 04 senior voluntary practitioner) 

 

“And workers have been saying ‘look this is far too much. It’s too laborious’ in terms 
of how much.” (PT 03 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

A senior statutory worker identifies a stressful transition from previous working practices.  

“Yea, there’s been a lot of, it’s been a difficult transition for us, I’ll not lie, it’s been 
very difficult, you see the, the stress that staff are under.” (PT 11 senior statutory 
practitioner) 
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There is a feeling from youth workers that the administration associated with recording, 

reporting, and tracking outcomes in practice is detracting from the day-to-day face to face 

work with young people: in simple terms, physically reducing the time that is available to 

work with young people, but also re-framing the focus of practice.  

 

“And it’s worrying that if we go down that route of becoming more bureaucratic and 
less face-to-face youth work.” (PT 03 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

When highlighting the increase in bureaucracy youth workers discussed increasing instances 

of managers making decisions that youth workers would have previous made for 

themselves as professionals. For example youth workers discussed the need to secure 

manager’s approval for project proposals, project budgets, educational visit risk 

assessments.  Youth workers highlighted more management involvement in decisions in 

advance of practice; during practice, and following practice. Youth workers cited 

requirements to record additional items for manager’s scrutiny, for example, programme 

plans, session plans, pre and post session evaluation; and following engagement with young 

people nightly debriefing/ reflection reviews and then the recording of attendance, progress 

against outcomes and progress against target monitoring.  

 

“The thing is then it becomes more I begin then to focus more on the paperwork and 
the amount of work that you’re preparing and that becomes a lot more, that's eating 
into your time with young people then.” (PT 16 voluntary practitioner) 

 

“Two shelves full of evidence, boxes of evidence, files, and files…But there’s loads 
and loads of paper exercises that are taking more and more away from the process.” 
(PT 04 senior voluntary practitioner) 

 

Some senior practitioners, team leaders and middle managers are alert to the increased 

bureaucratic expectations, the experiences and feelings of their staff.  

 

“It’s always been a concern, any time you kind of go down that road of, that form 
has to be filled in and that form has to be filled in. I’m not a practising youth worker 
anymore but certainly I feel it, I feel, you know, who’s this for and why’s that 
important and why’s it not important.” (PT 11 senior statutory practitioner) 
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“So, then we added more paperwork, we added more assessments, we you know 
and now we’re at the stage where all the staff are panicking thinking, there’s too 
much measurement going on.” (PT 14 senior voluntary practitioner) 
 

Senior Youth Officers within the statutory sector are aware of these pressures but are more 

pragmatic of the need to balance workload with other pressure felt internally and externally 

by the organisation. However, protection of organisational reputation was also identified as 

a driver of increased reporting culture.  

“Now, to me the level of stuff that's requested for the work area workers is still too 
much…my team leader role has allowed me to at least analyse this that the job of 
any institution should be to reduce the amount of administration required to deliver 
front line services, they should always be looking to do that. And that is, that, we’re 
going back to where the dilemma then exists where when you’re sitting in a 
statutory setting that they demand stuff, more for the protection of the organisation 
than for the delivery of services.” (PT 15 statutory senior youth officer) 

 

“Sometimes it’s too labour intensive…The recording of practice is one of many 
bureaucratical tasks that our staff have to do.” (PT 21 statutory senior youth officer) 

 

The need for a reduction in bureaucracy is recognised by senior figures in the Education 

Authority Youth Service management. In a briefing to the Northern Ireland Assembly 

Education committee the then Assistant Director of the Education Authority's (EA) children 

and young people's services stated “the strategy to digitally transform front-facing services 

to ensure a reduction in bureaucracy to service users, with the most recently developed 

being our online registration and funding portal” (Committee for Education 2020:3). In this 

regard the use of bureaucracy appeared to mean a move to online form filling and a 

reduction in repetitive provision of basic information. In this regard it does streamline 

administrative procedure, but important decisions on funding are still taken by youth 

service managers.  

 

However, youth workers are also cognisant of the purpose of the recording and reporting. 

As a push back against paperwork and IT systems, they are keen to assert alternative 

approaches; ones that are orientated to relational knowledge seeking preferences discussed 

in chapter 6 and those that favour reflection, narrative and capturing of stories. This is 

consistent with challenges to more quantitative approaches to recording outcomes, which 
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focus on measurement (IDYW 2009, 2011, 2014, de St Croix 2016, Taylor 2017). There is a 

desire to enter meaningful dialogue with peers, moderators, managers and funders. A more 

critical dialogue related to improvement of practice. This is an epistemic consideration as 

youth workers are highlighting the importance of curating different forms of knowledge and 

a more dialogical engagement with those for whom the recording and reporting is 

produced.  

 

“Critical reflection, self-evaluation and self-assessment are paper exercises unless 
they affect change in people.” (PT 04 senior voluntary practitioner) 

 

“The reality is in an organization that is busting your onions about outcomes and 
blah, blah, blah. Nobody ever reads it. I’ll write evaluations up and send them on and 
nothing ever comes back…you never get any feedback. Now and again, you might 
get a ‘looks good.’  Here, what I generally get is ‘here fair play to you writing that up 
like that’.” (PT 09 voluntary practitioner) 

 

Inspectors recognise this lack of engagement, and they advocate for more engagement; 

however youth workers are not always convinced of this position. Below are the conflicting 

perspectives of inspector and practitioner. 

“I mean the mountain of paperwork that people show that they’ve had to produce 
and what sometimes irritates is the lack of comment back on what maybe they’ve 
written.” (PT 20 ETI Inspector) 

 

“Even though ETI will say sometimes it isn't about the paper evidence, it’s maybe 
about those discussions that you can have with an inspector, that’s not necessarily 
true.” (PT 14 senior voluntary practitioner) 

 

Again, as outlined in Chapter 8, there is optimism that technology could be a useful 

knowledge intermediary. The majority of participants (n=16/21 of study participants) 

identified technology as a potential way to mediate and ameliorate the recording processes, 

but this hope is tempered with concern that the recording and reporting might diminish 

other professional skills that professional youth workers value such as critical reflection. 

 

“The transactional costs or whatever could be reduced significantly with technology 
and stuff. But I also think the process of skilling people up, so their observations are 
authentic and are, it’s the same old dilemma we have in youthwork. To keep 
reflective practice alive is really hard because reflective practice can be hard work 
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and if you’re not being stimulated by other things, you can fall into a habit.” (PT 19 
voluntary senior manager) 

 

However there remains a worry for youth workers and their managers that reducing 

recording will expose them and their organisation to funding jeopardy and ultimately the 

existential threat that was discussed in Chapter 7. Not recording adequately might lead to 

reduced funding for the work.  

 

“Obviously, small local based projects we’re finding more difficult to keep up with 
the administrative demands and the paper demands of that work. So that’ll be a 
bureaucratisation and the administration of that will become very, very important 
and those people that can’t do it may not be able to get money.” (PT 09 voluntary 
practitioner) 

 

The reported rising workloads and transactions costs associated with the outcomes agenda 

above also feed into further feelings of disquiet amongst professional youth workers 

subsequently leading to feelings of professional insecurity. We look at this in more detail in 

the next section.  

  

9.3  Dis-identification  

For the majority of participants (n=14/21 of study participants), the data demonstrates that 

frustrations with the outcomes agenda and the pervasive recording processes have 

impacted on youth workers’ sense of professional identity and purpose. The data reveals 

that the impact has been a destabilising influence on professional identity. The change has 

been expressed in various forms; study participants’ comments give some insight into the 

nature of this destabilisation. It can be expressed as an inability to do cherished aspects of 

practice, or a constraint of workers’ ability to take professional action on topics they see as a 

priority. In addition, it is expressed in terms of professional agency, that is, the independent 

decision-making authority of youth workers and their freedom to exercise professional 

judgement. I have chosen to refer to this as attenuation. By attenuation I mean workers’ 

perception of the reduction in the value of their work, and a narrowing of focus that 

diminishes the force for change that youth work can have in young people’s lives.  
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This attenuation produces an affective response: participants express the emotions of loss 

and a sense of grief. Emotion can also be expressed as strident and negative opposition to 

aspects of practice that now have more prominence due to the outcomes agenda. There are 

clearly links to recent research by Hammond (2018:233) into youth work’s purpose in 

Northern Ireland. He found that youth workers were experiencing “a dissonance between 

the ideal of youth work and the breadth of their actual practice” (Hammond 2018:233). 

There is also resonance with Bright and Pugh’s (2019:70) speculative exploration of English 

youth workers’ ‘estrangement’ within the profession and de St Croix’s (2016, 2018) findings 

from her study of grassroots youth work.  

For one statutory worker the ability to be responsive has been diminished. 

“I think the ability to be a responsive youth worker has gone due to red tape 
and….hey! I shouldn’t do it, but I do.” (PT 02 statutory practitioner)  

 

For another the loss is less specific and more amorphous. 

“I sense that something is missing from the work.” (PT 07 statutory youth officer) 
 

A sense of failure and sadness permeates another worker’s perspective:  

“We are moving away from their [young people] actual experiences and their 
thoughts and emotions…towards qualifications… and if they don’t get those 
qualifications, then that’s seen as failure…and that’s actually depressing.” (PT 01 
voluntary practitioner) 

 

The data reveals that youth workers (n=14/21 of study participants) doubt their actions and 

worry that they will be ‘found out’ by young people, but also with their professional peers.  

 

“We say we are person centred, we say we are congruent, but are we being 
authentic in our practice when we are using different language, for example 
referring to NEET young people in funding applications, but not to their face…I worry 
that is will come out in the way I work with them, or they will find out in a report we 
write.”  (PT 12 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

“I think something around a bit of integrity and existential meaning…I think we’ve 
particularly reached a certain point you can get very isolated, and you start to look 
around and go, the danger is you start to look around in your cynicism and go ‘sold 
out, sold out, sold out.’ Everybody’s selling out until you’re talking to yourself, and 
that’s a real danger, do you know what I mean.” (PT 05 voluntary practitioner) 
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We see above the “dissonance between the ideal of youth work” which Hammond 

(2018:233) identifies. This leads to youth workers making claims about their own practice 

and comparing it to their peers. This can be freely expressed in debates with professional 

peers.  

 

“A degree of resistance when we have colleagues and I’ll enjoy the argument with 
them that, that’s not youth work, you’re not doing youth work.” (PT 17 statutory 
youth officer) 

 

However, participants expressed real fears that youth work was becoming unrecognisable. 

In this case we see ‘dissonance’ transforming into ‘dis-identification.’  When youth workers 

are experiencing dissonance this is characterised as a general sense of unease or tension.  

Dis-identification presents as qualitatively different, it appears more tangible and fixed. This 

is a more concrete expression of estrangement from practice and is more akin to a 

destabilisation of professional identity.  Bright and Pugh (2019:66) discuss this as youth 

work having moved significantly from founding principles and values where youth work has 

“found itself re-positioned miles from its original location.” 

“Now, is it crossing a boundary into another profession? That’s something else we’re 
having issues with. I think if we keep going the way we’re going, I’m not sure there’ll 
be much youth work left because certainly, even within our own team, you know we, 
we have constant dilemmas around how much youth work are we doing?” (PT 14 
senior voluntary practitioner)  

 

The data reveals that professional youth workers have a sense that their profession is slowly 

being eroded, re-directed and re-framed. This is evidence of what Ball (2015:259) refers to 

this as ‘ethical retooling.’ The majority of participants (n=15/21 study participants) reveal 

that they are opposed to increased direction from managers to undertake targeted work 

and are resistant to the use of pre-planned programme delivery and prescribed curriculum. 

Anger, unhappiness and worry feed a desire for resistance.  

One worker observes and comments on the reaction of more experienced colleagues to 

more attenuated and directed work.  

“We’ve moved away from the original concept in youth work … to area plans being 
developed by senior management that outline targets that youth workers have to 
meet based on the deprivation statistics for the area…And I can remember sitting in 
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a meeting with the full-time youth workers and the old guys going absolutely berserk 
at the fact that we were having to do this.” (PT 03 senior statutory practitioner) 
 

We see here the subjective nature of youth worker’s professional identity as McGimpsey 

2013: 123) points out “professional subjectivity is not always clear cut: it might be possible 

to say ‘I am a youth worker’ but it is equally easy to say ‘I do youth work’ or ‘I work with 

young people’. However dis-identification and estrangement are reflected in doubts that ‘I 

am no longer a youth worker’.  

Strongly linked to dis-identification is the rise of pre-specification or prescription of youth 

work and programmes; this is a characteristic of product, instrumental, and technical 

rational approaches to curriculum and youth work (Ord 2012, 2013 2016a, 2016b). For a 

large number of participants (n=10/21 of study participants), the emergence of pre-

specification was linked to dis-identification with professional practice.  

 

“On the profession it worries me that we are going down a similar line to what I see 
as teachers having. A very prescribed curriculum. I think the ability to be a 
responsive youth worker has gone due to red tape.” (PT 02 statutory practitioner)  

 

An experienced statutory practitioner’s dis-identification is expressed as concerns that such 

approaches are mistaken and absurd when practicing youth work. 

 

“Unhappy, yeah, you know, there's nothing youth work about it, you know, it’s, you 
know, I don’t like seeing them marking books and, you know, handing over the files, 
and that outcome to me is a ridiculous outcome for youth workers. I think is very, 
very deluded, you know.” (PT 08 statutory senior practitioner) 

 

Here is evidence in the data of youth workers encountering a  dominant discourse which is 

shaping and reshaping youth work. As outlined in the literature review, chapter 4.15,  the 

dominant discourse becomes the ‘regime of truth’ which is difficult for practitioners to 

challenge (Ball 2015). In this case the dominant discourse with its focus on recording 

outcomes and performance   is viewed to have diminished youth work.  

“There’s resistance from me and from other youth workers, you know…So yeah, I 
think there’s a bit of a conflict there really, youth work is about much more than just 
that kind of output type things.” (PT 06 statutory senior practitioner)  
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For two voluntary sector youth workers the attenuation of youth work leads not only to dis-

identification, but also fears of forfeiture of purpose. The concept of  youth work as process 

(Ord 2012, 2013 2016a, 2016b) in contrast ‘product’ comes up again. 

“I’m seeing now within the sector, and this is community development work and 
youth work in general, is that predominance of target-based measurement. And 
actually, I think it’s probably a bit of a race to the bottom. Because what you do is 
you lose the essence of the process and actually people then begin to actually forget 
what the point of the process in the first place.” (PT 09 voluntary practitioner) 

 

“I’m just worried that then, like I know certainly within some of the staff team 
there’s been questions around, am I still a youth worker?” (PT 01 voluntary 
practitioner) 

 

The data reveals that there is a mistrust of the reshaping of professional youth work by 

management practice and inspection regimes. This practitioner perceives such practices as 

having a superficial effect on the appearance of practice but again, like other participants, 

highlights that something is missing from the work as a result.  

 

“We’re far shiner, far bigger, far more professional than we ever were. We’ve 
management standards coming out of our ears…and all that. But there’s some 
connection which is missing. And every now and again something very simple throws 
it up.” (PT 09 voluntary practitioner)  

 

In his study Hammond’s (2018:232) analysis suggests that youth work practitioners in 

Northern Ireland “neither hav[e] a clear definition nor clarity of purpose.” His study also 

finds that “the lack of clarity in youth work’s purpose was more pronounced for the men and 

the voluntary sector respondents.” However, the data in this study also reveals female 

voluntary sector respondents asking questions about clarity of purpose. Questions about 

purpose are however clearly linked to inspection procedures and the outcomes agenda.  

 

“The ETI inspection and the drive towards outcomes and the gathering evidence, you 

know it’s squeezing the youth work, it’s squeezing just that natural, organic process 

that we all got into this profession for, you know.” (PT 14 senior voluntary 

practitioner) 
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Although there is worry, anger and doubt, there is also a resistance of sorts, and a 

willingness for youth workers to question and think about the tough questions that are 

being asked of them.  

Interestingly, Banks (2010:7) identified a gap between ‘ideal’ youth work and ‘reality’ and 

concluded that this may be indicative of the profession’s immaturity and inconsistency. 

Consequently, she concludes that youth work may be having an “identity crisis.” 

Hammond’s (2018:295) findings support this. The presence of an identity crisis and Bright 

and Pugh (2019:70) refer to is a professional ‘estrangement.’ McGimpsey (2013: 310) 

however cautions against seeing youth work as a “stable point of identification.” However, 

the data in this study indicates that more experienced and senior practitioners are more 

likely to question changes in practice which are being reframed in technical rational 

approaches. This supports the contention of this study that the changing environment of 

performance management, performative culture and policy imperatives are the driver of 

dis-identification and identity crisis. McGimpsey (2013: 310) highlights the “(re)producing an 

ideal of youth work might thus be defended as a form of resistance to the production of 

youth work in neoliberal policy discourse as an input/output service.” 

 

9.4 Epistemological Labour  

So far in the findings, the focus in this chapter has been on the emotional reaction of 

professional youth workers to the outcomes agenda. This has been characterised by fear, 

worry and doubt, and a disidentification with reframed professional practice. In addition, 

the findings up to now have presented their objection to aspects of practice that 

practitioners do not have affinity for: the pivot to formal education, a more ‘product’ based 

conception of practice, and the administration associated with recording and reporting on 

outcomes.  

However, there is an additional layer of work beyond the administrative and the emotional 

labour of the outcomes agenda. Youth workers are also engaged in  knowledge labour  as 

they are confronted with a reshaping and ‘ethical retooling’ of youth work practice. It is to a 

more detailed consideration of this knowledge labour that this next section turns.  
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The data reveals that professional youth workers are not just passive recipients of the 

reshaping of youth work practice. In contrast they are active agents. This action involves 

thoughtfulness, questioning and problematising as a feature of professional work associated 

with the outcomes agenda. It is reasonable to postulate that willingness to problematise 

should not be surprising, given the traditional approach within youth work that uses a 

critical pedagogy (Freire 1996, Seal 2016, Hammond 2018). Indeed, problem-posing 

education uses relational dialogue to question and critically reflect on personal experience, 

considering issues of power and structures within society (Beck & Purcell 2010:76). For Ball 

(2013:92), this is a political act and involves taking positions in relation to new discourses, 

looking critically at “the meaning and enactment of policy.” There is evidence in the 

interview data of workers questioning the appropriateness of language, concepts, and 

procedures. Ball (2013:92) see this as an of resistance which is concerned with “deciphering, 

understanding, unravelling and retranslating.” 

 

In terms of epistemic culture youth workers are involved in the process of unfolding. Knorr-

Cetina (1999:kindle loc 921) refers to unfolding as the process of “continuing unravelling of 

the features” of an epistemic object. It involves the process of breaking down epistemic 

objects into their details, constituent parts and then examining their implications. The data 

reveals that youth workers in the limited time available to them are willing to grapple with 

thorny issues associated with policy and the outcomes agenda, and consider how they 

manifest themselves in their practice. In this regard, generating evidence for the outcomes 

agenda fulfils the criteria of an open epistemic object: it is open, complex and contested 

(Knorr-Cetina 2005, Jenson & Lahn 2005) and requires unfolding (Knorr-Cetina (1999:kindle 

loc 921) to be better understood. Therefore, youth workers are actively questioning policy 

and raising their concerns about the contested nature and complexities associated with 

recording outcomes. In addition, they raise questions about the nature of evidence and how 

it can be generated. As youth workers consider the impact of practice on young people and 

how change can be attributed, youth workers are asking questions about how causality can 

be claimed in specific instances, but are also questioning the scale of youth works’ 

contribution to wider outcomes. For example a youth worker might claim to a outcome 

associated with a young person’s  ability to complete a CV, but can they claim to have an 
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outcome supporting them into employment. Such questions are active in the youth work 

literature (Bamber 2011, Bamber et al 2012, McGinley & Mackie 2012, Fusco 2013, Fusco & 

Baizerman 2019, Ord 2012, 2013, Ord 2016). While participants did not cite these sources in 

their responses in the study, they did raise many of the same issues that have been raised 

by academics, and some study participants are known to the researcher to have attended 

events in recent years at which these academics have spoken. In his study Hammond 

(2018:303) identifies in professional youth workers a “willingness to theorise” and the data 

in this study is consistent in this regard. As identified earlier in the chapter, there is hope 

that questioning and theorising provides youth workers with a valued space to challenge the 

approach of management, inspectors, and technocratic embracing peers.  

 

The aim of this study was to explore the nature and characteristics of ‘epistemic culture’ in 

professional community youth workers and how this knowledge culture enables the use of 

knowledge characterised as ‘evidence.’ As such, the study did not set out to capture the 

specific epistemological queries of professional youth workers; however, it became evident 

in coding the data that there were several recurring epistemological queries. The majority of 

participants (n=17/21 of study participants) raised some form of unfolding related query, 

and this accounted for approximately 200 coded items at the initial coding stage. These 

included consideration of types of evidence available, the ownership of outcomes 

(managers’, workers’ or young people’s), the complexity associated with evidencing 

outcomes, issues of causality and attribution and finally the potential for the Hawthorne 

effect29 to influence any work undertaken associated with outcomes. It was evident in the 

data that youth workers recognise the inherent challenges in capturing and recording 

complex social constructs concerning outcomes for young people and are interested in 

engaging in the epistemic practice of unfolding.  

 

One senior manager in the statutory sector accepts the challenges faced by the sector.  

“But the stuff we’re talking about in the broadest definition of knowledge includes 
attitudes, includes skills, includes lots of things that cannot be caught and measured 

 
29 Modification of behaviour in response to awareness of being observed 
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an effective youth worker is really contending with very, very deep stuff.” (PT 17 
statutory youth officer) 

 

A voluntary practitioner acknowledges that the process of evidencing outcomes is limited 

and tenuous: 

"There’s a limit to the process, you know this stuff around outcomes…but actually 
it’s tenuous. It’s a tenuous enough link.” (PT 09 voluntary practitioner)  

 

In this study I have chosen to present a concise summary of the queries in the table below 

to give a sense of their range and depth. The table provides a brief description of the query 

and a selected example representative from the data.  

TABLE 15: EPISTEMOLOGICAL QUERIES OF PROFESSIONAL YOUTH WORKERS RELATED TO OUTCOMES 

Epistemological 
Query 

Epistemological 
Query description 

Selected Example from the data 

Paradigm issue 
(Questioning the 
appropriateness 
of the methods 
used) 

The data reveals 
that participants 
(n=7/21) question 
more positivist 
notions of 
knowledge, 
expressing difficulty 
with the language of 
measurement and 
quantification 

“You’re making us do silly stuff, There’s fifty pre and 
post questionnaires. Knock yourself out. Trying to 
prove that there’s an outcome from that…I can say 80% 
reduced. And it was true, but it was also crap.” (PT 09 
voluntary practitioner) 
 

Nature of & 
hierarchies of 
Evidence 

Participants 
(n=14/21) discuss 
how statistics and 
numbers are 
privileged over 
stories and 
narrative. Producing 
a hierarchy of 
evidence (n=9/21) 

“We produce certain kinds of evidence anecdotally and 
qualitatively, whereas most of our work, the evidence 
that is seen at least by senior management, is 
numerical at this stage…So people have got to be 
realistic when you’re working with people. We’re 
organic organisms and putting numbers on us doesn’t 
always work.” (PT 02 Statutory practitioner). 

Complexity Several participants 
discuss the issue of 
complexity 
(n=13/21) and how 
learning and change 
are dynamic and 
subject to individual 
experience  

“We need that to be quite sophisticated, to report that 
effectively to ETI, you know we need the workers to be 
on top of that at all times.” (PT 14 senior voluntary 
practitioner). 
 
“I would say that’s a very, very complex expectation 
and I’m not sure that there is a clear delineation 
between the impact in what a social worker might 
make with the same young person who’s working with 
a youth worker.” (PT 02 statutory practitioner)  
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“So, describing the process as knowledge or learning is 
a very complex thing to do and I wouldn’t trust a 
profession to have consistency and continuity to do 
that.” (PT 19 voluntary senior manager) 

 However other 
practitioners are 
more cautious and 
have concerns that 
methods to record 
outcomes can be 
artificial and 
engineered.  
 

“I really don’t see why it’s important and why generic 
outcomes could be helpful, I also see how it can, for me 
it’s too, too controlled, too contrived. Things don’t fit, 
youth work doesn’t fit in boxes.” (PT 08 statutory 
senior practitioner) 
 
“We’re getting pushed down a particular road by 
various funders at the minute and I’m resisting a lot of 
it around the notion of the pre and post, the pre-
questions, and the post-questions. Just because I think 
they’re very limited.” (PT 09 voluntary practitioner) 

Type of 
Outcome, Hard 
versus Soft 

Participants 
(n=6/21) often 
distinguish between 
‘hard’ and ‘soft’ 
outcomes.  

“The soft outcomes are obviously harder to measure. I 
think it’s important because those softer outcomes, it’s 
really hard to say definitively, that because the young 
people have gone through six weeks with us, they are 
more confident.” (PT 14 senior voluntary practitioner)  
 

Outcome 
Attribution, 
Claims and 
Contribution 

Participants 
(n=6/21) questioned 
youth workers can 
attribution to an 
outcome or whether 
youth work only 
made a contribution 
to wider outcomes 
in young people’s 
lives. Participants 
were concerning 
about claiming 
outcomes in multi-
disciplinary real-
world environments 

“But I can’t prove it. I can just summarise it. How do 
you jump from summarising that this can make small 
contribution with these five other things to make a 
well-rounded human being to actually saying it? And 
that’s the problem. And that’s going to be one of the 
main challenges going into the future is how do we 
prove that?” (PT 09 voluntary practitioner) 
 
“And also, that in the context of a multi-disciplinary 
arena that that young person may be in, here are other 
contributions to be made by family, by, you now, 
church, by sporting organisations, by school, by 
whoever. So, to be able to say, ‘yes that’s the 
difference that we made.’ I think it’s very hard to pin 
that down sometimes.” (PT 02 statutory practitioner) 
 
“Those are very, very subtle, and deep changes and the 
thing I was trying to lean towards there was 
attribution, when you’re contributing to change, 
because youth workers aren’t in control of everything, 
the family, the school, every, the, what I call, informal 
education, i.e., accidental learning is happening all the 
time as well, so you’re contributing to outcomes rather 
than you have youthwork outcomes.” (PT 19 voluntary 
senior manager) 

Complicated  In contrast to 
complex 
unpredictable 
aspects of practice. 
Participants were 

“It’s the data collection systems, but it is data in the 
broadest sense…where are they taking that 
information from, so it’s from observation, it’s from 
maybe a wee bit of case study, it’s from questionnaire, 
beginning, middle or even just at the end because 
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also aware that the 
diverse nature of 
youth work makes 
outcomes recording 
complicated, so 
even the predicable 
nature of practice 
was complicated 
due to diversity of 
the work.  

there’s all sorts of evidence or all sorts of comment 
about if you do your wee questionnaire at the 
beginning, its complicated.” (PT 17 statutory youth 
officer)  
 

Hawthorne 
Effect  

Participants were 
aware that the act 
of seeking to record 
outcomes can 
impact and modify 
young people’s 
behaviour in 
response to their 
awareness of being 
observed 

“I’ve been involved in things like the Richter scale and 
other ways that people self-assess their learning. but 
whether that has legitimacy in saying that person has 
learned or their actual self-awareness of their lack of 
confidence was part of the process.” (PT 19 voluntary 
senior manager) 
 
“Then you’ve got young people that are overestimating 
themselves because who wants to say that they are, 
their skills in these areas are awful.” (PT01 voluntary 
practitioner)  

 

In the table above we see the diversity of epistemological questions that youth workers are 

grappling with. In terms of epistemic culture this is evidence of youth workers are engaged 

in the epistemic practice of unfolding concerning evidencing outcomes (Knorr-Cetina 1999)  

They are engaged in what Knorr-Cetina refers to as “conceptualising chains of activity” 

(Knorr-Cetina 2001: kindle loc 4681). These are dynamic and creative process that do not 

follow routines or procedural rules for knowledge generation, rather they are disruptive in 

nature and are example of the relational and emotional dynamics of youth workers with the 

epistemic object of evidencing outcomes. In all of the questioning, problematising and 

theorising, there is a sense that participants are unconvinced that there is a linear process of 

causality or that their actions are the only ones that are making a difference. This is 

consistent with the arguments put forward by Ord (2013 & 2016a).  

 

One voluntary senior manager commented “so you’re contributing to outcomes rather than 

you have youth work outcomes” (PT 19 voluntary senior manager). The worker here is 

pointing out that youth work might contribute to a wider set of outcomes (for example in a 

programme for Government or Children and Young People’s Strategy) as opposed to a 
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youth work intervention having a specific set of outcomes in and of itself. In working to 

specific and exclusive youth work outcomes, a statutory worker comments:  

“But when you’re working to like that kind of outcome it completely overrides the 
practice I think and the only way that workers can, and that leaves our workers very 
open for criticism.” (PT 08 statutory senior practitioner)  

 

There is resonance here with the point that McCready (2020:272) makes that “youth 

workers work best when working with outcomes as opposed to delivering set outcomes.”  

There is no doubt in the data that the majority of participants (n=17/21 of study 

participants) in the study have epistemological queries about the merits of evidencing youth 

work outcomes. This constant challenging creates a contested professional landscape in 

which counter-discourses emerge. This is a striking feature of current epistemic culture in 

professional youth work. It highlights the epistemic rupture currently being experienced in 

the sector. Professional youth workers challenge the epistemological basis of the outcomes 

agenda highlighting it as problematic, unfeasible, and unattainable. One statutory team 

leader using the phrase “we are still grasping.”  

 

“Is anybody being able to kind of measure youth work outcomes to an extent 
because we’d all be doing it like, I think it’s one of those things that you know we’re 
still grasping.” (PT 11 senior statutory practitioner) 

 

The German word ‘grenzbegriff’ might be useful here from ‘Grenze’ meaning limit, 

boundary, and the word ‘Begriff’ meaning concept. There is a sense from views of 

participants that professional youth workers consider the concepts concerning evidencing 

youth work outcomes as something that lies just beyond the horizon. It is real and yet 

indefinable; in terms of landscape, it is somewhere just off the map and unknown. In being 

thoughtful, being critical, youth workers are arguing that evidencing outcomes is limited, 

that is, out of reach, as yet unattainable. Using epistemological queries, they both engage 

with and challenge the positivistic and technocratic basis of the outcomes agenda. We now 

turn to another form of resistance present in the data.  
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9.5 Working the Double Space  

In Chapter 6, when considering the contingent context, the findings presented evidence of 

intensified accountability associated with concern about personal security (financial) and 

organisation viability (financial). This is evidence of a context that was reshaping 

professionals and organisations. As discussed in the literature review 4.12 the intensity of 

this re-shaping has created what Ball (2003:202) refers to as  ‘ontological insecurity.’ For 

professional youth workers there is a loss of the familiar and predictable and subsequent  

destabilisation in the continuity of their professional identity. The reality of their 

professional world is in flux. One of the impacts of this environment is a move to behaviour 

that is orientated to survival. In addition, professional youth workers report that intensified 

accountability has led to increased surveillance of practice, this ‘vigilant eye’ or 

‘performative gaze,’ from funders, via reporting, moderation, and inspection. Professional 

youth workers are left grappling with a series of tensions: do they comply with the 

performative gaze to ensure survival and viability of their organisations, but in the process 

suffer a loss of professional agency and affinity for their professional role? Of course, it 

would be too simple to present this as compliance = survival = dis-identification. Or to say 

that the only alternative is active resistance to the performative re-shaping of practice, 

leading to improved feelings of ownership of practice, but risking the loss of funding, 

organisational decline, closure of organisations and loss of professional income. 

Rather than accepting this apparent dichotomous ‘Hobson’s choice,’ the data reveals that 

professional youth workers are actually being creative in working with the tension 

associated with the outcomes agenda, how youth workers achieve this will be discussed 

more in chapter 10.   

The data reveals an approach from some youth workers that could be characterised as a 

pragmatic realism. A hard-headed approach that recognises the need to respond to the 

requirements of funders, moderators, and inspectors. One youth worker comments, “You 

play the game you give them what they want.” (PT 1 Voluntary Practitioner) Another 

worker: “I mean it’s just jargon, I didn’t want, I’m not going to bite the hand that feeds me.” 

(PT 08 statutory senior practitioner) 
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Youth workers respond in a way that holds the performative gaze for the least amount of 

time possible. “And I feel that we’re dancing that dance at the minute” (PT 12 senior 

statutory practitioner) A voluntary senior manager elaborates: 

“I think, that is partly what’s been going on…do I need to get people through this bit 
and show, have a demonstration of learning, evidence of learning. But, actually, 
maybe it’s not really evidence of learning.” (PT 19 voluntary senior manager) 

 

This approach resists normalising, internalising and accepting the vigilant eye; nevertheless 

there is a show of outward compliance in order to avert that gaze. This behaviour has 

echoes of the concept of ‘disguised compliance’ in social work, where parents co-operate 

with professionals to allay concerns and reduce professional engagement (NSPCC 2019). 

There is engagement, but it is ‘just enough’ engagement. Ball (2003:225) recognises this as 

fabrication (discussed in 4.12 of the literature review): it is "a way of eluding or deflecting 

direct surveillance” but it also requires a “submission to the rigours of performativity.” In this 

regard it is both “resistance and capitulation.” 

The data reveals that for some professional youth workers this is characterised as a means 

to protect their teams from the excesses of the performative gaze. That is, a professional 

youth worker will choose to hold the gaze of funders, moderators, and inspectors on 

themselves so that their youth work team can continue to prioritize other forms of youth 

work practice.  

“I say to my managers, tell me what information you what, in what format you want 

it in, and I’ll give it to you, I do this, so my youth work staff don’t have worry about 

it.” (PT 09 voluntary practitioner).  

 

Protecting other staff members in this way is not without its costs.  

“I sometimes feel like I am riding two horses at the same time and there is a danger 

that I will fall off the one I want to ride, and it will get left behind.” (PT 09 voluntary 

sector practitioner). 

 

This ‘limited’ engagement enables professional youth workers to create a space for their 

youth work teams to engage in youth work less dominated by the ‘regime of truth’  

established by performative culture and the outcomes agenda. Counter-discourses can exist 
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and therefore enable practice with less dissonance from the youth worker’s professional 

‘ideal’ to occur.  

There was no discussion by participants of the ethics of this approach; rather it was 

presented as a means to an end, to ensure that the youth work practice that youth workers 

value continues.  

“Those who are doing good youth work will continue to do good youth work and use 
the latest trojan horse or…this thing coming down the road and use it, manipulate it, 
and keep doing what they’re doing.” (PT 01 voluntary practitioner) 

 

9.6 Conclusion 

In concluding this chapter, the findings from the study clearly demonstrate the presence of 

feelings of isolation within the youth work sector. These are most pronounced with male 

workers in small community-based organisations within the voluntary youth work sector. 

The findings have shown that isolation also contributes to fear and doubt. In the statutory 

sector, workers are more likely to express concern about a loss of competence. These 

feelings are driven by the ‘vigilant eye’ (Perryman 2006) of moderation, inspection and 

comparison at a distance with their peers.  

 

In addressing isolation, participants clearly expressed preferences for youth workers to have 

opportunities to come together to share practice and work collaboratively on addressing 

practice concerns. This aligns with previous findings in Chapter 6, which revealed a 

preference for a relational approach, with professional peers being the key knowledge 

intermediaries. However, the preference to locate learning events outside of organisational 

boundaries is a key consideration concerning epistemic infrastructure. The concept of 

‘independent’ settings seems to a be a key characteristic which professional youth workers 

value, again suggesting the need to find landscapes which are free from performative 

culture, where compliance with the ‘regime of truth’ (Ball 2015) must be observed. This 

would indicate that the epistemic infrastructure of professional youth work is lacking 

independent professional fora unaligned to employing organisations within the youth work 

sector. Ulster University is identified by professional youth workers as one potential 

independent learning setting to share practice and work collaboratively. 
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In keeping with the factors identified in early chapters, the pivot to formal education and 

‘product’ policy-driven practice, the findings reveal feelings of dis-identification with the 

current reshaping of youth work practice. This reshaping is characterised by participants as a 

squeezing, diminishing and narrowing of focus. This ‘attenuation’ of youth work practice 

reduces professional youth workers’ affinity for practice. This is most acute in reference to 

youth workers taking on a ‘teaching’ role similar to formal education. This newly attenuated 

youth work creates dissonance and is at odds with the professional ideal of generative, 

organic and process-driven practice. However, practitioners go further and express 

dissatisfaction with more formal approaches, pre-prescription, targeting of practice and 

management direction of work. This leads to feelings of reduced professional agency and 

ownership of practice which in turn further fuels the moiety (Wolcott 1990) of technocrat 

versus youth worker identified in Chapter 8. Participants (n=15/21 study participants) 

shared forms of resistance to the technical rational approaches and performative culture 

which they are encountering.  

 

The findings have demonstrated that one area where there is intense professional agency, 

and a significant form of resistance, is the epistemological labour associated with the 

outcomes agenda. Professional youth workers are engaged in problematising and 

challenging the positivistic orientation of the outcomes agenda. Youth workers privilege and 

prefer stories and narrative from young people. This aligns well with their relational 

knowledge-seeking behaviour in other aspects of their practice; however, it clashes with 

performance management and quality assurance practices which prefer and privilege 

quantitative information in the form of statistics and numbers. We see here a ‘stories or 

statistics,’ ‘narrative or numbers’ clash. In addition, youth workers also raise questions 

concerning the exclusive nature of youth work outcomes, favouring a more multi-

disciplinary contributory approach to attribution and causality. Youth workers also question 

the limitations of the tools available to report and record outcomes. These examples of 

epistemological labour all centre around problematising a technocratic ‘product’ orientation 

to learning. Ord (2016:154) points out that “If a product curriculum approach is applied 

consistently the youth work being delivered will be very removed from its essential 

processes. It begins to approximate to formal educational instruction and become something 
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other than youth work.” The quizzing of the ‘product’ orientation to learning is an indication 

of youth workers’ more overt resistance to the reshaping of professional practice in the 

current policy-driven environment.  

In addition to overt resistance via epistemological labour, the findings in this chapter reveal 

a more latent resistance. Professional youth workers also bring a pragmatic realism to the 

demands that the reshaping of youth work presents. Rather than take a dichotomous resist-

or-comply approach to these circumstances, there is evidence that professional youth 

workers engage in ‘working the double space.’ Namely, they work the tension creatively to 

disguise compliance with funders and moderators to prioritise and sustain practice for 

which they have more affinity.  

 

In conclusion, throughout this chapter the perceptions and understanding of participants 

have been highlighted. Professional youth workers are experiencing remarkable additional 

labour in the form of substantial transaction costs associated with the outcomes agenda. In 

addition, they also experience a loss of affinity for youth work practice that is being 

reshaped by policy agendas. Although there is striking estrangement occurring in this 

context, professional youth workers are also engaged in a range of strategies: these 

included problematising through knowledge labour, and a form of disguised compliance 

which incorporates ‘working the double space.’ 

 

Having established the study findings in Chapters 6-9, the study turns to analysis and theory 

building. In the following chapter, analysis and discussion of the findings will be used to 

build further connections between the data, providing a summary of the epistemic culture 

of professional youth work culture and developing a theory of the emergent epistemic 

culture associated with evidence and the outcomes agenda.  
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Chapter 10 Analysis and Discussion  

The aim of the study was to explore the nature and characteristics of epistemic culture in 

professional community youth workers in Northern Ireland and how this knowledge culture 

enables the use of knowledge characterised as ‘evidence.’ This thesis has demonstrated that 

professional youth workers are working in a time of significant funding, structural and policy 

change. When considering epistemic culture the data has identified well established 

epistemic infrastructure associated with the epistemic objects of identifying the needs of 

young people and planning a response to the needs of young people at a local level. In these 

areas epistemic culture is well established, however there is evidence of policy-driven 

pressures at a regional level reshaping epistemic culture concerning the needs of young 

people and responses . This chapter will briefly summarise the characteristics of established 

epistemic culture before moving onto to a more in-depth consideration of how the policy 

context of managerialism and performative culture is re-shaping epistemic culture around 

the unfolding epistemic objects of outcomes and evidence. This chapter draws upon the 

preceding chapters to propose a theory of ‘strategies of circumvention’ that professional 

youth workers use as a protective mechanism to avoid, hide from, negotiate, challenge, and 

resist the increasing prevalence of managerial direction, product orientated practice, and 

performative expectations. The proposed theory of ‘strategies of circumvention’ provides a 

new explanatory framework which captures the essence of the protective practices in which 

professional youth workers are engaged.  

 

10.1 Established Epistemic Culture  

According to Jensen, Lahn, Nerland (2012) the epistementalities within epistemic culture in 

a professions’ approach to knowledge has four essential elements, history, preference, 

orientation, and priorities. The findings in chapter 6 of this study have established that the 

historic development and priorities of youth work have generated a clearly established 

professional epistemic culture. This established epistemic culture prioritizes and focuses on 

the unfolding epistemic objects of the needs of young people and planning a response to 

the needs of young people. Youth workers in this study demonstrate similarities in 

knowledge-seeking preference when approaching to these two epistemic objects. Their 
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preference is characterised by the use of people as knowledge intermediaries (Jensen, Lahn, 

Nerland 2012 and Callon 1993) in relational and dialogical epistemic practices.  

Concerning the first epistemic priority, young people’s needs, a preference for a relational 

approach to knowledge seeking is undertaken directly with the young people and the 

stakeholders in their community. This is supplemented by use of codified open-access data 

and knowledge available from trusted government sources such as NISRA, NIMDM, NINIS30; 

such sources are referred to as ‘traditional’ by professional youth workers, but the approach 

is consistent with community profiling theory (Hawtin 2007). In terms of more specific 

aspects of the epistemic practices, youth workers engage in a special type of framing 

practice called colligation (n=11/21 of study participants) that is the gathering of knowledge  

together with professionally encultured knowledge (concerning concepts of poverty, 

deprivation, personal development, and stereotyping). This epistemic orientation of 

professionally encultured concepts of social justice informs youth workers approach to 

knowledge seeking (Callon 1993). This encultured knowledge is then linked by youth 

workers to the preferred relational knowledge gained from conversation and dialogue with 

young people. The findings demonstrate that youth workers engage in another knowledge 

framing process called convoluting (n=7/21 of study participants), reframing diverse types of 

knowledge (relational, encoded, encultured) to create a composite picture of young 

people’s needs at a local level which can then inform the youth workers’ response. The 

findings reveal that this is a knowledge generation task which youth workers approach with 

motivation and to which they have a strong emotional affinity. These knowledge-seeking 

and knowledge generation tasks are undertaken by individual youth workers and small local 

teams again a representation of the historic development of youth work. The 

epistementality of these knowledge seeking/ generating practices, conform to Ord’s 

characterisation of youth workers as autonomous and responsive professionals (Ord 2012, 

2017). The timeframe associated with these processes is short term, usually when starting 

work with a new group of young people. The findings of the study presented in chapter 6 

confirms that there are also annual and medium-term uses of these knowledge-seeking/ 

 
30 NISRA, Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency;  NIMDM, Northern Ireland Multiple Deprivation 

Measures; NINIS, Northern Ireland Neighbourhood Information Service 
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knowledge-generating processes concerning young people’s needs. This aligns to the 

organisationally embedded epistemic processes of regular funding applications and service 

level agreements (or equivalent), allowing colligated and convoluted knowledge to be 

captured in primary and secondary artefacts which are a further form of knowledge 

intermediary which are well established. These are primarily written artefacts in closed 

circuits for the use of professionals and their managers. The findings show that the 

epistemic infrastructure associated with determining young people’s needs at a local level 

within communities is well established. 

 

However epistemic culture is also in a state of flux, new developments associated with 

knowledge-seeking practice concerning young people’s needs at larger geographies (Council 

Area/ Northern Ireland) by youth work managers are a recent policy driven epistemic 

priority (since 2015) following the publication of Priorities for Youth (DE 2013). Centralised 

co-ordination of youth worker teams to collate knowledge about young people’s needs is a 

new feature of practice and has reframed the epistemic culture, using focus groups, large 

scale centralised questionaries and online surveys. The established autonomous practices of 

needs identification by individual professional youth workers have been undermined (Ord 

2012, 2017); in the form of new management-directed practice which has resulted in 

subsequent new collective, centralised, and regional knowledge-generation practices. 

Existing codified knowledge of demographic and deprivation information is being 

supplemented by the use of more quantitative-orientated data collection from young 

people via large scale online surveys. The time scales associated with these larger geography 

assessments of young people’s needs are annual and linked to the three-year planning 

cycles and production of the tertiary artefacts of the Regional Assessment of Need and the 

Regional Youth Development Plan. These recent developments have disrupted established 

epistemic practices of professional led local needs identification and resulted in a change in 

epistemic culture. Professional epistemic priorities have been shifted and orientations to 

knowledge seeking and generation have changed. Youth service managers are using these 

larger collective knowledge generation processes to inform and justify management 

direction and targeting of budgets within youth work practice. This challenges the 

assumption that “youth work is a devolved practice where workers operate largely 

autonomously” (Ord 2016 154). It also challenges the professional identity of youth workers 
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and questions their ability to make context-sensitive judgements in the course of their work 

(Bondi et al 2011, Ord 2013, 2016). This limits their ability to engage in phronetic practice 

(Ord 2013, 2016a), that is, practice that is ethically and morally informed by professional 

judgement. It also challenges more encultured approaches to knowledge that are heavily 

dependent on shared language and socially constructed meanings and understandings 

(Collins 1993). This change in epistemic practice has a destabilising impact on professional 

youth workers, they question the merits of these changes and it has an emotional impact 

which is expressed as a reduced affinity for new ways of identifying and responding to 

young people’s needs.  

 

As knowledge generation concerning young people’s needs has changed through newly 

emergent knowledge generation processes this has also stimulated a change in the 

knowledge intermediaries to which youth workers are exposed. Needs identification 

becomes documented in new tertiary artifacts like the ‘Regional Assessment of Need’ and 

this in turn informs a new ‘Regional Youth Development Plan,’ these new tertiary artifacts 

inform and justify management direction and youth work practice and they are expected 

through various council area needs assessments and area youth development plans to 

inform new funding mechanisms and funding specification. Therefore we see another shift 

in epistemic culture.  

 

The epistementality clearly present in the youth workers in this study prefers and privileges 

a relational approach to knowledge-seeking. In the case of planning a response to the needs 

of youth people, when developing projects and programmes, youth workers engage in 

seeking knowledge from professional peers who have practice experience. This relational 

preference is ahead of attempts to use encoded written knowledge from other sources. This 

closely aligns with concepts of ‘practice wisdom’ (Dunne 2011) where professional 

experience allows for the ‘accumulation’ of professional knowledge, that is, knowledge that 

is regarded as “cumulative in character” and built up over time and gained with experience 

(Nerland 2012:28). This also resonates with Schön’s concept of repertoire (Schön 1983, 

Smith 2001, 2011), in which knowledge is linked to ‘artful doing’ and reflection which builds 

up over time into a repertoire, that is, a set of actions and ideas about practice. This 

dialogue with trusted professional peers is the preferred method of knowledge exchange 
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used to extend the repertoire of the youth work professional. In the data, this aspect of 

epistementality, knowledge seeking from trusted professional peers is more frequently 

orientated within existing teams and is organisationally bounded. This would indicate that 

knowledge orientation used to plan responses to the needs of young people is encultured 

within the profession itself and embedded within the practice of organisations which 

employ youth workers. There is evidence of youth worker epistementalities being 

orientated to seeking knowledge outside of organisational boundaries; however the 

approach again follows the preference of seeking trusted peers from additional 

organisations that are deemed to have expertise in a specific area of practice (for example 

from YouthActionNI on the topic of gender-conscious practice).  

 

However, while the epistementality showed clear (Chapter 6.5) relationally-based 

knowledge-seeking preferences, there was less clarity about epistemic infrastructure 

another aspect of epistemic culture. Epistemic infrastructure concerns the distribution 

processes of accumulated knowledge within the profession and is discussed in Chapter 6.6. 

Participants were clear in the findings that there was a deficit in epistemic infrastructure 

(Nerland 2012:28) and tools (encoded written knowledge) to capture knowledge. So 

although there was a preference for relational knowledge, there was also a stated 

preference to access to more encoded sources, that is repositories, databases of books, 

manuals and practice guides (Collins 1993). However only a minority (n=4/21) outlined that 

it was their regular epistemic practice to seek knowledge from these sources. The findings 

suggest that the use of encoded knowledge by youth work professionals about practice is 

dependent on availability of time, which the findings suggest is in short supply due to the 

transactions costs associated with administration linked to the outcomes agenda (Chapter 

9.2). In addition, the findings demonstrate that to adopt the use of more encoded sources of 

knowledge would require a general improvement in epistemic infrastructure, specifically the 

hardware and connectivity of IT systems, and less restriction by organisations concerning IT 

systems use (Chapter 6.6). Therefore, the epistementality of locally bounded and relational 

sources of knowledge seeking concerning practice may reflect a more limited epistemic 

infrastructure which if improved might lead to professional youth workers making more use 

of encoded knowledge distribution systems.  
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The final improvement to epistemic infrastructure that professional youth workers 

suggested was an increase in opportunities to come together outside of organisational 

boundaries to share practice and learn from each other. This is an extension of the 

epistementality of relational knowledge-seeking preferences, but it is also qualitatively 

different in nature. The essential ingredient for professional youth workers in this study of 

any knowledge exchange process was that it was a trusted ‘independent’ forum. Study 

participants suggested that the higher education academy responsible for professional 

training (Ulster University being one example) would provide suitable independence 

(Chapter 9.1). To conclude, it is clear that there is potential for a deeper consideration of 

how improvement of epistemic infrastructure, a more codified accumulation and accessible 

distribution of practice knowledge could be facilitated by higher education in professional 

youth work practice. Links to higher education may provide the means for professional 

youth workers to theorise about practice, a willingness identified by Hammond (2018:303). 

Developing new epistemic infrastructure, knowledge exchange and information sharing 

between higher education and professional practice would provide a medium of transaction 

that cuts across organisational space, recognises local knowledge, but improves 

practitioners’ ability to link to wider knowledge development (Knor Cetina 2006, Nerland 

2012:30). 

In summary we see an established epistemic culture being destabilised and a shift to more 

centrally controlled epistemic processes. These shifts have destabilised aspects of youth 

workers practice and autonomy with subsequent emotional reaction characterised by a loss 

of affinity for practice. Figure 7 represents the rebalancing of epistemic culture outlined 

above.  
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 FIGURE 7: SHIFTING EPISTEMIC CULTURE IN PROFESSIONAL YOUTH WORKERS 

 

The representation above of the destabilisation of epistemic culture reflects epistemic 

culture associated with the epistemic objects of (1) the needs of young people and (2) 

planning a response to the needs of young people. However the data was clear from the 

study participants that the new focus on the third unfolding epistemic object of evidencing 

outcomes in youth work in Northern Ireland was a further disruption to epistemic culture. 

When discussing this with youth workers in interviews this disruption was more major, it 

had the qualities more akin to an epistemic rupture, a step change in the practice of youth 

work concerning the evidencing of practice. It is the impact of this rupture to which the 

focus of this chapter now shifts. 
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10.2 Conditions contributing to adoption of Circumventing Strategies 

What is clear from the data and the findings chapters is that professional youth workers are 

responding to a changing policy and practice landscape. What follows in this next section is 

the “beginnings of an analytic direction” (Charmaz 2014:236), a provisional attempt to 

theorise concerning the responses of youth workers within that changing landscape. The 

theorising that follows establishes connections between epistemic culture and the policy 

context explored in chapter 1 and 4 and the findings chapters 6-9. Therefore the discussion 

examines the power dynamics at play and the interaction with epistemic culture, essentially 

how youth workers mediate the pressures they experience. This theorising  draws together 

the epistementalities of youth workers, the situated experience of youth workers, their 

emotions, actions and their attempts find meaning in disruption. The provisional theory 

presented is a tentative explanation of these relationships. The theory proposes a series of 

practices that I have referred to as strategies. The proposed strategies are tendencies in 

professional behaviour, they are not presented as exclusive typologies of epistemic culture 

or professional identity, but rather are evident as patterns in the data, behaviours that 

youth workers use to respond to destabilisation of established epistemic culture, epistemic 

rupture and ontological insecurity. These strategies have a strong affective dimension and 

are posited as a response to shifting power dynamics within the youth work sector. These 

strategies are focused on maintaining established epistementalities, valued youth work 

practices and protecting professional identify. These strategies appear to be a reaction to a 

perceived dominant discourse represented in policy and management practices. Therefore, 

these strategies provide the means for professional youth workers to ignore, avoid, hide 

from, negotiate, challenge, and resist the increasing prevalence of managerial direction, 

product orientated practice, and performative expectations. These strategies are behaviours 

that emerge as a consequence of the changing policy and practice landscape in youth 

workers are situated. A response to the rupture. I have termed these practices and 

tendencies ‘strategies of circumvention.’ Circumvention has been chosen as a concept as it 

captures the diverse range of qualitatively different behaviour present in the data that 

youth workers use to mediate the impact of the rupture which they have collectively 

experienced.  
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This next section of the chapter will move to explaining and outlining the theorising 

associated with strategies of circumvention. There are a number of analytical aids in 

grounded theory espoused by Glaser (1998 cited in Charmaz 2014:250) that can aid 

theorising. These are the ‘Six Cs’: causes, context, contingencies, consequences, co-

variances, and conditions. Informed by these question frames, one of the questions that can 

be asked is a cause-and-effect type question, that is, what factor(s) have led to this 

happening? If we consider the context that the professional youth worker participants have 

painted in the findings and summarise these briefly, we can see a perfect storm of factors 

that have spawned a range of various responses by youth workers.  

 

The disruption to youth work epistemic culture caused by a concatenation of factors has 

begun to reimagine, reframe, reshape and retool professional youth work practice. Youth 

workers are therefore attempting to find a way to mediate these factors. Bright and Pugh 

(2019:66) have referred to this as “neoliberal terraforming,” a process that means that 

youth work has “found itself re-positioned miles from its original location.” It is useful then 

to start with a summary of the context and the conditions in which youth workers find 

themselves situated.  

 

Firstly we see the restructuring of the youth service itself, the final outworking’s of previous 

policy initiatives concerning the review of public administration, the merging of the 

Education and Library Boards into the Education Authority, closure of the Youth Council and 

the changes to voluntary sector representation with the closure of YouthNet, this is 

discussed in chapter 1, and raised by study participants in chapter 7.6.  

 

The second factor we see, discussed above and in the findings in chapter 6, is the changes to 

epistemic culture, especially in relation to centrally managed and regional identification of 

need and responses to young peoples needs. This is a reshaping and a retooling of how 

youth workers seek, and generate knowledge concerning these unfolding epistemic objects. 

 

Thirdly there has been a reorientation of youth work via a more strategic alignment of youth 

work policy with wider education policy. The loss of a separate and distinct policy focus for 

youth work has led to a further pivot to formal education and the dominant ‘content’ and 
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‘product’ conceptualisations of education (DE 2013). The presence of formal education 

approaches permeating youth work in Northern Ireland are supported by participants’ views 

expressed in the recent study by Hammond (2018). The findings outlined in Chapter 7 and 

chapter 9 of this study show that professional youth workers in Northern Ireland ‘think and 

feel’ that youth work has moved further away from informal education and process-

orientated conceptions of practice which are central to youth work. Youth workers 

understand the pivot conceptually, but they also feel the unease that this change brings. 

This adds weight to the perception that youth work has been “re-positioned miles from its 

original location” (Bright & Pugh 2019: 66). The content and product orientations to practice 

(Coussée 2012, Ord 2012, 2013, 2016a, 2016b) explored in Chapter 7.7 and 9.3 lend 

themselves to transmission of knowledge from educator to educated, but also make 

direction and measurement easier for management and policy maker. Product orientations 

of youth work lend themselves to quantifiable outcomes and behavioural change in young 

people which can be recorded and reported. In short, if it can be measured, it can be 

managed. Youth workers outline the stress and pressure that transaction costs place on 

them to generate quantifiable information and this is discussed in chapter 6 and 8 as a 

significant epistemic project that requires the translation of new alien concepts, increasing 

recording of information in the new artefacts of evidence files and emergent information 

management systems. Youth workers are actively involved in the process of unfolding what 

it means to evidence outcomes, this is discussed in chapter 9.4 as a feature of epistemic 

culture (Knorr-Cetina 1999:kindle loc 921). This quantifiable information can be used by 

managers to justify expenditure and use of resources and report on contribution to higher 

strategic outcomes (Bright & Pugh 2019, Merton 2010, Ord 2012, 2016, Duffy 2017a, 

2017b). Duffy (2017a:147) points out that orienting youth workers to ‘specific goals,’ and 

directing youth organisations towards particular activities and imagined positive outcomes 

is less about evaluation and more about influencing and manipulating the behaviour of 

youth workers. The findings in chapter 7 and chapter 9 have demonstrated that content and 

product orientations, where formal education and accreditation are privileged in youth 

work practice, have led to a further loss of affinity for practice for professional youth 

workers. This has ultimately led to a pronounced estrangement and dis-identification from 

the profession as discussed in the findings in chapter 9. 
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The forth change has been the pressure on budgets and the new public management 

informed demand for cost effectiveness and value for money have been joined with 

Northern Ireland specific structural change within the youth work sector, leading to 

competition within the youth work sector and silo working. The assistant director of the 

Education Authority's (EA) children and young people's services, in a briefing to the 

Northern Ireland Assembly Committee, has confirmed that the budgetary pressure is 

present, stating that the youth service “budget31 has remained static for a number of years, 

which means, in fact, a decrease because of all of the inescapables, which have increased” 

(Committee for Education 2020). This has led to the need to justify youth service budgets 

and outcomes as discussed in chapter 7. The tertiary artifacts of more centralised needs 

identification and response planning via the Regional Assessment of Need and Regional 

Youth Development plan provide managers with useful tools to justify the decisions made as 

discussed in chapter 7.  

 

The need to provide justification is firmly routed in the fifth contextual factor that is the 

dominant discourse of new pubic sector management. We see further evidence of this in 

the findings presented in chapter 9 in which youth workers struggle with knowledge 

mediation as they try to meet the demands of the information management system. The 

epistemic impact on youth workers is that the increased priority of evidencing outcomes has 

added a significant unfamiliar, complex and unfolding epistemic object to the work of youth 

workers. Duffy (2017a:149) concludes that the outcomes agenda, focusing on evaluation of 

practice, “is a manifestation of disciplinary and controlling governing through the production 

of knowledge.” As such, youth workers and their practice become subjects of policy 

expected to ‘inhabit and reproduce’ the dominant policy discourse. We see a technocratic 

turn in youth work practice informed by techno-rationalist policy making in Priorities for 

 
31 Assistant director of the Education Authority's (EA) children and young people's services: “The Youth Service 

has an annual ring-fenced budget of £34 million for revenue and £5 million for capital. That funding enables 

the delivery of front-line youth services, which equates to 73% of the budget. Workforce development and 

curriculum support accounts for 10%, 1% is for maintenance, leaving 6% for administration. Funding to 

regional voluntary youth organisations equates to the remaining 10% of the budget.” (Northern Ireland 

Assembly 2020) 



Chapter 10 Analysis and Discussion  

 248

Youth (DE 2013). The findings of this study concur with Bright and Pugh’s (2019:66) 

argument that subtle “slow incremental changes [have] resulted in an environment that 

invisibly controls professional behaviour.” We see this in chapter 8 as a regime of truth 

emerges, a dominant discourse which is difficult to deliberately avoid.  

 

This leads us to sixth and final contextual factor new public sector management priorities 

have brought a focus on performance management and quality assurance that have 

changed the contours of professional youth work practice, this has been outlined in the 

findings in chapter 8. The epistemic culture of youth workers has needed to address 

confusion and translate the concepts of outcomes and evidence which seem alien to study 

participants as discussed in chapter 8.2. The presence of the dominant discourse informs a 

process of veridiction to which youth work and youth workers have become subject (Ball 

1990, 2010). This process of veridiction is achieved through processes of inspection, but also 

the adoption of inspection regimes into an more frequent and much enhanced process of 

moderation. Such approaches convey a more fixed picture of what youth work is, but also 

limit the forms it can take. It also makes continued funding subject to moderation 

performance. Youth work therefore begins to operate within the “confines of prescribed 

configurations, in order to survive” (Bright & Pugh 2019: 67). That is, youth work is subject 

to a process of veridiction by panoptical instruments and performative processes. Youth 

workers are exposed to a regime of truth (Ball 2015) and expectations about what 

‘outstanding’ or ‘good’ youth work is, a form determined by those responsible for 

inspection, moderation, quality assurance and funding (Ball 1990, 2010, Perryman 2006). 

Evaluation for impact (outcomes), monitoring, moderation and quality assurance are part of 

the “ascendant discourse of public management” concerned with the coordination and 

management of information (Duffy 2017a:145). For Duffy, not only is practice redirected, 

but professional youth workers become policy subjects and evaluation processes are used 

to manage youth workers, but crucially, also to “transmit a specific sense of what they are” 

(ibid). For Bright & Pugh (2019:67) these mechanisms are “fundamentally grounded in 

performative governmentality, they attempt to ensure that youth work governs itself in line 

with state agendas.” These disciplinary processes both contribute to a rupture in epistemic 

culture and an increasing ontological insecurity. 
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If we attempted to summarise the discussion of context, causes and conditions above they 

might look something like figure 8 below.  

FIGURE 8: FACTORS REIMAGINING, REFRAMING, RESHAPING, AND RETOOLING PROFESSIONAL YOUTH WORK 

PRACTICE 

  

 

The conditions that youth workers find themselves in are not without consequence for them 

as professionals. To further theorise using the ‘six C’s’ (Glaser 1998 cited in Charmaz 

2014:250) it is essential to ask what are the consequences for youth workers of these 

contextual factors which have been discussed above. Using both emotion coding and verses 

coding (Saldaña 2019:125), we gain insight into the affective and power dimensions of these 

conditions.  
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Firstly if we consider the pressure associated with justification of budgets as discussed 

above and in chapter 7 there are evident feelings of anxiety and of existential threat, both 

personal for their livelihoods and professional for their youth work organisations. Analysis of 

the data shows structural change and fear about changes to funding mechanisms is most 

pronounced for voluntary sector youth workers in smaller community based provision who 

are most directly affected by funding changes, but who have also witnessed their peers 

direct experience of organisations contracting and closing with the loss of jobs. The need to 

respond feels clear and present. There is a motivation to respond to risk as the threat to 

their future is serious and imminent. When these workers discuss their responses they are 

lively and engaged.  

 

Secondly chapter 9 outlines the presence of fear and feelings of isolation driven by 

uncertainty about structural change, this uncertainty and change has been ongoing for 

several years. The voluntary sector has experienced the disassembly and reassembly of 

structures, meaning new sites for collaboration and co-ordination have needed to emerge. 

The statutory sector has experienced its own form of disassembly and reassembly, a 

significant period of convergence as six statutory organisations merge functions and 

processes into a single Education Authority. This new fusion of youth service structures has 

also meant a transformation in power dynamics within the system and such change is not 

without consequence. Therefore as a result of isolation and uncertainty about structures of 

support there are feelings of suspicion about the new structures and the exercise of power 

within these new structures. Some youth workers express desires to address these issues 

head on in a more overt manner, others are more cautious and prefer to be less visible, a 

more latent approach. Some overt approaches seek out collaboration and seek to engage 

with the uncertainty. This engagement plays to the epistementality preference discussed 

earlier of relational knowledge seeking and engagement, they want to engage in the debate, 

question, challenge and theorise. Those who remain hidden feel the doubt and uncertainty 

of isolation and are more cautious. 

 

Thirdly chapter 6 highlights a lost of professional autonomy and a change in familiar 

epistemic culture as centralised regional assessment of needs leads to more prescription in 

the response to young peoples needs, this is combined with a pivot to formal education as 
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outlined in chapter 7. Youth work viewed as being located ‘in’ education (schools) with a 

product orientation is viewed in the findings as an ill-fated vision which they as youth 

workers have to endure. These perceived losses of professional autonomy and perceived 

misdirected professional priorities lead to feelings of estrangement and loss of affinity for 

practice which in turn leads to a qualitatively different aversion expressed as 

disidentification. For those who choose a more latent approach to their unease and 

dissatisfaction this is expressed privately rather than publicly, they are most likely to be in 

the statutory sector where they have little choice and limited influence on organisational 

orientation. Some in the community sector that take a more latent approach to their 

response as they tend to be smaller community based voluntary organisations with less 

established links to the Education Authority and so they are more pragmatic about funding 

being tied to a reorientation of youth work priorities.  

 

Fourthly we see increased stress for youth workers as they contend with the epistemic 

rupture caused by increasing demands to record and report outcomes for management 

information systems and to account for practice. Again we see different responses but 

similar patterns. Youth workers in smaller voluntary organisations understand that they 

need to provide account, after all their existence and livelihoods depend on it. As a serious 

and imminent need they need to provide the information that the system demands. More 

overt approaches engage, they comply, but also seek clarification and seek alterative ways 

to ease the burden of transaction costs, looking hopefully to technology. In terms of 

epistemic culture by looking to technology youth workers are involved in the process of 

unfolding. Knorr-Cetina (1999:kindle loc 921) refers to unfolding as the process of the 

“continuing unravelling of the features” of an epistemic object and by examining ways that 

technology may ease the burden of evidencing outcomes youth workers youth workers are 

doing just that. These feelings of confusion and the extra effort required to translate what 

feel like alien concepts and terminology require intense engagement with new ideas, a form 

of epistemological labour. This is expressed as challenge and questioning of those imposing 

more centralised management information systems. More latent approaches similarly 

recognise that they can not fully avoid the demands of recording and reporting 

requirements, but they take a different approach, they are more latent and do just enough 
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to survive, keeping the focus on protecting valued forms of youth work and more junior 

staff from the excesses of giving account.  

 

Finally if consider fifth contextual factor of Northern Ireland youth work professionals 

increasingly becoming a subject of disciplinary governance. The findings demonstrate that 

professionals are experiencing a reshaping of youth work practice. This resonates with 

Duffy’s (2017a) study of youth work evaluation in England where she described similar 

feelings as a “visceral, affective operation.” The visceral nature of the affective response 

from professional youth workers in Northern Ireland is also evident in this study. Study 

participants report fear and anxiety concerning constant comparison and assessment of 

competence. These feelings are very present for statutory youth workers, but their concerns 

are about competence and being judged and not being able to cope and perform. In 

comparison inspection and moderation further fuels feelings of threat and suspicion in 

voluntary sector. Workers here report experiencing an increase in the frequency of 

moderation and an intensification of the need to adhere to specificized forms of youth work 

practice. 

 

Figure 9 below represents these experiences and provides a summary of the five broad 

categories of emotional response that emerged in the findings. Although it is important to 

note that they do not exist in isolation, indeed they overlap and combine. It is perhaps this 

heady intersection that gives them their instinctive visceral nature as they are difficult to 

separate in the maelstrom of change. These feelings all contribute to a sense of youth 

workers’ ontological insecurity discussed in chapter 4.12, in this context the value of the 

professional as a person is destroyed in favour the outcomes that they can produce and 

report, in adherence to the regime of truth of the dominant discourse (Ball 2003: 2020).  
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FIGURE 9: AFFECTIVE IMPACT OF SHIFTS IN PROFESSIONAL YOUTH WORK PRACTICE 

 

10.3 Moiety within the environment  

A further consequence of the changing contours of professional youth work practice has 

been the increasing presence of moiety within the youth work sector as discussed in chapter 

10.3. In borrowing the term moiety from Wolcott (2003), this study has identified that the 
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the technocratic turn. Not all youth workers are resisting and not all managers are 

embracing, but the division is evident in the sector. Managers who have adopted the policy-

driven imperatives of Priorities for Youth (DE 2013), and embraced the performative 

disciplinary measures of inspection, moderation and quality assurance, are proponents and 

advocates of the technocratic approach within the system. This study has revealed that a 

technocratic approach serves managers’ need to have access to information and data that 

can inform the direction that policy expects them to give to workers, but also to justify the 

decisions that are made about scarce resources in a time of austerity. The policy-driven 

centralised identification of young people’s needs has created new epistemic infrastructure. 

In addition, the policy-driven imperative from Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) to improve 

performance management and reporting has created pressure to create new epistemic 
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epistemic objects. Regional Development Plans and Area Development Plans have in turn 

created the foundation to create competitive commissioning specifications that have 

enabled the transition from covenant based traditional funding mechanisms to more 

commissioning like methods. Therefore, the technocratic turn has served a useful function 

for youth service managers in helping them to bring the policy-envisaged future into being. 

A small number of youth service managers question and resist this technocratic turn and 

new public management future. Notably they call for more collaboration and cross-sectoral 

teams; they also engage in epistemic labour, contributing to epistemic culture by 

questioning the nature of knowledge concerning outcomes to highlight the complexity and 

complicated nature of outcome recording and reporting. In this regard, a small number of 

senior management figures, mostly in the voluntary sector, are vocal in leading epistemic 

challenge to the ascendant regime of truth alongside more overt youth workers who engage 

in similar epistemic labour. 

 

However, a small number of youth workers are attracted to the technocratic turn: it 

provides superficial clarity and simplicity, and such direction can be comforting. For Bright 

and Pugh (2019:69) such “‘ignorance’ conveniences the presumption of power.” However, a 

larger number of participants in the study are resistant to techno-rational, content and 

product orientations in youth work practice.  

 

This chapter now turns to present a provisional theory of ‘strategies of circumvention’ that 

professional youth workers and a small number of youth service managers use to resist and 

mediate these conditions. Resistance to technocratic approaches, to being classed as policy 

subjects, and to performative disciplinary measures.  

 

10.4 Developing a theoretical model of circumventing strategies  

This chapter has so far outlined the established epistemic culture of youth workers as 

revealed in this study. A summary of the newly emergent context as shown in the findings 

has been outlined in Chapter 7, above, and in Figure 8. In addition, a summary of the 

affective impact of this context on professional youth workers has been outlined in Chapter 

9, in discussion above and in Figure 9. The findings have demonstrated that, concerning the 

outcomes agenda, professional youth workers have a strong sensitivity to, and discernment 
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of, a power imbalance and moiety within the system. The established epistemic culture of 

professional youth workers is being challenged and put under strain.  

 

The findings of this study have demonstrated that professional youth workers understand 

the current professional and policy context to be at odds with and alien to the historic 

development of youth work. Thus, managerialist practices and a focus on outcomes have 

increased performative pressures on youth workers. This increased pressure represents an 

epistemic rupture for the professional both in qualitative nature and scale. The rupture has 

placed on youth workers the epistemic challenge of accounting for and justifying youth work 

outcomes. The desirability of such a techno-rational approach has been consistently 

questioned in the youth work literature (Bright & Pugh 2019 Fusco 2013, Fusco & Baizerman 

2019, de St Criox 2016, 2017, Morgan 2009, Ord 2012, 2016, 2016a). The complexity and 

complicated nature of the tasks associated with the outcomes agenda has clearly been set 

out in the youth work literature (Hoggarth 2010, Ord 2012, 2013 2016a, 2016b, Merton 

2010); however it presents particular challenges for a professional epistemic culture that 

preferences relational knowledge garnered from young people and trusted professional 

peers. When the challenges being presented by new public management and performative 

disciplinary measures draw heavily on exogenous theory (management theory, social policy 

and public administration), that is theory from outside the immediate youth work 

profession, then this places a strain on the professional epistemic culture. This is 

exacerbated by what Hammond (2018:311) describes as a lack of theoretical parlance within 

the sector itself. If the professional epistemic culture has relational knowledge-seeking 

preferences and privileges practice wisdom, then it has fewer knowledge resources to draw 

upon when knowledge is challenged. Evidence in the findings suggests youth workers draw 

less on theorical and codified bodies of knowledge and prefer practice wisdom. Findings 

from the study indicate that the capture of practice wisdom in Northern Ireland youth work 

has been poorly developed. In addition to the lack of development of epistemic 

infrastructure, bureaucratically curtailed distribution systems and poor IT resources mean 

epistemic infrastructure remains restricted and in deficit. Consequently, professional youth 

workers find themselves in a relative epistemic desert and with limited access to the 

knowledge resources needed to challenge an ascendant and dominant managerial and 

performative culture.  



Chapter 10 Analysis and Discussion  

 256

 

However, in painting the picture above, it would be easy to characterise professional youth 

workers as powerless and resourceless subjects. In fact, they demonstrate a perspicacity 

that I will present as a theory of strategies of circumvention. Youth workers demonstrate an 

insight into the context and a penetrating discernment about their experiences. More 

experienced professional youth workers make use of practice wisdom to negotiate and 

mediate their context to ensure that youth work survives, but also that it survives in forms 

that align with its historic origins, albeit under increasing pressure.  

 

I have chosen the term ‘strategies of circumvention’ because youth workers are active 

agents in ‘finding ways around’ the increasing prevalence of managerial direction, product 

orientated practice, and performative expectations that are reshaping the contours of 

professional practice. Professional youth workers avoid, negotiate, challenge, and resist by 

using these circumventing strategies. The circumventing strategies of professional youth 

workers are presented in Figure 10 and outlined in more detail below.  

 

FIGURE 10: CIRCUMVENTING STRATEGIES OF PROFESSIONAL YOUTH WORKER 
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The model above represents the analytical response to the findings of this study. It provides 

a new explanatory framework which captures the essence of the practices in which 

professional youth workers are engaged. The model proposes professional practices in four 

broad quadrants. These are tendencies and not a typology. Each quadrant represents an 

orientated reaction to the performative culture that professional youth workers encounter. 

That orientation is informed by the feelings of the practitioner, but also informed by their 

understanding of their current ontological security and the knowledge challenges that they 

face. It is also contingent on the organisational setting in which they are based. Each 

quadrant represents a qualitative difference in engagement associated with the 

performative gaze, ranging from less direct engagement – in essence a form of avoidance – 

to more direct engagement. Although there is a distinct difference these should also be 

viewed as a continuum moving from one tendency to another. In addition, there is also a 

qualitive difference in the visibility of engagement from the more latent or hidden to the 

more overt and visible. This is visibility to both the performative gaze, but also to other 

practitioners and the wider youth work sector.  

 

Beginning with Circumventing Challenge: professional youth workers who engage in 

circumventing challenge are willing to engage with the performative gaze and the policy-

driven outcomes agenda. This engagement is active and confident; the findings indicate the 

practitioners are from both voluntary and statutory sectors, but predominantly the 

voluntary sector; they are older in age and longer qualified and likely to be more 

experienced practitioners. On the surface they will comply with the expectations which are 

placed upon them by the performative gaze and are more likely to have the ‘wheelbarrow’s 

full of evidence files’ mentioned earlier in the findings. They also engage in vociferous 

knowledge labour willing to unfold the knowledge task of evidencing outcomes. They are 

willing to bring a critical perspective questioning the basis of policy: they challenge 

managers and those responsible for moderation, quality assurance and inspection. They ask 

awkward questions, challenging assumptions, and engage in problematising new systems. 

As practitioners they are willing to “practise differently by opening up spaces of doubt” (Ball 

2013:93). As one senior practitioner put it concerning inspectors, “but the level of 

sophistication…in their thinking is very, very low, any practitioners have actually thought 

more deeply.” Youth practitioners engaged in this knowledge labour draw heavily on their 
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practice experience and historic memory of youth work, and have more extensive and 

practical experience of informal and process-driven practice. This wider chronological 

experience means that they have practice experience of previous step changes in youth 

work policy and practice. Practitioners who engage in circumventing challenge exhibit an 

entrepreneurial approach: they are willing to try novel approaches and often suggest 

alternatives to existing or developing systems. This willingness to innovate means that they 

have an amplified hope in the potential of information technology and systems to ease 

workload and reduce the burden of transaction costs. Therefore, they are more likely to 

have experimented with impact-tracking software like Upshot32 or Evide33. There is a sense 

that these practitioners are attempting to exert more control over the re-shaping of 

practice, engaging in their own remodelling and as a result seeking more ontological 

security.  

This may have the desired effect of making professional life more bearable and reducing the 

impact of transaction costs. If we see the dominant discourse as a wall, the work that 

professional youth workers are undertaking is scraping at the mortar that surrounds some 

of the bricks and attempting to remove some of the less palatable ones. They engage in 

counter-discourse activities and are engaged in attempts to self-define professional 

practice. However, the energetic engagement risks the internalisation and adoption of 

panoptic performativity. It also risks more attention from those responsible for panoptic 

disciplinary governance. Practitioners in circumventing challenge are most likely to express a 

loss of affinity for practice, disidentification and isolation. 

 

Moving on to Circumventing Concealment: to the external observer there appears an 

amiableness about this approach, there is a sense in which professional youth workers who 

adopt this approach submit to the performative expectations, they fulfil the requirements 

asked of them from funders and statutory bodies, and they appear to comply with 

managerial expectations and the performative culture. In this regard, a characteristic of 

circumventing concealment is that it demonstrates more active engagement with the 

 
32 https://www.upshot.org.uk/ 
33 https://evide.org/ 
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performative culture and outcomes agenda. However, this approach resists internalising 

and accepting the performative gaze, nevertheless there is a show of outward compliance in 

order to avert that gaze. This behaviour has echoes of the concept of ‘disguised compliance’ 

in social work where parents cooperate with professionals to allay concerns and stop 

professional engagement (NSPCC 2019). There are elements of cooperation by youth 

workers with funders, moderators and inspectors that provide ‘just enough’ engagement. In 

this regard it has a Janus-like quality. Circumventing concealment is characterised in the 

data by study participants as ‘playing the game,’ ‘dancing the dance’ and ‘putting on a bit of 

a show.’ Rehearsal and fabrication for moderation is likely to be present. There is a realism 

that the performative culture and outcomes agenda are now part and parcel of the re-

contoured professional landscape, however concealment does not mean that the 

performative gaze has been adopted as part of professional identity. Rather professional 

identity and affinity for more informal process driven practice is protected.  

“I say to my managers, tell me what information you what, in what format you want 
it in, and I’ll give it to you, I do this, so my youth work staff don’t have worry about 
it.” (PT 09 voluntary practitioner) 

 

Professional youth workers who are engaged in circumventing concealment are older, more 

experienced practitioners in both the voluntary and statutory sector. A characteristic is that 

the practice protects not just the professional’s personal practice but the teams of youth 

workers for whom they have responsibility, and crucially young people’s experience of 

youth work. Circumventing concealment is used as a strategy to protect their teams from 

the excesses of the performative gaze. As senior practitioners, they choose to hold the 

performative gaze just enough so that others within their youth work team can continue to 

prioritize youth work practice that is more informal and process driven. Senior practitioners 

shield and protect less experienced colleagues from demands, acting as a buffer, and 

crucially, they also interpret performative demands for less experienced peers, providing 

the benefit of their experience and historic memory of practice (Chapter 9.2). They are 

willing to consider information technology solutions to ameliorate the worst of the 

transaction costs, but are less confident that these solutions will pay dividends. The burden 

of holding the gaze and protecting professional peers weighs heavily on practitioners:  
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“I sometimes feel like I am riding two horses at the same time and there is a danger 
that I will fall off the one I want to ride, and it will get left behind.” (PT 09 voluntary 
sector practitioner) 

 

There is a sense of incongruity that sits uneasily with practitioners engaged in circumventing 

concealment. This form of circumventing strategy is more latent in quality; its hidden and 

less visible qualities point to less confidence on the part of the practitioner to challenge 

funders, moderators, and inspectors.  

For Tucker (2006:8ff), youth work has always been engaged in such ‘games’. In relation to 

young people as policy subjects, Fusco & Baizerman (2019:104) share this view, and in 

relation to evidence and outcomes they envisage a future of youth work that “might mean 

playing the evidence game while ensuring that doing so will not jeopardise the integrity of 

the pro youth/ youth led/ youth centred praxis.” However Bright and Pugh (2019:68) 

describe this Janus-like approach as a “protean, chameleon-like necessity” and caution that 

it brings with it ethical considerations; they posit that for a “profession founded on principles 

of relational trust, such Janus like behaviour is amoral”. Jeffs (2022:2) concurs, describing 

such practices as securing fundings “under false pretences”, as a “deceit” and act of perjury 

by youth workers as educators. Bright and Pugh (2019:68) also point out that “these ‘games 

of truth’ require deconstruction and illumination to expose the ‘discourse-fuelled power 

relations’ that they represent.” In an extension to this point Sercombe (2010:78) suggests 

that “lots of youth work happens in the spaces between the ‘outcomes’ and ‘deliverables’ 

prescribed by funding bodies.” The latent nature of circumventing concealment means that 

games of truth remain hidden and unilluminated, and herein lies the risk with this approach 

within the profession. As Sercombe (2010:79) points out, “‘intelligent youth work’ learns the 

discourses that constitute policy and decision making…and learns to reshape them in the 

interests of young people.” The findings of the study in chapter 9 suggest that the 

importance of independent spaces for epistemic endeavour, asking critical questions, are a 

key characteristic which professional youth workers value, but are currently mostly absent 

from the sector in Northern Ireland. This suggests the need to find landscapes for 

professional dialogue, which are free from performative culture and compliance to the 

regime of truth (Ball 2015), are an epistemic cultural priority which this study has identified. 
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Next, we turn to the third quadrant: circumventing tolerance. This circumventing strategy is 

more latent. Its hidden nature also seeks less engagement with the performative gaze of 

moderators and inspectors. Private frustration is coupled with public passivity concerning 

the issues raised. The term tolerance is used because although there are strong feelings 

expressed by practitioners there is limited evidence of a response: there is frustration and 

disidentification, but little of this is expressed publicly or in action. It is the least engaged 

and active of the four strategies. In this sense the essence of the approach is to ignore, 

avoid and disengage as much as is feasible. For practitioners there is a recognition that 

things have changed “We live in a different society now, this type of thing…with the 

education system is deemed as important, but it isn’t important to me and that’s just it.” (PT 

13 senior statutory practitioner)  

Practitioners who engage in the strategy of circumventing tolerance have a sense of 

resignation about the reshaping of practice, in some cases a sense of acquiescence with 

management-imposed change. They express disagreement in private but feel 

disempowered to act. One practitioner commented: 

“[I] don’t necessarily believe in it...this is your job, this is your lot, you know. It’s part 

of my job, I do it, but if my job had more scope, a lot more choice, then it wouldn’t 

be something I would choose to do.” (PT 08 statutory senior practitioner).  

 

Practitioners have a keen sense of disaffection with how youth work practice has changed, 

but they also exhibit less ownership of the future of practice. They reject the tools provided 

and which they are expected to use associated with the outcomes and product orientations 

to practice. “I don’t believe in baselines,” “The tools we have are crap.”  

“I really wouldn’t be interested in them at all, I just think they’re so crap and 

embarrassing to be honest.” (PT 08 statutory senior practitioner).  

This rejection and disassociation are shared in relation to formal education and 

accreditation: “I think that’s bullshit.” Those practitioners with team and management 

responsibility who are engaged as moderators go through the motions of moderation: “I 

mean that’s why I don’t look at it because I don’t think it is important.” This strategy is also 

characterised by the rejection of the short-term time frames of projects associated with the 

outcomes agenda: “Project proposals are a waste of their time, they’re spending too much 

time when they do them, I have to sign them off, it’s crap.” Where professional youth 
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workers engaged in circumventing tolerance have hope, it is hope placed in the long-term 

influence that they may have on young people’s lives.  

“We need to look intensely at long term pieces of work…sometimes outcomes are 

supposed to be exactly what they are, what comes out at the end.” (PT 08 statutory 

senior practitioner). 

 

They look to a longer-term impact: “You don’t know what the impact that you’ve had on 

them [young people] will be and they don’t know until maybe a later stage in their life.” The 

concept that youth work outcomes take time is highlighted in the work of Devlin and 

Gunning (2009:50), they point out that “only after a considerable amount of time, effort and 

energy has been invested by youth workers…that the full potential of youth work can be 

realised.” In the data, circumventing tolerance appears to be more present in practitioners 

within the statutory sector. In postulating a probable cause of this, workers in the statutory 

sector likely have less opportunity to remove themselves from policy-driven processes due 

to being a part of a larger organisation (Education Authority) responsible for driving forward 

Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) policy implementation. They also have less opportunity to use 

the alternative strategies as funding streams tend to be more limited for statutory youth 

workers. It is this landscape of narrower spaces to manoeuvre that is a characteristic of the 

professional roles of those that display circumventing tolerance. Bright and Pugh (2019:70) 

recognise this disaffection, referring to it as estrangement. They suggest the use of utopian 

analysis, that is, creating spaces to “raise consciousness of ‘estrangement’ where workers 

can generate language that critically calls out the actualities of experience as it is lived and 

constructed, in order to set it in stark contrast with the prophetically longed for futures.” This 

study suggests that youth work epistemic infrastructure is firmly organisationally bounded. 

Therefore, creating spaces for the exploration of aspirational possibilities and alternatives to 

the operational regime of truth (Ball 2015) outside of organisational boundaries might 

provide the focus for hope for those youth workers engaged in circumventing tolerance.  

 

Finally, there is circumventing resistance. This strategy is qualitatively different from the 

other three, but also more rare: the strategy is more overt, it is visible to funders and youth 

service managers and also other practitioners. However, it is action-orientated and 

characterised by a deliberate and calculated disengagement with the outcomes agenda and 
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the performative gaze of moderators and inspectors. Chary practitioners are suspiciously 

reluctant to engage with the reshaping of youth work practice: for some it is an affront to 

professional commitments, to values of democracy and promoting social justice. Buchroth 

and Connolly (2019:147) see this as a shift of the ‘locus of control’ for voluntary agencies, 

with de-professionalising effects drawing the voluntary sector “away from its core value 

base”. The strategy can be represented by small acts of resistance, but also larger grander 

gestures. It is more likely to occur in youth workers based in larger voluntary sector youth 

work organisations with multiple funding streams. One characteristic act is the deliberate 

and calculated use of language: there is an active attempt to engage in a counter-discourse. 

That is, there is a refusal to engage in the use of language associated with managerialism 

and outcomes. For example, use of language in small acts of resistance; the word 

‘measurement’ is frequently used by study participants when discussing outcomes; the use 

of the word measurement is carefully avoided by those practitioners engaged in 

circumventing resistance. They argue like Ord (2016a) that the term has no place in youth 

work parlance. Grander gestures of resistance are when there is strategic disengagement or 

the informal threatening to disengage from networks or sector working groups; such acts 

are deliberately used to make a point and are undertaken to be noticed by senior figures 

within the sector. In discussion with senior figures, such acts are viewed as risky by youth 

work practitioners because there is the risk of reducing one’s influence within the system. 

Another act of resistance is in relation to funding itself: some of the more senior voluntary 

sector practitioners openly discussed the debates that occurred within their organisation 

concerning decisions to apply or not for funding. In some cases, the decision was taken not 

to apply for funding on the basis that it moved the organisation too far away from its youth 

work values and commitment to informal youth work processes. There was an active 

resistance against applying for funding that required what they characterised as excessive or 

intrusive outcome reporting, and by not applying, organisations reported engaging in a 

process of side-stepping, by-passing, and evasion. This has resonance with the work of de St 

Croix (2015, 2016) who observed similar practices, although with much smaller volunteer 

lead youth work organisations. This characteristic behaviour of circumventing resistance 

was rare in the study and present in the data only in larger voluntary sector organisations 

with multiple funding streams. One can postulate that multiple funding streams provide 

greater financial security for the organisation and may permit them to be more confident in 
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their engagement in a counter-discourse. However, it is worth noting that larger 

organisations with multiple funding streams are accountable to multiple recording and 

reporting systems, which is in itself an added challenge and drain on confidence. One 

practitioner comments:  

“we started of focused with this project, but ETI had those indicators, we panicked 
and added so much different stuff trying to chase the ETI stuff that we lost sight of 
this initial streamlined model” (PT 14 senior voluntary practitioner).  

 

For another, circumventing resistance is also about questioning the roles that key policy 

stakeholders have in the youth work sector. In this regard, the role of moderation and 

inspection as a cause of performative culture is seen as a blockage in relation to leadership 

within the sector. 

“I’m not sure they can play both roles, you know you can’t be inspector and leader at 
the same time, now the problem with youth work is you’ve got too many inspectors 
and leaders, you know you have, every funder is your inspector and your determiner 
of outcomes.” (PT 19 voluntary senior manager)  

 

10.5 Analysis and Discussion Summary and Conclusion  

The sections above have shown that professional youth workers are working in a time of 

significant structural and policy change; an environment of insecurity. Policy changes in 

youth work in Northern Ireland are dominated by new public management concepts (Flynn 

1997, Pollitt 2003) similar to those experienced in other parts of the UK (Tyler 2009, Ord 

2012, 2016, 2017, de St. Croix 2016, 2017, Buchroth & Connolly 2019, McMahon 2021). 

Epistemic culture in certain areas of practice is well established; however there is evidence 

of policy driven pressures reimagining, reframing, reshaping, and retooling professional 

youth worker epistemic culture. ‘Traditional’ relation-based knowledge-seeking with young 

people and professional peers dominates practice as a means to determine young people’s 

needs and respond to those needs, aspirations, and interests. This approach is consistent 

with practice that is “grounded in flexible and generative processes that are responsive to 

grass-roots needs and developments” (Bright & Pugh 2019:65). However, the policy 

machinery of managerialism and performative culture focused on the concepts of outcomes 

and evidence is challenging established epistemic culture. Preferences for qualitative 

sources of information in the form of stories and narrative are being eclipsed by targets and 

surveillance by managers and inspectors preoccupied with quantitative and positivistic, 
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outcomes-orientated knowledge (Norris & Pugh 2015, Beatie et al 2017, Buchroth & 

Connolly 2019, McMahon 2021). Youth workers do continue to make use of relational 

knowledge sources which established epistemic culture preferences and privileges; however 

the distributive capabilities of these epistemic preferences are exposed as deficient when 

faced with the reshaping of practice by policy imperatives. Youth workers are entreating for 

improvements to epistemic infrastructure to support youth work practice development. 

However epistemic infrastructure development is focused on the needs of managers and 

policy makers and the development of management information systems that service 

outcomes reporting, moderation, and inspection. In this regard, youth service management 

is engaged in a process of retooling youth workers’ practice for their own ends; this is 

achieved by managers engaging in a technocratic turn. This technocratic orientation is 

seeking to embed performative culture within the youth service and so is active in reshaping 

youth work practice to make performance management more effective and efficient. As a 

result of this approach, there is a retooling of practice enabling recording and reporting of 

outcomes. This is an attenuation of youth work practice to quantifiable and immutable 

targets which preference accreditation and qualifications. In effect, attenuation of practice 

is accompanied with a reification of practice, and complexity and nuance is sacrificed in 

favour of simplification for the purpose of recording and reporting. We see evidence here of 

a reduction of the youth worker, moving in the direction of technician, their role as an 

autonomous and responsive professional destabilised.  

In the words of Bright & Pugh (2019:64), “The position youth work currently finds itself in is 

therefore beyond a few wrong turns. The surrounding landscape has fundamentally 

changed.” 

 

This study has painted the image of a complex reticula where historic and preferential 

epistemic practices are being changed and reshaped in a complex interplay between policy 

discourse, management practices and performative culture. Youth workers have been able 

to articulate the forms of knowledge which they preference and privilege, but they have 

also been able to articulate how youth work practice and epistemic practices are being 

disassembled and reassembled in the current context in Northern Ireland. This study has 

highlighted the challenges faced by professional youth work practitioners and also those of 

managers within the sector. In light of changes to epistemic culture, this study has proposed 
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a theory of strategies of circumvention used to avoid, hide from, negotiate, challenge, and 

resist the vigilant eye and regime of truth which is increasingly prevalent in youth work in 

Northern Ireland.  

In Chapter 11 the study is concluded with a consideration of the implications of the study 

and some personal reflections. 
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Chapter 11 Conclusions: Implications of the Study and Personal Reflections 

This chapter will briefly consider the contribution to the knowledge base, provide a critical 

review of the study, discuss the implications of the study for policy and practice, and suggest 

potential future research before ending with some personal reflections. The study was a 

qualitative analysis of the characteristics of epistemic culture in community youth work 

professionals in Northern Ireland.  

 

11.1 Contribution to Knowledge 

The study used the theoretical frame of epistemic culture proposed by Knorr Cetina (1998, 

1999) and the extension of this frame to other professions by Jensen, Lahn, Nerland et al 

(2012). This study has contributed to the knowledge base by providing an extended 

application of this frame to a study of the epistemic culture of professional youth workers in 

Northern Ireland. There are five areas where the study contributes to knowledge.  

 

First, the study is unique in its focus on professional youth workers and its use of the 

concept of epistemic culture. There are other studies that have used the concepts of 

epistemic culture to understand the professional knowledge culture of nurses, teachers, IT 

professionals etc. (Jensen, Lahn, Nerland et al 2012); however no study of this nature has 

been conducted with professional youth workers. This systematic study provides an insight 

into the contingent development of the professional knowledge culture and the current 

preferences and priorities of youth work professionals in Northern Ireland. Chapter 6 of this 

study outlines the preferences and priorities of youth work professionals in understanding 

the needs of young people and responding to their needs. The findings demonstrate that 

youth workers are engaged in the knowledge work of colligation and convoluting when 

considering young people’s needs, combining knowledge from trusted government sources, 

complex and unfolding concepts (e.g., poverty) to synthesize new knowledge about young 

people’s needs at a local level. When responding to young people’s needs, there is little 

evidence in the findings that youth workers seek knowledge from academic research or 

evidence-based studies. Youth workers in the findings appear to preference knowledge 

gleaned from professional peers in collegiate settings. However, the findings do suggest that 

youth workers are open to and will consider more codified sources of knowledge concerning 
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practice; however youth workers also point to constraints and weaknesses in the knowledge 

infrastructure.  

 

Second, the study was originally conceived as a consideration of youth workers’ use of 

evidence-based practice; however initial anecdotal evidence suggested that this was not 

present in the sector. The study established knowledge and evidence for practice is largely 

sought from trusted professional peers in relational knowledge exchange, in the form of 

‘practice wisdom'. This provides insight into the findings of Hammond (2018) and further 

explains the limited engagement of youth work professionals with theoretical and codified 

knowledge. A wider quantitative population study would be required to confirm this, but 

this does have implications for the youth work profession and professional training in a 

policy environment that expects practice to be based on evidence. Therefore, the study 

affirms deficits in professional practice and engagement with codified and theoretical 

knowledge, and provides an explanation for why this may be the case. Study participants 

indicate that knowledge infrastructure is characterised by limitations in ICT infrastructure, 

limited accessible repositories of practice orientated knowledge and knowledge being 

bounded and enclosed within organisational structures and knowledge circuits. 

 

Third, the study is unique in being the first systematic study of the impact of the outcomes 

agenda contained within the Priorities for Youth policy (DE 2013) in Northern Ireland. The 

study by Duffy (2017a) into evaluation in youth work practice and the study by de St Croix 

(2016) into grassroots youth work, both in England, considered how the new management 

practices, the outcomes agenda and performative disciplinary measures impacted on youth 

work in England. There is a risk that England can be assumed to represent the UK when 

considering the impact of policy in relation to youth work. It is important that the impact of 

devolved policy-making is not discounted when considering youth work policy. This study 

focuses on the specific  jurisdiction of Northern Ireland: this is significant because youth 

work policy and practice in Northern Ireland has diverged from the time of ‘the Troubles’ in 

the early 1970s and the subsequent devolved settlement in the UK. The study by de St Croix 

(2016) included investigation of a wider youth worker population, including part-time and 

volunteer staff. This study has a narrower focus and systematically captures the experiences 

of professional youth workers, both practitioners and youth service managers, in Northern 
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Ireland. As such the study provides distinctive insight into professional youth work within 

this region of the British Isles. The study demonstrates the impact of panoptic 

performativity on youth workers’ practice and professional identity.  

 

Fourth, the study has highlighted the continued breach between youth work practice and 

practitioners’ aspirations for their practice. Youth workers’ experiences of fear and isolation 

have been explored in Chapter 9 alongside the dissonance and estrangement resulting from 

new regimes of regulation and ‘ethical retooling’ of youth work practices. This estrangement 

has been highlighted by other authors (Banks 2010:7, Sercombe 2010:80, de St Croix 2016, 

2018, Hammond 2018:295, Bright and Pugh 2019:70). This study has provided new empirical 

evidence for this in the Northern Ireland context. The rich data of the study has offered 

potential explanations for why this has occurred in professional youth work in Northern 

Ireland. This study has established the presence of a policy-driven attenuation of practice to 

more centralised, formal education practice, achieved through the management machinery 

of panoptic performative culture. The study provides a systemic account of professional 

youth workers’ experiences and how this challenges their aspirations for a different form of 

youth work, but also breaks with established knowledge culture practices.  

 

Fifth, the use of social constructivist grounded theory has led to the development of the 

theory of ‘circumventing strategies’ presented in this study. This theory of circumventing 

strategies presented in Chapter 10 has explicated the ways in which professional youth 

workers experience and mediate professional knowledge in the current policy context, 

which is dominated by highly managerialist and performative cultures. The four approaches 

outlined in the theory of circumventing strategies outline both the knowledge strategies and 

the emotional labour that professional youth workers expend to work within a culture that 

is alien to their own profession’s development. The emergent theory provides valuable 

insight into how the experience of the outcomes agenda and disciplinary mechanisms are 

not monolithic within the sector, but rather are informed by the experience of the 

practitioner, organisational setting, and structures within the youth service itself.  

 

Lastly, the study has contributed to the knowledge base by presenting aspects of the study’s 

findings at national and international academic conferences. A presentation of preliminary 
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findings was made at the annual UK Professional Association of Lecturers in Youth and 

Community Work (PALYCW/TAG); this was significant as this is an annual gathering of 

educators responsible for initial professional training of youth workers across the UK. A 

second presentation of preliminary findings was made at the international academic 

conference of The British Education Research Association (BERA). A new application of 

understanding professional youth work knowledge culture were explicitly presented and 

discussed at each of these events.  

 

11.2 Implications for youth work practice, policy, and training 

This next section outlines a number of implications the findings of the study have for (1) 

youth work practice, (2) policy and management, (3) professional development and (4) 

professional training and the role of the Higher Education sector. Where appropriate, 

recommendations based on the findings of the study are made.  

 

1. Within the Northern Ireland context this study has highlighted a number of challenges 

that professional youth workers face. Chapter 9 highlighted visceral feelings of fear and 

isolation, and also dissonance with policy espoused priorities.  

1.1. Strategies to reduce professional youth worker isolation are essential. Youth 

workers indicated that they would welcome opportunities for collaboration to 

reduce the isolation as a result of precarity, fragmentation in the sector and their 

experience of the policy technologies of panoptic performativity as discussed in 

chapters 7, 8 and 9 . 

1.2. Strategies to build the epistemic infrastructure in youth work sector organisations 

which acknowledge the professional youth workers knowledge preferences should 

be developed. In Chapter 6, youth workers share how their knowledge-seeking 

preferences concerning young people’s needs were being superseded by centralised 

regional assessments of need. There is a need to:  

1.2.1. Respect youth workers’ professional judgement in the identification of young 

people’s needs in partnership with young people and local communities. Rigid 

adherence to regional assessments of need, via funding specifications, has the 

potential to compromise youth work pedagogy, values and ethics.  
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1.2.2. Develop opportunities for professional ‘peer-led’ relational knowledge 

sharing for youth workers to share practice in a collegial environment. This has 

the potential to address the expressed knowledge preferences shared in 

Chapter 6.3, 6.4 and 6.5. This could also address feelings of isolation expressed 

by workers in Chapter 9.1. 

1.2.3. Develop professional peer-led relational knowledge sharing across 

organisational boundaries to enable youth workers to share knowledge beyond 

their immediate organisation. This could address feelings of isolation expressed 

in Chapter 9.1, but also has the potential to address a sense of fragmentation 

and tension that exists within the findings in Chapter 7.6. Clearly this will 

require careful facilitation in a context characterised by increased competition 

for funding. 

1.2.4. Develop, from the Department of Education, a reliable and accessible 

information technology infrastructure to enable professional youth workers to 

access, generate and share codified pedagogic knowledge in open systems as 

opposed to closed organisational systems. The investment in IT infrastructure 

to date has been on information systems privileging the generation of 

outcomes reporting for managerial and policy imperatives as outlined in 

Chapter 8.3. There is a need to rebalance the development of information 

management systems with epistemic infrastructure support for youth workers 

to develop youth work pedagogy for work with young people as highlighted in 

Chapter 6.6. 

1.3. Chapter 8.4 highlighted the impact of moderation and inspection on youth work 

practice and Chapter 9.3 explored the destabilisation of  professional identity of 

youth workers. There is an imperative to provide youth workers with the ‘space’ to 

articulate their experience and collectively communicate the impact of moderation 

and inspection on practice. Creating a safe space for “deconstruction and 

illumination to expose the ‘discourse-fuelled power relations’” (Bright and Pugh 

2019:68). Without such environments, youth workers are likely to continue to 

experience a destabilisation of professional identity driven by isolation, precarity 

and the continued dread of performative culture.  
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1.4. Chapter 9 highlighted the willingness of youth workers to engage in knowledge 

work concerning outcomes; however in Chapter 9.4 the findings indicated a desire 

by youth workers to engage in critical reflection, questioning, problematising and 

considering alternative approaches to evidencing practice. Youth workers should be 

provided with opportunities to consider alternative methods of knowledge 

generation concerning practice which are congruent with youth work values and 

pedagogic approaches.  

2. This study has highlighted several implications for youth work policy and management. 

In particular Chapter 7 considered the policy context, justification of funding and the 

pivot to formal education. Chapter 8 considered the impact of quality assurance, 

inspection, moderation, and performative management. 

2.1. Policy makers need to consider how policy development and leadership within the 

youth work sector in Northern Ireland can be developed with genuine engagement 

with professional youth workers as well as managers of youth work organisations. In 

seeking strategic alignment, the Department of Education may have destabilised 

youth worker professional identity and pushed them outside of their acceptable 

‘Overton window34’ and the aspirations they have for their practice. There is an 

urgent need for policy makers to reconnect with professional youth workers 

concerning their practice and how this has been impacted by policy technologies. 

Any discussion concerning future policy direction should engage in a review of 

current policy impacts to inform any future policy development.  

2.2. Policy makers need to consider how the re-orientation to formal education, 

accreditation and qualifications has impacted on youth work’s purpose and 

destabilised youth worker professional identity. In re-orientating youth work to 

teaching-like roles, this has challenged the value base of professional youth workers 

in this study. There is a need to review how consistent this reformed practice is with 

youth work values and pedagogy.  

 
34 The Overton window is a conceptual approach for identifying the ideas that define the spectrum of 
acceptability of policies which can be acceptable to members of the public and advocated by policy makers 
and politicians. Only policies within the Overton window are acceptable, but the Overton window can be 
moved based on political persuasion, argument and evidence.  
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2.3. A more considered understanding of youth work purpose, historic development and 

theoretical base is needed in policy development to ensure that associational, 

dialogic, critical and informal education principles are not lost (Davies 2055, 2015, 

2022). 

2.4. Policy makers should reflect on how centralised and regional needs identification 

may have compromised local needs identification with young people (Chapter 6.2-

6.3) and by extension reduced the use of professional judgement by youth workers 

in responding to the needs of young people at a local level. 

2.5. This reflection should focus on how balance can be achieved in respecting the local 

expressed needs of young people when they engage directly with youth workers. 

Achieving better balance may help to reduce professional estrangement.  

2.6. There is a need for policy makers and youth sector managers to better understand 

the impact of inspection and moderation regimes discussed in Chapter 8 and 

Chapter 9 on professional youth worker practice and well-being. Special 

consideration should be given to how these processes are effective in supporting 

the ‘improvement of practice’ rather than just ensuring compliance. Inspectors and 

moderators should ask how feedback from the inspection and moderation process 

to professionals can be of good quality and proportionate to the transaction efforts 

required to record information. Questions might include: is feedback useful, 

transparent and accessible? In other words, how can the improvements being 

sought by inspectors and moderators be reframed as a collegial endeavour in which 

professional youth workers have agency and ownership rather than being focused 

on a process of veridiction? A more collegial approach has the potential to challenge 

the moiety in the system (identified in Chapter 8.2 and 8.4) and panoptic 

performative culture that inspection and moderation creates (discussed in findings 

chapter 7.3, 8.1, 9.1 and 10.2). An inspection and moderation system that is more 

accessible, collegial, peer led, and transparent may have the potential to improve 

good practice-sharing across and between organisations and the wider professions. 

It may also enable the celebration of diversity of practice within the youth service.  

2.7. There is a need to acknowledge that competitive funding mechanisms discussed in 

Chapter 7.3, 7.4 and 7.5 have contributed to youth worker’s feelings of precarity 

and isolation (Chapter 9.1). Acknowledgement of how competitive approaches are 
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alien to youth work values and pedagogy and do not reflect collegial approaches, 

but rather create tensions within the sector is essential. The potential for 

competitive practice to impede the sharing of knowledge and good practice should 

be considered. The exploration of the promotion of collaborative and collegial 

approaches to funding should be considered.  

 

3. Within the youth work profession, this study has contributed to a better understanding 

of the desire for collegial knowledge generation and sharing amongst professional peers; 

this was discussed in chapter 6.3, 6.4 and 6.5. Therefore, this study suggests that there is 

a need to scope the potential to explore how relational knowledge sharing can be 

enhanced by a more systematic sector-wide approach.  

3.1. Professional youth workers need to consider how the profession can be developed 

outside of the boundaries of youth work organisations. This could involve the 

formation of a professional association. McCready and Morgan (2014: 13) 

concluded that “the absence of a professional body through which responses to 

policy can could be co-ordinated may be a weakness” Another alternative would be 

clearly defined communities of practice (Wenger-Trayner 2020). A professional 

association or communities of practice have potential to: 

3.1.1. Stabilise and strengthen professional identity and professional agency, 

counteracting the disidentification and estrangement discussed in Chapter 9.1 

and 9.3 of this study. 

3.1.2. Provide a critical professional voice ‘independent’ of youth work 

organisations which can input into future policy dialogue as discussed in 

Chapter 6.6. 

3.1.3. Provide a focus for professional issues and work force planning and 

development issues to be raised with the Department of Education and within 

the sector. For example excessive transaction costs associated with recording 

and reporting on outcomes discussed in Chapter 8.1 and 9.2 could be 

highlighted as a potential unintended consequence of Priorities for Youth (DE 

2013).  
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4. Higher education programmes that offer professional training for youth workers should 

consider how they can better engage with youth work professionals and youth work 

organisations to seek innovation and proactive development of epistemic infrastructure 

and culture. This should include: 

4.1. Exploration of the proactive development of epistemic culture which generates, 

captures, and shares practitioner knowledge with the wider profession. A strategy 

or action plan should be devised in collaboration with the sector; this has the 

potential to address the relational knowledge preferences shared in Chapter 6.3, 6.4 

and 6.5. This could also address feelings of isolation expressed by workers in 

chapter 9.1. A strategy or action plan could involve: 

4.1.1. Practitioner led knowledge generation and curation: this would support the 

development of pedagogic practice within the sector, and would complement 

recommendations 1.2 and 1.4 above.  

4.1.2. Opportunities for practitioner led research to present alternative evidence 

bases concerning youth work practice; this would complement 

recommendations 1.3 and 1.4 above.  

4.1.3. Explore the development of open and accessible systems of knowledge 

sharing and translation. This should acknowledge professional workers’ 

preference for relational peer-based knowledge sharing; again this would 

complement recommendations 1.2 and 1.4. 

4.1.4. There should be an exploration of the development of utilising information 

technology and more codified methods of developing epistemic culture, this 

would address the findings in Chapter 6.6 on the limitations and constraints of 

current IT infrastructure.  

4.2. Exploration of how higher education staff responsible for professional youth work 

training promote their institutions as ‘spaces’, which can facilitate critical dialogue 

about youth work practice with previously qualified youth workers. This would 

complement recommendation 1.3 above and has the potential to create a safe 

space for the “deconstruction and illumination to expose the ‘discourse-fuelled 

power relations’” (Bright and Pugh 2019:68). This is especially important given 

additional transaction costs that youth workers are experiencing as outlined in 

Chapter 9.2.  
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4.3. Explore how knowledge resources can be locally adapted to have strong ‘translation 

mechanisms’ that mediate between globalised, abstract knowledge and local youth 

work practice in Northern Ireland. In Chapter 6.2 – 6.5, the desire of workers to seek 

out pedagogic knowledge was clearly identified, and this extends to an increasing 

international knowledge exchange. Higher education is well placed to help facilitate 

this knowledge exchange given the European and international networks that 

currently exist35. 

4.4. More explicit use of the concept of epistemic culture within professional formation 

to consider how this might impact on professional practice. This has the potential to 

acknowledge history, preference and priorities in epistemic practice. In considering 

epistemic culture in an explicit manner, this provides the opportunity to focus on its 

proactive development. 

 

11.3 Critical Review of the Study 

Having considered the implications and subsequent recommendations of the study, the next 

section of this chapter outlines some critical reflections on the study. In this section I will 

discuss the strengths and limitations of the study and also some of the compromises that 

were made.  

 

First, the literature review addressed a wide range of concepts: this included the nature of 

knowledge, evidence, evidence-based practice, professional epistemic culture, social policy 

perspectives on audit, management, and performance management. All these concepts 

were relevant to the study, and each provided valuable insight into the study and allowed 

for the emergent theory concepts that the study has produced. However, on reflection, the 

theoretical frame was too ambitious and could have been tighter and more securely 

defined.  

 

 
35 For example through the Pool of European Youth Researchers, BERA Informal Education Special Interest groups, 

International Sociological Association’s Research Committee on Youth (RC34)). 
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Second, there was also potential to tighten the focus of the study. Several smaller studies 

could have been developed out of this one study. This could have provided more focus and 

depth with the benefit of a more effective and efficient use of the researcher’s time.  

 

Third, the methodology of the study was located within the interpretivist paradigm; this 

provided opportunity to provide insight into the phenomenon of epistemic culture within 

professional youth work. A strength of the study was its ability to develop an understanding 

of youth workers’ experiences; this phenomenological aspect of the study resulted in 

identification and rich description of aspects of epistemic culture of professional youth 

workers. There are insights into how history has shaped the epistemic culture in Northern 

Ireland, helping to establish knowledge preferences in professional. The study has 

developed understanding of how current policy imperatives are re-shaping and re-tooling 

the knowledge priorities of professional youth workers, at times causing tension and 

estrangement with established practices.  

 

Fourth, on reflection, a compromise that could have been made was to decide that a 

phenomenological study would have been sufficient. This would have been more efficient 

and focused. A potential disadvantage of this approach is that the findings would have been 

more descriptive in nature and would have lacked some of the theory building elements of 

this study.  

 

Lastly, there was persuasive evidence in the data that youth workers are engaged in 

knowledge processes; as such there is a rich epistemic culture, but one that is in flux. 

However, the data suggests that the knowledge mediation processes associated with 

outcomes and evidence involve a complex interplay between policy discourse and the 

knowledge intermediaries of money, people, circuits, and artefacts (Jensen, Lahn, Nerland 

2012). Therefore, a strength of this study was the use of a theory-building approach; this 

enabled the researcher to move beyond rich description of epistemic culture to develop 

emergent theoretical concepts from the data. Of course, the small scale and qualitative 

nature of the study means that generalisability to the whole professional youth work 

population is not possible. However, this does present some exciting possibilities for further 

study.  
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11.4 Developing Further Research  

In achieving its objectives, this study has opened up a number of promising areas for future 

study. The limitations of this study also highlight the potential for future investigations.  

 

Crucially the issue of power dynamics within youth work policy and practice has been 

exposed as a promising area of further research.  

1. There is potential to further explore the epistemic culture of professional youth workers 

described in this study. The use of a quantitative or mixed methods study could further 

explore the validity of the epistemic culture described in the study. This would be a 

valuable contribution to the knowledge base which would provide opportunities for an 

assessment of the generalisability of the findings presented within this study.  

 

2. There is potential to engage in more focused discourse analysis associated with the 

process of inspection and moderation of the youth service within Northern Ireland. Due 

to the statutory footing of youth work in Northern Ireland, its close alignment to 

Department of Education strategic policy and its exposure to inspection by the 

Education and Training Inspectorate (ETI), a discourse analysis has the potential of 

illuminating further the wider policy context youth work finds itself increasingly aligned 

with. Any study into the moderation process operated by the Education Authority and 

the inspection framework of the ETI could examine in greater detail the alignment of 

moderation and inspection processes, and the impact these processes have on youth 

work practice and youth workers. Also, the study could examine the costs associated 

with moderation and inspection processes, and examine claims from senior figures 

within the sector that current processes are proportionate. Such a study could have a 

social policy and public administration theoretical frame. There is also potential to 

examine how this discourse may impact on service users, specifically young people and 

communities.  

 

3. A third area for examination related to power dynamics within the youth work sector in 

Northern Ireland would be to investigate the use of disciplinary mechanisms and 

associated policy technologies of moderation and inspection. This study could examine 
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concepts of performativity and draw further on the work of Ball (2010) and Perryman 

(2006), who have studied these effects in formal education in schools. A study could 

further draw on the theoretical underpinning associated with Foucault or potentially 

consider the work of Deleuze. Such an investigation could further illuminate the 

panoptic performativity cultures present within professional youth work practice. There 

is potential to examine both the cognitive and emotional impact such disciplinary 

technology has on professional youth workers as well as youth work practice. By 

extension, the impact of young people as service users could also be considered. Any 

study into moderation and inspection could also be extended beyond statutory 

Education Authority/Education Training Inspectorate regimes to encompass the impact 

of European Union funding as highlighted by Harland and Scott-McKinley (2018).  

 

4. A further area worthy of examination are the values and ethics associated with 

circumventing strategies identified within the study. The practices of ‘working the 

double space’ or ‘riding two horses’ do present challenges for youth work practice and 

youth work ethics. The attenuation of youth work into more reified forms of practice 

identified in this study, does mean that workers often practice “in the breach: I am a 

youth worker, but this work I am doing is not youth work” (Sercombe 2010:80). This 

practice in the ‘double space’ and ‘in the breach’ warrants further examination within 

the context of professional ethics. There is potential to examine the associated ethical 

dilemmas faced by professional youth workers; such a study could call on the work of 

Sercombe (2010:75-80) and others (Roberts 2009, Banks 2010, D’Arcy 2016, Bright and 

Pugh 2019 and Jeffs 2022).  

 

5. A fifth area worth considering is an examination of the pedagogic approaches used 

within professional formation programmes within higher education. A key consideration 

would be to examine how these programmes develop the epistemic culture professional 

youth workers via initial training. Such a study would focus on a specific aspect of 

epistemic culture not explored in this study: that of ‘epistemic trajectories.’ Studies of 

epistemic trajectories have examined how newly qualified professionals are influenced 

by academic, codified knowledge in education and how this influences them as 

practitioners when working in their profession trajectories (Smeby 2012). Questions 
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might include: is the pedagogic approach to developing epistemic culture within higher 

education programmes explicit and planned? Are there unintended consequences of 

historic practice in professional youth work programmes? For example, professional 

programmes emphasise professional development through placements and assessed 

practice, which privileges learning from (experienced in the field) practice teachers. This 

pedagogic approach resonates with the knowledge preferences of workers to seek 

knowledge from trusted professional peers found in this study. It would be worth 

considering how the tension between theoretical and codified knowledge is balanced 

with the practice wisdom (Dunne 2011) shared by experienced practitioners. 

 

11.5 Concluding Reflections  

This study has illumined some of the changes in policy and practice that professional youth 

workers have experienced in the last decade. The study participants have shared rich 

experiences that demonstrated the impact of Priorities for Youth (DE 2013) as the first 

major youth work policy initiative to emerge from modern devolution. This policy 

development has exposed professional youth workers to a rupture in epistemic culture, 

where they have become policy subjects driven by the need to generate copious amounts of 

recorded information for managers and inspectors. The process of generating knowledge 

and evidence has been experienced as panoptic and performative, making use of 

disciplinary policy machineries which have attenuated youth work practice; practice which is 

more narrowly defined by managers and policy makers. This process has been isolating for 

youth workers, filled with visceral emotional turmoil, and has produced estrangement from 

their professional identity. This study has proposed an emergent theory of circumventing 

strategies used by professional youth workers to resist, mediate, challenge and negotiate a 

space for youth work. Youth workers tend to be hopeful and engage in overt knowledge 

labour, challenging normative approaches to practice. Where this is not possible, they 

engage in the more latent practice of ‘working the double space’ to create more space for 

youth work to happen. This presents a challenge for those in higher education who might be 

considered guardians of the professional youth work knowledge base. How can higher 

education support youth workers’ continued critical engagement with the discourses that 
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they encounter and how can higher education become proactive in shaping and 

strengthening the epistemic culture of the profession to enable this critical engagement?  

 

“We Shape Our Tools, and Thereafter Our Tools Shape Us”36 

 

Professional youth workers do have choices in the future. Do they use the tools sharpened 

and provided by others and so see youth work shaped into strange and unfamiliar forms? 

Youth workers can choose to define themselves according to their own judgements; they 

can focus on developing their own epistemic culture and shape the tools that reconcile 

youth work to a more conscious and faithful form to which they can have affinity. 

 
36 This quote is often attributed to Marshall McLuhan 
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Appendices  
Appendix 1 Information Sheet for Participants 
Subject Information Sheet  

Study Title:  Community Youth Work Evidence Proof? An investigation into the 
characteristics of ‘knowledge’ culture in community youth work professionals in Northern 
Ireland.  
Invitation  
Thank you for thinking about being involved with this research project. This information 
sheet tells you about the aims of the project, and also about your rights as a participant. 
Before you decide whether or not to take part, it is important that you understand what the 
research is for and what you will be asked to do. I will read this sheet and explain what I 
mean, but please do ask if you have any questions if you need me to be clearer. 
1. Why is this research being done?  
I am doing this research to work towards a PhD qualification at the University of Ulster.  
2. What is this research about? 
The research aims to look at how professional community youth workers access use and 
produce knowledge in their work settings. The research will ask you to recount situations 
and experiences in which you have used knowledge in your professional practice. From your 
experiences and those of other participants I hope to build up a picture of what the 
knowledge culture of professional community youth workers is like in Northern Ireland. I 
hope this this will contribute to the current discussion in the profession concerning how 
‘evidence’ can be produced and used in the youth work sector. 
3. Why have I been chosen, and do I have to take part? 
I have chosen around 20-25 professionally qualified youth workers from within Northern 
Ireland. I have selected a range of workers to ensure that the community, voluntary and 
statutory sector are represented in the participants. I have also selected workers to reflect 
youth work in different work settings (e.g., centre-based, project-based) and from a range of 
roles and professional levels within organisations.  
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do decide to take part, you will 
be given this information sheet to keep. You will also be asked to sign a consent form. If you 
choose to take part, you can change your mind at any time and withdraw from the study 
without giving a reason.  
4. What will happen to me if I take part?  
If you choose to take part: 
 I will ask to interview you for approximately 60-90 minutes. I will ask you to recount and 

share professional situations that you have been in in which you accessed and used 
knowledge to inform your practice. I will also ask you about situations in which you 
created and produced knowledge for your youth work practice.  

 I will ask your permission to make an audio recording of this interview. I will transcribe 
this into text so that I can look at it in more detail later. 

 After the interview I may identify some themes based on what you have said. I may like 
to contact you once after the interview to confirm that these are accurate. 

 I would like to bring together some interviewees together in a focus group after the 
interviews again; this would be to briefly present initial findings and confirm with the 
group that this is accurate.  
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5. What are my rights as a participant? 
This research is committed to respecting the rights of participants. It follows an ethical code 
of conduct which is summarized below. The research has also been reviewed by senior 
researchers and a research ethics committee. Approval to proceed has been given by the 
University of Ulster. In summary: 

 I will keep all your personal details private and confidential and will not mention you 
in any of my reports. Any personal details noted at interview will be kept confidential 
and will only be accessed by myself. This is the same for audio recordings that I 
make. I will ensure that I follow the requirements of the Data Protection Act. 

 The only time I cannot guarantee keeping things private is when I think I’ve heard 
something that may relate to protecting you or others.  

 I will use quotations from interview participants in my reports, but these will be 
generalized and not disclose any personal information about you. 

 You can decide to leave the research at any time. No reason or explanation is 
required. 

 If you do not want to answer certain questions or do not want to take part in certain 
aspects of the research, this is OK. 

6. Why do you need me to sign a consent form? 
I ask everyone who is participating in an interview or focus group to a sign a form to say that 
they understand what the research is about.  
What will happen to the results of the study? 
In order to gain a PhD qualification, I must submit a thesis. This is a large report which 
details the research, and this will be assessed by the University. There is also the possibility 
that some of the project will be used for publications or other reports. In all cases, the 
privacy of the participants will be respected, and I will never reproduce your name or any 
other details about you.  
7. Who do I contact with questions? 
Mr Alastair Scott-Mckinley 
Room MF008, School of Sociology and Applied Social Studies, University of Ulster 
Magee campus, Londonderry, BT48 7JL 
Phone: 028 71675410    Email a.scott-mckinley@ulster.ac.uk 
If there is any aspect of the research that you would like to make a complaint about, please 
do get in touch with me (details above) or my PhD supervisor. 
Dr Gordon Marnoch, Reader in Public Policy Research in Social Sciences 
Room 03A23, School of Crim. Politics & Social Policy, University of Ulster, Jordanstown 
campus, Shore Road, Newtownabbey, Co. Antrim, BT37 0QB 
Phone:  028 90366635    Email gj.marnoch@ulster.ac.uk 
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Appendix 2 Consent Form 

Consent Form 
 
Title of Project:  
 
Community Youth Work Evidence Proof? An investigation into the characteristics of ‘knowledge’ culture 
in community youth work professionals in Northern Ireland. 
 
Chief Investigator: Alastair Scott-McKinley 
Please initial 

 Please 
Initial  

I confirm that I have been given and have read and understood the information 
sheet for the above study and have asked and received answers to any questions 
raised  

 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at 
any time without giving a reason and without my rights being affected in any way  

 

I understand that the researchers will hold all information and data collected 
securely and in confidence and that all efforts will be made to ensure that I 
cannot be identified as a participant in the study (except as might be required by 
law) and I give permission for the researchers  to hold relevant personal data  

 

I agree to the interview being audio recorded and transcribed  
I agree to take part in the above study  

 
 Date 
Name of Subject Signature 
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Name of person taking consent Signature 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

Name of researcher Signature  
……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

 

   One copy for the subject; one copy for the researcher.  
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Appendix 3 Interview Framework  
Contextual Information about the Interview and the Interviewee  

Date of the interview:   
Place of the interview:    
Duration of the interview:    
Interviewer:    
Indicator for identifying the interviewee:  
The interviewee's gender:    
Age of the interviewee:   
Date/ Year  of Professional Qualification  
Further Study or Training since in 
Professional Qualification/ Highest 
Qualification  

 

Working in this profession since:   
The interviewee’s Organisation  
The interviewee’s principal areas of 
practice 

 
 
 
 

The interviewee’s Previous Employment   
 
 
 

The interviewee’s sector Statutory/ Voluntary/ Community 
 

The interviewee’s scale of influence  Local/ Divisional/ Board Area/ Regional/ 
National 
 

The interviewee’s Practice Setting Centre/ Project-Issue/ Area/ Detached-
Outreach  
 
 
 

The interviewee's position/ grade:   Professional/ Senior Professional/ Manager/ 
Senior Manager 
 
 

Peculiarities of the interview: 
 
 
 
 

  



Appendices  

 308

Indicative Interview Questions  
‘Priorities for Youth,’ says that youth work has to “demonstrate effectively its contribution 
to improved outcomes” (DE 2013) 
1. What is your understanding of what the Department of Education is asking from youth 

workers with this statement? 

2. When you look back, when did you first think about outcomes in youth work practice? 

Could you please tell me about the situation? 

3. If you look at your youth work practice now, what role do ‘outcomes’ play in it and how 

has this changed? Could you please tell me about a situation which is typical for that? 

a. Does this produce any particular feelings? 

4. What information do you record about your youth work?  

a. Can you give an example please?  

b. What do you do with this information? How do you share it? 

c. Who asks for this information? What do they do with it? 

5. Do you produce any information for the purpose of identifying outcomes with young 

people, if so, how do you approach this? 

a. Are there particular methods or tools that you use to achieve this? 

b. Are there specific approaches/ knowledge that informs how you approach this? 

c. Are there any approaches specific to your organisation?  

6. If you look at your youth work practice, do you have the impression that evidencing 

outcomes plays a bigger role in it than it did before? Could you please recount a 

situation for me, in which ‘outcomes’ takes more room that it did before? (Alternative 

form: Are there times when evidence is more important that other times? Could you tell 

me about a situation in which evidence became a really important issue?) 

7. If you think of your youth work practice and the role evidence has in it, where are 

requests for evidence coming from? Please tell me about a situation that is typical for 

that. 

8. When you think about evidence and outcomes, who has a say about the quality of that 

evidence, how do you know it is of good quality and who is the most significant in these 

assessments? 

9. Who in the profession/ sector should have responsibility for collating evidence together 

and where should this evidence be located? 
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10. How do you think the evidence you produce about outcomes contributes to the 

knowledge base for youth work? 

a. Can you give examples? 

b. Do you contribute to the knowledge base in any other ways? 

c. If not, what needs to happen so you can contribute to the knowledge base? 

11. Do you expect any developments in the area of ‘outcomes’ in the near future? Can you 

give examples of what this might look like? 

a. What impact might this have on your youth work? 

b. What impact might this have on the profession? 

12. When you seek knowledge to inform how you undertake your youth work?  

a. Where do you seek this evidence (sources/ locations)? How would you 

characterise this on the continuum (local-regional-national-European-global)? 

b. What knowledge would you be seeking to find (nature/ type)? Please tell me 

about a situation that is typical for that. 

c. How confident are you that you could find the knowledge you need?  

d. How would you assess the quality of this knowledge? 

e. How are you supported by you profession or organisation to find the knowledge 

you need to inform your work? 

13. Is there anything you would like to add?  
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Appendix 4 Elite Actor Interviews 

Indicative Interview Questions  

‘Priorities for Youth,’ says that youth work has to “demonstrate effectively its contribution 
to improved outcomes” (DE 2013) 
1. What is your understanding of what the Department of Education is asking from youth 

workers with this statement? 

2. When you look back, when did you first think about outcomes in youth work practice? 

Could you please tell me about the situation? 

3. If you look at youth work practice now, what role does ‘outcomes’ play in it and how has 

this changed? Could you please tell me about a situation which is typical for that? 

When I interviewed workers over this last 10 months, the majority said they supported the 
concept of being more accountable and welcomed it, however they talked about a number 
of key areas I would like to explore with you in more depth.  
4. Workers talked about ‘transaction costs’ the time, effort and resources being used to 

record and evidence practice, with a view expressed that it was excessive, unnecessary 

paper based and taking them away from front line practice? What are your thoughts 

about ‘transaction costs’? 

5. What challenges and opportunities do youth workers face in producing evidence 

concerning outcomes in youth work? What resources or changes in ‘knowledge culture’ 

is required to meet these challenges? 

6. Are the challenges and opportunities faced by youth work managers similar or different, 

if so, how? 

7. Some workers talked about the ‘performance culture’ that has developed around ETI 

inspection and now monitoring visits by EA staff, what are you observations about 

inspection and monitoring processes within youth service?  

8. Some workers indicated they were experiencing an identity conflict as youth workers. 

There was a concern that the nature of youth work was changing (accredited, time-

bound, short interventions) and that a significant factor was centralised assessment of 

need, planning, and approval processes. Do you recognise this identity conflict as a 

manager and what does it look like from your position?  
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9. From a senior manager perspective with responsibility for implementation of policy; 

what do policy makers need to consider when thinking about evidencing outcomes in 

youth work? 

10. Do you expect any developments in the area of ‘outcomes’ in the near future? Can you 

give examples of what this might look like? 

a. What impact might this have on your youth work? 

b. What impact might this have on the profession? 

11. Is there anything you would like to add?  
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Appendix 5 Ethical Approval (RG1 form)  

UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER          RESEARCH GOVERNANCE 
 
RG1a  APPLICATION TO UNDERTAKE RESEARCH ON HUMAN SUBJECTS  
 
PLEASE REFER TO THE NOTES OF GUIDANCE BEFORE COMPLETING THIS FORM. (Available 
from the Research Governance website at http://www.ulster.ac.uk/research/rg/) 
 
All sections of this form must be completed (use minimum font size 11). If the form is 
altered in any way, it will be returned unconsidered by the Committee.  
 
This form should be used for research in categories A, B and D 
 
Do not use this form for research being conducted in collaboration with the NHS/HPSS 
(category C).  
 
SECTION A 
 
Chief  
Investigator 
 
Title of 
Project 
 
 
Student and 
course (if 
applicable) 
 
Additional  
Investigators 
 
Declaration - Chief Investigator: 
I confirm that 
 this project meets the definition for research in category* (please insert) 
 this project is viable and is of research or educational merit.  
 all risks and ethical and procedural implications have been considered. 
 the project will be conducted at all times in compliance with the research 

description/protocol and in accordance with the University’s requirements on recording 
and reporting. 

 this application has not been submitted to and rejected by another committee; and 
 Permission has been granted to use all copyright materials including questionnaires and 

similar instruments 
      Signed:             Date: 
 
 

Community youth work, evidence proof? 

N/A 

Alastair Scott-McKinley   

A 

Once complete, this application and all associated materials must be submitted for peer review  

Alastair Scott-McKinley (PhD candidate) 
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*In addition, you should complete form RG1d for all category D research and form RG1e 
for both category B and D research  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SECTION B 
 
1.  Where will the research be undertaken? 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Peer Review 

 Those conducting peer review should complete form RG2 and attach it to this form (RG1). RG1, 
RG2 and all associated materials should then be returned to the Chief Investigator. 

 Depending upon the outcome of peer review, the Chief Investigator should arrange to submit to 
the Filter Committee, resubmit the application for further review or consider a new or substantially 
changed project.  The application must not be submitted to the Filter Committee until the peer 
review process has been completed (except as permitted below) 

 Please note that peer review can be conducted by the Filter Committee if time and capacity 
allow. This is at the discretion of the Chairperson of each Filter Committee and is subject to 
change.  

 

Filter Committee 

 The application must be considered by the Filter Committee in accordance with the 
requirements of the University 

 The Filter Committee should complete form RG3 and write to the Chief Investigator 
indicating the outcome of its review 

 Depending upon the outcome of the Filter Committee review, the Chief Investigator 
should arrange to proceed with the research OR submit to the University’s Research 
Ethics Committee OR resubmit the application for further review OR consider a new or 
substantially changed project 

 The Filter Committee should retain a complete set of original forms. 

The research will be undertaken in Northern Ireland.  It will be undertaken with 
professional community youth workers throughout Northern Ireland.  
Participants will be contacted within their professional agency. Participants will 
be selected to reflect representation from the community, voluntary and 
statutory sectors within youth work in Northern Ireland. The agencies are likely 
to be as follows: 
Statutory Sector: The Education Authority  
Voluntary Sector: YouthNet NI, Northern Ireland Youth Forum, YouthAction NI 
and YMCA Ireland.   
Community Sector: A small number of independently managed community 
youth agencies across Northern Ireland, these groups will be registered with 
the Education Authority, and most will be affiliated to YouthNet NI, or another 
voluntary sector headquarter body.  
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2.  a. What prior approval/funding has been sought or obtained to conduct this. research? 
Please also provide the UU cost centre number if known 
 
 
      b. Please indicate any commercial interest in/sponsorship of the study 
 
 
 
 
3.  Duration of the Project  
  
 
 
 
 
4.  Background to and reason(s) for the Project 
 
Please provide a brief summary in language comprehensible to a lay person or non-expert. 
Full details must be provided in the description/protocol submitted with this application 
(see Notes of Guidance)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The project is a PhD study with no UU cost code or prior approval 

Start: Jan 2016 End: June 2018 Duration: 30 months  

None 

Arguably one of the most pressing imperatives in the youth work sector in the UK and Ireland has 
been the call for ‘evidence’ and the need to substantiate youth work.  (Bamber 2011, Bamber et al 
2012, McGinley & MacKie 2012,)  In 2013 the new youth sector policy in Northern Ireland, 
‘Priorities for Youth,’ made clear that youth work had to “demonstrate effectively its contribution 
to improved outcomes…and more specifically the coherence, progression and outcomes in young 
people’s learning.”  (DE 2013) Although this call for evidence is not new it arguably has taken on 
more urgency in a climate of austerity and economic uncertainty.   
 
Policy makers in the public sector are evidently users of evidence and expect to have access to it 
(Davies, Nutley, and Smith 2000).  However, ascribing the label of ‘evidence’ to information is 
value laden, and is a political act (Nutley et al 2007, Lincoln 2002).  It also leads to questions such 
as ‘what do we mean by evidence?’  How the concept of evidence is defined, how is evidence 
different from the concepts of data, information, facts, research, and knowledge?  How is evidence 
used in the context of practice, organisations, policy and academic theory?  In addition, ‘evidence’ 
is produced by professionals within organisational contexts, therefore to what extent does the 
knowledge culture of the professionals and the knowledge culture of organisations influence the 
procurement, use and validation of evidence? It is these questions this study is interested in and in 
particular how youth workers engage with discourse(s) concerning evidence.  How community 
youth works mediate different discourses concerning evidence, with policy makers, with their 
profession and with their organisations. The study will be informed by a socio-cultural perspective 
and will use the theoretical concepts of  Knorr-Cetina (1998, 1999) in particular the concept of 
‘epistemic culture,’ that is the processes, arrangements, mechanisms that are used for knowledge 
construction.  Knorr-Cetina maintains that these processes, how we use, generate and warrant 
knowledge are central in ‘knowledge societies’ and yet are little understood, or taken for granted.  
This study will also use the work of Jensen, Lahn, Nerland (2012) who have extended Knorr-
Cetina’s concepts into the area of professional knowledge use and learning. 

The study is interested to know, how a better understanding evidence and knowledge culture 
might enable the youth sector to expand and update its evidence-base.  It will inform the nature of 
the relations and collaborations between the professional community and higher education. Such 
a study can inform the nature of continuous professional development.  In addition, it will 
contribute to the evidence base itself concerning the youth work sector.   
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5.  Aims of the Project 
 
Please provide a brief summary in language comprehensible to a lay person or non-expert. 
Full details must be provided in the description/protocol submitted with this application 
(see Notes of Guidance)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The study is an investigation into the characteristics of knowledge (epistemic) culture in 
community youth work professionals in Northern Ireland.  Specifically, it will examine how this 
knowledge culture relates to knowledge characterised as ‘evidence.’ 
 
The aim of the research project is to explore the nature and characteristics of ‘epistemic culture’ in 
professional community youth workers in Northern Ireland and how this knowledge culture 
enables the use of knowledge characterised as ‘evidence.’ 
The study is concerned with the following questions: 

 How professionals access and use ‘unfolding’ knowledge (open, incomplete and complex) 
to inform new and challenging areas of practice. 

 What are the arrangements, processes and mechanisms that characterise how 
community youth workers access evidence knowledge?  (Method, frequency, 
preferences, priorities, histories and orientations, ) 

 What are the arrangements, processes and mechanisms used to create evidence 
knowledge? 

 How do they mediate evidence knowledge, (who owns it and who validates it), in a 
professional and organisational context?  

 How does the youth sector mediate, evidence knowledge, (who owns it and validates it), 
in a policy and political context? 

 What is the organisational and professional knowledge infrastructure that supports or 
limits professionals, use, creation and mediation of evidence knowledge? 

 
In simple terms I am interested in “how community youth workers know what they know and how 
do they go about considering this knowledge as evidence.”  Community youth workers are subject 
to complex social, organisational, political and cultural contexts.  Questions concerning evidence, 
how it is used, who owns it and who warrants it are subject to these same social, organisational, 
political and cultural contexts. (Nutley et al 2007:25, Lincoln 2002:16).  Therefore, this study also 
seeks to engage with the youth sectors infrastructure in a professional and organisational context, 
how the youth sectors epistemic culture enables it to articulate and negotiate in the policy and 
political context.  An example from Spence and Wood (2010:1) reporting on the House of 
Commons Education Committee report highlight that personal testimonies of service users and 
accounts by professionals are significantly further down an evidentiary hierarchy than politicians 
and policy makers demand.  This then is an indication that that there may be differences between 
youth work professional’s conceptualisation of ‘evidence’ and the conceptions used by politicians 
and policy makers.  In other words, is community youth work ‘evidence proof?” 
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6.  Procedures to be used  
  a.  Methods  
  
Please provide a brief summary in language comprehensible to a lay person or non-expert. 
Full details must be provided in the description/protocol submitted with this application 
(see Notes of Guidance)  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Purpose Statement: 
The study will be a qualitative exploration of the characteristics of the ‘epistemic culture’ of 
community youth work professionals in Northern Ireland.  The study design includes two 
elements  

1. Interview data utilising episodic interviewing will be collected from 

professionally qualified community youth workers from a range of 

community youth work organisations within Northern Ireland.  

2. Micro-ethnography (Wolcott 1990) of a small number of community youth 

work organisations from across the youth work sector, to enable the 

production of case studies focused on how these organisations approach 

the use evidence knowledge. 

 
These two methods of data collection will be used to provide triangulation (Bryman 2012:392), 
that is, a method for cross checking the data from range of sources to provide greater 
confidence in the findings. 
 
The research is informed by a narrative literature review of the nature of knowledge, 
professional knowledge, evidence and evidence-based practice.  In addition, it is informed by a 
narrative literature review of policy and practice in the youth work sector in Northern Ireland.  
The methodology is also informed by a literature review of research methodology.  The 
researcher acknowledges that the researchers’ background and position (as a professional 
community youth worker) will impact upon choice of investigation questions and methods.  The 
researcher seeks to operate as a critically reflexive scholar “attending systematically to the 
context of knowledge construction, especially to the effect of the researcher, at every step of 
the research process (Cohen & Crabtree 2006).  In addition, the research paradigm has been 
considered in the choice of methods, this research is orientated to an interpretivist and social 
constructivist perspective.  
 
Samples in qualitative studies seek ‘information rich’ participants or cases to provide in-depth 
insight into an issue that is the focus of the study. Therefore, selection of participants/ cases is 
not necessarily predetermined or fixed in some qualitative approaches, it can be ‘sequential’ or 
‘contingent’, that is there are various methods that are used to ensure that a sample can be built 
up or evolve in a way that provide the richness data necessary to investigate and issue in-depth.  
In theory building qualitative studies the key criterion for determining sample size is ‘saturation,’ 
that is when a category (key part of the theory) has been saturated with data.  According to 
Strauss and Corbin 1998:212) this point is reached when “(1) there is no new or relevant data 
related to the category, (2) the category is well developed (3) the relationships are well 
established and validated”.   
 
The Sample  
As a consequence, sampling in qualitative studies is usually not randomised nor does it use 
probability.  Therefore, this means that it is not appropriate to draw inference to a wider 
population.  In purposive sampling, sampling is a strategic process; it is not random nor is it based 
on probability approaches most commonly used in quantitative methods(Kumar 2011:2017).  
Being strategic, purposive sampling is endeavouring to identify cases or participants that are 
relevant to the research questions.   
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In this study a purposive sample of interview participants will be sought from the population of 
community youth work professionals.  The ‘working definition’ of professional community youth 
worker for the purposes of this study is a worker that is qualified under the endorsement of the 
Joint Educational and Training Standards body that operates across the UK and Ireland.  A worker 
who has completed a Diploma in Higher Education in youth and community work or higher pre 
2010 and a degree in youth and community work post 2010.  The cohort of professionally qualified 
community youth workers has recently been estimated by Courtney (2011).  Of the 776 paid staff 
just over one quarter (25.8%) in Northern Ireland have a professional youth work qualification.  
This gives an estimated study population of 199 youth workers.  It is widely accepted that this 
estimate is low. 
 
Four criteria in addition to professional qualification will be used in establishing a purposive 
sample. (1) Sector: that is participants from within each of the sectors in the youth service, 
Statutory, Voluntary or Community.  (2) Scale of Role: that is participants role across a range of, 
local, sub regional, or regional areas. (3) The nature of the youth work practice: that is participants 
from across a range of practice settings, for example project/ issue based, centre based, area 
based or outreach/ detached.  (4) Finally, participants will be selected from a range of professional 
grades, for example professional, senior professional, middle manager and senior manager. 
 
There are a wide range of qualitative methods available to the researcher.  This study will use 
semi-structured interviews which use episodic narrative technique.  This will ensure that 
interviews are focused on the chosen subject of knowledge as evidence and supply the required 
specificity, depth, range, and personal context required to meet the purpose of the study.  
Episodic interviewing involves asking participants to first outline their understanding of the 
phenomenon under study and then asking them to recount specific chronological episodes/ 
experiences from the past, though the present and speculating into the future. At each point 
these are grounded in a request for a specific example.  
Interviews will be audio recorded (subject to participant permission), transcribed and coded 
using Nvivo qualitative data analysis software.   
 
In addition, a small number of case studies will be undertaken using micro-ethnography 
(Woollcott 1990) to provide a more contextual sources of data.  The study plans to select three 
to four community youth work agencies. The case studies would be selected to reflect a large 
statutory setting, a large regional voluntary setting, and a small community and small voluntary 
setting.  The focus of the micro-ethnography would be to engage in observation of professional 
discussion and interaction that would take place within these agencies. For example, staff 
meetings, staff training, quality assurance meetings, best practice sharing events, critical practice 
reviews and preparation for inspection processes.  There are key considerations for the 
researcher engaged in ethnographic observation.  In this study observation would be overt 
(known to those being observed) in a closed setting (within organisations) with consent being 
secured. In addition, access would need to be granted by these organisations.  Initial ‘in principle’ 
discussions have taken place with three identified organisations and a key informant/ sponsor 
has been identified in each organisation. In addition, within the larger statutory agency, a 
positive ‘in principle’ response has been received from a more senior manager (gatekeeper).  The 
ethnographic observation will take place in professional settings with adults only. Field notes will 
be taken based on observations.  In the event that agencies require this Access NI vetting the 
researcher has completed the Access NI process, for example if the researcher is present in 
venues where young people are present on the premises. (Young people are not participants in 
the study)  
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b.   Statistical techniques  
      Please provide details of the statistical techniques to be used within the project 
description/protocol (see Notes of Guidance) 
 
 
 
 
7.  Subjects: 
 
     a. How many subjects will be recruited to the study (by group if  appropriate)? 
 

The study will seek to interview 20-25 participants. Community youth 
work professionals actively working in the youth work sector in Northern 
Ireland. Interview will be conducted across the range of categories listed 
below. 20-25 

 
Sector  
Statutory  
Voluntary   
Community  
Scale of Organisation  
Regional  
Divisional  
Local  
Setting   
Centre-based  
Project-based  
Street-based  
Grade of Staff  
Professional  
Senior Professional  
Middle Management  
Senior Management   

 
In addition to the interviews the study will recruit four community youth 
work agencies within which ethnographic observation can take place.  4 

 
 

 

This application relates to a qualitative study that does not use statistical 
techniques. 
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b.  Will any of the subjects be from the following vulnerable groups - 
   
                          YES   NO 
 
Children under 18 
 
Adults with learning or other disabilities 
 
Very elderly people 
 
Healthy volunteers who have a dependent or  
subordinate relationship to investigators  
 
Other vulnerable groups    
 
          If YES to any of the above, please specify and justify their inclusion 
 
 
 
     c.  Inclusion and exclusion criteria 
    Please indicate, with reasons, the inclusion criteria for the project 
 
      
 
      
 
 
           
 
 
Please indicate, with reasons, any exclusion criteria for the project  
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
d.  Will any inducements be offered? If ‘Yes,’ please describe 

 
 

N 

 
 

N 

 
 

N 

 
 

N 

 
 

N 

Not Applicable  

Community youth work professionals actively working in the youth work sector in 
Northern Ireland will be included in the study: 

 only workers with a professional youth work qualification will be included for 

interview, those individuals with a minimum of DipHE (pre-2010) or an 

honour degree (post 2010) or a Post Graduate Diploma in Community youth 

work or equivalent, as endorsed by NSETS or recognised by JNC in the UK.   

 They must be active in the practice, management or support of community 

youth work at a national, regional or local level with impact in Northern 

Ireland.  

No 

Community youth work is a large sector and includes semi-professional volunteers and 
part-time staff that do not have the professional qualification.  These individuals will be 
excluded from the study interviews in this study. Some semi-professional staff may be 
engaged in settings observed during the study within their organisational context.   
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    e.  Please describe how and where recruitment will take place 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8.  Ethical implications of the research 
Please provide an assessment of the ethical implications of the project  
  
        
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This research includes data collection involving human subjects.  The researcher acknowledges 
that the responsibility for ethical conduct in the study ‘remains squarely with the researcher.’ 
(Descombe 2010:61)  Therefore, the study will be informed by accepted ethical practices 
contained in the University of Ulster’s Code of Ethics, these principles will be given due 
consideration and will be adopted throughout the study.  In addition, the researcher will ensure 
that the proposed study is subject to appropriate scrutiny, and ethical approval will be sought 
from with the University of Ulster before data collection is undertaken. 
(http://research.ulster.ac.uk/rg/docs/0711PolicyHumanResearch.pdf)  The research will include 
human subjects who are adults and professionals and provisionally the study would be expected 
to be classed as category A.  
The researcher will give proper attention to the protection of the interests of the participants. 
(Denscombe 2010:63).  Therefore, the research will attend to issues of providing adequate 
information, informed consent, confidentiality, anonymity, and security of the data.  In brief 
summary:  All participants will be provided with adequate information explaining the purpose of 
the study and will be asked to provide explicit consent.  All participants will be 'competent' 
adults and will provide their own consent.  This consent will be an 'opt-in' to the research and 
participants will be given the opportunity to determine the nature and extent of their 
contribution to this research, and if the data can be used for subsequent studies.  Inclusion in 
the study will be limited to professionals in the community youth work sector in Northern 
Ireland.  There will be no identifying information in the analysis or reporting of the data, so that 
confidentiality of participants is ensured. 
 
Concerning consent, participants will have the capacity to consent, all consent forms and 
information sheets will be clear and easy to understand, participants will be provided with all of 
the information including any possible risks, participants will be made aware that participation 
is voluntary, participants will be made aware that they can withdraw at any time and without 
subsequent effect to them, no pressure will be exercised in gaining consent, no unreasonable 
inducement will be offered in gaining consent, participants will be assured of confidentiality. 

The study sample will be purposive (Kumar 2011:207) based on a set of four criteria, 
sector, scale of organisation, type of youth work setting and professional grade of staff.  
Based on principle investigator knowledge of the sector a list on potential participants 
will be prepared and compared with the selection criteria.  
 
Contact will be made via telephone or email to invite participants to take part in the 
study.  Were the potential participant indicates permission is required from the agency 
this will be sought from the appropriate line manager or authorising officer in writing.   
 
The research will seek to recruit a sample of 20-25 participants from a pool of 7-8 
organisations.    
 
Three to four agencies will be recruited via a sponsor within each agency. Permission 
will be secured to attend and observe professional discussion and interaction associated 
with evidence related knowledge. 



Appendices  

 321

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
9. Could the research identify or indicate the existence of any undetected healthcare 
concern?  
             
        Yes  No   
       
 If yes, please indicate what might be detected and explain what action will be taken 
(e.g., inform subject’s GP) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10.  Risk Assessment **  
       Please indicate any risks to subjects or investigators associated with the project  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
  
 
 
**If you wish, you can use form RG1c – Risk Assessment Record (available from the 
Research Governance website) to help you assess any risks involved 
  

In acknowledging that risk is an everyday element of life the researcher asserts that it is unlikely 
that any element of this research will place the researcher in any degree of danger, interviews 
and observations will be conducted in professional environments, with associated health and 
safety and public liability insurance being considered.  There is everyday trivial and unlikely risk 
associated with travel to and from interviews.  
 
As previously stated, participation is voluntary, participants will be made aware that they can 
withdraw at any time and without subsequent effect to them, no pressure will be exercised in 
gaining consent, no unreasonable inducement will be offered in gaining consent, participants will 
be assured of confidentiality.  Content of interviews will be restricted to accounts of regular and 
routine practice associated with the use, production and mediation of evidence knowledge in a 
professional context.  Therefore, it is highly unlikely that the material will be emotionally 
distressing to participants.  
 
There will be no one to one contact with vulnerable young people or adults during this process. 
Some interviews will take place in a community youth work setting, (for example in a youth 
centre) the researcher has previously completed Access NI vetting with the Ulster University 
should this be required to access a setting.  
 
Therefore, there is no suggested or inherent risk present in these practices. 

 N 

 

Concerning confidentiality, all personal data relating to participants will be anonymised, all 
such personal data will be kept in accordance with the appropriate guidelines and stored 
securely with any coding information stored separately.  Access to any personal data stored 
electronically will be restricted to the researcher only and files will be protected.  The 
researcher will ensure they can comply with their obligations under the Data Protection Act 
1998.
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11.  Precautions 

       Please describe precautions to be taken to address the above 

 

 

12.  Consent form 

It is assumed that as this study is being conducted on human subjects, an information 
sheet and associated consent form will be provided. A copy of the information sheet and 
form must be attached to this application. See Notes of Guidance. 

      If a consent form is not to be used, please provide a justification: 

  

 

1.  Care of personal information 

Please describe the measures that will be taken to ensure that subjects’ personal 
data/information will be stored appropriately and made available only to those named as 
investigators associated with the project. 

 

 

    

 

 

14.  Copyright    

1. Has permission been granted to use all copyright materials including questionnaires 
and similar instruments? 

         Yes          No    

If no, please provide the reason 

 

Once you have completed this form you should also complete form RG1d for all category 
D research and form RG1e for both category B and D research 

None required  

Consent form attached for interviews 

Consent will also be sought from observed settings  

Participants will be informed of the responsibilities of researcher to adhere to the 
Universities ethical guidance. concerning confidentiality, all personal data relating to 
participants will be anonymised, all such personal data will be kept in accordance with the 
appropriate guidelines and stored securely (locked filing in locked office or encrypted 
computer) with any coding information stored separately.  Access to any personal data 
stored electronically will be restricted to the researcher only and files will be protected.  
Data stored electronically will be on University of Ulster managed computers.  The 
researcher will ensure they can comply with their obligations under the Data Protection Act 
1998. 

  

No Applicable  
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Appendix 6 Ethics Filter Committee Approval  

UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER                                                    RESEARCH GOVERNANCE 

RG3 Filter Committee Report Form  

 
Project Title  
 
 
Chief Investigator 
 
 
Filter Committee  
 
 
This form should be completed by Filter Committees for all research project applications in 
categories A to D (*for categories A, B, and D the University’s own application form – RG1a 
and RG1b – will have been submitted; for category C, the national, or ORECNI, application 
form will have been submitted). 
 
Where substantial changes are required the Filter Committee should return an application to 
the Chief Investigator for clarification/amendment; the Filter Committee can reject an 
application if it is thought to be unethical, inappropriate, incomplete, or not valid/viable.  
 

Only when satisfied that its requirements have been met in full and any amendments 
are complete, the Filter Committee should make one of the following 
recommendations: 
 
The research proposal is complete, of an appropriate standard and is in   
 
 category A and the study may proceed*  
 
 category B and the study must be submitted to the University’s Research Ethics  

Committee**  Please briefly indicate the reason(s) for this categorisation 
 
 

 
 category C and the study must be submitted to ORECNI along with the necessary 

supporting materials from the Research Governance Section*** 
 
 category D and the study must be submitted to the University’s Research Ethics  

Committee** 
 
 
 

 

*The application form and this assessment should now be returned to the Chief 
Investigator. The Filter Committee should retain a copy of the complete set of forms. 
 

** The application form and this assessment should now be returned to the Chief 
Investigator so that he/she can submit the application to the UUREC via the Research 

Signed: Dr Roger Manktelow              Date: 08/03/2016 

  

 

Community youth work, evidence proof? An investigation into the characteristics 

of knowledge (epistemic) culture in community youth work professionals  

Alastair Scott-McKinley 

School of Sociology and Applied Social Studies 

X 
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Governance section. The Filter Committee should retain a copy of the complete set of 
forms for their own records. 
 
*** The application form and this assessment should now be returned to the Chief 
Investigator so that he/she can prepare for application to a NRES/ORECNI committee. 
The Filter Committee should retain a copy of the complete set of forms for their own 
records. 
 
For all categories, details of the application and review outcome should be minuted 
using the agreed format and forwarded to the Research Governance section  
 
Please complete the following 
       
The application should be accompanied by an appropriate and favourable Peer Review Report 
Form (if not, the Filter Committee should be prepared to address this as part of its review). 
Please comment on the peer review (include whether or not there is evidence that the 
comments of the peer reviewers have been addressed). 
 
An appropriate and favourable peer review has been completed by Dr Ken Harland, 
Community Youth Work 
 

 
Please provide an assessment of all component parts of the application, including 
questionnaires, interview schedules or outline areas for group discussion/unstructured 
interviews. 
 
 
Application is detailed, informative and complete. All required component parts are 
submitted and completed to a high standard. 
 

 
Please comment on the consent form and information sheet, in particular the level of language 
and accessibility. 
 
 
Consent form and participant information sheet are written clearly and cover the required 
areas. 
 
 

 
Please comment on the qualifications of the Chief and other Investigators.  
 
The Chief Investigator has extensive professional and teaching experience in the field of 
community youth work and is ideally suited to undertake this research project. 
 

 
Please comment on the risks present in conducting the study and whether or not they have 
been addressed.  
 
This study aims to investigate the epistemic culture of professional youth work and is 
concerned with revealing the evidence base of practice. This topic has minimal risk. 
Research participants will be professional youth workers and the topic does not pose 
significant risk to them or the researcher. The single identified issue is the possibility of the 
need to protect self (participant) or others and this has been addressed in the Participant 
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Information Sheet. It may be worthwhile to develop a disclosure protocol to follow in the 
event of this contingency. 

 
Please indicate whether or not the ethical issues have been identified and addressed. 
   
 
 
Ethical issues of adequate information, informed consent, confidentiality, protection of 
anonymity and security of data are all fully addressed. 
 
 

 
Please comment on whether or not the subjects are appropriate to the study and the 
inclusion/exclusion criteria have been identified and listed 
 
 
A purposive sample of professional youth workers drawn from a range of organisational 
settings are to be recruited together with a micro-ethnographic study of four work contexts. 
Appropriate inclusion criteria are clearly indicated. 
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Appendix 7 Pen Pictures of the Research Participants  

 

PT 01 voluntary practitioner Male youth worker voluntary sector youth 
centre in west Belfast. Provision includes 
centre-based, project based and detached 
youth work. 

PT 02 statutory practitioner Female youth worker statutory sector mid-
Ulster. Provision includes area-based, project 
based and schools based youth work. 

PT 03 senior statutory practitioner Female youth worker statutory sector Belfast 
area. Provision includes youth work training, 
project based and schools based youth work. 

PT 04 senior voluntary practitioner Male senior youth worker voluntary sector 
youth centre in west Belfast. Provision includes 
centre-based, project based and detached 
youth work. 

PT 05 voluntary practitioner Male youth worker community sector youth 
centre in North Belfast. Provision includes 
centre-based, project based and employment 
related youth work. 

PT 06 statutory senior practitioner Female youth worker statutory sector South 
Eastern region. Provision includes youth work 
training, project based and schools based 
youth work. 

PT 07 statutory youth officer Male statutory youth officer in the North 
Eastern region of Northern Ireland.  

PT 08 statutory senior practitioner Female youth worker statutory sector 
Southern region. Provision includes youth 
work training, project based and schools based 
youth work. 

PT 09 voluntary practitioner Male youth worker community sector 
provision in west Belfast. Provision includes 
project based, employment, health and well-
being and detached youth work. 

PT 10 senior voluntary practitioner Male senior youth worker voluntary sector 
youth centre in North West region. Provision 
includes centre-based, project based and 
detached youth work provision 

PT 11 senior statutory practitioner Female senior youth worker statutory sector 
Northern region. Provision includes youth 
work training, project based and schools based 
youth work. 

PT 12 senior statutory practitioner Female senior youth worker statutory sector in 
the Belfast region. Provision includes centre-
based, project based and schools based youth 
work. 
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PT 13 senior statutory practitioner Female senior youth worker statutory sector in 
the Belfast region. Provision includes inclusion 
project based and schools based youth work. 

PT 14 senior voluntary practitioner Female youth worker voluntary sector with 
regional Northern Ireland youth work remit. 
Provision includes project based and 
employment related youth work. 

PT 16 voluntary practitioner Female youth worker voluntary sector youth 
centre in North West. Provision includes 
centre-based, project based and schools-based 
youth work.  

PT 15 statutory senior youth officer Male senior statutory youth officer with a 
Northern Ireland wide remit.  

PT 17 statutory youth officer Male statutory youth officer with a Northern 
Ireland wide remit. 

PT 18 statutory principal youth Male statutory youth officer with a Northern 
Ireland wide remit. 

PT 19 voluntary senior manager Male senior manager in voluntary sector 
regional voluntary head quarter organisation 
with a Northern Ireland wide remit. 

PT 20 ETI Inspector Education and Training Inspectorate Inspector 
PT 21 statutory senior youth officer Male senior statutory youth officer with a 

Northern Ireland wide remit. 
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Appendix 8 Data Display of initial first stage coding 

Visual Representation of Hierarchy of initial first stage coding   
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Appendix 9 First Stage Coding Reference Table 

Initial First Stage Coding Reference Table  

Name 
Memo 
Link Files References 

absence of evidence  13 35 

accountability Yes 15 67 

  Accountability (2)  3 5 

  Justification  16 86 

  Transparency  3 5 

Accreditation (Education Achievement) Yes 12 31 

Alternative  2 11 

Attenuation Yes 8 11 

baseline  4 6 

capability  3 6 

Change  2 7 

colligation  11 26 

contract  1 2 

Convoluting  7 12 

Creativity  1 4 

Critical Reflection  8 22 

Differentiation  1 1 

Disidentification Yes 14 79 

  prescription  10 22 

Double Space  7 14 

Embedded Knowledge  4 9 

Emotional Labour  15 51 

epistemological query  17 173 

  Attribution  9 17 

  Complexity  13 43 

  Contribution  5 16 

  Measurement issues Yes 14 36 

  paradigm issues  7 23 

ethics  2 2 

Evidence Yes 18 77 

  Disaggregation  2 3 

Evidence Calls  15 36 

  Department of Education  9 18 

  Funder  5 14 

  Inspectorate  12 55 

  Management  12 24 

  Public Representatives  4 8 

  Workers  2 3 

Existential Issues  14 44 

  Doubt about purpose  4 9 
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  Threat  2 4 

Exogenous Culture Yes 10 35 

Financial  7 10 

Flexibility  7 21 

Formal versus Informal  17 53 

Fragmentation Competition  13 32 

Funding Concern  13 47 

Future  11 39 

Hawthorne effect  3 3 

Hierarchy Evidence  9 14 

impact  3 3 

Improvement  6 11 

inconsistent  3 4 

Influence  2 11 

Isolation  6 23 

Knowledge Generation  13 36 

knowledge preference  9 23 

Knowledge Relational Yes 14 55 

Knowledge Seeking  18 84 

Knowledge Translation  15 47 

knowledge use  10 32 

leadership  1 4 

Logic Model  3 5 

Management Issues  15 58 

narrative  10 28 

Needs Identification Process  3 10 

neo-liberal agenda  1 2 

New, Incomplete, emergent  12 45 

Open reactive spontaneous  2 4 

origin_phenomenography  1 1 

Outcome Differentiation  6 29 

  Antecedent  7 10 

  Clarification  2 3 

  Confusion  13 40 

  Contextualised  4 5 

  Hard-Soft  6 10 

  Short-Long Term  3 3 

  unanticipated  1 1 

  Who’s outcome  4 6 

Outputs  4 6 

performativity  9 18 

Personal Cost  1 1 

Planning - Area  4 9 

Policy Concern  16 60 
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Policy Critique  8 16 

policy driven  5 11 

potential  1 2 

practice frustration  3 5 

pressure  11 34 

Process Versus Product  6 13 

Prove  1 7 

Quality Assurance  8 14 

  moderation  13 46 

quote  1 1 

reliability  1 1 

Research  1 2 

resistance- conflict  15 43 

Risk  2 4 

Share Practice  4 12 

So how we do that I don’t know. But I think that we need to capture that 
and even using that research and say well look this is what’s proven. 

 1 1 

standardisation  1 3 

support  2 3 

Target Monitor EA  6 13 

Targeted Services  4 6 

team  2 4 

Technocrats versus Youth Worker  12 67 

Technology  16 59 

Temporal  8 21 

Tertiary Artefacts Yes 9 21 

Theory Driven  2 9 

tracking  3 3 

Training Yes 10 25 

Transaction Cost  18 77 

Translation efforts  9 16 

validation  2 9 

valuing work  11 19 

Veridiction Yes 9 37 

Worker Skills  14 40 

Young People’s needs  17 50 
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Appendix 10 Framework of Outcomes 

Youth Service Sectoral Partners Group (YSSPG). (2015) Work Outcomes and Priorities for 
Youth: the development of a reporting mechanism to demonstrate the outcomes of youth 
work for young people. Youth Service Sectoral Partners Group (YSSPG). 

 

  



Appendices  

 333

Appendix 11 Models of professional learning  

Argyris & Schon 

1974 

‘Espoused Theories’ (conscious & public) and ‘Theories in Use’ mental 

maps based on experience and assumptions 

Kolb’s 1984 Experiential learning cycle that integrates (1) concrete experience (2) 

Reflection (3) Abstract Conceptualisation (4)   

Jarvis 1994 A modification of Kolb’s learning cycle that highlights ‘non-learning’ 

through the processes of ‘presumption,’ ‘non-consideration’ and 

‘rejection’ 

Osterman and 

KottKamps 2004 

Problem based learning from experience 

Ghaye 2011 Contracts avoid ‘deficit models’ ‘Appreciate,’ ‘Image,’ ‘Design’ and 

‘Act’ 

Gibbs (1998) Reflective cycle 

Boud, Keogh and 

Walker (1985) 

Emphasise the role of feelings in reflective learning 

Argyris and Schon 

1974 

Double loop-learning, challenging assumptions  

Argyris 1982 Ladder of inference 
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Appendix 12 Participant Classification and Sample Selection Criteria 

 Sector: 
Voluntary/ 
Statutory/ 
Community 

Organisational 
Setting of post 

Youth Work 
setting type 

Worker Role/ 
Grade 

Gender 

PT 01 Voluntary  Local Centre-based Professional M 
PT 02 Statutory Local Detached/ 

Project based 
Professional F 

PT 03 Statutory Area/ Divisional Project based Senior 
Professional 

F 

PT 04 Voluntary Local Centre-based Senior 
Professional 

M 

PT 05 Voluntary Local Project-based Professional M 
PT 06 Statutory Area/ Divisional Project-based Senior 

Professional 
F 

PT 07 Statutory Area/ Divisional Area-based Middle 
Management 

M 

PT 08 Statutory Area/ Divisional Area-based Senior 
Professional 

F 

PT 09 Voluntary/ 
Community 

Local/  Project-based Professional M 

PT 10 Voluntary Local Centre-based Senior 
Professional 

M 

PT 11 Statutory Area/ Divisional Area-based Senior 
Professional 

M 

PT 12 Statutory Local Area-based Professional F 
PT 13 Statutory Local Area-based Senior 

Professional 
F 

PT 14 Voluntary Regional/ NI Project-based Senior 
Professional 

F 

PT 15 Statutory Regional/ NI Area-based Middle 
Management 

F 

PT 16 Voluntary Local  Centre-based Professional M 
PT 17 Statutory Regional/ NI Project-based Middle 

Management 
M 

PT 18 Statutory Regional/ NI Area-based Senior 
Management 

M 

PT 19 Voluntary Regional / NI Area-based Senior 
Management 

M 

PT 20 Statutory  Regional/ NI N/A Inspector Not disclosed 
PT 21 Statutory Regional/ NI Area-based Senior 

Management 
M 

 


