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Introduction
Youth work is recognised in Scotland as part of the Community 
Learning and Development (CLD) field of professional practice.  
Youth work aims to help young people learn about themselves, 
others and society through non-formal educational activities.  
Youth work is described as focussing on young people aged 11-25. 
However, many groups and clubs can provide services to children 
under 11 and there are many instances of links between services 
supporting young people’s transitions. 

The youth work sector supports young people to progress towards 
a set of National Youth Work Outcomes. This helps youth workers 
and young people to understand the difference youth work is making 
and how well young people are progressing towards the outcome. 
Effective youth work occurs in a wide range of settings in every 
local authority. This includes, but is not limited to, schools, youth 
clubs and centres, uniformed and voluntary organisations, youth 
counselling units, detached projects, youth cafes, youth arts and 
sports groups. 
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Although programme activities and settings may differ, the core 
purpose of youth work remains. Namely, supporting young people’s 
health and well-being and providing an environment for them to 
thrive. Youth workers help build a young person’s self-esteem and 
self-confidence, developing their ability to manage personal and 
social relationships, creating learning opportunities, and developing 
skills. It encourages positive group atmospheres, raises the ability 
to consider risk, make reasoned decisions, and take control, and 
encourages social action and commitment. 

Scotland’s youth work sector was crucial in supporting children 
and young people’s health and wellbeing during the most restrictive 
phases of the coronavirus pandemic. We saw youth workers rise 
to the challenge of providing services remotely and supporting 
some of the most vulnerable people in the country. This included 
collaboration across the public and voluntary sectors, and partners 
in schools and colleges to support learning. Although the sector 
adapted well, it was not without its challenges. 

Within this context, as part of the Scottish Government Covid-19 
Learning and Evaluation group evidence review, YouthLink Scotland 
was funded to complete an evidence review exploring youth work’s 
role in responding to and recovering from Covid-19. 

The report speaks to the role of youth work in supporting the 
mental health and wellbeing of young people, and its crucial role in 
improving the educational chances of young people, especially those 
who face multiple barriers to learning. However, these themes should 
not be viewed as exhaustive. Other connected issues arose from 
the literature review and specific Covid-19 engagement events with 
youth work practitioners. These are considered within the report. 

This includes an in-depth look at what youth work provided during 
Covid-19. The report shows the adaptation of youth work services 
in line with the restrictions at any particular time. It highlights the 
number of ways in which youth work was delivered, including, but 
not exclusively relating to: 

 ¥ Youth work outdoors 
 ¥ Detached youth work 
 ¥ Digital youth work 
 ¥ Outdoor education 
 ¥ Summer programmes

This evidence was gathered through a literature review (including 
evaluation reports and research reports on a local and national 
level in Scotland) and specific stakeholder engagement events. 
It highlighted the importance of getting it right for every child and 
young person as a whole system responsibility and the need for 
youth work practitioners as part of the solution to any ongoing 
challenges young people face. 

We hope the findings within this report can be a complementary 
addition to the Covid-19 Learning and Evaluation Group and be 
considered in any broader recommendations required  
to support young people better as the country renews from  
the impacts of Covid-19. 
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What did youth work  
do during Covid-19?

During Covid-19, youth work adapted its services  
to the restrictions at the time. Youth work was  
delivered in 5 main ways:
 ¥ Digital youth work 
 ¥ Youth work outdoors
 ¥ Detached youth work
 ¥ Outdoor education 
 ¥ Summer programmes

Digital youth work 
During the engagement events, youth workers told us that when 
the Covid-19 restrictions came into force, all face-to-face youth 
work was halted, and organisations had to pivot to digital youth 
work quickly. Many youth work organisations were unprepared 
for this shift. Some organisations described having limited digital 
skills and scant access to online tools. Up to that point, youth work 
organisations had, in the main, worked with young people face-to-
face and found that they struggled to contact some young people as 
they did not have contact details. 

Despite this, youth workers recognised the severity of the situation 
and its potential impact on young people and moved quickly to 
establish digital services. Youth workers were described as “nimble 

and adaptable”, doing “whatever they could, whenever they could” 
to keep young people safe. This was a steep learning curve for many 
youth workers who had done little or no digital youth work in the past. 
They were aware of safeguarding issues with digital youth work, but 
planning and risk assessment were done on an evolving, iterative 
basis. They used various tools to engage young people including 
Snapchat, House Party, Zoom, and Discord. These tools evolved as 
young people and youth workers’ skills and confidence developed. 

Digital youth work often had a physical element to it. Youth  
workers would drop activity or cooking packs at young people’s 
houses and then structure the online session around a shared 
activity. This allowed young people to connect with other young 
people and their youth worker. 



youthlinkscotland.org 6

Youth work’s role during and in recovery from Covid-19

CASE STUDY: FOOD PUNKS AT 
TWEEDDALE YOUTH ACTION
Food Punks is a social enterprise at Tweeddale Youth Action. It 
started teaching young people how to cook fresh local food and 
became a catering business. During the pandemic they moved 
their model online on a Friday afternoon. Young people were 
sent weighed and bagged ingredients with a recipe and any 
equipment and kit that they needed before the online session. 
This initiative not only helped young people learn cooking skills, 
but created fun activities that connected them with other young 
people. The food parcels also helped to address food poverty 
in a dignified way by providing enough ingredients to feed the 
young person and their family. One young person shared:

“During lockdown the youth club has helped me stay positive 
with the baking and the quizzes. I have really enjoyed it all, and 
the youth club has been really uplifting during a hard time”.

Youth work outdoors
When restrictions allowed, youth workers moved back to face-
to-face youth work in the form of planned youth groups, 1-2-1 
sessions, and wellbeing walks, all taking place outdoors in the 
local community. This benefited young people and youth workers, 
developing new knowledge and appreciating their community. 
Organisations have continued to deliver some activities outdoors 
(especially the well-being walks) as they felt they were a good way 
of engaging young people and encouraging them to talk about how 
they are feeling. 

Detached youth work
Detached youth work takes place outside and engages young 
people where they are meeting, be that a park, street, or retail park. 
It differs from the youth work described above in that the youth 
workers go to where young people are rather than running groups 
that they come to. Once restrictions permitted, some organisations 
deployed detached youth workers to make contact with young 
people. This meant youth workers operating in new areas of their 
local community or responding to reports of young people gathering. 

Outdoor learning
Outdoor learning is different from simply moving traditional indoor 
youth to work outdoors. Scottish Outdoors Education Centres 
explain that outdoor learning gives young people a chance to take 
part in challenges and adventure, by connecting meaningfully with 
nature. It also has a vital role in supporting pupil and school recovery 
and narrowing the attainment gap.

https://www.soec.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/a-vision-for-young-people-thriving-through-residential-outdoor-education.pdf
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In 2021, the Scottish Government created the Outdoor Education 
Recovery Fund. This fund aimed to widen access to outdoor learning 
and offer support for education recovery. Between May-December 
2021, 45 outdoor learning programmes were delivered across 
Scotland, and these programmes were supported by £500,000 in 
funding from Scottish Government. 8,514 young people took part in 
nearly 2000 sessions. 

Education Scotland explained that many Primary 7 children could 
not participate in outdoor, overnight school camps during the 
restrictions. In response, some local authorities worked with partners 
to provide whole-day outdoor activities e.g., kayaking, hill walking, 
and abseiling. 

Summer programmes
Youth work played an important role in delivering summer 
programmes as part of the investment of £20 million in Scottish 
Government funding. During the summer break of 2021, Get 
into Summer supported children and young people to socialise, 
play and reconnect. An evaluation found that Get into Summer 
increased physical activity, helped children and young people 
spend more time outdoors, and improved wellbeing and food 
provision, particularly for low-income families. There were some 
barriers to participation. For example, for low-income families there 
was a lack of awareness of suitable activities. For families with a 
child with a disability or additional support needs, there was a lack 
of skilled staff to support children to ensure activities were fully 
inclusive. Local authorities also raised concerns about not engaging 
as many minority ethnic families as they had hoped. However, there 
was little discussion about the barriers preventing minority ethnic 
families from engaging in the evaluation.

About the Research

https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/6992/outdoor-ed-recov-fund-final-final.pdf
https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/6992/outdoor-ed-recov-fund-final-final.pdf
https://education.gov.scot/media/3amlh2w0/learning-outdoors.pdf 
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2022/02/summer-2021-evaluation-research-findings/documents/evaluation-summer-2021/evaluation-summer-2021/govscot%3Adocument/evaluation-summer-2021.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/research-and-analysis/2022/02/summer-2021-evaluation-research-findings/documents/evaluation-summer-2021/evaluation-summer-2021/govscot%3Adocument/evaluation-summer-2021.pdf
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CASE STUDY: YOUTHBORDERS
YouthBorders took a rights-based approach to support the 
delivery of Get into Summer in partnership with Scottish 
Borders Council. Through two programmes (a rural youth work 
collaborative and a small grants scheme) they prioritised support 
for children and young people who were most likely to be 
experiencing continued disadvantage and, therefore, have been 
particularly adversely affected by Covid-19. 
 ¥ 1895, children and young people benefited from participating 

in activities
 ¥ At least 28% of children and young people who benefited 

from activities were in priority families
 ¥ At least 22% of children and young people who participated 

in activities had undergone a significant transition during the 
lockdown

 ¥ At least 1 in 4 of the children and young who benefited from 
activities were living in poverty or low-income households

 ¥ At least 1 in 10 children and young people supported by the 
funding had a disability or additional support need

 ¥ 68 Care Experienced children and young people took part in 
opportunities through this funded activity.

“Thank you so much for providing such a fantastic holiday club! 
[Young person] has loved every minute of it. His confidence has 
grown massively, since attending. He has pushed himself to do 
activities out of his comfort zone!” (Parent/Carer)

A note on awards and accreditation
During Covid-19 adaptions were made online and new resources 
were created to support young people to achieve awards and 
accreditation. However, due to the focus on engaging and 
supporting young people in a time of crisis, there was a reduction in 
the number of awards completed. Members of the Awards Network 
expect to see an increase in awards uptake in the post-Covid-19 era. 

https://www.awardsnetwork.org/assets/uploads/documents/COVID_19_Resource_vJAN21_1.pdf
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What impact did youth 
work have during 
Covid-19?
This section of the report considers the impact of youth 
work on young people and their communities. It also 
examines the effects of Covid-19 on youth workers and 
their organisations. 

The impact of youth work on young people 
and their communities during Covid-19 
Connection
Youth workers told us that one of the main impacts youth work had 
on young people was providing opportunities for connection. Young 
people lost physical and social relationships with others, and youth 
work was a much-needed link to the outside world. Young people 
also missed the stimulation, structure, and routine of face-to-face 
education, work, or youth work. Online youth work provided some 
normality and continuity for young people. For some, it was the 
highlight of their week. 

Youth work helped young people to connect with their peers and 
youth workers. Throughout Covid-19, youth work provided safe 
spaces for young people to have fun, access support, and advice, 
and connect with others. This was at a time when there were very 
few other services available. 

Giving young people chances to plan and look to the future helped 
to build optimism. Youth work during the pandemic offered hope that 
things would improve and that there were still opportunities for fun 
and connection. 
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Mental health
Youth workers shared the pandemic’s impact on young people’s 
mental health, particularly the lockdowns. This is also clear in the 
literature. Research by Young Scot, YouthLink Scotland, and Scottish 
Youth Parliament (April 2020) found that 39% of young people in 
their sample felt moderately or highly concerned about their mental 
wellbeing. 

In the summer of 2020, Young Minds found issues for young people 
accessing support for their mental health and wellbeing during 
the pandemic. Many support groups could not meet, schools 
could not provide support online, and regular conversations with 
supportive adults such as youth workers were difficult to arrange. 
There were indeed challenges for youth workers to support young 
people during the lockdowns. The University of Edinburgh (2022) 
completed a report for the Research Commission for the Scottish 
Covid-19 Enquiry. They found that restrictions on the youth work 
sector negatively impacted on mental health and wellbeing of 
young people who rely on the service, especially marginalised and 
vulnerable young people. Switching to providing an online provision 
helped provide some continuity for young people. However, there 
were issues around digital capacity, digital literacy, infrastructure, 
connectivity, and access to technological devices for practitioners, 
young people, and their families. The impact of LGBT Youth 
Scotland’s digital youth work research in 2020 found that young 
people’s engagement with digital youth work during lockdown led 
to reduced isolation, improved wellbeing, personal growth, and 
increased resilience. 

Volunteering
Another impact youth workers reported during the engagement 
sessions was an increase in young people volunteering. They said 
that young people volunteered to support other young people or the 
community during Covid-19, and this has continued. Youth workers 
speculated that this increase in volunteering might be due to young 
people spending more time in their local community and developing 
a greater appreciation for it. They thought that young people tried 
volunteering during Covid-19 and found that they got something 
from it, and liked how they felt helping others. 

This increase in volunteering has affected the perception of young 
people. In one area, young people fundraised and created well-being 
for pupils and afternoon tea packs for the community. The youth 
worker said that this had changed how the community viewed these 
young people and had given them access to the community hall. 

Young people have also volunteered to offer digital support for 
families and people to tackle digital exclusion. 

Youth workers thought that young people appreciated having youth 
work during Covid-19 and now volunteer to ensure it is there for 
other young people. Losing access to youth work and other services 
during Covid-19 has motivated young people to get involved. 

In addition to volunteering, one organisation reported that four of the 
six youth workers they have recently employed were young people 
they engaged with during Covid-19.

https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/4486/lockdown-lowdown-final-report.pdf
https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/4486/lockdown-lowdown-final-report.pdf
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/media/04apxfrt/youngminds-coronavirus-report-summer-2020.pdf
https://www.covid19inquiry.scot/introductory-academic-research
https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/5686/lgbt-ys-digital-yw-research-report.pdf
https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/5686/lgbt-ys-digital-yw-research-report.pdf
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Holistic support for young people
During the lockdown, the youth work sector continued to provide 
services for young people. Youth workers told us how they pivoted 
quickly to a digital service working flexibly and responding to needs. 
When restrictions were lifted, and some face-to-face work resumed, 
youth workers adapted their practice to engage young people. They 
started wellbeing walks, cooking challenges, and online activities to 
engage young people in fun activities, give them something to look 
forward to, and provide support for particular issues they were facing.

Youth workers better understand a wide range of issues that 
affect young people. Often in lockdown, the services that youth 
workers would refer or signpost young people to were closed or 
offering significantly reduced benefits, so youth workers stepped 
in to fill the gaps and help young people. The types of support 
provided by youth work have broadened due to Covid-19. This has 
affected how youth workers now plan programmes and services. 
They offered support for food poverty, finance, and mental health, 
which has continued as the lockdown lifted. This has led to deeper 
relationships with young people. An awareness of what young 
people have experienced and missed out on means youth workers 
focus on providing opportunities to make up for what was missed 
and more tailored services for young people.

Youth workers are now on the lookout for emerging issues. They 
have learned that if one young person raises an issue or problem, 
the likelihood is that it affects many more. They also reported that 
as well as deepening relationships with young people, they engaged 
with new people and explored new community areas where young 
people were gathering. 

Whole family engagement
This improved understanding of young people and their lives also 
leads to youth workers providing whole-family support. When 
meeting young people or dropping activities or food packs, they 
would often meet and chat with the broader family. Youth workers 
described delivering welfare checks and family cafes offering 
support with finances and food and also providing access to 
qualifications.

Poverty
Covid-19 had a significant impact on those living in poverty. 
Scotland’s worse-affected communities now face the added 
burden of the cost of living crisis. A recent report by Youth Scotland 
(September 2022) concluded that despite these ongoing challenges, 
youth work groups continue to build strong partnerships with 
local communities, pairing tried and tested methods of supporting 
children and young people with innovative new interventions.

The literature and youth workers in the engagement events 
highlighted the critical role youth work played in addressing food 
insecurity and learning loss during school holidays. The Lines 
Between (2020) evaluated a pilot programme led by YouthLink 
Scotland, with funding from Scottish Government. The six pilot 
projects in Moray, Scottish Borders, Falkirk, East Ayrshire, Dundee 
City, and, South Lanarkshire, worked with 152 young people in 
the summer of 2020. The pilot areas took a sensitive and dignified 
approach to address food insecurity by providing families with 
weekly challenge boxes, online baking and cooking sessions with 
food deliveries, and outdoor activities. As well as addressing hunger, 
these sessions and activities helped young people develop essential 

https://www.youthscotland.org.uk/about-us/our-stories/acting-on-poverty/
https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/5659/food-insecurity-report_proofed.pdf
https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/5659/food-insecurity-report_proofed.pdf
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preparation, planning, and handling skills. The pilot demonstrates 
youth work’s contribution to preventing learning loss by maintaining 
young people’s skills, motivation, and engagement with education 
during holiday periods. It also allowed youth workers to engage with 
wider family members such as parents and siblings. This brought 
families together. 

CASE STUDY: HIGHLIFE HIGHLAND 
“During the pandemic, isolation became a way of life. Reaching 
out was not such an easy thing for some young people to do…
In my area, I witnessed increased isolation with the addition of 
poverty ripping through some of my families. Using my trusted 
relationships with young people, I tried to break through these 
cracks. I offered some 1:1 ‘health walks’ to young people. This 
was sold in a way that they thought they were helping me to 
stay motivated to keep up my steps, where this was a mask to 
encourage them to leave the security of their rooms and build 
up the confidence to face the world again. Their engagement 
was evidence that to dress up for the health walk offered to 
be helping me instead of focusing on the young person was a 
success. Adapting what we do in youth work is necessary. This 
allows freedom to meet the needs of individuals” (Youth Worker)
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Employability
In November 2020 Lockdown Lowdown, a survey of over 6000 
young people was conducted by Young Scot, YouthLink Scotland, 
and Scottish Youth Parliament. 38% of young people in part-time 
employment disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement, 
“I feel good about my future employment prospects”. 39% of 
young people in full-time jobs disagreed or strongly disagreed 
with the statement. This highlights young people’s concern about 
employability during the pandemic.

A paper by YouthLink Scotland outlines the role that youth work has 
played during Covid-19 to support young people into employment 
through signposting, developing skills, and building a trusting 
relationship. This helped ensure that the young person was more 
confident and prepared to join the workforce. 

CASE STUDY: HELM TRAINING 
Helm Training offers a programme called Pathways to Dundee 
schools. During the pandemic, Helm offered employability and 
core skills SQA work for those working from home. Home visits 
by staff supported this aim. Helm continued to provide their brand 
of youth work, with an emphasis on vocational and life skills, in-
person for those deemed most vulnerable. For those young people 
who were anxious about being in person, Helm supported them to 
engage with other providers such as Barnardo’s, who were offering 
fully online engagement, which suited their needs better.

“Without youth work, young people, and the families and 
people who support them, would have struggled throughout the 
pandemic. Youth work provided support on a scale never before 
seen, for social skills, emotional wellbeing, mental wellbeing and 
simply positive entertainment” (Youth worker)

https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/5678/dec2020-lockdowlowdown-v2-survey-final.pdf
https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/5048/200831-youth-work-and-employability-final.pdf
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Supporting young people who faced  
barriers to participation during Covid-19
Young people with disabilities
The pandemic disproportionately impacted young people with 
protected characteristics. Interest Link Borders provides support to 
anyone aged 8+ with learning disabilities living in the Scottish Borders. 
Respite and activities services were closed during the national 
lockdowns; Interest Link Borders filled that gap through frequent 
contact and activities for the whole family. They used a mix of Zoom, 
WhatsApp, Facebook, text messages, telephone, and, newsletters 
to ensure no one was left out. One young person shared in 2020, 
“Interest Link is a lifeline just now. I’d be devastated without it”.

During the engagement sessions, youth workers expressed concern 
that while most young people were isolated during the lockdown, 
this was amplified for young people who were shielding or who had 
a disability or health condition that made online engagement difficult. 
They were physically isolated for longer and had fewer opportunities 
to engage in youth work or other activities.

https://www.interestlink.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Documents/Impactreports&surveys/Landscape-Impact-Report-2020.pdf
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Young people from black and minority  
ethnic communities 
In 2020 Intercultural Youth Scotland outlined the need for 
appropriate risk assessments and race-informed, culturally-
responsive youth work to support black and minority ethnic young 
people returning to school. Professor Rowena Arshad from the 
University of Edinburgh completed a Booster Consultation Report 
on behalf of YouthLink Scotland in 2021. This report explains that 
where there was funding for black and minority ethnic led events, 
such as summer programmes; the youth workers viewed these as 
highly valuable. They provided opportunities for young people to 
go on trips and have fun activities; many would not have had this 
opportunity without the funding.

An organisation working with black and minority ethnic young people 
reported that young people faced additional barriers to engaging 
with school online due to English not being spoken at home and, in 
some cases, parents/carers having a limited computer and digital 
skills. This particularly impacted online engagement with the schools 
that youth work organisations supported. The organisation provided 
a digital space for young people to come along and share their 
challenges, gave help and support, and ensured that young people 
could meet up.

Young people from the LGBTI community
YouthLink Scotland, Northern Star, and the University of Edinburgh 
conducted research in 2020 to examine The Impact of LGBT Youth 
Scotland’s Digital Youth Work on Young People during Lockdown. 
During this research, 22 young people shared the impact youth 
work had, which focused on reduced isolation, improved wellbeing, 
personal growth, and increased resilience. Online youth work was 
challenging for some young people because it made it harder to read 
body language and facial expressions; others were uncomfortable 
seeing themselves on screen. During Covid-19 LGBT Youth Scotland 
provided group work opportunities, individual support, participation 
opportunities, a safe and inclusive space, and regularly scheduled 
youth work. One young person, aged 19, shared:

“Without LGBT Youth Scotland lockdown would have been 
horrible. I would not be communicating with anyone outside 
my immediate family and like two friends, so being able to 
communicate with the other people I normally see at group is 
good. And getting support from youth workers has helped a lot 
too, my mental health would have been in a much worse state 
than it is now, and I am not sure I’d be safe or alive right now. 
I’ve not used the pride and pixels server much, but I’ve been 
interacting in there, a group of us actually all met up in Dundee 
when the restrictions were lifted a bit. I’ve been engaging in 1.1 
more recently and they’ve been good and helped a lot, I don’t 
think anything has been taken away from doing them in person”.

https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/619e1fb83755679e45b569f8/619e1fb83755674344b56a08_COVID%2BIN%2BCOLOUR%2BFINAL%2BUPLOAD%2BVERSION.pdf
https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/5686/lgbt-ys-digital-yw-research-report.pdf
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Girls and young women
In 2021, Girlguiding distributed a survey where they explored hopes 
and fears for the future. The findings show that the pandemic had 
caused much change that had deeply impacted their lives. It affected 
their mental health and shaped their world views. The survey found 
that Girlguiding had provided invaluable support to girls and young 
women during Covid-19. 59% shared that youth groups/clubs had 
positively influenced them. 93% believed the government should 
support youth groups and clubs to help young people during Covid-19 
and in the future. 

Young people who are justice and care experienced
Youth Justice Voices was created as a collaboration between Scottish 
Throughcare and Aftercare Forum (Staf) and the Children and Young 
People’s Centre for Justice (CYCJ). It was established to amplify the 
voices of young people aged 16-25 with experience in the care and 
justice systems. Led by the steering group Youth Just Us, the group 
uses creative ways to be heard in the justice system and explore 
and share their experiences with policymakers, managers, corporate 
parents, and the Scottish Government. 

Youth workers adapted their practice during the pandemic to support 
the group online. The initial focus was on ensuring everyone was okay 
and providing care packages, including vouchers for takeaways so they 
could eat together online. They then continued their work, including 
working with Police Scotland to tackle stigma and discrimination. They 
created a national newsletter that included quizzes and word searches; 
this was distributed online, with physical copies for young people in 
Polmont. Young people also ran workshops for Scotland’s Youth Justice 

Vision Action Plan. 

Young people living in rural communities
A report by Rural Youth Project in August 2020 highlights some of the 
issues experienced by young people living in rural communities, such 
as poor transport, poor digital connectivity, and inadequate housing. 
Despite these issues, before the pandemic, 72% of respondents felt 
optimistic about the future; in 2020, this reduced to 40%. Funding was 
available during Covid-19 to address social isolation and loneliness, 
administered by YouthLink Scotland (2022). The fund reached 842 
rurally isolated young people. The fund provided additional resources to 
improve the inclusivity of current provisions and extra support hours to 
support young people in areas of high deprivation. 

CASE STUDY: SHETLAND
Yell Youth Cafe on Shetland was awarded £5000 from the Social 
Isolation and Loneliness Fund. The Youth Cafe closed during the 
lockdowns, and the funding was used to reopen as restrictions 
eased and provide transport for young people living on a remote, 
access-deprived island to attend the cafe. The Youth Cafe 
provides a warm, safe, friendly space, which gives young people 
a sense of empowerment, where they can develop new skills, 
and participate in an environment different from that of school or 
home. They can overcome the isolation and loneliness of living in 
a remote island community, which has been particularly apparent 
during the Covid-19 pandemic, allowing them to connect with 
their community and socialise with their peers.

https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-resources/research-and-campaigns/back-in-lockdown-report.pdf
https://www.staf.scot/blog/the-role-of-youth-work-in-participation-and-youth-justice
https://www.ruralyouthproject.com/learn/qualitative-report
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The impact of Covid-19 on youth  
workers and youth work organisations
Role of youth work 
The role of youth work broadened during the pandemic. 
Organisations noted that pre-pandemic they would have referred 
young people to other organisations if they needed support on 
specific issues. During the pandemic, those other organisations were 
no longer available or able to help, so youth work stepped in to fill 
the void. 

Youth workers no longer take for granted pre-pandemic ways of 
working. They learned to be more proactive. They identified and 
filled gaps in services for young people regardless of whether it was 
within the youth work remit. They did what was needed for young 
people with care and compassion. Youth work helped young people 
feel important and valued. Youth work organisations are more caring, 
flexible, and resilient due to the pandemic, focusing on ensuring 
young people are not left behind. 

Taking youth work outdoors
When restrictions eased, limitations on travel and mixing meant that 
face-to-face youth work utilised very local spaces and facilities. 
Young people and youth workers got to know their local areas much 
more, which led to a greater appreciation of the community. Youth 
workers adapted their practice to make the most of the outdoor 
spaces. Many used a variety of walk-and-talk approaches which 
they’ve carried on using even after restrictions have been lifted. 

Partnerships
During Covid-19, youth workers developed new and deepened 
existing partnerships.

“There has been a fundamental shift towards collaborative work 
across services due to the pandemic“.

They worked closely with social work, education, and other 
agencies, and there were collaborations between third-sector 
organisations and local authorities. 

Closer working with partners, such as education and social work 
has led to an increased understanding of the value of youth work. 
Youth work is now recognised as a critical strategic partner within 
local authorities. Partners recognise that youth work is not an activity 
but a process using a suite of resources and approaches that 
impacts young people’s confidence skills and engagement. This has 
increased requests for youth work to participate in various groups 
within local authorities.
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Opportunities and 
Challenges
Covid-19 and the resulting restrictions were a seismic shift 
for the youth work sector. There were significant challenges 
for young people and youth work, but the pandemic 
also offered opportunities to develop new practice skills, 
expand professional networks and share best practice. 

Opportunities
Skills development 
Covid-19 provided opportunities for skills development for youth 
workers. Before the pandemic, most youth work was delivered 
offline, with many youth workers lacking digital literacy, tools 
and equipment. The need to switch quickly to digital youth work 
meant a swift upskilling of many youth work staff. This has resulted 
in a workforce that is better able to operate in an online/digital 
environment. Organisations now has various online information, 
session plans, tools, and templates to use in the future. 

Sharing practice
As well as partnerships within a geographical area, working digitally 
meant being able to work with and share information with other 
youth workers across the country. This has improved the training 
and development of youth work staff by sharing best practices, 
challenges, and lessons learned from new ways of working. New 
tools and platforms like Padlet, MS teams, Zoom, and Discord 
enabled knowledge exchange between youth workers in different 
parts of Scotland.

Youth workers said they are more likely to be able to attend training 
and networking sessions online, and this has had a significant 
impact on the development of youth workers. They are networking 
with other organisations as the travel barrier (both time and cost) has 
been removed.

Funding 
Many funders relaxed restrictions on funding and reporting during 
the pandemic allowing organisations to redeploy project funding to 
frontline youth engagement and wellbeing work. This relaxed funding 
environment was appreciated by organisations able to make decisions 
based on local knowledge about where funds can be best spent.

Meeting a need
In May 2022, Education Scotland published a thematic review 
focused on recovery based on 42 schools across Scotland. They 
found that staff recognised that whole school approaches might not 
be sufficient to support the wellbeing of all pupils. They appointed an 
additional team, including youth workers, to meet this need.

 

https://education.gov.scot/media/fkgntm0d/local-approaches-to-recovery-mod.pdf
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Challenges
Access to buildings and facilities
Access to buildings and facilities for youth work was a significant 
challenge for the sector during Covid-19. These issues were 
experienced from the beginning of the first lockdown in March 2020 
to the end of 2021.

YouthLink Scotland distributed four surveys to the youth work sector 
to understand the sector’s access to facilities during Covid-19. In 
September 2020, 39% of respondents were not offering face-to-face 
youth work outdoors or indoors due to restrictions. Barriers they 
experienced included lack of appropriate space, social distancing, 
lack of toilets and handwashing facilities, weather, and keeping up 
with Government guidance. By October 2020, 108 respondents 
shared that most offered outdoor youth work. Only 5% were not 
yet able/permitted to offer services. A third survey was completed 
in June 2021 by 220 respondents, at which point, only 22% had full 
access to facilities. Of those respondents with no access to facilities, 
42% said the reason was the interpretation of guidance/restrictions, 
27% said Local Authorities were not providing lets, and 36% had 
not been given a timeframe for reopening. As a consequence, 52% 
said young people had lost access to key trusted relationships with 
youth workers and peers, and 42% said young people’s progress 
with learning and development had stalled. The most significant 
response to the survey came in November 2021, when there were 
329 responses. Only 54% of total respondents had access to the 
facilities they needed, and 44% of organisations wanting access to 
schools had no access. The University of Edinburgh (2022) reflected 
on these findings and suggested an inequality around parity of 

https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/5213/access-to-facilities-report-final.pdf
https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/5301/access-to-facilities-updated-report.pdf
https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/6353/access-to-facilities-survey-report-final.pdf
https://www.youthlinkscotland.org/media/6885/access-to-facilities-headline-survey-nov-2021.pdf
https://www.covid19inquiry.scot/introductory-academic-research
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the value between formal education providers and the third sector 
support services, including youth work was a factor. Two years 
after the first lockdown, the youth work sector still faces barriers to 
accessing facilities. The University of Edinburgh (2022) concludes 
that the lack of access and issues around online practice will impact 
the recovery of the youth work sector. 

Funding
While the funding provided to the youth work sector during Covid-19 
was welcome and beneficial, the focus and logistics of the budget 
were challenging. The timing of some of the funding, particularly 
summer funding, made it hard to spend money and apportion it 
strategically. Organisations also noted they need funding for staffing 
and core costs rather than equipment.

Digital youth work
Digital engagement with young people was initially challenging for 
youth work during Covid-19. The speed at which lockdown was 
imposed meant that many youth workers were not prepared for 
the shift to digital youth work and found they did not have ways to 
contact young people - especially those who had accessed drop-
in youth work or accessed youth work in an ad hoc way before 
Covid-19. Post-lockdown youth work is in a much stronger position 
digitally and has the systems it needs to work with and contact 
young people online.

Young people’s engagement in digital youth work varied between 
groups. For those young people use to more intensive support 
every week, the shift to online youth work did not always work well, 
and it was difficult to engage them. One organisation talked about 
a group of young people involved in a pre-pandemic employability 

program. They received 15 hours per week of face-to-face support 
and developed close relationships with youth workers. They were 
prioritised for early face-to-face engagement as soon as restrictions 
allowed. 

For some young people who might previously have faced barriers 
to accessing youth work due to geography or specific issues, digital 
youth work allowed them to engage on their terms. Youth workers 
reported a drop in young people’s digital engagement over time in 
response to the stage of restrictions and digital fatigue. 

Re-establishing youth work
Re-establishing youth work was challenging for some youth work 
organisations once restrictions began to lift. Some young people felt 
that youth work had “left them” during the enforced absence of face-
to-face work. Youth workers had to work hard to build back the trust 
lost in this period. 

Young people had missed the structure that youth work provided, 
especially when all other regular activities had disappeared. This 
was particularly the case for young people with complex needs or 
who found it hard to engage online. One youth work organisation 
told us that their service was able to continue working with young 
people throughout the second lockdown. These young people were 
considered at significant risk and disengaged from school and other 
activities. Youth workers partnered with the schools and provided 
programmes throughout the second lockdown. As a result, the 
school is keen to keep the programme going, and young people are 
eager to get involved.
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Lessons for the future 
Role of the youth work sector
Youth work has a significant role in helping young people adjust to 
and thrive in a post-Covid-19 world.

Public Health Scotland (2022) explains that “the impact of Covid-19 
has meant the removal of available supports that enable young 
people to prevent unintended pregnancy and other sexual health 
issues, such as sexually transmitted infections (STIs). This includes 
education in schools, loss of youth work services, and most sexual 
health service provision and is likely to have the most significant 
impact on those more vulnerable or who generally fail to engage”. 
Public Health Scotland states that they prioritise action to support 
the recovery of youth work in a way that “promotes the health and 
wellbeing of children and young people and addresses increasing 
attainment inequality”. 

During Covid-19, the youth work sector worked in partnership 
with other agencies and services in a much deeper and more 
collaborative way. It often went beyond what would traditionally have 
been seen as youth work. It supported young people in a range of 
new methods, such as tackling food poverty, more intensive mental 
health and wellbeing, and total family support. As a result, the 
perception and reputation of youth work have shifted within local 
authorities and partner organisations, and it is seen as an essential 
and impactful service. 

The youth work sector is involved in discussions and service 
development in ways previously closed to them however, they cannot 
engage in some of this work due to limited budgets and staffing.

In this Covid-19 recovery period, youth workers reported an 
expectation from partners and young people that youth work 
services would return to normal but thought this was unrealistic. 
Youth workers reported concerns about young people’s mental 
health and levels of risk-taking behaviour. More young people need 
youth work, and they are presenting with increasingly complex 
problems and issues. The demand for youth work is significantly 
outstripping the sector’s ability to respond. 

This is coupled with the challenges of recruiting skilled and 
experienced youth workers. Youth workers are often first responders 
for young people. They need to have the skills to support young 
people with the issues they are facing. The youth work workforce 
is depleted and fatigued and at risk of burnout due to working 
through Covid-19 and understaffing. Some workers left or retired 
during the pandemic, and recruiting youth workers at the skill level is 
challenging. 

It is challenging to secure funding for core costs like staffing, 
development, and building costs. Planning and development time 
for youth workers is essential to ensure the quality of youth work and 
the wellbeing of youth workers. Funding is often on a project-by-
project basis, making it hard to plan and provide continuity of youth 
workers for young people. Recruitment of skilled and experienced 
youth workers is a significant issue for the sector. 

Despite these challenges, young people have shared the importance 
of youth work in recovery. During Covid-19, Young Scot, YouthLink 
Scotland, and Scottish Youth Parliament distributed surveys and 
conducted focus groups with young people called Lockdown 
Lowdown. In July 2021, 35% of young people thought that youth 
work had a role in supporting young people as Scotland eased out of 

https://www.scotphn.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/2022_02_28-Ensuring-our-future-addressing-the-impact-of-COVID-19-on-children-young-people-and-their-families-Feb22-English.pdf
https://syp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/july2021-lockdownlowdown-v3-survey-report.pdf
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lockdown. The reasons included allowing space to socialise and re-
establishing a feeling of community and social connection. They also 
felt that youth work supported young people’s mental health. Some 
young people shared that engaging in youth work would allow them 
to regain confidence and reduce feelings of loneliness or isolation. 
As one example, “I feel that having youth groups and being able to 
go will help young people’s mental health and also help with social 
anxiety”.

Young Minds (2021) examined the impact of Covid-19 on young 
people’s mental health needs. They stated that the “Government 
must also ensure that local charities and youth clubs, which provide 
vital early mental support, survive the economic impact of the 
pandemic”. The small-scale Covid-19 Conversations research 
project conducted in December 2020 and January 2021 asked 
people to share their experiences of the pandemic and what could 
be improved further. One suggestion included enhancing out-of-
school activities and community youth work (Scottish Government, 
October 2021).

Emergency preparedness
The challenges of the Covid-19 pandemic have left the youth work 
sector in a much stronger position to respond to future similar 
events. The workforce is better skilled and also knowledgeable about 
digital youth work. It can mobilise more quickly.

While it is impossible to know what restrictions any future pandemic 
might necessitate, it is essential to bear in mind that there are 
some young people for whom digital youth work is not an option. 
Consideration therefore should be given to allowing these young 
people to maintain face-to-face youth work.

https://www.youngminds.org.uk/media/esifqn3z/youngminds-coronavirus-report-jan-2021.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/covid-recovery-strategy-fairer-future/pages/1/
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Appendix 1 -  
Methodology
The Scottish Government funded YouthLink Scotland to 
complete an evidence review exploring youth work’s role in 
responding to and recovery from Covid-19. This evidence 
review will inform the work of the Scottish Government 
Covid-19 Learning and Evaluation Group. 

Methodology 
This evidence review gathered data in two ways:

1.    A literature review

2.    Stakeholder engagement events 

Literature review
A mapping exercise was conducted to identify any reports on youth 
work’s role during Covid-19. This included reviewing all reports shared 
through YouthLink Scotland’s Youth Work Briefing (a newsletter to 
members) from March 2020 to September 2022. The briefing was also 
used to ask Members to send any other reports they were aware of. 
YouthLink Scotland’s networks were also approached to share any 
reports, including The Scottish Youth Work Research Steering Group, 
National Youth Work Covid Recovery Group, and Social Isolation and 
Loneliness Action Group. After a review of all the reports, a total of 76 
pieces were identified as explicitly discussing youth work’s role during 
Covid-19 (see appendix 3).

Stakeholder engagement events
Two online engagement events were held to better understand 
the views of the youth work sector and reach organisations that 
perhaps had not published reports during Covid-19. YouthLink 
Scotland commissioned Northern Star (an independent evaluation 
company) to deliver the sessions, analyse the responses and 
support the information write-up. The first took place on the 23rd of 
June and was attended by 11 representatives from the youth work 
sector. The second event was held on the 10th of August with four 
equalities-focused youth work organisations representatives. For 
representatives from the sector who wanted to contribute to the 
evidence review but could not attend the events, YouthLink Scotland 
conducted follow-up online calls and emails to ensure their views 
were heard. The list of contributors can be found in appendix 2. 

Ethics
To ensure this evidence review was conducted ethically and safely, 
YouthLink Scotland adhered to their Research Ethics Policy and 
completed an ethics checklist which The Scottish Government 
approved. The completed checklist is available on request; please 
contact acalder@youthlinkscotland.org. 
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